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IN THE NIGHT — 1


Like a white bird, the scream flew up from the depths of the cellar, then became trapped inside Marion’s head. As it flapped its wings against the inside of her skull, she wondered how had it got through three floors of the big strong house to her dusty little room in the attic? If the scream managed to reach her, surely it could find a way to someone else: Judith next door or old Mr. Weinberg opposite, who liked to walk his little Pomeranian dog along Grange Road in the small hours. Lying on her side made her hip bone ache, so she turned onto her back, but this position strained her knees. The sheets had wriggled to the bottom of the bed, so the woolen blankets scratched her skin, but when she pushed the blankets off, she was freezing cold. She tried to stop herself from wondering what had caused the person to scream and what it might be like down in the cellar in the middle of the night. Don’t think about it, she warned herself, or you’ll go mad, just like Great-aunt Phyllis. They’ll send you to one of those places with bars on the windows, and you’ll have to eat your dinner with a plastic spoon.


Then she heard Mother’s voice: John is doing what is best for them; you have to trust him—he is your brother and a very clever person, an Oxford graduate, no less. If you can’t trust John, your only living family, then who can you trust?


But what if Judith or Mr. Weinberg did hear the scream? What if someone called the police and they came to the house in the night? Would they bang on the door and wait for someone to answer, or just knock it down and come right in? Would they be dragged from their beds? You heard people say that sometimes: “They dragged them from their beds in the middle of the night.” But surely the police allowed a person time to get up and get dressed, didn’t they?


Perhaps you ought to have something decent ready just in case, suggested Mother. Those baggy black trousers with the jam stain on the knee and that scruffy brown jumper you dropped on the floor before getting into bed would hardly do.


While she and her brother were taken off to the police cells, the home she had lived in all her life would be ripped apart in search of evidence. The thought of strangers running around the house horrified her. What would they think of all the mess? The mold on the bathroom wall, all those broken appliances that John refused to let her throw away, yet never got round to repairing, the tins of food piled in the kitchen, and years and years of newspapers blocking the hall? And that Tupperware container on the top shelf of the fridge, the one full of black slime and greeny-blue fur; she wasn’t even sure what it had in it to begin with, and now she was too frightened to open it. If I weren’t already dead, I would die from shame that you let things get into such a state, added Mother.


She saw herself on the front page of a newspaper (Marion had never taken a good photo; even in her eighteenth-birthday portrait she looked like a matron of forty), that frizzy brown hair sticking out in all directions like a madwoman’s, all the world judging her. What would Judith say? That she had always thought Marion and her brother were odd? And Lydia? The shame of Lydia finding out about all of this would be too much to bear.


“It won’t happen, Marion. Nobody heard the scream. Nobody’s coming. Who’d be looking for them anyway?” said Neil, holding her in his arms and stroking the hysterical hair.


“But they will, if not tonight, then another night,” replied Marion. “And no one will understand that John only wants to help them.”


Marion Zetland was eight years old when she first discovered she was plain. If she’d had friends, someone might have pointed this out sooner, but Mother’s nerves, delicate as a glass cobweb, couldn’t stand the strain of other people’s “snotty-nosed scamps” cavorting around the Grange Road house, dirty feet clattering down the oak staircases, squeals bouncing around the large wood-paneled rooms, the possibility of someone breaking or even stealing one of the many “heirlooms,” so aside from her brother, John, Marion rarely saw other children outside of school.


Sarah Moss’s mother was young and pretty. She dressed in clothes bright as sweetie wrappers and her shiny blond hair bounced as she bent over to talk to Marion outside the gates of Saint Winifred’s Primary School one Friday afternoon. Marion’s own mother’s hair was set into a mass of interlocking iron and steel curls at Pierre Micheline’s once a week and could withstand Northport’s sharpest seafront breeze without shifting.


“Would you like to come over to our house tomorrow?” she asked with her smiling voice.


Marion saw Sarah over her mother’s shoulder. She was standing by a yellow car, her new grown-up teeth bared at Marion in a way that said, “I’d prefer you to drop dead than come to play.”


It was as if Sarah had grabbed her by one arm and the nice lady by the other, and they were trying to split her into two halves.


•  •  •


“THEY PROBABLY KNOW my family owned Northport Grand until the war,” Mother said loftily. “They’re using her to get in with us.”


But Dad insisted that Marion should go. “She spends too much time locked away in her own little world. She needs to get out and about, start making some real friends.”


Dad drove her to Sarah’s house on Saturday afternoon, smoking a cigarette with one hand and steering the Bentley with the other. The car was hot and leathery like the inside of a shoe, and with each jolting stop and start of the fifteen-minute journey, Marion felt as though she was about to be sick. They pulled up outside a new, boxlike house with huge stone snails crawling across a hump-shaped lawn.


“I’m popping over to the office now. I’ll pick you up seven-ish,” said Dad, biting on his black mustache. On weekends he often spent long periods of time at his office above the huge warehouse of Zetland’s Fine Fabrics.


