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O, will you find me an acre of land, 
Savoury sage, rosemary and thyme, 
Between the sea foam, and the sea sand, 
Or never be a true love of mine.

‘Scarborough Fair’, traditional English ballad
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The morning sky lightens, and snow falls on the cottage. It falls on the thatch, concealing the moss and the mouse damage, smoothing out the undulations, filling in the hollows and slips, melting where it touches the bricks of the chimney. It settles on the plants and bare soil in the front garden and forms a perfect mound on top of the rotten gatepost, as though shaped from the inside of a teacup. It hides the roof of the chicken coop, and those of the privy and the old dairy, leaving a dusting across the workbench and floor where the window was broken long ago. In the vegetable garden at the back, the snow slides through the rips in the plastic of the polytunnel, chills the onion sets four inches underground and shrivels the new shoots of the Swiss chard. Only the head of the last winter cabbage refuses to succumb, the interior leaves curled green and strong, waiting.

In the high double bed up the left staircase, Dot lies beside her adult daughter, Jeanie, who is gently snoring. Something different about the light in the room has woken Dot and she can’t get back to sleep. She gets out of the bed – floorboards cold, air colder – and puts on her dressing gown and slippers. The dog – Jeanie’s dog – a biscuit-coloured lurcher who sleeps on the landing with her back to the chimney breast, raises her head, enquiring about the early hour as Dot passes, lowering it when she gets no answer.

Downstairs in the kitchen, Dot jabs at the embers in the range with the poker and shoves in a ball of paper, some kindling and a log. She feels a pain. Behind her left eye. Between her left eye and her temple. Does the place have a name? She needs to go to the optician, get her eyes checked, but then what? How will she pay for new glasses? She needs to take her prescription to the chemist, but she is worried about the cost. The light is wrong down here too. Lowing? Owing? Glowing? She touches her temple as though to locate the soreness and sees through the curtains, in the gap where they don’t quite meet, that it is snowing. It is the 28th of April.

Her movements must have roused the dog again because now there is a scratching at the door at the bottom of the left staircase and Dot reaches out to unlatch it. She watches her hand grasping the wrought iron, the liver spots and crosshatching seeming peculiar, unlike anything she’s seen before: the mechanics of her fingers, the way the skin on her knuckles stretches over bone, bending around the handle. The articulation is alien – the hand of an imposter. The effort of pushing on the tiny plate with her thumb seems impossible, a bodily weariness worse even than when her twins were three months old and didn’t sleep at the same time, or the terrible year after they turned twelve. But with great concentration she depresses it and the latch lifts. The dog pokes her snout through, the rest of her body following. She whimpers and licks Dot’s left hand where it hangs against her thigh, pushes nose into palm, making the hand swing of its own accord, a pendulum. The pain increases and Dot worries that the dog might wake Jeanie with her whining, Jeanie asleep in the right-hand dip in the double mattress, first made by her husband, Frank, long dead, and on the rare occasions when her children were out of the house, by that other unmentionable-at-home man, who is too long for that old short bed so he cannot stretch out, and then hollowed further by Jeanie even though she is a wisp of a thing and ate only a tiny slice of the Victoria sponge they made for when Dot herself turned seventy last month and had at the little celebration here in the kitchen with Bridget taking telephone pictures of Julius on his fiddle and she on her banjo and Jeanie on the guitar all singing after a drop of port to lubricate the vocal cords Julius always says and how the sensation Dot has now is similar to the way she felt following her third glass clumsy and blurred with her thoughts diffuse dizzily leaving the remains of the cake on the table so that dog naughty stood on her hind legs and yumphed it down and them scolding and laughing until her sides … yurt? kurt? … all her loves but one, there with her, and the dog barking and jumping and barking too excited and noisy like she’d be in the snow waking Julius who sleeps so lightly and stirs at any noise.

All these thoughts and more, which Dot is barely aware of, pass through her mind while her body slows. It is a wet coat she wants to shed like the chickens with their autumn moult. An unresponsive weight. Leaden.

Dot falls back on to the kitchen sofa as though someone had reached out a palm and pushed on her breastbone. The dog sits on her haunches and lowers her head on to Dot’s knee, nudging her hand until she places it between the animal’s ears. And then all thoughts of chickens and children, of birthdays and beds, all thoughts of everything, vanish and are silent.

The worries of seventy years – the money, the infidelity, the small deceits – are cut away, and when she looks at her hand she can no longer tell where she ends and dog begins. They are one substance, enormous and free, as is the sofa, the stone floor, the walls, the cottage thatch, the snow, the sky. Everything connected.

