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who light the way





The notion of country lends itself easily to sentimentality. In fact, it is never to be trifled with. The land is the foundation on which everything stands; the ground of all action and all feeling.

— Christopher Neve




Myths are often unsatisfactory, even tormenting. They puzzle and haunt the mind that encounters them. They shape different parts of the world inside our heads, and they shape them not as pleasures, but as encounters with the inapprehensible.

— A. S. Byatt







Guillaume de Belmont holds Eodhām for the KING; Wilfrið Joppe held it Tempore Regis Edwardi. Then it paid geld for 60 hides; now for 50. There is land for 10 ploughs. In demesne is 1 plough, and 7 slaves; and 12 villans and 3 cottars and 10 bordars with 9 ploughs. One of these, Obeorden by name, is in the commendation and in the soke of Ealdred the Staller, with 24 acres. There is 1 priory and 1 mill rendering 6s. There are 19 acres of meadow about the Cwealm on each side, pasture 2 leagues long and 1 ½ leagues broad, and 7 furlongs of woodland. It renders 5 ½ l by weight. The soke is the prioress’s and was so Tempore Regis Edwardi.

— Great Survey, Liber de Wintonia (Domesday), 1086






Prologue

A woman has made her way down to the river. Down to the footbridge by the rotten crack willows on this late-September afternoon, the low sun gold but the air chill. Bunches of brown cones on the alders’ twigs shiver in pleasure as their riverine roots sip the wet earth, as a robin tremulously releases a trickle of song and declares, for what may prove the very last time in these old acres: listen: the day ends.

The valley is a green crease sunk into England since forever, a place as old as anywhere, water-formed and still shaped by the river with its springs and tributaries and long-forgotten wells, its ford where horses and wagons once splashed through the shallows and now locals know to take their cars the long way round, by the road bridge, when the water’s high. It is a place of wide, flat meadows, in summer sunlit and golden and now, in autumn, tangled and wet. On a hill an old stone priory watches over the little village below it, and can no longer atone for its sins.

Behind the iron clouds wait the shifting auroras that have animated the skies for months now, something few of the valley’s human inhabitants have chosen to notice – and even fewer have spoken about. Instead, in their huddled houses the villagers suffer nightly through vast, unsettled dreams full of arcane symbols. Perhaps the truth of the times in which they are living presses too closely to admit, except in sleep.

The river has exhausted its recent spate of temper and the water is low again. On the footbridge the woman stops to look down past her own reflection for the huge old hen pike that haunts the shadowed water. Nothing, nor the last time she came here, nor for some weeks now; but still she stands for a moment, the last of the light picking up the grass-green tips to her greying hair. Autumn is always about diminishment: the light fading, the birds quietening, the land becoming emptier and colder every day. But this year it feels like something other than the summer birds is leaving. Something else is being lost.

A half-mile away a badger emerges slowly from an ancient sett beneath the upturned rootball of a beech, black eyes beady in the broad stripes of her face. The last of the clan that have made the wood their home for centuries, tonight she doesn’t take her usual trail down towards the watermeadows but begins to nose north through the year’s spent undergrowth, grey rump bouncing like a departing burglar captured on CCTV.

In the valley she is leaving behind her, and to which she will not return, there has been a mighty flood. The wide watermeadows are still marked by it, their muddy, tussocky grasses all combed in one direction, while wet black leaves and other debris remain lodged against one side of the willows’ and alders’ boles. In the village, on the approach to the ford, the road’s tarmac and the rubble beneath it have been savagely ripped away. Car glass sparkles like mica from the concrete, and police tape, still broadcasting its grim aftershocks of violence, trails from the white depth gauge.

But now the river, sated, has at last shrunk back to its usual meanders, its course selvedged in common reeds and bulrushes, its flow slowed to almost nothing, as though it might at any moment sink quietly away. And it is there, as a cold harvest moon begins to rise over the valley and a grey-green woman stands watch on the footbridge, that the Welm now sets about its final work.

