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Half past ten
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All morning they’ve been coming up the Long Drive. I can’t see them from here, the grass is too tall, and in any case there are the beeches; but I can hear the engines, the wheels crunching on the turning circle. (Fabian has been out three times to huff over his gravel, which came all the way from Chipping Campden and has only been laid a fortnight.)

Half an hour ago there was a commotion: a tractor broken down on the village road, and the ice-man’s van unable to get by. You’d have thought from the flapping it was Joanie herself who was stuck. The sculptor declaring he would have to make a duck instead of a swan, and Lucille trying to calm him, and Isaac bellowing barometric readings from the library window at two-minute intervals; and then Sheppard dispatched on his funny little groundsman’s tricycle, and two of the boys after him with wheelbarrows, as if great slabs of ice are in the habit of turning to puddles at a moment’s notice. The heat is making them all ridiculous. Still, Lucille will be pleased. She has been on at Fabian to get a refrigerator.

I am probably supposed to be making myself useful, but I’ve been lying here so long I’m not sure I could get up even if I wanted. It is that sort of heat, that turns one into a slug. At breakfast Pip said it’s to be a degree warmer than yesterday, which was a degree warmer than the day before, which was the warmest September day on record, and that if things carry on in this vein we should be hotter than Saudi Arabia within the fortnight. And Lucille said it was comforting to think of there being somewhere on the planet where this sort of temperature would feel positively frigid. Which I don’t think even she believes – but it does seem to help, imagining yourself somewhere heat belongs. A camel-hair mattress instead of scratchy grass, and not the Meadow around me but sand white as bone; a light breeze off the Gulf – the tent billowing prettily, the date palms swaying – and air that smells somewhere between Turkish delight and Lucille’s perfume, which is called Poème Arabe and has to be ordered in bulk from Paris. (Fabian: ‘Why can’t you go to Grossmith’s like everyone else?’) And oryx at the watering hole, parakeets in the trees, an endless blue sky, the vague sense of monkeys—

I never get much further. I remember I feel sick, or that my chest feels tight, and then I remember why, that it isn’t just the hay-fever. And all I can think of is her: waking in her narrow berth and washing and dressing and pinching her cheeks in the mirror, and breakfasting in the saloon, and piling with Aunt Caterina and cousin Daphne into the cab to Liverpool Street and boarding the train and the train pulling out and the distance between us shrinking from a hundred miles to tens to none.



   
Twenty to eleven
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Here is someone else driving up. Hopefully the baker at last; they’ve been on tenterhooks about the cake all week, except Eliza, who is sulking that it ought to be her job and I think would be pleased if it didn’t arrive at all. I can’t imagine who else it could be. The marquee came yesterday, and was put up in the evening when the heat was marginally less oppressive (and even then the men needed a great deal of beer; I think we were all surprised, this morning, to see the canvas still in place, and only one pole at a tilt). Today we’ve had the lanterns and braziers; the folding tables and chairs, and the trees in pots; some of the band with the bigger instruments; and the kitchen provisions, from Bury except the milk and cream and eggs, which were bicycled up from Bennett’s. The conjuror is here early – probably in the hope of a free lunch, but he’ll be lucky to get anything but bread and butter out of Eliza today, and that most likely flung at him. And then of course there’s the sculptor; and the confectioner: there is to be a whole table of sweets, liquorice and rhubarb-and-custards and pear drops and pastilles. And jellied babies, which Joanie can eat by the fistful but I always find vaguely obscene; it is something about their round little stomachs. And Lucille has ordered a dozen cartons of Terry’s Dessert Chocolate Apples, one for every guest. Although if the ice does not get here soon they will have to be content with Dessert Chocolate Blobs.

You’d think Joanie were coming home from the Spanish front, but they’ve only been as far as Italy, and then only Milan. All her talk of the Amalfi coast – and she bought three (three!) bathing suits. One of them a two-piece in deep sea-blue, and when she put it on to show me I had the sudden terror she’d get in trouble in the water, and everyone would think her part of the Mediterranean and not know to rescue her until too late. She laughed when I said that, but whenever I imagine it I feel a swooping panic, as if it’s really happened, and she wasn’t in Paris on Thursday and Dover this morning but floating, eyes staring empty, four limbs and a head and deep sea-blue between, and it’s all my fault for having thought it. Then I think of her laughing in the mirror, telling me not to be a ninny, she won the St Cat’s swimming prize three years running, and the ribbon of skin at her waist, warm skin I didn’t touch but could have, only I didn’t know—

I must have thought about her almost every hour of the past twelve weeks, but now she’s actually coming I have wasps in my stomach, and at the slightest hint of her they rise up buzzing.



   
Quarter to eleven
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It is the baker: I can hear Lucille exclaiming over the dome and the Doric columns. The cake is a scale model of the Parthenon, which she commissioned weeks ago, before we heard from Aunt Caterina – she’s Joanie’s aunt, not mine, but I’m supposed to call her that – they hadn’t got anywhere close to Athens. ‘Stop being so literal,’ Lucille keeps telling us, ‘it’s what it represents.’ Of course it’s absurd, but Joanie will love it. She’ll love all of this, the tent and the food and the little trees.