“But, Dad . . . I don’t know if they want me to stay that long.”


“Well, just ask if they can let you wait until then.” He crushed his dying cigarette, alongside the bodies of several others, into a little metal container attached to the car door and clicked it shut.


“It’ll be all right, Chuckles, don’t you worry,” he said, pinching her cheek with ashy fingers.


The Bentley had already driven away before she reached the end of the gravel path. She rang the bell, and a shape appeared behind the bubbly glass door panels. When the door opened, a suntanned man with a brown sideswept fringe and blue jeans was standing there smiling at her. He crouched down so their heads were the same level.


“Hi, I’m Sarah’s dad. You must be Marion.” He let the golden-brown fringe fall forwards, and Marion felt the urge to reach out and feel if it really was soft as a silk tassel.


Marion’s dad never wore jeans; he always dressed in a suit even when they went for walks along the promenade. Sarah’s mum and dad seemed so young compared to her own parents. Marion’s father had been fifty-two when she was born and her mother forty-three. They were the same age as most of her schoolmates’ grandparents, and their lives had the sepia tinge of a bygone era when people rode penny-farthings and had kitchen maids.


Marion followed Sarah’s dad into the house, which was remarkable for its lack of antiques, wood-paneling, and curtains with mad swirling patterns. Instead, everything was made from sunlit pine and crayon-box colors. Through the French windows she could see Sarah and her friends standing on the patio. When they saw Marion, they gathered into a group and began to whisper.


Sarah’s mum came from the kitchen, wiping hands as small and soft as baby mice against her pale blue jeans. Sarah’s mum and dad were like a pair of those fashion dolls you saw in toy shops. The ones that stood side by side in cellophane boxes, dressed in matching outfits with plastic leisure accessories like miniature bikes and BBQ kits. “Hi, Marion.” She beamed as if they were old friends. “The girls are out in the garden playing with Robbie. You go and join them while I get lunch ready.”


Marion got a tight cold feeling in her tummy as if she were being sent out to fight in a battle.


“Please don’t make me go,” she wanted to say. “Let me stay inside. We can watch TV, and I can pretend that you are my real mum and dad.”


Sarah’s dad let her out through the French windows, and she found herself standing on some paving stones, all different jagged shapes and sizes that had been cleverly fitted together like a puzzle. Sarah and her friends were taking turns stroking the gray fur of a large cuddly toy. The creature’s nose twitched as if in annoyance at Marion daring to step out onto its fantastical stone garden.


“How does it move? Is it a magic toy?” asked Marion.


“He is a chinchilla called Robbie, and he can move because he’s alive,” said Sarah in a tone that implied only an idiot wouldn’t know that. “Don’t let her touch him,” she ordered the other girls. “She’ll probably do it wrong and squish him to death.”


Lucy Clements, by far the biggest of the girls, readied her walnutty knuckles to punch, then placed herself between the chinchilla and Marion. The others petted Robbie with exaggerated daintiness, sweeping their fingertips downwards and allowing them to alight on his fur for just an instant.


Marion went and stood alone at the far end of the garden. “White trousers twill—brushed cotton red trousers with flower on the pocket—rayon pink skirt—black pants serge—no—canvas—pants—black—no, white pants—toweling—towel—towel,” she said to herself, identifying the fabrics of items on Mrs. Moss’s rotating washing line. She knew how from having spent so much time at Dad’s warehouse looking through sample books.


When Mrs. Moss called them in for lunch, they ate things that Marion had never seen before: peanut butter and a drink called Lilt that had pictures of palm trees on the can and tasted like sugary sunshine. Sarah and her friends began being overly nice to her, but in a pretend way.


“Judy, would you most kindly pass the peanut butter sandwiches to Marion?” said Sarah with a sharp-edged smile stretching her pretty face. “She looks like she is almost dead from hunger.”


“Would you like another Jammie Dodger, Marion? You have only had six or seven already,” asked Lucy. The other girls giggled until a frown from Sarah’s mum shut them up.


After tea, Marion and the other girls went upstairs to play. Sarah declared that they would pretend to be brides by putting a lace curtain over their heads and parading up and down the space between the frilly pink twin beds that served as a church aisle, holding a vase of plastic lilies of the valley borrowed from the downstairs loo.


“Who’s next?” Sarah said, when everyone but Marion had a turn.


“Marion hasn’t had a go,” said Hazel Parkinson, who had so many freckles on her small nose that they melted into one big browny splodge.


“But she can’t be a bride. She isn’t pretty enough. Who would marry that fat potato face?” said Judy Blake. Hearing these words made Marion’s insides burn like the time she ate the bad berries from the garden because they looked like candy.


“No, she must, everyone has to do it,” said Sarah ominously.


Reluctantly, Marion put the curtain over her head and took the flowers that had the harsh, headachy smell of cheap air freshener. As she walked, Sarah began to sing:


Here comes the bride


Forty inches wide


They had to knock the church door down


To get her bum inside.