It brings a Klimt framed in autumn leaves, alder cones and pewter rush fragments, now a pale flank, now a breast breaching the generous accretion of river tribute. Slow, slow the ikon comes, as dark as tea and as white as candlewax, finding the place where a fallen willow makes a mossy bridge for foxes and weasels, passing beneath it with no let or hindrance, drifting with what little current there is. Caught for a moment, the strange cargo pauses – then it breaks clear of the black arms of rotten bankside tangle and sails into the channel of midstream. As it nears the bridge, a few of the outermost fragments of flotsam marquetry break away to reveal pale hair swaying with the current, as though elvers were attending its departure from the Welm Valley and all the living creatures there.

The woman grips the handrail and gazes down at what is being borne away from the valley on this cold autumn afternoon at the almost-end of the world. She knows it is part of a far greater departure: an emptying-out of the land’s old places, to be replaced with … what? Not a living soul can tell.

The figure’s eyes are closed, but just before it is swallowed into the darkness under the footbridge and is carried away, it seems almost to be weeping.

‘Please,’ the woman cries, reaching an arm down towards the water. But it’s too late. The flotsam shifts, the illusion breaks; whatever it was, if it was even anything –

– it’s gone.




Six Months Previously




Clare

Mid-morning on a warm day in late March and in a leafless ash near the lychgate of St Lucy’s Church in Lower Eodham an olive-green chiffchaff clasps a twig with wirework legs and makes a small assay at song. He has travelled such a long way to get to the little village, fleeing famine, crossing the sea at night and braving terrible dangers. Now he stops, picks a bristly beetle larva from a fissure in the tree’s bark and swallows it down. He is so tired.

A postman in cargo shorts and red fleece delivers a jiffy, a water bill and a leaflet about solar panels to the Rectory on the corner of Tinkers Lane. Then he stands on the drive and listens for a moment: earlier than last year, he thinks.

Who else but Saj the postie hears the new arrival’s dink-dink-dink, the unique self he speaks and spells? A tall, dark-haired woman wearing black jeans, a long cardigan and her father’s old muck boots. She has just left the farm shop, housed in a wartime Nissen hut, and is walking home uphill from the village, taking the centre of the narrow lane out of long familiarity and sharp ears. On her shoulder hangs a cotton tote heavy with a huge savoy cabbage, skimmed milk and two tins, while in a tan saddle bag slung across her swollen belly are pocket tissues, a set of car keys, a wallet containing a Coutts debit card and an accretion of small, faded photographs, a miniature Swiss Army knife, a wizened conker, a grubby Liberty-print face mask and a blister pack of paracetamol caplets, half gone.

An hour or so ago, in a bright, white room in the new health centre in nearby Ardleton, Clare had had a consultation with her GP, Dr Subramanian. During this consultation certain words were said to her – kindly, so kindly – words that have since been drowned out in her mind by the lyrics of a Bucks Fizz song she loved briefly as a teenager and has not thought of since, not once. Now, at the ford, she almost walks straight through the shallow water before stopping herself and taking the narrow pedestrian bridge. Coins glint where the Welm passes shallowly over the ridged concrete of its temporary riverbed. Sometimes, she will pause and toss one in – but not today.

She has no memory at all of the short drive back from Ardleton, or of walking down the hill to the farm shop, or of exchanging any words with Lorraine Hepworth at the till. Even now, she is not thinking of anything as she toils back up the long hill, home. With the song, and the heavy tote, and each unyielding footfall, she is building a wall against thought.

It is spring, and on the hill the buds on the basketwork hedges are unfurling, while down in the village a dunnock sits atop a For Sale board and shouts reedily. For the last three years only carers’ cars have pulled in and out there, and then the district nurse’s van joined them, and at the very last there came an ambulance. Saj the postie wonders who he’ll be delivering to there next.

Before he gets back into the van he peers into the ditch that flanks the lane, looking for frogspawn to tell Khushi about – but there’s nothing yet. Then it’s over the narrow, hump-backed bridge and past the allotments to reach the wide, wet meadows with their sentinel oak.

There’s Clare Grey, heading home up Ford Road. He’s not allowed to offer lifts in the van to the public, but all the same he slows.