It’s ridiculous to want her not to come.

Now they have moved on to the icing: is it meant to look sticky, or is it the heat, and how are they to cut it – is there anything they can do to make it hard – and Isaac is pointing out where the decoration has been knocked or softened out of shape, and using words he doesn’t understand, like cornicing. The sky is too blue, too flawless. It makes your eyes swim to look at it. There is a pigeon cooing – the one that lives in the leylandii; it has a particularly moronic coo – and I can hear the sparrows chirruping, and a crow or two. The distant thrum of a tractor. All I can see is dry grass and empty sky and, if I roll my eyes back, the very tops of the trees. Like being buried, only brighter. Less a grave than some high-sided funeral boat: woven from reeds, drifting downstream.

Speaking of dying: Fabian may be right about the Wilderness. For months he’s been muttering about nitrates and microbes, and using phrases like ‘irreparable damage’, and we have all been exchanging looks behind his back; but this close to the ground you can’t breathe without tasting it: the baking months, the gasping need for rain. The problem is, he makes so many pronouncements it is impossible to know which to take seriously. If it isn’t drought, it’s the loss of grasslands to arable crops, or the Breckland forest to beet, or the lack of legislation for nature protection – apparently Germany is particularly advanced in that regard, which makes him livid. The Royal Society’s refusal to take laymen as fellows. As for politics, he seems to think of war as a sort of infection, that once it emerges somewhere on the planet can only be held at bay through robust and immediate inoculation. Until July it was Spain, Spain, Spain, but now he has moved on to Japan. Just this morning he threw The Times at Isaac – or that’s where he was aiming, though it fell short and landed in Isaac’s porridge – and said, ‘Read that, and tell me I’m wrong about Shanghai. And the Germans will persuade Italy against the Comintern, mark my words.’ Then he said, ‘If you ever decide to take an interest in the world, instead of gadding about Oxford like Beau Brummell, let me know. They might have you at the Foreign Office.’

Which is wishful thinking, because Isaac’s grasp of geography is worse than Joanie’s, and he is about as diplomatic as a battering ram.

It’s amazing Fabian has the energy to care about the Wilderness, but he does. He calls it his life’s work, or in his darker moods his great undoing, and to listen to him talk you would think it very complicated, but it is nothing more than his attempts at restoring the estate to its natural condition, whatever that might be, through a series of meddlings. This place, the Meadow, used to be the old east lawn, where we came for boules and children’s parties. (Once, I think it was for Isaac, they turned the whole field into a fairground with a helter-skelter; and Joanie still talks about her sixth birthday, when Fabian had a dozen donkeys brought over from Gorleston.) As for the rest of the estate, he has got rid of the deer from the deer park – apparently they were the wrong sort of deer – and brought in wild sheep and goats, and stopped coppicing the woods, and dug out the ponds. And is halfway to making a marsh on what was the tennis court – which as someone who can barely hit the ball I’d say is an improvement; but Joanie plays brilliantly, so I am obliged to be outraged.

I suppose none of it would be so bad if it were just a hobby. But I’m certain every morning when he wakes, before he thinks of Lucille or Joanie or the boys, or how he’d like his eggs, he thinks: invasive species. Soil erosion. When things are going well he is all bounce and grand plans, which is bad enough; when they aren’t, he’s unbearable. We cannot grasp the immensity of the burden; it is too much for any man; God alone understands him. There are all sorts of rules the rest of us cannot hope to fathom. He won’t let anyone touch the Meadow, even to water it – which sounds like civic duty until you consider what he’s been pouring into his ponds (at a time when people are up in arms over washing cars; if it got out we should have a mob at the gates with pitchforks). But he has the idea this part of the Wilderness, for all that it’s already more straw than grass, should be self-sufficient, and if he spares the rod he will somehow spoil it.

Sometimes I think that is how he sees the whole world: as a thing to be cowed.



   
Five to eleven
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They are going in at last. There has been some discussion over how to move the cake, and now they are doing what the baker has been saying all along, and getting some of the boys out to lift it on its board. By the sound of it they have got at least four of them. There they go over the gravel – Lucille declaring how easy they make it look, which means she thinks they are bound to drop it, and Isaac trying to direct – and from somewhere indoors a bellow, and one of the boys cursing, and Isaac saying, Hold it, hold it steady. As if they wouldn’t have thought of that.

Presumably the bellow means Fabian has mislaid something. Usually it is his pen, which he likes to have constantly to hand in case of thoughts; if not it will be his notebook. Which this week alone he has accused two separate maids of stealing – as if anyone could possibly decipher it, or care enough to try. But he is determined that only he may touch it, or on rare occasions the butler, Groves; not even Lucille is allowed. For something that is supposed to make his life easier, it causes no end of difficulty.

For the first part of my life, when my mother was alive, he was a vague and vaguely daunting presence. To Joanie, of course, he was Daddy; to my father, who worked for him, Winther, or occasionally, in what I took to be a reference to Fabian’s limitless authority over our family, God. (We were never a churchgoing household, my mother having a deep-seated mistrust of religion in general and the Church of England in particular, and my father being happy enough not to have to give up his Sundays.) In the village they called him the Major, or His Lordship when he’d done something worth ridiculing – which was often, because when he wasn’t trying to persuade the farmers into his experiments, he was arguing with them about the futility of nailing moles to fences; and he was known for writing letters to The Times. Occasionally, in a fit of noblesse oblige, he’d attempt something like rounding up his tenants to beat the bounds, which they went along with through a mix of apathy and cowardice. Even then he was famous for his temper.