The mattresses of the twin beds shook as the girls that were sitting on them began to giggle.


•  •  •


WHEN SHE WENT home, she found Mother cleaning the Edwardian silver teapot. Beautifully decorated with exotic animals and birds and standing on four tiger paws, the pot was too valuable to be trusted to the meaty hands of Mrs. Morrison, the housekeeper. Mother listened to Marion’s tale while carefully rubbing a soft gray cloth over the gleaming curve of the handle.


Marion wanted to be told that Sarah and her friends were wrong, that they were just saying these things to hurt her feelings, but instead Mother looked at Marion with an expression of vague disappointment, as if she were something that had lost its shape in the wash.


“It’s not your fault, Marion; you take after your dad’s mother. She was a very plain woman, but she was going to inherit the fabric business. That’s the only reason Grandfather Zetland married her.”


“Maybe I’ll be pretty when I grow up, like the ugly duckling,” Marion said optimistically.


Her mother said nothing but put down the teapot, lit a menthol cigarette, and exhaled. As the realization she might never be loved enveloped Marion with the cloud of bitter smoke, she wrapped her arms around Mother’s angular hips for comfort. Physical affection wasn’t encouraged, however, in the Zetland family, and she soon felt herself peeled off with extreme delicacy.


As Mother returned her attention to the teapot, Marion ran upstairs to her attic bedroom. She arranged all her soft toys in a circle on the floor, then got into the middle and curled up into a ball with her head tucked between her knees. She often did this when she was upset. It made her feel as though the toys were protecting her with their magical power. While she was still curled up with her eyes closed someone came into the room. Marion did not look up, but she knew it must be her older brother, John, because she could smell strawberry shoelaces, and those were his favorite sweets.


“What’s up, Mar?”


“I’m not pretty. I’m never going to get married because I’m far too wide.” The sob that came deep from Marion’s chest sounded like a saw being dragged across wood. “I expect I will die alone.”


She heard John snap a shoelace between his teeth.


“Who told you that?”


“Sarah Moss and her friends. And they wouldn’t let me touch Robbie in case I squished him.”


“Robbie?”


“He’s a chinchilla—that’s a cuddly toy brought to life by magic.”


“Where does she live?”


Marion sniffed. “It’s called Copperdale Estate. Near to that place Dad takes us, you know, Frank’s Yard. They have giant snails in the front garden. Pretend ones, though.”


When she lifted her head, John was gone, but a slick red strawberry sweet lay next to her inside the protective circle. Marion picked up the strawberry stick and put it in her mouth. As soon as the pink-flavored sugar fizzed on her tongue, she began to feel a little better.


A few weeks later Mrs. Moss was about to drive Sarah and her little brother to school when they found the skin of Robbie the chinchilla spread across the windscreen of the car. No one knew how the skin had got there or what had happened to the inside bits of Robbie. Marion did not go back to Sarah’s house again. If ever she was invited to things, she pretended to be poorly. Instead, she preferred to stay in what Dad called her “own little world” with the door firmly locked against intruders.


@devushka.94


July 6th


Hi today this is Sonya.


This is a normal day for me I clean/fed everybody all morning. Sometimes I play with the white rats and they don’t eat my fingers now because they know I am friends. Many children come to the store to look at the puppis. The Mrs. Boris tells me I am ask them what they want and if they do not buy I must stare at them with angry eyes until they leave. But I am not as good as Mrs. Boris at making angry eyes and the children do not leave. They poke their fingers through cage and scream making the puppis bark, then the parrot make Kaakaaakaa sound and the cats hisssss and my head gets so big with noise I think it might pop.


At night I watched TV show about horses. One day I like I will work with horses. Big animals better they can run free not like the little things in cages. Sorry for not so good English I will try harder please be patience with me!


August 8th


This day is hot very and daddy gecko died. I cry because I am sad it died but also because I am sad about many other things. Boris says it is my fault because not enough water for daddy gecko. Boris says daddy gecko cost a lot of money. The Mrs. Boris says the money must come from me.


August 9th


Again very hot and my hand hurts because I was bitten by the bad puppi. Even with bitten hand I have to clean and feed and clean more. Boris says it is my own fault. Everything is Sonya fault. Puppi is growing very big. Someone must buy him soon because if he gets too big he is not cute enough to be loved. We must not tell anyone he bites. Even the fishes look scared when the bad puppi barks.


Sept 9th


Man bought the bad puppis for his little girl birthday. But then the puppi bit girl on leg and the man brought back to store. He threatened to go to politzia if Boris did not give him money. Boris is angry with me though it is not my fault. I thought he would hit me. He says the puppi must be killed. He took it to the river. I am sad even though it was the bad puppi.


I called one puppis Adrian because he has the curly hair like you. He was the best one. He didn’t bite anyone and has gone to nice home. I hope he is happy.


Sept 10th


Clean and feed and clean and feed all day long. I am teaching the parrots English. Then they will know my secrets. I will tell them about you Adrian. I wish I could set them all free. I wish they could set me free. Sometimes I am so hungry I eat their food.