‘Jeanie,’ she calls but hears some other word. She isn’t concerned, she has never felt such love for the world and everything in it. The dog makes a noise that isn’t like any noise a dog would make and backs off, so that Dot is forced to remove her hand from the bony head. She shuffles on the sofa, she wants to touch the animal again, put her arms around the dog and fall inside of her. But as Dot leans, she tips, her left foot turning on its side and sliding along the floor. Her balance is upset, and she pitches face-forward, her right hand going out to break the fall, while the other catches under her chest, the finger with her wedding ring pinned beneath her. Dot’s head goes down and her forehead hits the edge of the hearth where a flagstone has always been slightly raised, shifting it so that the companion set, which hangs beside the range, falls. A last lucid fragment of Dot’s mind worries that the clatter of the metal pan and brush might shock her daughter’s heart from its regular rhythm, until she remembers that this is the biggest lie of all. The poker, which has fallen too, rolls away under the table, rocks once, twice, and then is still.
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Jeanie is woken by Julius shaking her arm, at first gently and then more roughly. She flies down the stairs after him, her nightdress flapping out behind, even though he has said she must walk. It’s gloomy in the kitchen, curtains drawn, lights off, only the orange glow of the fire in the range. Their mother lies face down on the floor, not moving. Jeanie puts her hands to her mouth to hold in her noise.

‘Help me turn her over,’ Julius says, and as Jeanie touches their mother, she knows she is dead. Dot’s arms remain by her sides and her ankles cross, slippers coming off, and although she has her dressing gown on, Jeanie thinks she looks as if she were sunbathing, something her mother would never have done; if you were outside, you were working. Jeanie keeps her eyes averted from the wound on Dot’s forehead and then to save herself from seeing any of it, puts her hands over her face. Strips of pinkish light, showing the kitchen and segments of her mother’s body, filter through her fingers. When she and Julius were twelve, up in Priest’s Field, she also hadn’t been able to look away. The dog, who has been cowering under the kitchen table, comes forward with a whine and Jeanie takes her hands from her face.

‘Maude!’ She clicks her fingers and points and the dog slinks back under the table.

‘Her neck, press against her neck. Feel for a pulse,’ Julius says. He’s crouching the other side of Dot in only his pyjama bottoms – Jeanie hasn’t seen him without his work clothes on for years – grey hairs on his chest; arms and torso muscled from manual work.

Out of habit, and without even knowing she’s doing it, Jeanie presses her fingers to her own neck, and then touches her mother, quickly on the cheek. ‘She’s cold. It’s too late.’

‘I tried to call for an ambulance but my phone’s dead,’ Julius says.

‘We don’t need one. It’s too late.’

‘Must have been a power cut. The electric went off last night. I’ll check the fuse board.’

‘She’s gone, Julius.’

‘What about that chest-pumping thing?’

‘She’s dead.’

‘Christ.’

Julius’s face is solemn, and the situation so surprising that Jeanie wants to laugh. A guffaw of disbelief is rising like a belch inside her and again she clamps her hands to her mouth to contain it. Julius spreads his large palms over his head, across his receding hairline, and his body convulses, jerking; his sobs like the call of some exotic animal. Jeanie watches him with fascination. They were born nearly a whole day apart, him first and Jeanie second – unexpected and unprepared for – delivered by their panicked father after the midwife had gone home. ‘My little runt’, Frank had affectionately called his daughter. Jeanie often thinks that those twenty-three hours account for her and Julius’s differences: the way he embraces the world and shows his emotions, open to people and situations; while she, Jeanie, craves home, quiet and security.

She reaches awkwardly across the body of their mother and hauls Julius to his feet and guides him to the sofa, where they sit. Maude looks up as though waiting for an invitation to join them, but Jeanie gives a quick shake of her head and the dog rests her snout on her paws.

‘I must have heard her fall,’ Julius says when his sobs have subsided. He wipes his hand under his nose, rubs his palms across his eyes. ‘Or the poker and brush, at least. I thought it was Maude playing silly buggers with something. I went back to sleep.’

‘It’s not your fault,’ Jeanie says, although she doesn’t yet know if she really feels that. Her brother, and their father before him, said many times that they would re-lay that flagstone. When your mother is dead on the kitchen floor is someone to blame? She holds him and they stay like that for a few minutes until Jeanie looks over his shoulder and through the gap in the curtains. ‘It’s snowing,’ she says.

They cover Dot with a blanket. Jeanie wants to lift her on to the sofa, but the sofa is too short. She boils the kettle on the range and makes tea and they sit at the table to drink it with their mother’s body behind them on the floor, as though, like a child in a game of hide-and-seek, she has found a particularly poor place to hide and they are pretending they can’t see her.

‘She was a good woman,’ Julius says. ‘A fine mother.’

Jeanie nods, murmurs into her tea.

‘Are the trestles still in the old dairy?’ she says, knowing that Julius will follow her train of thought like he always has.

In the parlour, she rolls up the rug and pushes the chairs to the edge. She could be preparing for a dance in a room which has never seen dancing. Julius lays an old door on top of the two trestles and goes back to the kitchen to lift their mother with a heave and a groan. He won’t let Jeanie help. There is a long list of things she regrets never having lifted because of her weak heart: boxes, hay bales, babies, tractors. He carries Dot through to the parlour. It’s chilly in here; much colder than the kitchen. An antimacassar lies on the back of an over-stuffed armchair, a Toby jug and a framed photograph of Dot and Frank on their wedding day in front of an Italian landscape they never visited, stand on a low polished chest, a tapestry screen hides the fireplace which is never used in this half of the cottage.

Newly married, Dot and Frank lived in the single-bedroomed semi-detached cottage for a year, but as soon as the twins were born, Frank negotiated renting the mirror-image right-hand side. He knocked the two cottages together and blocked up one of the front doors so that from the gate the place has a lopsided look about it, while inside it still has two staircases, each leading to a small landing and a bedroom.