I craved and feared a sighting. But when I was invited to play at Snare House he’d be in his study, not to be disturbed; or have gone on a whim to some Highland forest to look at fungus, or to a talk at the Zoological Society, returning a day late with watches for the boys and pearls for Joanie, which Lucille immediately put away because ‘you’re children! What was he thinking?’ Still: boots in the hall. A gun propped carelessly in the corner with the umbrellas. Woody trace of cigars. The occasional yell – muffled by closed doors, but it made my skin tingle in a way I imagined explorers felt, under canvas on the Serengeti plains, hearing a semi-distant roar. If he did materialize it was only ever briefly. He’d confer with Lucille in clipped tones, as if we children weren’t there, or else beckon the boys away on some masculine business, if his tailor were up from London or his godfather, the provost of Eton, come for supper. (Ostensibly this was because the provost had a talent for ghost stories. But of course it was really Fabian’s clumsy attempt to gain favour – it being clear even back then the Common Entrance would not be kind to Pip – which all of us could see through a mile off, and I’m sure the provost could too.)

Then I was seven, and my mother’s flights of impulse and what she called her itching headaches were no longer occasional; eight, and she was dead. And suddenly I didn’t live with my father, in the lodge in the woods where the Goodalls had always lived, but under God’s own roof: passing him in his corridors, eating at his table. The best I can say of Fabian is that for the intervening ten years he has mostly ignored me. Sometimes it amuses me to think the warmest he’s ever been to me was two days after my mother died, when Lucille brought me over for supper. He said, I expect you will be needing to cook? Eliza can teach you the basics. Then gave me a message for my father concerning pheasants.

It’s an open secret in the household that his moods are getting worse. Some days it seems just about plausible he could address the Lords on agricultural policy; others, he can’t lace his own shoes or remember what to call a butter dish, and you feel he’d murder you as soon as look at you. But when Joanie brings it up, or Isaac if he’s down from Oxford, Lucille only says, It’s just a little absentmindedness, or, You know he’s always had his passions. Which Joanie treats as her refusing to face facts – but I think it’s more that she knows there is nothing to be done, except smooth things over as she always has (e.g., by being good at parties, or removing the more incendiary pages of the newspaper).

Mostly his days are either what we call hard-boiled, when he doesn’t get out of bed – a relief to all of us except Lucille, who is obliged to see him even unwashed and, unimaginably, undressed – or soft-boiled, when he comes out here to the Meadow with his notebook and inspects the grasses blade by blade. Or else strides about the rest of the estate, Sheppard dragging after him with a surveyor’s wheel and quadrat square (which is a device for counting ants and weeds, to see how many of each he has managed to cultivate). Then he shuts himself in his study, and only comes out when he has something preposterous to announce. Lately we have had: fritillaries, both flower and butterfly; great bustards; pennyroyal; sea eagles, though we are a good twenty miles from the coast. A wetland for spoonbills and, separately, a network of streams and lakes, because he has decided what Suffolk is lacking is otters and beavers. (It is only a matter of time before he remembers hippopotamuses lived here, in the Ice Age, and we find ourselves surrounded by mangrove swamp.) Wild boar.

A few weeks ago I overheard him on the telephone. ‘But really, Whibley’ – that is his expert on native wildlife – ‘where is it written that a man cannot keep wolves?’

Which probably sounds like a joke, if you do not know Fabian.



   
Half past eleven
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The baker drove off, at speed and in a flurry of gravel, and on the far side of the woods the church clock struck the hour. I pictured my father, out in his garden quarrelling with the magpies or constructing something outlandish out of sticks, looking up as the chimes passed like rooks overhead, and swearing.

I tried to get back to the oasis, but I kept drifting instead to Joanie on the train – where they might be; what she might be doing, thinking – and even when I succeeded in pushing her out, I was too fidgety for camels. Every so often someone drove up to deliver something, but even when there were two of them all they talked about was lifting things, or how hot it is, or should they have another smoke. Somewhere a farmer was muck-spreading, and I was briefly entertained by what Fabian would say when he smelled it; then I thought perhaps it was only goat mess, because they have been in the Meadow this week, and that I ought to have checked for it before lying down.

After a bit I heard what might have been some sort of warbler, but I soon realized was Pip. He never whistles anything tuneful – unlike Sheppard, who has a great devotion to hymns, and excellent lungs. (Joanie swears he once managed all five verses of ‘Be Thou My Vision’ in a single breath.) Pip does little snatches like birdsong, rising, falling. I think he is always hoping a bird will sing back, though I’ve only known that happen once. It was last summer, my birthday; we’d had a picnic tea at Bushy Mound, which is the nearest thing to a hill for miles, and were all walking back up the Long Drive at dusk when a curlew flew over. Pip gave its call, and it sang to us for a good minute before dipping off over the fields.