Dec 12th


Now is winter very cold. This morning I find a yellow bird and two of the baby mice not moving. Things die when it is cold things die when it is hot. The cats are in bad mood with me for some reason. The big cat with thick fur coat like rich lady scratched my face I do not know what I have done to upset her.


Feb 23rd


My English is so much better now—i watch many TV programs in English at night but I have to keep the sound very low so no one hears me. It is a program about animals in a big American zoo. I want to study about animals and become maybe a vet or work in a zoo. Do you think that will be possible Adrian to study these things in England? Of course I will need to get a job too and save up very much money I know this and I am prepared to work hard, do you have any animals? We were not allowed to have pets in the State Children’s Residence, but I loved to read books about all kinds of animals. This is why the supervisor obtained me the job in the pet store, but really it is the worst because the animals are treated so badly, but even then not as badly as some people!


Feb 25th


I received the money you sent yesterday. I am so excited to come to England! Of course I am a little scared because it is a very long journey, a bus, two trains and then a big boat. Then I wait at the McDonald’s for the Mercedes car. I hope I do not get lost on the way. No one will miss me here, except maybe the white rats.





LUNCH WITH JUDITH


As she waited for the clock to move to half past twelve, the inside of Marion’s thin nylon raincoat began to feel as hot as a carnival tent in summer. She had put it on well before going out, because getting the zip up could be a bit of a struggle, and she didn’t want it to get stuck at the last minute and end up being late. Of course, she was only going next door to Judith’s house for lunch, but it was a drizzly February day and Marion felt safer with the layer of orange nylon between her and the outside world.


She held her handbag clutched in her lap as if afraid someone might snatch it, which was unlikely, of course, since she was alone in her own kitchen. The clock twitched to twelve fifteen. Appointments made her nervous. If only she could have come up with an excuse! But saying she already had plans for the day would have been an obvious lie, as Marion never had any plans.


A pile of mail lay on the table in front of Marion. Mostly it consisted of leaflets and brochures encouraging one to do things like buy a new sofa or stay in a cottage in Cornwall.


YOU CANNOT AFFORD TO MISS THIS OPPORTUNITY SAVE ££££££ SWITCH TO GREEN NET BROADBAND


screamed a bright orange-and-green leaflet on top of the pile. She wasn’t exactly sure what broadband was; her brother, John, made all the decisions about that kind of thing, but perhaps she ought to keep it in case the opportunity was one they really could not afford to miss. Marion suddenly imagined them falling into poverty, becoming homeless and having to sleep on the streets as a result. Even though part of her knew she was being silly, a superstitious fear that she found hard to explain prevented her from throwing it away.


Beneath it was a blue leaflet with a photograph of a pizza. The red circles of meat between bubbling cheese made her think of pictures of skin diseases in a medical textbook that John had once dared her to look at when they were children.


Fratelli Pizza Delivered Directly to Your Door 50% DISCOUNT with this leaflet


Neither she nor John ate pizza, but it did seem like a very good offer. The people who owned the restaurant were obviously trying very hard to sell their pizzas; perhaps business wasn’t going well, and they needed to reduce prices in order to gain new customers. It seemed cruel to just throw the leaflet in the bin when they had gone to so much effort, so she put that into the save pile too. Then she came across:


RAY’S RELIABLE ROOFING—FREE QUOTES GIVEN


and:


BRIGHTEN UP YOUR WORLD—MORLEY DOUBLE GLAZING


What if they really needed double glazing or the roof needed fixing? Who would they go to? Should she not keep these for reference or in case of emergency? Just by throwing a leaflet away, might she not be tempting fate to break their windows or damage the roof? Suddenly the thought of sorting through all these leaflets and deciding which ones needed to be kept and which should be thrown away seemed too much for Marion to cope with, especially on the day she had to undergo something as daunting as a lunch appointment with her neighbor, so she gathered them all together and shoved them into a cabinet above the sink.


As she crossed the kitchen, dark fluff and grime filling the gap between the sink and the refrigerator caught her eye, making her think of hairy armpits. She really ought to do some cleaning when she got back, but there was so much that needed doing, where to start? Why pick one place rather than another? The bathroom tiles were all black around the edges, dust balls got fat beneath the beds, and each room was filled with so much junk and clutter that it was hard to cross the floor without tripping.


The six-bedroom house, once so immaculately maintained, had tumbled into a state of domestic chaos in the twenty-odd years since Mother’s death. Cobwebs draped the high, corniced ceilings, the Meissen figurines were surrounded by white drifts of dust, Georgian dressers were heaped with piles of old newspapers, and the fine oak flooring was cluttered with broken toasters and TV sets that John said he intended to fix but never got round to it. Before Mother died, the housekeeper, Mrs. Morrison, kept everything in order; but no sane person would even think of taking the job on with things in such a state, and even if they did, John would never allow a stranger into their house.