Julius lays Dot on the old door and Jeanie swaps the blanket for a clean sheet.

Both dressed now, sister and brother sit again at the kitchen table, teapot refilled. Julius has checked the fuse board in the scullery; nothing has blown but the electricity won’t come back on no matter how much he fiddles with the wires.

‘I suppose we have to tell a doctor. Isn’t that what you do when someone dies?’ Julius says, almost to himself. There was a process followed when their father died which Jeanie and Julius knew nothing about and now can only guess at.

‘Doctors are for people who are ill,’ Jeanie says.

‘But we’ll need a death certificate.’

What for? Jeanie thinks but doesn’t say out loud.

‘So we can bury her,’ Julius says as though answering. ‘I’ll get a doctor and he’ll give us the form, and that’ll be that.’

Jeanie shakes her head. Dot wouldn’t have wanted a doctor to come to the house, certificates, forms, authority. None of them has seen a doctor in years.

But Julius is up, pulling on his work boots. ‘I’ll have to walk to the village,’ he says. The village, Inkbourne, has a GP surgery, a village hall with public toilets, a fish and chip shop and a small supermarket with a post-office counter. There is also the old grocer’s which has been bought by a young man from London with a waxed moustache who has turned it into a deli selling posh bread, cheese and olives, as well as some vegetables and eggs supplied by Jeanie and Dot. The owner, Max, serves fancy coffees and pastries at aluminium tables on the pavement outside, catching passing trade from walkers following the long-distance path which goes through the village, or Lycra-clad men on bicycles with ten-pound notes folded into the little pocket in the front of their leggings. ‘I won’t be able to cycle,’ Julius says and Jeanie remembers the snow. ‘If the surgery is open, I’ll tell Bridget, she’ll definitely want to know, and she can tell one of the doctors. If it’s closed, I’ll go on to her house.’ He takes his coat from the hook on the back of the door. Maude stands, wags her tail.

‘Aren’t you meant to be finishing that plumbing job with Craig today?’ Jeanie says.

‘I’m not going to help lift a cast-iron bath upstairs into some fancy bathroom on the day my mother dies.’

‘How will you let him know?’

‘He’ll realize soon enough that I’m not coming.’

‘Isn’t he meant to be paying you today?’

Julius pauses. ‘I’m not going to leave you here on your own all day.’

‘I’ve got to feed the chickens. There are things to do in the garden that won’t wait.’ She comes towards him. ‘You should go, get paid. We need the money.’

Julius’s hand is on the front-door catch. ‘I’ll see. If I can’t cycle there, I’m going to be late anyway.’ There is irritation in his voice, perhaps he notices too, because he comes back into the room and puts his arms around her. ‘We’ll be all right,’ he says into her hair. ‘It’ll be all right.’

‘I know it,’ she says, pushing him away. ‘Get going.’

She watches him leave from the cottage’s front door, Maude by her side, expectant and then disappointed at being held back. Jeanie sucks in the freezing air. April’s mud is hidden, the snow showing only the bumps and dips of the plants like the sheet laid over the body in the room behind her. Maybe the shock of the snow so late in the year made Dot fall. If she saw it, she would have worried about the vegetable seedlings out in the cold, and about the time and the money they’d lose. Later, Jeanie would have come in from the garden to see her mother sitting at the kitchen table with a scrap of paper, chewing on the end of her pencil while she calculated one column of numbers and another.

For half a mile, the track curves through a small wood and then between the hedges of two fields. On any other day Julius would have stopped at the place where the view opens out and climbs, up the steep and sinuous scarp with Rivar Down on the right, and leftwards, the three-mile stretch of the high chalk ridge all the way to Combe Gibbet. Clusters of trees on the slopes – beech, oak and conifer – are white, the snow thick and the sky low on the grazed common land. But today he keeps his head down, not noticing the tracks of small mammals and birds who have gone before him through the snow. He rolls a cigarette and smokes it while he follows the ruts which his feet know from fifty-odd years of walking or cycling along them, even if today the ruts are hidden. Towards the end, the track straightens, and he goes past the back of the dented sign that says Private, No Public Right of Way before the farmyard. Here, he passes a large barn made of planks stained black, concrete sheds with open sides filled with forgotten machinery and surrounded by nettles. Around the corner is the Rawsons’ brick-and-flint farmhouse and their manicured garden, the topiary like giant snowmen. He could walk four more miles to the village or he could knock on the Rawsons’ door and ask to use their landline or a mobile. Pepperwood Farm has been in the Rawson family for three generations; Rawson was twenty when he inherited it after his father died of a heart attack. Its one hundred and twenty acres include the arable land from the bottom of the ridge to the bank of the Ink, the muddy stream which gives the village its name. It includes the beech wood on either side of the track and the meadow behind the garden, and officially, it included the cottage and its land. Julius sometimes works on the farm when they need an extra pair of hands, but the jobs are always arranged through the farm manager. If Julius ever sees Rawson, in his country squire get-up of tweed jacket, waistcoat and corduroy trousers, he keeps out of the man’s way. But four miles walking on the morning your mother has died is another four miles walking. He goes up to the farmhouse door.
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Julius falters over the lion’s-head knocker. He has never stood on the front doorstep of the farmhouse before. As a child, he often went to the farm with Jeanie and their father and played in and around the disorderly collection of barns and outbuildings which are mostly tucked around the back. They spent time roaming the fields, picking blackberries and watching badgers at night as if the land belonged to the Seeders and not the Rawsons. From the back door inside, Julius has only ever been as far as the pantry, when he and his sister were invited in by the housekeeper for a glass of lemonade.