I should explain Pip is not quite a person. Which sounds unkind, but is one of those things everyone acknowledges, not always in so many words – e.g., Lucille would say he’s a dreamer, and try to make that sound a good thing, and Fabian would call him soft. Joanie swears he is in love with me, though I’ve never seen why he should be, when I haven’t encouraged him in any way. (If I laugh at him less than she does it’s only because he’s not my brother; and anyway I laugh less than her at everything.) I don’t even know if he’s capable of love, the way normal people are. But whenever I say that, she gives me a despairing look and says, ‘Of course he is, Meggie, it’s about all he is capable of.’

It baffles both of us that Fabian and Lucille think he can take on the estate, one day, when Fabian is no longer able. I suppose it’s a mix of delusion and there being no other option. Fabian is determined Isaac will be something in government – prime minister, probably – and anyway, when he’s not at Oxford he’d rather be haring about the Home Counties with his rowing friends, like he has all summer. At least Pip isn’t going anywhere. (Even Lucille has had to accept he won’t be following Isaac to Christ Church.) It would all work perfectly if he’d the least talent for land management, or willingness to learn. Or if Fabian were a better teacher. As it is he has the patience of a sledgehammer, and Pip, who is by nature at least half weasel, takes every opportunity to sidle off into the woods or fields or wherever he spends his strange little days, until eventually he pops up wanting a warm bath or proper meal, and is collared.

I heard the whistling come closer, and presently he came up the hare-path and stood at my feet. He didn’t speak, not even a hello: just squinted at the sky, then around us at the Meadow, then back towards the house. Then the Meadow again. I was shading my eyes to look up at him, and while I couldn’t see much of his face, I could tell he was frowning. Usually we are never alone together, and I thought he must have some message for me, from Lucille or perhaps Eliza. But he still didn’t speak, and I began to feel uneasy, with the frowning and the silence; so I said, ‘Well? What is it?’

He put out a foot – he is almost always barefoot – and tapped my skirt, practically my knee, with his grubby toes. ‘That’s my sister’s dress.’

‘It doesn’t fit her.’ Which is true: she’s worn it once, to one of Fabian’s investor luncheons, where she ate too much and burst three of its buttons. She never bothers getting things mended, and I had to sew them on myself this morning.

He looked at the trees. Then he said, ‘We can see you, you know. From the library. Isaac’s been taking bets on how long it’ll take you to get up. But I thought you might be ill. Are you?’

‘No!’ I said. ‘Please go away.’ It was dreadful to imagine all of them watching, when I had been thinking such private things. About her, and London, and what it will be like to be just us, with only ourselves to think about.

‘Mother says you’re to come in. Eliza needs someone to go for cream of tartar and all the staff are busy.’

‘You’re not busy.’

He shrugged. Then he said, ‘Are you sure you’re not ill? You look a bit green.’

‘It’s the grass.’ Although the grass these days is somewhere between yellow and white, so I said, ‘Or the dress. It’s reflecting onto my skin.’

‘Hmm,’ he said. Then, ‘You’d have been better in the woods. It’s not a good hiding place if people can see you.’ He was tugging absently at some cocksfoot, scattering puffs of seed, and my nose was beginning to twitch. ‘And you oughtn’t to be lying there. You’ve squashed it, see.’

‘It’s only grass.’

‘It’s habitat.’ Occasionally Pip absorbs more than you’d think. ‘And if you must lie in it you should keep to here.’ He pointed down at the path.

‘But I’m not a hare.’

Which he thought about; then he said, quite seriously, ‘Well, no, you’re not. But I shouldn’t think they’d mind.’

The path isn’t actually made by hares, but they do use it from time to time. I saw three together once, a mother and her leverets. It was Guy Fawkes’ Night, and I’d come back from the village before the rest of them, because I was tired of being stared at, and having people nudge each other and make observations under their breath. Though the moon was bright, I came back the long way, by the road instead of the woods; but once I was through the gates I left the drive and took the grass instead. It was a clear cold night after a rainy day, and the Meadow looked as if someone had dropped a chandelier on it from a great height. As if it might cut to touch. But of course it was only damp grass; and my shoes and stockings were soon wet, my dress clinging to my knees. I picked my way between clumps, avoiding the molehills, and at some point I looked up and the hares were ahead. I stood very still and watched them lollop back and forth across the path, grazing at the edges, like nibbling ghosts in the moonlight; even in that moment I knew it was a scene I’d remember all my life. And then I thought, But really they’re just oversized rabbits. And I made a dash at them, screeching like a banshee, for no other reason than to set them tearing off in mortal terror.

It is a superstition among the Winthers that spotting a hare means a month’s luck. Which is obvious rot, but before December I’d inherited three of Joanie’s dresses, as well as a coat, after Lucille was persuaded to buy her a mink from Fenwick’s; won the Latin prize for the third year running; and found a shilling, in the dirt outside the Lodge. When we next went to town I bought a quarter of gumdrops and two bars of French soap, one of which I gave to Joanie. I had some fanciful idea we might smell the same; but while I’m sure she used it – she is fanatical about anything from the Continent – I could never detect it over her perfume. Which was lilies back then, or maybe bluebells. She hadn’t yet settled on roses.