In fairness, Marion tried to keep some areas of the house clean; she had a dustpan and brush that she used to clear biscuit crumbs and bits of fluff from the big leather living room chairs and the sofa where she lay while watching television in the afternoons. The kitchen and bathroom surfaces were wiped down regularly with a cloth soaked in a weak solution of bleach; the smell that lingered on her skin afterwards always bringing back miserable memories of school swimming lessons.


And as usual, whenever she thought about all the mess, she felt as if she herself were just another piece of nameless junk trapped underneath one of the many piles that littered the house. So as not to have to look at her surroundings, she tightened the drawstring of her hood until it covered her eyes, leaving only her mouth and nose framed by a small oval of puckered nylon.


As the bolt behind the cellar door scraped back, a little worm of anxiety crawled around in her stomach. The door swung open, letting a whiff of old-church smell into the kitchen, and Marion held her breath so she wouldn’t have to breathe the same air as them. Then John appeared, panting with effort from climbing the steep cellar steps. It wasn’t until her brother had slammed the heavy door behind him and locked it that Marion allowed herself to breathe again.


John used his handkerchief to wipe sweat from cheeks crisscrossed with tiny red veins. Well over six feet tall and with a huge belly that hung over his leather belt, he seemed to fill up the whole kitchen. Marion noticed that his well-polished, black leather shoes had rubbed his ankles raw.


“John, why aren’t you wearing any socks, love?” asked Marion.


“Couldn’t find them.”


“I left the clean ones on the bed in the spare room.”


“In Mother’s room?”


“No, the spare room.”


“The room with the cracked window?”


“No, the spare room with the face wardrobe.”


The face wardrobe was the polished-oak wardrobe where winter coats were kept. In the dark grain of one of the doors you could see a shape that, as children, Marion and John thought resembled the face of a screaming man. Marion had been too afraid to go into the room by herself until she was nearly fourteen.


“Why didn’t you leave them on my bed?”


“I always put them in that room. You don’t like me going in your bedroom.”


He made a huffing sound, then shook his head, jiggling the heavy jowls around his neck.


As he walked past her, the scent of the cologne she had bought him for his birthday tickled her nose. It was called Apollo, the one with the advert where a man from Greek legend was riding a white horse. She had chosen it because he was so fond of classical mythology. His hair was combed carefully across his scalp in a manner that even Marion knew was considered old-fashioned nowadays; most men shaved off the remaining hair the minute they began to go bald. Around his wrist was the watch with the stainless steel band that had belonged to Dad. The same watch that had been recovered miraculously still working from the river after the accident.


John went over to the sink, took off the watch, and placed it on the ledge before turning on the hot tap. As steam clouded the kitchen window he put his hands under the running water, and then began scrubbing them with a bar of dirt-streaked, coal tar soap. Marion noticed a neat round scar on the inside of his wrist.


After drying his hands on a kitchen towel, her brother switched on the radio, then stomped across the kitchen and began chopping up tomatoes for sandwiches, drumming his knife in time with the music playing. Little piles of seeds slid across the cutting board like frogspawn tinged with blood. These sandwiches would be for the visitors, and even to look at them made Marion uneasy.


“Why are you sitting there with your coat on, Mar?”


“I’m going to Judith’s for lunch.”


“Does Judith even eat lunch?” He snorted. “She looks like she lives on fresh air and tap water.”


“I suppose she must eat now and then.”


“I’ll bet she wants something.”


“Don’t be silly. What could she possibly want from me?”


“You’re a soft touch, Marion. That’s why she uses you.”


Marion didn’t mind the idea of being used; surely that was better than being unused, like a forgotten carton of milk going slowly sour in the fridge.


“All that babysitting you did for her and without paying you a penny.”


“But I enjoyed babysitting for Lydia. I would never take money for that,” said Marion, a little shocked by the idea.


“Well, it’s a shame Lydia can’t be bothered to come and see you now she’s all grown up.”


“I’m sure she is too busy with her studies and friends to bother with an old thing like me.”


Despite regularly sending parcels of treats, and sometimes a card with a bit of money stuffed inside, Marion hadn’t heard from Lydia since she began her studies at Birmingham Met more than a year ago. It wasn’t so much Lydia’s behavior as John’s relish in pointing it out that gave Marion a tight feeling in her throat.


“Oh, I forgot to tell you, John, a delivery arrived for you this morning. It’s in the hall.”


John left the room, then returned a moment later carrying a package. After placing it carefully down on the table, he stood looking at it for a few seconds as if savoring the moment. The brown wrapping made a papery shriek as he ripped it off with a knife; he then ran the palm of his hand across the box upon which was printed a picture of a dark gray aeroplane.


“What do you think of that then, Marion? The Avro Lancaster.”


“Very nice, I’m sure.”