He lets the door knocker fall. The snow has stopped and already there are steady drips from the trees and bushes. Someone has driven in and out of the driveway, scoring and muddying the ground, but the early morning sun is shining and, where the snow is still clean, the shadows are sharp-edged and blue.

There are no sounds from inside the house and Julius is turning to go when he hears the door being unbolted. It’s opened by Rawson, dressed in trousers and a white shirt, his feet bare. Julius realizes he’s been expecting the housekeeper from his childhood, a large, kind and aproned woman, who would surely be dead by now. Like his mother, he thinks. Dead. Rawson is tall, a whole head taller than Julius, and about his mother’s age, with brilliant white hair, black eyebrows and a white moustache which flows down either side of his mouth. This morning he has also grown a crop of white stubble across his jaw and cheeks. The whole effect is that of a polecat, like the one Jenks, Julius’s drinking friend, once caught in a trap and brought into the pub: supple and lean.

‘Julius,’ Rawson says, stepping back, surprised, and Julius in turn is surprised that Rawson remembers his name. ‘Is everything all right?’

‘I need to use your phone.’ Julius’s own mobile, which he put into his coat pocket out of habit, is a basic model, not a smartphone like everyone seems to have these days, and he didn’t think to bring his charger.

‘Of course, come in,’ Rawson says in his educated voice, and steps back. The large hall has a carved fireplace, a tiled floor and panelling. A blocky wooden staircase turns up the wall. Arts and Crafts, Dot used to call it, but Julius hadn’t known what she was on about and wasn’t interested.

‘Is your electric working?’ Julius wipes his feet on the mat.

‘We’ve no problems here. Have you had a power cut? Checked the fuse box?’

Julius rolls his eyes as Rawson turns away. ‘Now where’s that handset? Caroline’s forever using it and not putting it back in its holder.’ He goes through a doorway into a room that overlooks the front garden, a red-brick fireplace and two white sofas facing each other, a baby grand piano behind. It’s like a room that no one uses: no dogs on the furniture, no feet on the chairs, no wet spoons in the sugar. ‘Shall I look up the number of the electricity company? Who are you with?’

‘I need the number for the GP surgery,’ Julius says, coming into the room. He has an urge to take off his cap which he forgot to put on anyway. Fuck that, he thinks.

Rawson glances at him and looks away. Too stuck up, Julius supposes, to ask why he needs that number. The man bumbles around, finding the telephone handset on an armchair, pressing one button and then another to make sure there’s a dialling tone. ‘Who would have expected snow at the end of April?’ Rawson says, making conversation and not waiting for an answer. He gives Julius the handset. ‘No problem up at the cottage is there?’ Rawson is searching on his mobile for the surgery’s number, walking about the room and back to the hall. Julius follows.

‘My mother’s dead,’ Julius says bluntly, just to see if he can stop the man’s mumblings, but the words shock Julius too. She really is dead. The two men stare at each other and Julius sees his own expression mirrored on Rawson’s face.

‘What?’ Rawson puts a hand out to the wooden mantelpiece.

A woman’s voice comes from above: ‘Who is it?’

‘Julius,’ Rawson calls while looking at him. ‘From the cottage.’

‘What does he want?’

Rawson continues to stare at Julius, and Julius looks back, waiting to see what he will say, until Rawson raises his eyes to where the wooden banister turns squarely out of sight, and then back to him. ‘It’s nothing,’ he shouts. ‘I’ll tell you later.’

Nothing, Julius thinks. That’s what the Seeders are to the Rawsons.

The woman – Rawson’s wife, Julius presumes – doesn’t reply or come down and in that moment, Rawson seems to catch and compose himself. ‘I’m so terribly sorry. What happened?’

‘She fell, hit her head. Early this morning. I need to call the doctor.’

‘Of course, of course.’ Rawson fumbles some more with his smartphone, saying, ‘My wife always uses Alexa for phone numbers, but I can’t get the hang of the thing.’

Julius wonders if the man is going senile; he has no idea who Alexa is. Rawson reads out the telephone number and while it’s ringing he goes back into the sitting room, but Julius is aware of his presence just the other side of the door, most likely listening. A receptionist answers the phone – a different one from Bridget – who makes sympathetic noises and takes the details. She searches for Dot on their computer system and Julius thinks that perhaps she won’t be registered with them any more, but the receptionist finds her name and says that Dr Holloway will visit this morning as soon as he is able. When the call is finished, Rawson comes back into the hall. His eyes are bright, shiny.

‘Okay if I make another?’ Julius says.

‘Go ahead. Can I get you a cup of –’ Rawson starts.

‘No.’

‘Of course. I’m sure you’ve got lots to sort out.’