‘Want me to drop your shopping off?’ he calls out of the window, knowing she’ll refuse; she shakes her head and smiles thinly from a thousand miles away, so he holds up a hand and carries on up the hill. The road climbs steeply to the grey stone bulk of Alwins, Clare’s ancient Land Rover parked haphazardly on the drive. Next to Alwins are the tyre clamp, outbuildings and ugly breezeblock bungalow of New Farm, where Alan Jope lives alone and manages a small dairy herd, though letters arrive there sometimes for a Mr C. Jope, who Saj has never met.

Much further and he’d be in Flintock, which isn’t his walk. Deliveries made, he turns and heads back down the hill, smiling to Clare again as he passes and then taking a left at the junction with Church Road. There he delivers a copy of The Stage to Hilda Cantlow at Lealands and an Xbox magazine to the ugly modern bulk of Lothlórien. Opposite it stands a terrace of three brick-built farm labourers’ cottages, the middle of which belongs to old Mr Hobden and is – perversely, in Saj’s professional opinion – called No. 1. Mr Hobden lives alone, though there’s a young relative of some kind who comes to visit now and again. Saj’s seen the lad once or twice on his fat-tyre bike, a cage over the front wheel writhing with ferrets. Can you poach things with ferrets? He’s not sure; he’s definitely seen the old man carrying dead pheasants a couple of times. Frank, whose walk this had been before he retired, told Saj when he took it on that there was someone like old Hobden in every village: ‘Mark my words: he knows everything that’s ever happened there going right back to the year dot.’

A creative-writing magazine to Mrs Tilbrook at the Rectory, whose husband, now retired, used to be GP to almost everyone in the village. The chiffchaff is still singing, closer now if not more strongly, and joining its repeated chime is the deeper percussion of someone chopping wood. Brassy yellow daffs in the churchyard nod in the strengthening sunshine as somewhere behind Saj a car crunches over gravel and fades away up the lane.

The brow of the hill boasts views all the way to the bluish hills of the next county, the highest of them crowned with a circle of holly trees visible for miles. At the side of the lane is a dressed stone block first used for mounting horses and then, for many decades, as a churn stand where milk was left to be taken to market each morning by horse and cart. Here, heart thumping from the hill in a way it never used to, Clare turns between twin gateposts onto a drive bordered by wild daffodils and, beyond them, a nodding throng of purple and white fritillaries, the arrangement of these flowers among the grass as perfect and unlikely as something out of an old Ladybird book.

The drive leads to a small priory founded by a Saxon princess. Much modified by the Normans and then again in subsequent centuries, its squat tower has watched over the valley for well over a thousand years. According to the antiquarians the site was chosen either for the hill’s position on the powerful Mary ley line or to take advantage of a holy spring. Certainly, water was once channelled to run across the dipped stone flags of the priory’s kitchens, but the stream (so local legend has it) dried up the day the religious order was dissolved. Strangely, perhaps – though not to everyone – above its great oak door the blind and battered remains of a sheela-na-gig holds open her gaping stone crotch.

Clare unclips an iron key from a carabiner hooked onto a belt loop on her jeans, to which is also attached a ballet medal dated 1982, and lets herself in. It is cool inside, and smells of stone; light shafts in from tall, narrow windows to make golden arches on the faded kilims covering the flags. The building she lives in is somewhere, Clare often thinks, where prayer has been valid, and centuries after the last nuns left it retains a feeling of absolute stillness, a seriousness of purpose. It suits her.

Now a six-bedroomed house with a barrel-vaulted cellar still well stocked with Clare’s dead father’s wine, what was once the priory’s refectory has been divided into a kitchen and a dining room, and its chapel with small rose window is now a library, an antique mahogany desk where the altar once stood. High above, in the tower where Clare now has her bedroom, are attics full of bat guano, crumbling prayer books and great wooden chests that once held the skirts, bodices and dresses worn by the postulants before they took their vows.

Already converted into a private home, the priory was bought by Clare’s father just before she was born, and, with the exception of her university years and a couple more that followed them, she has lived here all her life. Her sister Rachael was even delivered here, a memory that survives as a rising series of sounds and a shocking glimpse of red on white.

Alwins: it is the familiar clump of the heavy door closing behind her that at last brings Clare back to herself.