Anyway, Pip said, ‘You can’t lie here all day.’

I thought about closing my eyes and pretending he wasn’t there, but knowing Pip he mightn’t have left if I’d waited an hour. ‘I think the habitat will recover.’

‘Yes.’ He eyed my flattened patch. ‘Well, probably.’ Then he said, ‘You know she’ll be here before three?’

The wasps again. ‘So I’ll get up before three.’

‘You’ll have burned into the Meadow by then.’

There was something pleasingly mythic in the thought of Joanie searching high and low, and finding only my charred silhouette, and weeping over it until her tears mingled with the dust of me. ‘Perhaps that’s how Fabian will solve the drought,’ I said aloud.

‘What?’ Pip said; and when I shook my head: ‘You’re very odd sometimes.’ Which I thought a bit rich. He held out a hand to help me up.

‘I’m not going,’ I said, meaning to the village, for the leaven. But he kept his hand out, as if we both knew I had no choice, although I’d rather have touched any number of vile things than that damp palm, and those spreading toad-fingers Lucille insists could be a pianist’s, though we all know he can’t even play the Flea Waltz. I forgot about the heat and how I might never move again and rolled over onto my stomach, and folded my arms and laid my forehead on them. Hot skin on hot skin, and my back prickling with sweat, the dress clinging unpleasantly, and my eyes in sudden shade inventing little white suns to dart after.

‘Haven’t you missed her?’

How could I answer that? I thought about the past three months, how plodding and eternal they’d been, but also easy, because there’d been nothing to do but wait. I thought about London, and the secret prospect of our lives together. I thought about her train, her car – her getting out of the car – I thought about seeing her, and her seeing me.

The wasps rose in a swarm. ‘I just want some quiet,’ I said.

Then I lay there with my eyes closed. After a while some tiny creature ran over my wrist, and I opened my eyes and twisted round, expecting Pip still to be there, for all I knew with his hand still out. But he was gone.



   
Quarter to twelve
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I think if it had been anyone else who wanted me, I would have ignored them and stayed in the grass all morning. But I could imagine how Lucille would be panicking, with so much to get done, and after me she cares the most about Joanie; anyway, Pip had ruined things by telling me I could be seen. So I made myself get up, and brushed myself off, and went slowly and stiffly back through the Meadow, half-blinded by sun, the heat an invisible hand on the crown of my head, pressing down.

I could say Lucille is like a mother to me, but what does that really mean? She feeds me – well, Eliza does; but she sees I am fed, and clothed and educated and so on, and cares about whether I am well and happy. But then she has a famously bleeding heart, and cares even for people she barely knows. She doesn’t treat me the same as Joanie, but nor does she Pip the same as Isaac, and anyway I don’t know if it’s a good thing to treat one’s children like they’ve been pressed out with a pastry cutter. But I’ve never thought of her as my mother, never seriously wished she were. And I’m sure she doesn’t think of me as a daughter. All else aside, she’d never let herself take my mother’s place.

Was she a good mother? My real one, I mean, before the illness and the rest of it. I have maybe a dozen clear memories of that version of her: the two of us feeding the chickens, picking her herbs; she boiling an egg for me and cutting toast into soldiers, telling me stories, folding my clothes, holding me in her lap after a bad dream. Walking, and the ground covered with leaves, golden leaves falling around us like gilded snow. Her safe warm hand. Sometimes she told me off, if I was doing something I shouldn’t, but I always believed she loved me.

It’s an odd feeling, like I’m remembering someone else’s mother. ‘No,’ Lucille used to say, before I stopped wanting to talk about her, ‘that’s what she was like. She was always so—’ And it would be kind, or gentle, or some other such motherly virtue; how thoughtful she was, and knowledgeable even though she could barely read. Or the story of how she, Lucille, carried Isaac through a foot of snow – and in pitch-black night, because if Fabian got wind he’d never have let her – and hammered on the door of the Lodge, because one of the maids had said Goodall’s wife knew more about healing than any doctor, and had cured her, the maid’s, eczema with a wash of burdock and water avens, and the truth was she was more physician than whatever else people said. How my mother took one look at the infant Isaac and said, Have they given him the serum? And Lucille said they hadn’t, because he was not so very ill, and she hadn’t thought it natural to give him anything that came from a horse, much less its blood. And my mother had her come in, and sat her at the table with Isaac in her lap, red-cheeked and damp-haired in sleep, and gave her tea for her nerves, and burdock ointment for the rash, and an infusion of cuckoo’s meat – that is sorrel – for the fever, and a pot of honey from her hives, and told Lucille to give him as many spoonfuls as he would take; and he was up and toddling again within two days.

‘Because it wasn’t scarlet fever,’ Fabian always says, if he’s in earshot – which is rarely, because Lucille says it does no good to remind him of anything to do with my mother. ‘It was chickenpox and a hysterical mama.’

Of course Pip was just a baby then, and Joanie and I not even born, so who knows? But nothing will ever persuade Lucille that Isaac doesn’t owe my mother his life, even if he wasn’t so very ill.