‘Thanks,’ Julius says, although he doesn’t mean it. This man owed my mother, Julius thinks. And now Rawson owes him and Jeanie. ‘I need another number. A bathroom fitter. I’m supposed to be working for him today.’

When he has the number, Julius phones Craig while Rawson shifts a vase of flowers on a table a centimetre left and pretends not to listen to this conversation too.

At the front door as Julius is leaving, Rawson says, ‘Hang on. I’ve got some post for you.’ The postman won’t come up the track after his van got stuck one time and had to be towed out by a tractor. Julius isn’t sure how or when his mother collected the post. He doesn’t look at the envelopes, just folds them in half and shoves them in his coat pocket.

‘Have you thought about …’ Rawson starts, stops and begins again with, ‘Will you be having a thing for Dot? A wake? I’d like to pay my respects.’

‘No,’ Julius says. ‘We haven’t thought about any of that.’ On the drive, he turns to look back. Spencer Rawson is standing in a patch of snow in his bare feet, watching.
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Two hours later, without Julius having returned, the doctor arrives at the cottage. His large stomach, wide shoulders and bull head fill up the kitchen and block out the light. The first thing he says to Jeanie after introducing himself as Dr Holloway is that he doesn’t have long. He asks where Dot was found, why the electricity is off and where the body is now. ‘You probably shouldn’t have moved her,’ he says as Jeanie shows him to the parlour and the shrouded figure. She doesn’t stay to watch his examination. When he returns to the kitchen, she’s relieved that he declines her offer of tea.

The doctor rubs his hands to warm them. In front of the window his features are indistinct and Jeanie can barely see his mouth move while he explains that he is certain that Dot died of a stroke and that there is a procedure which involves him telephoning the coroner before he can give Jeanie a particular certificate which she needs before she can get the green form. She has no idea what he’s talking about and at the mention of the word form, her fingers flutter to her heart and press there without her realizing and she can no longer focus on Dr Holloway’s sentences about Dot’s illness, warning signs and medication.

At the door, he says, ‘I’ll see you at the surgery for the medical certificate,’ and clamps a meaty hand on her shoulder, adding that Dot was a good woman, and he’s sorry she’s gone. And then he’s gone too, revving off in his jeep, leaving Jeanie wondering how he knew what sort of woman her mother was and why he wasn’t able to give her the death certificate then and there, if that’s the form she needs.

After another hour, in which Jeanie moves aimlessly and unseeing through the cottage, and Julius doesn’t return, she assumes he must have somehow got to the work he has with Craig. She turns on the portable radio and listens to a couple of minutes of a woman talking about how she walked the Appalachian Trail in America, but her voice is too grating even at a low volume and Jeanie switches it off. She finds herself staring out of the scullery window at the chickens high-stepping through the snow, without knowing how or when she got there. Finally, she decides that it is the death certificate they need and for some reason which she doesn’t understand she has to pick it up from the surgery. She clicks her tongue at Maude, and they walk through the snow to the village.

The GP surgery is a series of purpose-built, low-level boxes set in the middle of a car park near the edge of Inkbourne. Jeanie knows that three doctors work there including Dr Holloway, but she’s never been to see any of them. She last saw a doctor when she was thirteen for a final routine check-up after her bouts of rheumatic fever ended. Then, the surgery occupied one of the double-fronted Victorian houses overlooking the village green. It was a year or so after her father died, when her mother was still listless, still forgetting to cook dinner, to shop for food or to round up the chickens at the end of the day. They lost six to foxes that year. Her mother had taken Jeanie to see a GP whose name she no longer remembers. His consultation room was cold and frost patterned the window. He told her to lie on the high bed in the corner and lift up her vest. Behind him, her mother nodded her encouragement, and although shy, Jeanie lay down and revealed her narrow ribcage and the sore little swellings that were developing behind her nipples. She remembers the grey hairs growing from the doctor’s nostrils and the chill of his stethoscope as he pressed it against her chest. When he took the thing out of his ears, he shook his head, and her mother started crying in a way that Jeanie thought might never end. Dot got her handkerchief out from her handbag and covered her face with it, rocking back and forth where she sat on the chair next to the doctor’s desk. He called for the receptionist to come in, and Jeanie was led by the hand, back to the waiting room. There, heels on her chair and arms hugging her knees, she stayed until her mother came to fetch her. Was it then, when they got home, that Dot explained that the fever and the aches Jeanie had suffered from when she was younger had weakened her heart and made it fragile, or was it later? Either way, her mother said, ‘Think of your heart like an egg. You know what happens if you drop an egg?’ Jeanie was worried her mother was going to start crying again and if she did Jeanie wouldn’t know what to do. Perhaps the doctor had given her mother a pill to stop her crying when Jeanie had been in the waiting room. As her mother spoke, Jeanie imagined something within her chest the size and shape of a duck’s egg but with a pinkish tinge and its shell so thin that the creature inside was visible: curled, bloody and featherless, it knocked and scraped on the shell’s inner layer. What mayhem would it cause if it broke free?