Loki is busy around her ankles as she stacks the tins in the pantry, puts the cabbage in the vegetable rack and stuffs its plastic sheath into the bag she dutifully takes to Waitrose for recycling once a month. To him she is all smells and information, but although his tail is wagging furiously he knows better than to jump up. Then it’s straight out to the waiting garden, where Loki flops down on the sun-warmed flags of the cloister and spreads out his back legs like a frog. On a stone sundial a crisp shadow reveals that ninety or so slow minutes have passed since she sat in Dr Subramanian’s consulting room. No feelings still. Not yet.

Alwins’ acre of English gardens is a vision in summer, the cutting beds ablaze with dahlias and gladioli, the long border Clare’s mother established a symphony of colour, wisteria and roses dressing its limestone walls. In March, though, all that is still to come, and it is Clare’s work alone that must produce it. She deadheads the narcissi, and after that, nauseous now but determined to ignore it, she weeds young foxgloves, ox-eye daisies and comfrey from the north-eastern part of the lawn where the wind always wafts all the previous summer’s seeds. This thing, the next thing, and the next: close focus, patience, stubbornness, a set jaw.

The house and garden are so much a part of her that she’s come to take their needs for granted, as one does with one’s own body: it’s obvious to her when the wisteria should be pruned, for example, or the dahlia corms brought under cover, the septic tank emptied or the lead-lined gutters cleaned. These tasks have been for so long mere aspects of her custodianship of this old offcut of England that they have never really had to be thought about – except now, she finds, she is.

With Loki trotting behind her she drifts down to the bottom third where amid the thick grass five little stones stand under apple trees clotted with blossom. Two of the stones, bearing a name and year, were set there by her mother, one by her sister and one by her; the last was already there when they moved in, its four short lines on the worn stone always devastating, no matter how many times she steels herself to read it:


This is my humble prayer

Nor may I pray in vain

God make me good enough

To meet my dog again.



‘Rachael,’ she says then, as though from out of nowhere, and the world clarifies to the still point of her younger sister’s name.

The left-hand drawer in the tall oak dresser in the kitchen offers up placemats, a knife sharpener, rubber bands, a tape measure, coils of cable and dead biros, but not her mobile phone. Eventually she finds it in her father’s desk in the library, though of course it won’t switch on. She locates a charger and plugs it in by the kettle, then makes herself a tisane while she waits for the screen to come on.

Rooks are cleaning out last year’s nests in the line of trees beyond the bottom third. Once, they were elms – dead before she can remember, of course, but they stood on, bare, ruined choirs, until the storm of ’87, which laid them out like matchwood. Her father had them quickly replaced with ash saplings, but now they too will soon be gone. There is nothing to be done about these coming losses but bear witness, she knows that. But what will the poor rooks do then?

The mobile blinks into life and she finds the contacts, scrolls. The signal is patchy – something to do with the priory’s stone walls, though it can be patchy in the whole valley sometimes – so she scribbles the number along the margin of the Welm Valley News and takes it to the house phone. A pause before she dials: her heart thumps. But an automated recording in a peremptory tone instructs her that Rachael’s number no longer exists.

The sky is the colour of harebells, the young wheat and barley impossibly fresh and new. Down in the valley below Alwins it seems both beautiful and yet unbearable to Saj still on his round that this good green wave should break so faithfully each spring. He empties the red postbox set into the wall of a cottage that was once the village post office, then heads up Mill Lane, where there are only a couple of houses, the sewage works, the turning for Foale’s Farm where he pulls up, hazards on, and a curious round cottage painted Prussian blue, known as Mill House on all official documents but with a hand-lettered slate sign reading ‘World’s End’. This is where Faye Shapling lives who makes scented candles and soaps to sell at the farm shop; she dyes her hair unusual colours, orders cat food in bulk and gets a lot of post about alternative medicine.

The village is mostly bungalows and cottages, some of the latter second homes and a few of them thatched. The newer houses stand square to the village’s four narrow lanes, the oldest ones at its heart at odd angles to one another that betray an antique geography, now lost: from certain perspectives, and if no cars are parked outside, these houses can appear timeless, and the village has been used for TV period dramas once or twice. There’s a row of ex-council houses with lovely views across the fields, a couple of newish executive-style homes and five nice old farmhouses – four more, today, than there are working farms. The biggest, and the only one still in operation, Grange Farm on Park Farm Road, looks almost like a stately home; it has a huge, corporate-looking sign at the turning for it saying ‘Welm Valley Farms Ltd’ and underneath that a newer plate reading ‘Riverside Soft Fruits’ with an image of a blue S-shaped river and some stylised trees. Piers Beaumont and his family trace their line all the way back to the Norman Conquest; they’re one of the oldest families in the village, after the Hobdens and the Jopes.