That is her most dramatic story, but there are countless more. The time Fabian was away – my mother only ever came to Snare House when he was out – and they took a particularly good bottle from his cellar and drank it on the lawn while we children ran wild, and didn’t notice Pip had got into one of the cedars until he’d climbed all the way to the top. (That part I remember, because he had to be got down with ropes.) My mother’s vain attempts, when the four of them came to us, to teach Lucille herbalism, and Lucille’s to instil in her a love of roses. Her sense of humour: on discovering a ring of salt around the Lodge, she declared it an improvement, to be treated no worse than a slug, and when she next went to the village took the salt pig with her and scattered it before her all the way down the Thoroughfare. Some incident with a canoe I’ve never fully understood – etc., etc., and every anecdote with a point to it, like a fable, so I’d think them mostly fiction if Lucille weren’t so wholeheartedly earnest. As it is, I listen and look interested, and as if I might be moved.

Joanie says I encourage her. That Lucille thinks I want to hear them.

It’s not that I don’t. But they might as well be fairy tales, for all that I see my mother in them.



   
Ten past twelve

[image: ]

When I got to the kitchen it was in chaos. They have brought in almost every one of the maids to help, and several reserves from the village, and two of the boys are having to be pot-washers, though they’re about as useless as you’d expect and the pots are piling up as if there were no one there at all. The worst of it is the temperature. Every oven is on, and almost all the hobs, and they’ve lit a fire in the old hearth – on the hottest day of the year! – and set a lamb roasting on the spit. Which is the sort of thing Fabian thinks important on high days and holidays, for all Eliza’s insistence that a medieval fireplace is unfit for modern cooking.

I stood in the scullery doorway and watched the lamb rotating, and all of them scowling over their work and wiping foreheads and nudging each other to let them past, or pass a knife or rolling pin. There was very little talk, presumably because of the heat, and possibly Lucille. When she’s anxious about an event she gets a compulsion to roll up her sleeves and pitch in – which Fabian hates, and I’m sure the staff don’t much enjoy. She had an apron over her beach pyjamas, and was sawing determinedly at a ham.

I thought I’d wait a few minutes, then if nobody mentioned the shopping slip away, and not feel bad. But the moment I came to leave, Eliza lifted her head from her dough and gave me a shrewd look, and said, ‘I’ve carrots to be peeled, if you’re at a loose end.’

I said thank you, but I would rather not, and she rolled her eyes and jabbed an elbow into Lucille, who looked up from the ham and said, ‘Oh, Margaret, good, you’re here.’ She bent her head to the napkin in the crook of her arm and swabbed her brow with it. ‘What a morning! Is it too early for Champagne, do you think? Come here, come here.’

I went over dutifully, and she put down the knife and took my shoulders, and stood on tiptoes to kiss my forehead. I’m sure everyone else in that room stank of lamb – I can still smell it on my clothes – but Lucille smelled exactly as she always does: souks and leather saddles. ‘I am glad to see you.’ Discreetly she picked a piece of grass from my hair and dropped it on the floor. ‘How are you, dearest?’

It is no good trying to hide anything from Lucille; she has marvellous powers of perception, which she attributes to her maternal grandmother, who is supposed to have been a fortune-teller in Constantinople. ‘I know you loathe this sort of thing. But Joanie will love it, and it’s only one evening.’ She took a slice of ham and held it out. ‘You need nourishment, my love. You didn’t eat a thing at breakfast.’

‘I’m fine.’ The thought of it in my mouth, like an extra tongue, a dead flap of a thing.

She folded it neatly – somehow she manages to make ham elegant – and popped it in her own mouth. Then, when she’d swallowed: ‘Did Pip find you? I need you to run to the village.’

I nodded. ‘The cream of tartar.’

‘Would you, dear thing? It would be such a help. But take my parasol, or you’ll be burned to a crisp.’ She put her hands on her hips and looked around the kitchen. ‘Isn’t this marvellous? Everyone’ – she said this loudly – ‘is working so hard.’ She patted the nearest girl on the shoulder – the poor thing nearly jumped out of her skin – then her face clouded over. ‘Only we really do need that ice.’ (The entire menu is things like stuffed celery and devilled eggs, that are designed to be served cold; except one of the soups, because Lucille says there is bound to be someone who would be disgusted at there being no hot soup, more likely than not Mrs Terence Brown, who has already made it her life’s work to see Lucille a social ruin.) ‘We can’t possibly serve warm salad—’ Then she remembered me. ‘Let me give you the money.’ She patted herself down, though I’m not sure she even has pockets. ‘Eliza! Eliza! Have you any change for Margaret?’

‘In the jar,’ Eliza said abruptly – she does not stand on ceremony with anyone, even Fabian – and indicated the old flour jar where she keeps the petty cash.

When I’d fished out some pennies, Lucille said, ‘And, dearest – perhaps you could stop by the Lodge on the way?’

When it comes to my father, I have learned it is best not to show my thoughts, even if they are no worse than what anyone else is thinking, and often saying. So I kept my face blank and obedient, and said, ‘I took him his parcel three days ago.’

‘Mmm,’ Lucille said, ‘but it might be sensible to talk to him about tonight.’

At which I must have looked alarmed after all, because she said, ‘Of course he hasn’t been invited. But I did wonder if it might be wise to let him know. To expect some noise, and – well, to stay over his side of the woods, really. For everyone’s sake.’