Added together, the amount of school she’d missed from rheumatic fever was probably a couple of years, and after the diagnosis of her weak heart she missed more, but Dot was happy to keep her at home tucked up on the sofa or helping out with the easy jobs in the garden. She might not have expressed it clearly, but the message Jeanie received was that an education for the kind of people they were – poor people, country people – would only steal her away from where she belonged – at home. Even Julius left school at sixteen having sat and failed two exams.

Outside the surgery, she takes the dog’s lead from her pocket and ties Maude to a metal pole. The dog protests, whimpering at being abandoned, but Jeanie shushes her. At the set of glass doors, she hesitates, her heart jumping at the thought of going in, the way people will look at her, but a woman comes out and holds the door open, and Jeanie enters. The waiting room is filled with rows of chairs with upholstered seats, some of them occupied. The place smells of disinfectant and furniture polish. Easy-listening pop music plays over a loudspeaker and a baby is crying.

Bridget, her mother’s best friend, is sitting behind the low desk beside another receptionist, and when Bridget sees Jeanie, she rushes out, her moon-face crumpling and her eyes filling.

‘Oh, my love,’ Bridget says, opening her arms, and Jeanie lets herself be embraced. Bridget’s hold is soft, different from Dot’s, which was quick and bony, or Julius’s, which is enveloping and tight and expels the air from Jeanie’s lungs. Bridget smells of cigarettes and Polo mints. When she lets go, she says, ‘Has Dr Holloway been out to the cottage yet? I was going to come over as soon as my shift finished.’ The other receptionist shoos Bridget away and Bridget mouths a thank you. ‘Let’s go into one of the nurses’ rooms.’

They walk beside the back of a row of chairs where a young man with dirty blond hair and large lips is flicking through a magazine, his boots resting on the chair opposite. As they pass, Bridget gives him a shove on his shoulder. ‘Feet off!’ she says near his ear, and while Jeanie is shocked that Bridget might be this rude to a patient, the man lifts his feet one by one off the seat and puts them on the floor. When Jeanie looks at him over her shoulder, the man gives her a grin – a wide, cheeky smile – and she hurries on.

In the nurses’ room, Bridget says, ‘Why didn’t you call me? Julius phoned and spoke to one of the women here who was opening up. I couldn’t believe it. I still can’t believe it.’ She puts her hands either side of her face and opens her mouth, squashing her cheeks like a cartoon character. Jeanie wonders where Julius phoned from; perhaps he used Craig’s mobile. ‘Was it a stroke?’ Bridget continues. ‘Oh, I hope it was quick.’ She sits heavily on a swivel chair. ‘Was she taking her medication?’

Jeanie has forgotten how much and how fast Bridget can talk. Just listening makes her tired and she can’t help speaking in a voice that sounds as if she’s falling asleep. ‘I didn’t know she had any medication to take.’

‘I bet she didn’t collect it from the chemist, did she? I kept telling her that it would be free because she’s over sixty. Was over sixty. Oh God. It wouldn’t have cost her anything.’

‘Mum didn’t like being given things for free.’ Jeanie sits on the chair beside the desk, the patient’s chair she supposes. Behind Bridget are rows of kitchen cupboards and in the corner a high bed similar to the one Jeanie was examined on. Being in this room is making her anxious. ‘I didn’t even know she was ill or had been to see the doctor.’

‘Oh, my love,’ Bridget says again, and leans forward to touch Jeanie’s knee. ‘She’d had a couple of mini strokes a month or so ago. I’m so sorry. She didn’t tell you? No, I can see she didn’t. I’m sure it was just that she didn’t want to worry you and Julius, it would have only been that. But she should have got the prescription at least. Aspirin, that’s all it would have been. God, I could do with a fag. Let’s go out the back.’

They stand shivering against the windowless back wall of the surgery and Bridget takes a packet of cigarettes from her uniform pocket. ‘Snow at the end of April,’ she says, shaking her head and lighting up. There had been girls at Jeanie’s school who stood outside the back gates smoking and talking about boys, but she had never been one of them.

‘I’m sorry I didn’t make it out to the cottage before you walked all the way here to tell me,’ Bridget says. ‘Well, anyway, the other receptionist told me.’

‘I didn’t come here to tell you,’ Jeanie says. ‘I came to get the death certificate.’

‘Oh, okay,’ Bridget says, her voice tight. She drops the match by her feet where it joins a few others and a number of scuffed cigarette butts mashed into the dirty snow. ‘Well, it’ll be the medical certificate you need from Dr Holloway first, but he probably has to phone the coroner. Did he mention that? He has been, hasn’t he? Then you’ll have to take the certificate to the Register Office in Devizes.’

‘Devizes?’

‘To get the death certificate and the burial certificate – the green form.’

Jeanie puts her hand on the brick wall to steady herself. ‘Can’t the doctor give me those?’

Bridget stares at her, draws on her cigarette. ‘You have to register a death, Jeanie. At the Register Office.’ She speaks as if Jeanie were a child. ‘That’s how these things work. You’ll need the certificates for the vicar, or the crematorium, and you’ll probably need the death certificate for other things too.’

‘Other things like what?’ Everything is beginning to jostle for space in Jeanie’s head.