“Nice?” John chuckled. “I don’t think the people of Hamburg thought this beauty was very nice; the Lancaster was used by the RAF to bomb the city in World War II. One of the air attacks took place after a spell of such warm, dry weather that it created a firestorm nearly a thousand feet high.” John paused to flick his tongue across his bottom lip. “The roads and even the water in the rivers burst into flames. People were swept up into the blazing tornado like dry leaves.” He removed his gaze from the picture of the plane to fix it on her. “Can you imagine that?”


Marion gasped. “How awful!”


“It had to be done, to win the war.” John patted the box affectionately. “People sleep peaceably in their beds at night only because rough men stand ready to do violence on their behalf. George Orwell said that, Marion,” he said, wagging a thick, red finger for emphasis.


“It never ceases to amaze me the things you know, John.”


•  •  •


AT TWELVE THIRTY exactly Marion rang the bell by her neighbor’s front door. Judith appeared dressed in leggings and a wraparound cardigan, dyed-black hair pulled into a bun. Her clothes and posture gave her the controlled, impatient look of a ballet mistress. She squinted at Marion as if unsure who she was or what she was doing standing on the step, then her thin red mouth curved into a smile.


“Oh, there you are. Well, come in then, lunch is already on the table.”


Marion followed her into the house, which despite being built in exactly the same style as the one next door, seemed to exist about a thousand years in the future. Everything in the open plan kitchen/dining room was sterile as a laboratory, and as she entered, the brightness of a dozen overhead spotlights stung Marion’s eyes. The entire rear wall of the house had been replaced by glass, through which you could see a Japanese-style garden and small gazebo overlooking a pond.


“Shall I grab your coat?”


“No—no—it’s all right—I’ll keep it on, thank you.”


“Isn’t it warm enough in here for you?” asked Judith.


In fact the house was much warmer than Marion’s; the outdated boiler next door did little to fight the sharp drafts that were forever chasing each other around the edges of windows and doors. But Marion was thinking of the struggle she had getting the zip up in the first place. If she got it stuck again and had to struggle to get out of her coat, Judith would get that annoying amused look on her face as if Marion were a clown brought in especially for her entertainment.


“Maybe I’ll take the hood down.”


She must have tied the knot too tightly beneath her chin because it was impossible to get undone. Marion had to stretch the hood back over her crop of dark frizzy hair. She sat down on one of Judith’s funny modern chairs made from a piece of curved plastic, then struggled not to slide straight onto the floor, as her nylon-covered bottom offered no grip against the shiny surface. The room was decorated with artworks from the gallery on Northport High Street that Judith owned. A giant abstract picture that looked like it might have been a lady’s breast hung on one wall, and several disembodied dolls’ heads that had been, for reasons incomprehensible to Marion, roughly crammed into an old medical cabinet stared out at her.


On the opposite wall hung two black-and-white portraits of Lydia. One had been taken when she was about five years old, her round face framed by a puffy halo of hair, and there was a solemn look in her huge eyes as though the camera had disappointed her gravely. In the second, taken more recently, she was wearing a white linen shirt and sitting on a wicker seat, her fine features framed by long straight hair. Marion felt a surge of warmth as she looked at the pictures.


The table was set out with things like tomatoes, peppers, and artichokes drowned in bright yellow olive oil, all arranged on glossy white plates, so they looked like medical specimens.


“I’ve got bottled water, Marion, or would you prefer tea?”


“Tea would be nice. Milk and two sugars, please.”


“I don’t have sugar. Or milk. If I have a drop of dairy, I swell up like a balloon. The human gut isn’t really designed to handle it. You know you must have a real espresso,” said Judith, forcing the word from between her lips with a hiss. “Greg brought me this fancy coffee machine back from Milan.”


She went over to a huge metal contraption that sat on the counter and then began messing with tiny cups and pouring jugs of liquid through funnels.


“Go ahead and eat,” said Judith as she began cleaning already spotless surfaces, taking things out of cupboards, wiping them, then putting them away again, moving with a whirr of sharp angles like some kitchen apparatus set to fast motion.


Marion tried to cut off a piece of baguette, but the bread was so stale, it shattered instantly into sharp brown crumbs, leaving her with a small elbow of crust. There was no butter, and the crust cut into her tender gums as she took a bite. A tiny cup of black coffee appeared in front of her. Marion took a sip. The coffee was so bitter that her tongue shriveled like a slug doused with salt.


“So, Marion, what have you been up to?” Judith, having completed her flurry of activity, positioned herself on a plastic chair, pulling up a bare foot and placing it across her thigh.


“Well, not much, really.”


“You know, Marion, you should get out more, take up a hobby or join a club. They have all sorts of classes at Northport Methodist Church. Someone left a pile of leaflets in the gallery—here, I brought you one.”


Judith pulled a crumpled sheet of paper from her bag and began smoothing it out on the table.


“Monday is adult literacy, then on Tuesday an AA meeting, well, presumably you wouldn’t need either of those, Wednesday is computer skills, and basic maths, but look, on Thursdays they do beginner’s French—ooh la la—you never know, you might meet someone.”


“Someone?”


“A man. A romantic interest, Marion.”