She doesn’t understand how little I have to do with him. None of the others do, except Joanie; I think they assume that when I deliver his parcel I go in and sit at a table with tea and scones and make conversation. Actually, nobody who has met my father would imagine him having scones. But they don’t know I never speak to him if I can help it. That I leave the package in the porch and slip away; that sometimes, particularly if the birds are about, I can’t stand even to get that close, and throw it in the undergrowth, or drop it in the brook as I cross. It’s not as if he’ll starve. In fact he’d probably rather starve than eat something clean and appetizing, that hasn’t been dug from under a hedge or caught in some blood-stained trap.

‘He probably won’t be in,’ I said.

Lucille was looking around the kitchen again. ‘Perhaps if we took it all to the marquee? Only there will be ants . . .’ As I turned to go, she caught my wrist. ‘I put a gown on your bed. I’ve barely worn it, and it’s much more your sort of thing. Understated. Of course, you’ll need to let it down.’ Lucille is not short, but I am taller by a good three inches. ‘Just see what you think. You’ll need one in Wales, too, I expect. For dances and such.’

That is their plan: that Joanie goes to Oxford, because she is bright enough and Lucille is determined she make some sort of intellectual contribution, before marriage; and I to teach classics at some grey phrontistery in the Brecon Beacons, where they are so desperate for staff they will take me straight from school, so Fabian needn’t pay for training college. I would be quite despondent about it, if I didn’t know it wasn’t going to happen.

‘You’ll have the most wonderful experience. Oh, this is such an exciting time for both you girls.’ Which of course it is, only not for the reason she thinks. ‘You’ll make such a triumph of it, dearest. Though I shall miss you both terribly. You’ll have to come back, in the holidays. When Joanie’s down. You will, won’t you?’

It is good practice not to lie if one can help it, so I said, ‘How could I not?’

Lucille clasped my hand to her chest. ‘Quest’oggi vó’che tutto spiri d’intorno a noi gioja, letizia e amore.’ Which is the sort of thing she is given to when emotional; Joanie says it is her peripatetic childhood – Europe and North Africa and goodness knows where else – coming out. ‘Really, I am so grateful for you, my love. Of course the boys are no use at all. And’ – she lowered her voice – ‘just between us, I don’t know that Fabian . . . Have you seen him?’

‘Not since breakfast.’

‘And did you think—’ But then she glanced around, as if remembering we were surrounded by people who are not supposed to know Fabian is anything other than sensible. ‘Never mind.’ She dropped my hand and frowned towards the food. ‘She will like all this, won’t she?’

I didn’t even need to lie. ‘She’ll love it. It’s exactly what she’d want.’

Lucille smiled. ‘And then tomorrow you’ll have her to yourself, and you can reunite to your heart’s content.’

For a moment I thought what that reunion might be – and even there, in the middle of the kitchen with a dozen people close at hand, I felt a jolt of the thing I feel when I think of her at night: an electric sort of tightening, like a build-up of charge before a storm.

‘Good girl,’ Lucille said. ‘You’ve days before she leaves for Somerville. Plenty of time.’ She kissed me on each cheek, then cocked her head – but after a moment she shook it and said, ‘That tractor is sending me dotty. I keep hearing engines. Still, dearest, anchè al nemico in faccia.’

Which she said in the manner of ‘these things are sent to try us’, but I don’t think it means that, or anything much. Then she went back to the ham, and I up the scullery steps and over the lawn, which after the kitchen felt almost airy, and through the Meadow towards the trees.



   
Twenty to one
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Something Isaac said the other day: that going into the woods is like taking a dip. He’d come back from inspecting the estate – Fabian has him do it whenever he’s down from Oxford, I can only think out of some repressed foreboding at the thought of leaving it all to Pip – and after a show of stretching his hamstrings and bemoaning the mud on his boots, so we would appreciate he was a man of the countryside who had done an honest day’s toil (though it wasn’t even lunch and the mud was mostly dust), he explained it was cooler under the trees than on the lawn, and for that matter the music room where we were all percolating. ‘You should try it’ – as if he’d just discovered shade.

At the time I thought, He’s making it sound like a paddling pool, when the woods could swallow you.

Which is one of those things I try not to say aloud. It’s not as if I can’t see what they see, on a day like today with sun floating through the branches and bees in the campion and the herb-robert sprinkled with little pink stars and hoverflies zipping like minnow in the shallows. I can see how you’d think it pleasant, if the woods were nothing to you but trees and birdsong. But when you are however many paces in and look over your shoulder and it is only greens and shadows, and in front of you, and on every side – it doesn’t matter that walking ten minutes in any direction will get you out. Ten minutes could be twenty, could be a week; the woods are the woods but also a forest, also the world. Like that old illusion of the rabbit-duck: the rest of them see the duck, never the rabbit, but I see both at once, one through the left eye, one through the right, and think about breadcrumbs and blood on dry leaves.

Of course Joanie would call me pathetic. I can practically hear her: You can’t be scared of a glorified orchard! (Though there’s only one apple tree in the whole place.) In any case, it’s different when she’s around: striding ahead, twigs snapping underfoot, pushing aside whatever impertinent foliage gets in her way. Looking over her shoulder only when I’m slow – ‘Come on, Meg’ – and deciding unilaterally whether we’ll go to the tree-bridge or the nunnery lime or wherever, so I don’t need to think, and there is never any question of ghosts.