‘Like Dot’s bank account –’

‘Oh, she never had a bank account. None of us ever had a bank account. We keep all our money in a tin in the scullery.’ Jeanie laughs, a mad-sounding laugh, knowing she shouldn’t have said this, and wondering how it was only yesterday that she and her mother were out in the garden weeding the onion bed. The wall she is pressing against seems soft, as though if she leaned harder, she might be able to fold herself into it and be gone.

‘I can take you to Devizes.’

‘I’ll catch the bus.’

‘Don’t be silly.’

‘I’m not being silly. I am capable of catching the bus.’

‘Look.’ Bridget scrapes the lit end of her cigarette against the wall and the falling sparks melt pinpricks into the snow. ‘You’re going to have to get through a lot in the next few days. I know – I buried my father last year, remember?’ Jeanie has forgotten this and feels bad for it. ‘It’s not just the certificates, but there’s the funeral, the wake.’

‘Wake? I don’t want a wake.’ The thought of people milling about the kitchen, the babble of them, the way they would stare at her and Julius: pitying the weirdos who still lived with their mother at age fifty-one.

‘Of course you want a wake.’

‘Mum didn’t know many people. I can’t think of anyone who’d want to come.’

‘Well, me and Stu, for a start.’ Bridget sounds put out.

‘Apart from you and Stu.’

‘And anyway, your mum knew loads of people. What about Kate Gill from the B&B, and Max? I know Dr Holloway will want to come. The Rawsons, or maybe just him.’

‘Rawson? Why would he want to come? I’m not having either of them in the house. It’s not about trying to make up numbers, is it? It’s not like it’s a party.’

‘Julius might want to invite Shelley Swift.’

‘Shelley Swift?’ Jeanie struggles to place the name.

‘Aren’t they friends? I’m sure I saw them together.’ She says it with a rise of her eyebrows.

The woman comes to mind: pretty with downy cheeks the colour and shape of apricots, thick limbs, a secretary at the brickworks. ‘For goodness’ sake, he’s doing a job for her. Something to do with a stuck window. He barely knows her.’

Bridget pops a Polo into her mouth and rolls it around. ‘All right. How about I drive you to the Register Office on Wednesday afternoon? I’ll see if Dr Holloway has the medical certificate for you yet, and then we can phone and make you an appointment.’

‘You don’t need to do everything,’ Jeanie says crossly. She’s never liked the way Bridget bosses people around and gossips. Bridget has been Dot’s friend since Jeanie and Julius first went to school, when Bridget’s first job was in the infant-school office. She’s been one of the surgery’s receptionists for years, partly, Jeanie thinks rather meanly, so that she’ll know what everyone in the village has wrong with them.

Bridget lets out a puff of exasperation. ‘You’re as stubborn as your mother. I’m trying to help. You just fill out a couple of forms and it’ll be done. Simple.’

Jeanie imagines it will be anything but simple.
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In the afternoon, Jeanie stares out of the scullery window again but sees nothing; the radio is on but she doesn’t hear it. Her thoughts move from one thing to the next, unable to settle. She remembers sitting on the grass at the top of Ham Hill with her father, watching starlings turn in the autumn dusk, moving together like a black cloud. A murmuration, he called it. ‘I’ll write the word down for you when we get home,’ he said, ‘and you can copy it out.’ But when they got home he had the paper to read, and there were jobs to do and she didn’t remind him. She thinks about the bird scarers she and Julius made from old CDs they found beside a dustbin in the village. He read the labels and they laughed at the Best of Burt Bacharach keeping the crows away from the lettuce. And she recalls her mother waking from a nightmare in the bed they shared after Jeanie’s father died. In the dream, Dot told her, she was in the village shop delivering tomatoes and salad leaves but the place was empty – there was no one there, and somehow she knew there was no one in the pub or any of the houses. And then, Dot said, she was at home, suddenly transported as you can be in dreams, and Jeanie and Julius were gone too, and her mother realized that she was utterly alone.

Now, Jeanie becomes aware of the knocking on the front door only when Maude barks in the kitchen.

‘Sit,’ she says, and reluctantly Maude obeys. Perhaps it’s the doctor returned for some reason, or Bridget – although she comes in through the back and never knocks. When Jeanie opens the door, Mrs Rawson is there, with her husband coming up the path behind her. Maude trots to the doorstep, gives a couple of toothy barks and then shoves her nose in Rawson’s crotch until Jeanie gives a whistle through her teeth, marginally later than she could have, and the dog retreats behind her legs to flop in front of the range.

‘We were so sorry to hear about your mother,’ Mrs Rawson says. She leans as though to kiss Jeanie or hug her, but at the last moment holds back.

‘Jeanie,’ Rawson says, a little awkwardly, showing his white teeth under his white moustache. He holds himself like he knows he’s attractive – for an older man – upright, taller than the doorway, joints loose.

Jeanie feels she has no choice but to hold the door wide and invite them in. She turns off the radio. Mrs Rawson is younger than her husband by a good few years and everything about her, from her tight, cropped trousers and high-waisted jacket to the sunglasses on top of her hair – deliberately dyed grey and stylishly cut – says money. Jeanie keeps her own naturally greying hair held back with an elastic band and every couple of months pulls it over one shoulder and slices off the ends with the kitchen scissors.