What’s now Lower Eodham’s small, high-windowed village hall was built in the 1840s as an improvement on the two-roomed cottage school. The old playground has been turned into parking, what was once the school’s chilly lavatory block now home to the Men’s Shed run by Shaun Osgood who lives in a static caravan behind Foale’s Farm. Against the side of the hall is an empty cupboard with a sign saying ‘Community Larder’ and two big bottle banks bright with notices about fly-tipping, and beyond them the rec with its pair of recently installed outdoor exercise machines, single netted goal and swings.

Back on Church Road, Saj makes his way up the path to the pink-painted and diamond-paned bulk of Forge Cottage, where Mr Welland is waiting for him at the door, broad arms folded, a good foot taller than Saj. He’s a funny one is Mr Welland, with his garden full of gnomes and wind chimes and olde-worlde wagon wheels, on his roof a weathervane showing a farrier shoeing a horse. With all that old-fashioned memorabilia you’d think he’d be a history teacher or a librarian or something, but he runs the body shop in Wefford, where Saj lives, which makes him a petrolhead. The big black Saab on the driveway looks freshly waxed.

‘Chiffchaff,’ Saj says as he hands over the solar panels leaflet and a travel brochure for the Isle of Man. The distant notes stop and start in the churchyard, still a shadow of the strident song that will strengthen and then barely fall quiet until the summer’s leaves, most still fisted in buds now, start to drop from the trees.

‘It is,’ says Welland, taking the post and stepping back. ‘Give him a day or two to sort himself out, poor sod, he must be knackered.’

Saj grins.

God knows what time of night it is when Clare awakens from a dream of tall standing stones with sharp, moving shadows stretching out across green fields. She opens her eyes in the close-pressed dark and as she does so the stones recede and whisk away. Her lower back hurts and she feels thirsty and constipated; she gets out of bed unsteadily, pulls a faded silk kimono over her cotton nightie, stumbles down the winding stone stairs and drinks from the kitchen tap. Loki is snoring in his bed by the Rangemaster and doesn’t stir.

She sits at the old deal table in the kitchen, its surface ringed and velvety, every mark a testament to a childhood that was endless in the living and now seems as improbable and fleeting as a dream. Across the yard a yellow light winks on at New Farm; could it really be milking time? Uhtcearu was what the Anglo-Saxons called the sadness of the hour just before dawn: she remembers it from her degree. Daylight feels a world away.

The sisters would once have sanctified the hours at the priory with the tolling of bells, the first for Lauds, at sunrise, then Prime, then Terce, Sext and None; Vespers at sundown and Compline before bed. As a child Clare had been fascinated by the idea of their discipline, of the limits they had chosen for themselves. It had seemed to her then that the duties the nuns had accepted – to God, to the priory and to the people it served in the valley – were what made their lives important and worthwhile. She had even wondered if she might have a similar vocation, only to find, as a teenager, that the God part of it had leached away.

Sometimes she wishes that the bells of St Lucy’s, in the village, still tolled the hour all night so she would know what time it is. Incomers would complain, of course. But weren’t the two Jope boys once bell-ringers, and their father before them? Those dour labouring men miraculously producing those long, joyful peals that rang out across the valley, the notes complicating themselves into a kind of ecstasy before falling back and untangling again. She wonders when the bells were last rung at the church, whether they have tolled at all since her father was lowered into a wet, black hole next to her mother, the Greys finally taking their place among the villagers sleeping under their worn and leaning stones. Incomers themselves, of course, as she will always be, despite her lifetime tenure. Perhaps the bells still ring out for the monthly Sunday service and she has just stopped noticing.