The sound that came out of Marion’s mouth was more like a screech of fear than laughter.


“Oh gosh, can you imagine me meeting a man at my age?”


“Well, why not? You know sixty isn’t considered old these days.” Marion, at fifty-four, was a year younger than Judith.


“Of course, I should take you clothes shopping sometime. We need to glam you up a bit.” Judith reached out and patted Marion on the arm. “I hope you don’t feel offended, but I am only saying these things because I want to see you bloom. You have to live life to the fullest, my dear, and no one can do that in polyester slacks and an old raincoat.”


“I don’t know, Judith, it sounds like a lot of fuss and bother, really,” said Marion, ashamedly picking a fuzz-berry from the knee of the offending slacks.


“But you don’t want to miss out on everything, do you, Marion? And time passes us by so quickly.”


“I suppose it does. But I’m quite all right.”


“Are you really all right, stuck in that big old house with John?” Judith asked.


The house didn’t seem that big to Marion; it was so filled with things that sometimes she felt like a little mouse trying to burrow through it all to get where she wanted to go.


“You never seem to go out anywhere or see anyone.”


“I go out all the time,” Marion protested. “I go to the shops and I walk along the promenade. And I see John, of course, and you now and then.”


“But that’s hardly enough, is it?” She took a sip of coffee, and the thin red smile left her mouth and stuck to the edge of her cup. “Can I ask you a question?” Then without waiting for an answer she added, “Have you even been in love?”


“Well, of course—everyone has been in love—haven’t they?” Marion replied vaguely.


“Oh, come on, don’t be such a tease, tell me all about him—or her, of course.”


“It was a boy—I mean a young man. He worked in my father’s warehouse years ago.”


“What was he like?”


“He was very tall with red hair, and his name was Neil.”


“Did you get engaged?”


“Oh goodness no, nothing that serious. I used to talk to him while he was on his break. He liked reading paperbacks. You know the ones, Penguin Classics. The other workmen made fun of him; they called him the Ginger Professor. You see, he was only doing the job to save money for university. And he always brought a packet of cheese and onion crisps to eat with his lunch. Sometimes he gave me one.”


Judith pressed her fingertips against her lips to stop the giggles escaping. Marion felt as if she had shown Judith a treasure that she had carried around with her for years, only to be told it was a piece of trash.


“Did he taste like cheese and onion crisps when you kissed him?”


Marion’s raincoat crackled as she shook her head. “No, I don’t know—we didn’t kiss—nothing like that happened.”


“You didn’t even kiss him? I’m sorry for laughing. That really is a sweet story.”


Marion felt sometimes that Judith was playing a cruel game; pinching her hard, then gently patting the bruise better.


“But don’t you ever regret not getting married, having children?” Judith asked.


“Well, no, not really. I’ve never thought about it much.”


“But you must have. Most women are desperate to have a baby at some point in their lives.” She held both fists to her flat stomach, as if to show the exact spot where the baby-hunger came from. “Though perhaps if one has a career or pursues some artistic goal, I suppose that might provide a similar sense of fulfillment.”


Wondering if she was expected to apologize for having none of these things, Marion lowered her head, and the drawstring of the raincoat pulled tight around her neck.


“Though in some ways you are probably better off,” Judith added quickly. “Kids give you no end of worry. You know Lydia is switching courses again? This time to film studies, which probably means I’m paying out thousands for her to end up serving tequila shots in TGI Fridays. That’s a restaurant, by the way.”


“Yes, I’ve heard of it.”


“And she’s so careless. She lost her mobile and all her credit cards in some bar last month. I had to phone all round the banks to cancel the cards and lend her money for a new phone. Of course her father doesn’t do a thing, though he has Krish to worry about—and she is practically a child herself.”


Judith’s ex-husband, a high-flying management consultant, had left her for a twenty-five-year-old silk printer called Krishna. “And to think I had been getting all these hideous bloody scarves as presents for birthdays and Christmas, and I had no idea why!” Judith had wailed when she found out.


“I’ve made it quite clear to Lydia she isn’t moving back here after graduation. I have my own life now.”


Marion felt a throb of disappointment. Lydia coming back to live on Grange Road had been something she was looking forward to. Suddenly Judith’s phone sang a tinny little tune.


“Oh, this is Greg, you don’t mind if I take it, do you?”


Judith’s boyfriend worked as her assistant in the gallery. From the next room Judith could be heard saying, “No, I really don’t know where the damn scissors are. I suppose you will just have to open them with your teeth.”


Marion pictured Greg, tall, bearded, and nearly twenty years younger than Judith, frantically gnawing at cardboard boxes tied with string.


She began picking at the cold, vinegary food, thinking that it would probably give her terrible indigestion for the rest of the day. She took a barbed salad leaf from her plate and nibbled it warily; if she had gone out into the street and eaten some leaves straight from a privet hedge, they might have tasted more appetizing. Then she attempted spearing an olive with her fork, but it rolled across the table and plopped onto the floor.