Since she left I’ve been here four times. Once to deliver my father’s parcel, because I hadn’t for weeks, and the other times only out of the sense it was what she’d be imagining me doing. As if spending my time on anything else would drive a sort of wedge between us, and the magic wouldn’t hold. In return, I recited over and over the notice in The Times’ court circular – Miss Joan Winther, with Mrs Caterina Argento and Miss Daphne Argento, has left England for a tour on the Continent and will not return until September. No letters will be forwarded – and imagined her visiting museums and galleries and sites of national interest, and restaurants and shops and beaches, and going on tours and looking at views. And thinking from time to time of me, back here, and telling herself Fabian would never have paid for me; it wouldn’t have been fair to make Daphne the gooseberry; it wasn’t a thing people got to do, who had dead mothers and wastrel fathers and were born in the woods in a hovel; I’d have hated it anyway. All the things I was telling myself.

Occasionally I went to the tree-bridge and swung my legs over the water, and pretended she was next to me, swinging her own legs and exclaiming about the heat, and Fabian’s latest outburst, and various unimportant things: school, her friends. Leaning her head on my shoulder, so every breath was a tickle on my collarbone. But it felt so close to real all I could think was how it wasn’t, and how pitiful I was, making all this up while she was hundreds of miles away, having fun. Another time I went to the hollow in the chestnut where we used to leave each other notes and tokens – snail shells, pretty rocks we’d found in the brook – with a posy of herb bennet, four little flowers tied with the stem of a fifth. We used to pick them to hold under each other’s chins and see how fond we were of butter – who knows why, when buttercups are ten-a-penny, but we did. Joanie was always bright yellow (accurate), but my skin would never light up like hers, and she would nod sagely and say, ‘You must teach me to be parsimonious, Meggie, I’m so sick of being plump.’ Which she isn’t – or only the right amount; and I have butter nearly as often as she does, just spread thinner.

It must be three years since we last used the post-box – it was childish, she said, now we could send letters like proper people, and parcels too if we wanted. I left the posy anyway, and felt romantically defiant; but then when I tried to imagine her with me on the walk home it was unconvincing, like a puppet, as if she were disgusted by me and refusing to be summoned. And the woods sucked at me like clay, not just underfoot but all around, and all the way out I felt eyes looking down, and every space between trees was a question.

Today, though, she’s so close there’s no room for anything else. The woods are only bark and greenery – a blackbird calling, the brook’s faint trickle – and all I can think of is later, and later inching closer, minute by minute, mile by mile. She’ll be passing Colchester around now. Playing cards, and half listening to the others and laughing when she’s meant to and saying the sort of automatic things they expect her to say, but again and again glancing out – at the hedgerows streaming past, rivers, fields with cows, solitary houses thickening into villages into suburbs – the people on the platform, the people disembarking – maybe she thinks ahead to Ipswich, Groves with his cap clutched to his chest, dashing forward to help her down, spouting whatever oily sentiment he’s been rehearsing all day, maybe all week, maybe all summer – he will see to the luggage, push the trolley ahead of them to the car – maybe she thinks about this as the train pulls out and the houses thin and straggle. Maybe her stomach is wasps as well. Maybe she tries to picture me – here, or on my bed with a book, or taking a bath. Maybe she tries and feels sick. Maybe she pictures me picturing her, and that is all we are today, reflections of the other all the way down.



   
Quarter to one

[image: ]

The woods are resisting the heat: a faint dampness to the air, and the ferns and bracken and so on as vigorous as ever. Still, the brook is as low as I’ve ever seen it. Furred rocks exposed, and the tree-bridge well above the surface, where usually it is almost touching. Shade and moss and lichen. We used to come here all the time, to paddle and make dams; and in spring and early summer we caught little fish in jars. Once we decided we might as well eat them, and took them back to the kitchen in a toy beach-bucket and put them in a pan, which wasn’t nearly hot enough, and they were likely still alive when they went in; we forgot to use butter or seasoning, and all in all it was the worst thing I have ever tasted.

How is it that when I think about seeing her it doesn’t feel real, and at the same time so close I can hardly stand it? I have to remember it isn’t just that moment, but everything after. Like Lucille said: one night, then it will be the two of us, and we can get on with it. Packing, and finding a flat; and it seems likely I’ll need a job, because I can’t think Fabian will continue her allowance once she tells him. Something clerical, maybe. Or I suppose there’s always teaching. Other details I am leaving to her, such as where in London we live and how we furnish our rooms; she has all sorts of views on lamps and curtains. The only thing I’ve bought is a pair of teaspoons I found in a pawn shop in Bury. Tarnished old things – not nearly as pretty as the Snare House cutlery, which has vines around the handles and is marked with the family crest – and I shouldn’t have got them except that they’re engraved: one with an M, the other a J. Two spoons, on a dusty shelf beside a metronome and The Collected Donne; leaving them there would have been tantamount to saying I don’t believe in fate. Which is like laughing at the gods: it never ends well.
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