The Benedictine order was dissolved in 1539 and the priory became derelict before being restored by a slave owner who subsequently gambled it away. By the end of the eighteenth century it was a traditional mixed farm, the refectory given over to cattle, the rest of the building occupied by a landowning family called the Foliots. The estate had been broken up long before her father bought it, the priory itself and an acre of gardens separated for four decades by then from what had previously been its bakehouse, pastures, fishponds and fields. Its threshing barn across the lane, solidly built of stone, eventually became a rather smart conversion and is now owned by the people who run the farm shop, while Alan Jope and his brother Carl had the priory’s old land and the smaller outbuildings: young fifth- or sixth-generation valley farmers, their forebears’ gravestones as thick in the churchyard of St Lucy’s as weeds.

The Jopes kept a small milking herd, skinny and shit-splattered, but for the last twenty or so years Alan has lived alone on the other side of a tyre-covered silage clamp in a breezeblock bungalow raised with the help of his brother now dead, and if there had ever been planning permission nobody had known about it, and no one, not even Clare’s father, has ever asked.

Alan’s light goes off; too early for milking after all. Perhaps her kitchen light set his dog, Mabel, barking, or shone through his bedroom window, waking him up. She switches it off and sits in the kitchen in the dark. There are decisions to make – they crowd at the edges of her mind, as jostling and insistent as rooks at daybreak – but not yet. Not yet.

She had sat up like this with Rachael the night of their mother’s funeral: she was twenty-three then, Rachael just twenty. After the interment in the churchyard and the shock of the gaping grave, their father had got in the Land Rover and left without them – just driven off, God knows where. So, after the vicar and her mother’s friend Hilda had gone, she and her sister had walked up the hill together to face the hired hospital bed in the high-windowed drawing room, the tottering stack of cardboard bedpans and boxes of blue latex gloves, and on a little lacquered side table their mother’s spectacles on their delicate brass chain.

Rachael walked past it all and went straight down to the cellar, returning with two bottles of Pol Roger.

‘But they’ll be warm,’ Clare objected, pointlessly. Rachael simply thrust one bottle at her with a look, and before she’d even had time to close the freezer door on it, the other was open and poured. It was not a celebration – far from it – but it did provide, for both of them, some kind of release.

It had been dark for some time when at last they saw the Landy’s lights on the drive, by which time Clare had almost forgotten the reason the two of them were back at home. As their laughter died Rachael gripped Clare’s hand on the kitchen table, suddenly.

‘You don’t have to stay on, you know. He can look after himself.’

‘Just until he’s sorted. I –’

‘He’s a shit, Clarey.’

‘Rach!’

‘He is, and you know it. Ask anyone in the village. Ask Carl Jope.’

‘But –’

‘Leave with me tomorrow,’ Rachael hissed as the headlights went off and the car door slammed. ‘If you stay, it’s like – it’s like you’re sanctioning what he’s done. And you know it wasn’t right.’

And then the rasp of the iron key in the door.

Clare had studied Early Medieval Philosophy at Cambridge, writing her thesis on Hildegard of Bingen and narrowly (so her tutor told her afterwards) missing out on a first. In the autumn after graduation she’d begun working at a London gallery; she refused her father’s offer to buy her a flat, feeling that it would distance her from the other twenty-somethings the city seemed to be full of, and who she hoped, before long, to become friends with. She rented a bedsit created from a high-ceilinged old mansion flat facing onto Clapham Common and caught the 88 bus to work each day, and for the most part, she enjoyed it. London seemed to encourage the illusion that you could take only what you wanted from life and ignore the rest, that you could make of your life almost anything.

She had been just eighteen months or so out of university when her father had telephoned and told her that her mother had breast cancer, and that she was needed. He had been needed too – not least by her – but in her fractured memories of those months he was almost entirely absent, and it had been she and Faye Shapling who had sat with her mother for day after day, their growing friendship the best thing to have come from that dark time. And it had been dark: what she remembers now is how dreadfully her mother had suffered through each new intervention. Instead of buying her more time, it had seemed to Clare then, and does still, that the treatments inflicted on her had only worsened – polluted, in fact – her precious final months.

What an awful thing had been asked of her, she thinks now; although, in another way that doesn’t detract at all from the awfulness, it had also been a privilege. Death became real for her then in a way that it didn’t seem to be for other people her own age: not just that it happened to other people, but that it would happen to her, too. And it was this that had granted her the resolve she needed to live her life in the way she saw fit.