She watches Rawson stare with curiosity around the kitchen, taking in the range and the fire, the piano with the guitar propped next to it, the shadowy corners and the central table scrubbed to brightness, the tidy dresser hung with flowered mugs. She sees it through his eyes, unchanged since he was last inside maybe forty years before. His gaze stops on Jeanie. ‘Julius called in earlier to use our telephone and he told me what happened. I just can’t believe it.’ His head is bent as though he’s bowing in pity or sorrow, but she realizes it’s just that the ceiling and the beams are too low for him.

‘We can’t believe it,’ his wife chimes in.

Jeanie is surprised to learn that Julius decided to go to the Rawsons’ but says nothing.

‘We wanted to come and pay our respects,’ Mrs Rawson continues. She pushes the tops of her fingers into the tight front pockets of her trousers, hunches her shoulders. Her voice is gentle, solicitous. ‘It must be such a shock. So sudden. Julius told my husband it was a fall.’

‘A stroke,’ Jeanie says, and hates the word, too soft and beautiful for something so terrible.

Rawson, who is moving towards the piano, stops, and says, ‘A stroke? Not a fall?’

‘A stroke,’ Jeanie repeats.

‘I’d heard she’d been ill for a little while.’ Adding, ‘Hadn’t she?’

Jeanie wonders how everyone, with the exception of her children, seems to know Dot had been ill. Mrs Rawson cocks her head and the atmosphere in the room is suddenly dense with something unsaid.

Rawson lifts the piano key lid. ‘Was this your mother’s?’ he asks.

Mrs Rawson’s sympathetic smile tightens, and Jeanie can see the woman wants to get out of the cottage as soon as it is polite to do so. Jeanie wants them gone too; she needs to be alone with her random thoughts which now, with these people in the house, she must try to keep in order. Rawson, though, seems unaware, deliberately or otherwise, of what his wife wants, and sits on the piano stool – the leather split and the horsehair showing – and plays part of a tune with his right hand, a trill of a song that sounds like it comes from an old-time musical. Immediately Maude is up and barking and Rawson looks down at the dog. ‘All right, all right,’ he says, and smiles.

‘Maude!’ Jeanie calls the dog back and she goes under the table. ‘It was my father’s,’ Jeanie says, and Rawson lifts his fingers quickly off and puts his hands down, almost appearing to wipe them on his trousers.

‘Well –’ Mrs Rawson starts, readying them to leave.

‘Did you get the electricity sorted out?’ Rawson says. He stands, puts one hand on the top of the piano.

‘No,’ Jeanie says sharply. She has no time for this man; she despises him. She shouldn’t have let him in, her mother would never have let him put one foot in the cottage.

‘Julius told me your power’s off.’

‘We’re managing. We’ve got the range.’

‘Of course,’ Rawson says. ‘Of course.’ Jeanie can tell he has nothing else to say and yet he is lingering.

‘Well,’ Mrs Rawson says again. She has taken her car keys out of her bag and is holding them. ‘Please do let us know if there’s anything we can do.’

‘Can I see her?’ Rawson says. ‘That’s if she’s still here. Her body, I mean.’ His words stagger out, one over the next. He touches his white moustache which brackets his wide mouth, first one side, then the other.

It’s the last thing Jeanie expected to hear, and from his wife’s expression, hers too. ‘Darling,’ she says, like a warning.

‘See her?’ Jeanie says.

‘Sorry, forget it.’ He shoves his hands deep into his pockets, clinking his loose change. He coughs, turns away.

‘I think we should go,’ Mrs Rawson says. ‘Let you get on.’ Her voice is mechanical and she doesn’t look at Jeanie, only at her husband.

At the door Rawson turns back once more. ‘Will you let me know about the funeral, the wake?’

When she doesn’t answer, he follows his wife down the path.

As soon as Jeanie has closed the door, she goes to the kitchen window. She doesn’t care if they see her watching. Mrs Rawson climbs into the driver’s seat of the Land Rover and before she turns the engine on, Jeanie can hear her shouting. The woman backs the vehicle into the opening to the field opposite, making short, sharp jerks forwards and back, and then the Land Rover roars off down the track towards the farm.

From outside the cottage, Julius can hear Jeanie playing the guitar and singing. He flattens his ear against the front door, and she sings the start of ‘Polly Vaughn’: ‘I shall tell of a hunter whose life was undone.’ He isn’t surprised; this is what they do when things are good and when they aren’t – play music. He pauses, key in the keyhole, remembering that so recently he would have heard a banjo too and his mother’s voice. Now it is Jeanie’s, alone.

The warmth of the kitchen after his walk hits him as he enters – uncomfortably thick and airless. Jeanie is sitting on a kitchen chair, her guitar on her lap. She is tiny, he thinks, like a child, and she stops playing and looks up at him, desperately hopeful, as though he might tell her that it’s a mistake; their mother is alive and nothing is going to change. He can’t come up with anything that will bring her consolation, but because something must be said in the room’s silence, he tells her: ‘Snow’s almost gone. Nippy though.’ He pats Maude, who has risen to greet him, and scratches behind her ears.

Jeanie puts down her guitar and he knows something is coming, something bad. Still she doesn’t speak.

‘The doctor’s been then?’ he asks. He saw the tracks of a large vehicle up the lane.

‘The doctor said it was a stroke.
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