“Sorry about that,” said Judith, coming back into the room. She saw the olive and frowned. After picking it up as carefully as if it were a tiny, unexploded bomb, she placed it in the shiny stainless steel bin, washed her hands, then sat down.


“And what about John, what has he been up to?” asked Judith briskly.


“He keeps himself busy.”


“Is he still poking around in that cellar of yours? You know, you really ought to have it renovated. I’m thinking of having a mini-gym and a sauna in mine. How many rooms do you have down there, three, four? You could have them made into a little flat.”


Mention of the cellar made Marion feel as though little spiders were crawling across her skin.


“I don’t think John would like that,” she mumbled. “He has his workshop down there, you know, for his hobby.”


“What hobby is that, then?”


“Didn’t you know? He makes model aeroplanes.”


“Model aeroplanes?” Judith’s fine nostrils flared contemptuously.


“They are really quite, I don’t know”—Marion hesitated, trying to find the right word for what essentially were plastic toys a grown man spent hours gluing together and painting and which then hung from his bedroom ceiling—“impressive.”


“Well, get him to make them somewhere else. Just think of the extra money a lodger would bring. You could go on holiday somewhere fabulous. That reminds me: I must show you the picture of the villa.”


Marion made agreeable noises while Judith showed pictures of a resort that she and Greg had visited recently on their holiday to Turkey. Not having her glasses on, all she saw was a blur of swimming-pool blue and scorching sunshine as Judith’s phone was waved before her eyes.


The phone rang again. This time the noise was shriller and less frivolous than before.


“That’s Greg again, texting about some earthenware cats we’re having delivered. They really are quite charming, all one-off pieces. The woman who makes them served five years in prison for prostitution and drug dealing—that’s where she learned her craft.”


She paused, perhaps to assess if Marion was shocked.


“Anyway, it’s a fascinating story. You should come in and have a look, Marion, might be your sort of thing.”


Then Judith began picking up things from the table, even though Marion’s tiny cup of espresso was still half full.


“I hate to rush you off. We really should do this more often—oh, before I forget . . .” Judith’s mouth, now the dull maroon of overcooked meat, tightened. “. . . there was one small thing I needed to ask you. You know that large sycamore at the end of your garden? Well, several of its branches are overhanging my wall, and I think it might be diseased. You really ought to get it cut down. If you like, I could give you the name of a man.”


A weight pressed against Marion’s heart. She had played around the sycamore tree as a child, believing fairies lived inside the trunk and the spinning seeds were their discarded wings. At the same time she was afraid of saying no. Judith could get so angry when she didn’t get what she wanted. Her words came out in a stuttering confusion.


“I don’t really—the sycamore—diseased—but—but are you sure? Perhaps—”


Judith’s sharp tone sliced through Marion’s mumbling.


“Yes, Marion, it clearly needs to be cut down. That ugly old thing is rotten through and through. Also it blocks all the light from my gazebo.”


Marion pulled the raincoat hood back over her head as if it had suddenly started pouring with rain inside Judith’s hallway.


“I suppose you’re right, but I don’t know. I’ll have to ask John about it.”


“Make sure you do as soon as possible and get it dealt with before something awful happens.”


When she reached the refuge of her own hallway, Marion pulled the raincoat off, and then threw it down on top of a pile of old scientific magazines. She went straight into the kitchen and looked out the window. To her, the tree was a kindly old man spreading out his arms in welcome. It was impossible to believe it could be dangerous, yet why would Judith make such a fuss otherwise?


Marion filled the kettle to make a cup of sweet tea that would wash away the bitter taste left by lunch. John was right, the only reason Judith had asked her over was because she wanted the tree cut down. And all that talk about falling in love. Didn’t she realize that of course Marion wanted affection and romance just as much as anyone else? While other people went around having things happen to them—getting married, having children, getting divorced, then married again to someone else—it seemed she was fated to just drift through life without being touched or touching anything else.


She realized this was probably down to her looks. Her face wasn’t hideous, but it seemed unable to hold anyone’s attention longer than, say, a brick or tree stump. Plain women got husbands, but they tended to be the pushy kind. If she had been more forthright, she might have got herself a man, but she hated to impose on anyone. That was how she had been brought up; not to force her needs or opinions on anyone else. Wait for them to come to you, Mother always said, only no one did. She already knew that her life had been a disappointment by most people’s standards. For Judith to point this out seemed unnecessarily mean.


Marion knelt down on her hands and knees and then took a battered tin from the cupboard. On the lid was a picture of a ruined castle surrounded by lush green foliage. She put her fingernails under the edge of the lid, and the tin opened with a satisfying metallic pop. Inside was a shiny brown Dundee cake covered with almonds. Picking up the cake with her bare hands, she began to break off big, crumbly lumps and then ram them into her mouth.


That lunch of nasty green things wouldn’t have satisfied a flea, thought Marion, reveling in the feeling of solid, sweet cake filling her mouth and stomach.
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