She knew people wondered why she hadn’t gone back to London after her mother had died – or in the year that followed, when it had become clear her father had no needs that a housekeeper couldn’t supply. Opinion in the village was divided between her being a loving and dutiful daughter, a put-upon drudge under his thumb just like her mother, or a gold-digger biding her time to inherit. But it was Alwins she stayed for, not her father, its hold on her deeper and fiercer than she knew how to explain. Long a place of women, she began to feel that, in sharp contrast to London, it required her presence, her devotion, her care; she swept the attics, moved her bedroom into the tower, and – with some help – she learned to garden, eventually exceeding even her mother in skill. Alwins had become her life’s work and she could not imagine living anywhere else, nor anyone else living in it: it was at first as simple, and eventually as irrevocable, as that. Hadn’t Voltaire said, ‘Tend your garden’? Perhaps it had been cowardly of her – but perhaps it had been an act of resistance. She feels sometimes like a photographic plate whose job it is to absorb and preserve a fleeting light.

But as for her staying on after the funeral meaning she was sanctioning their father’s treatment of the Jope brothers, well: Rachael was an idealist, always had been. She thought the world could and should be improved, and she never compromised on a principle, a stubbornness that was more like her father’s than she would ever have admitted.

‘No zealots like the young,’ he would sometimes say after the two of them had argued, giving his younger child a lofty look that only infuriated her further, and was designed to.

Rachael was supposed to follow Clare to Cambridge but instead had moved to London the summer before her first term and refused to say why. There she transformed herself into someone quite different, even picking up what their mother disparagingly identified as an ‘Estuary accent’. Her first job was at Cranks, just off the Tottenham Court Road, and, refusing their mother’s offer of money, she found a flatshare on Goodge Street with two Australian girls. When Clare visited for the first time, she saw the bright rag rugs Rachael had laid over the blue carpet tiles she said all rented flats came with, her poster of Van Gogh’s Café Terrace at Night in its clip frame and her silver micro hi-fi system on a bookshelf flanked by dozens of CDs, and she had wondered how her sister had done it, how she had so quickly created what looked like a new, and plausible, life. She can still remember how Rachael, tumbler of wine in hand and wearing a crop top, too-big jeans and sports shoes that for some reason seemed to have built-up soles, explained to her at some length that it was important not to put the hi-fi’s two matching speakers right next to the central unit, but far apart – ‘otherwise you don’t get the stereo sound, you know?’

How gauche Clare had felt in her Jones The Bootmaker pixie boots and cashmere jumper. A gap had opened between them then that had only got wider when their mother died. Yet from time to time, even now, Clare will hear the brief ghost of Rachael’s adopted London accent in her own voice. She can’t summon it on purpose: it’ll just happen, often when she’s talking to someone younger. She’ll say something, and it will be her sister’s voice she hears.

Outside, the black sky is lightening almost imperceptibly, paler things like the patches of grey lichen on the pillars of the cloister glimmering faintly out of the pitch. Clare finds matches and lights a couple of Faye Shapling’s tealights bought from the farm shop, then sets them on the table next to a splayed old hardback with a green cloth cover and Loki’s chewed lead.

No, Rachael hadn’t been a zealot, only principled. But when they were teenagers she had made Clare feel as though her love for Alwins and her wish to preserve it was something to be ashamed of; worse, it opened up a chasm beyond which she had found herself unwillingly but inexorably positioned, by her sister, on her father’s side. She can see now that while her beliefs about the world and what was important were not aligned with Rachael’s, they were nonetheless utterly unlike their father’s; but at the time all she’d felt was a kind of moral confusion next to their seeming certainty.

‘They’re going to utterly despoil this entire area,’ she can still remember her father saying over dinner. ‘Picture it: our view of the valley gone, just cowsheds and slurry tanks stretching halfway to Flintock. Well, I wouldn’t have bought a house next to a mega-dairy and I’ll be damned if I’ll live in one now.’

‘A few more cows is hardly a mega-dairy – and anyway, Carl Jope says there’ll be jobs for people in the village,’ Rachael had interjected.
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