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ONE

THE world began to fall apart at nine in the evening. Not at five when it happened, nor at half past six when the policemen came and Eve said to go into the little castle and not show herself, but at nine when all was quiet again and it was dark outside.

Liza hoped it was all over. She watched the car go down the lane toward the bridge and then she went back to the gatehouse and upstairs to watch it from her bedroom window, the red lights on its tail as it went over the bridge and its white lights when it faced her again as the road climbed and twisted among the hills. Only when she could see its lights no longer, could see no lights anywhere but a red moon and a handful of stars, did she feel they were saved.

Downstairs she found Eve, calmly waiting for her. They would talk now, but of course about other things, or read or listen to music. Eve smiled a very little, then composed her face. There was no book in her lap or piece of sewing in her hands. Liza saw that her hands were shaking and this frightened her. The first real fear she felt came from the sight of those small, normally steady hands, faintly trembling.

Eve said, “I have something very serious to say to you.”

Liza knew what it was. It was Sean. Eve had found out about Sean and didn’t like it. With a sense of shock she thought about what Eve did to men she didn’t like or who interfered in her plans. An attempt would be made to separate her from Sean and if that failed, what would Eve do? She herself was safe, she always was, she was the bird who pecked at the jaws of death, but Sean was vulnerable and Sean, she saw quite clearly, might be the next candidate. She waited, tense.

It was about something quite different. “I know it’ll be hard for you, Liza, but you’re going to have to go away from here.”

Again Liza got it wrong. She thought Eve meant both of them. After all, that particular threat had been hanging over them for days. This was a battle Eve hadn’t been able to win, a conquest she couldn’t make.

“When will we have to leave?”

“Not we. You. I’ve told the police you don’t live here. They think you just come sometimes to visit me. I’ve given them your address.” She stared hard at Liza. “Your address in London.”

The falling apart of things started then, and the real fear. Liza understood that she had never really known what fear was until that moment, a minute or two after nine on an evening in late August. She saw that Eve’s hands had stopped shaking. They lay limp in her lap. She clenched her own.

“I haven’t got an address in London.”

“You have now.”

Liza said in a jerky voice, “I don’t understand.”

“If they think you live here they’ll ask you about what you saw and what you heard and perhaps—perhaps about the past. It’s not only that I can’t trust you”—Eve offered a grim little smile—“to tell lies as well as I can. It’s for your own protection.”

If Liza hadn’t been so afraid she would have laughed. Hadn’t Eve told her that saying things were for people’s own protection was one way totalitarians justified secret police and lying propaganda? But she was too frightened, so frightened that she forgot she had been calling Eve by her first name for years and reverted to the childhood usage.

“I can’t go away alone, Mother.”

Eve noticed. She noticed everything. She winced as if that name had brought her a twinge of pain. “Yes, you can. You must. You’ll be all right with Heather.”

So that’s whose address it was. “I can stay here. I can hide if they come back.” Like a child, not someone of nearly seventeen. And then, “They won’t come back.” A sharp indrawing of breath, the voice not hers but a baby’s. “Will they?”

“I think so. No, I know so. This time they will. In the morning probably.”

Liza knew Eve wasn’t going to explain anything, and she didn’t want an explanation. She preferred her own knowledge to the horror of naked confession, admission, perhaps excuse. She said again, “I can’t go.”

“You must. And tonight, preferably.” Eve looked at the dark out there. “Tomorrow morning, first thing.” She closed her eyes for a moment, screwed them up, and made a face of agony. “I know I haven’t brought you up for this, Lizzie. Perhaps I’ve been wrong. I can only say I had the best intentions.”

Don’t let her say that about my own protection again, Liza prayed. She whispered, “I’m scared to go.”

“I know—oh, I know.” A voice caressing yet wretched, a voice that somehow yearned, Eve’s large dark eyes full of compassion. “But, listen, it won’t be too hard if you do exactly what I say, and then you’ll be with Heather. You always do what I say, don’t you, Lizzie.”

I don’t. I used to once. Her fear held her rigid and silent.

“Heather lives in London. I’ve written the address down, this is the address. You must walk to where the bus stops. You know where that is, on the way to the village, between the bridge and the village, and when the bus comes—the first one comes at seven-thirty—you must get on it and tell the driver where you want to go. It’s written down here. You must hold out your money and say, ‘The station, please.’ The bus will take you to the station, it stops outside the station, and you must go to the place where it says ‘tickets’ and buy a single ticket to London. ‘A single to London,’ is what you say. It’s written down here: Paddington, London.

“I can’t get in touch with Heather to say you’re coming. If I go to the house to use the phone, Matt will see. Anyway, the police may be there. But Heather works at home, she’ll be at home. At Paddington Station you must go to where it says ‘taxis’ and take a taxi to her house. You can show the taxi driver the piece of paper with her address. You can do all that, Lizzie, can’t you?”

“Why can’t you come with me?”

Eve was silent for a moment. She wasn’t looking at Liza but at Bruno’s painting on the wall, Shrove at sunset, purple and gold and dark bluish-green. “They told me not to go anywhere. ‘You aren’t planning on going anywhere, I hope,’ is what they said.” She lifted her shoulders in that characteristic way, a tiny shrug. “You have to go alone, Liza. I’m going to give you some money.”

Liza knew she would get it from the little castle. When Eve had gone she thought of the ordeal before her. It would be impossible. She saw herself lost as she sometimes was in dreams. Those were the kind of dreams she had, of wandering abandoned in a strange place, and weren’t all places strange to her? She would be alone in some gray desolation of concrete and buildings, of empty tunnels and high windowless walls. Her imagination created it out of well-remembered Victorian fiction and half-forgotten monochrome television scenes, a rats’ alley from Dickens or a film studio. But it was impossible. She would die first.

The money was a hundred pounds in notes and some more in coins. Eve put it into her hands, closing her fingers around it, thinking no doubt that Liza had never touched money before, not knowing that she had done so once when she found the iron box.

The coins were for the bus, the exact fare. What would she say to the driver? How would she ask? Eve began explaining. She sat beside Liza and went through the instructions she had written down.

Liza said, “What’s going to happen to you?”

“Perhaps nothing, and then you can come back and everything will be like it used to be. But we must face it. The chances are they’ll arrest me and I’ll have to appear in the magistrates’ court and then—and then a bigger court. Even then, it may not be too bad, it may only be a year or two. They aren’t like they used to be about these things, not like”—even now she could be reassuring, joky—“in the history books. No torture, Lizzie, no dungeons, no shutting up in a cell forever. But we have to face it, it may be—for a while.”

“You haven’t taught me to face anything,” Liza said.

It was as if she had slapped Eve’s face. Eve winced, though Liza had spoken gently, had spoken despairingly.

“I know. I did it for the best. I never thought it would come to this.”

“What did you think?” Liza asked, but she didn’t wait for an answer. She went upstairs to her room.

Eve came in to say good night.

She was cheerful, as if nothing had happened. She was smiling and at ease. These mood swings made Liza more frightened than ever. She thought it likely Eve would fall asleep at once and sleep soundly. Eve kissed her good night and said to be off in the morning early, to take a few things with her, but not to bother with too much, Heather had cupboards full of clothes. Smiling radiantly, she said it sounded terrible to say it, but in a strange way she felt free at last.

“The worst has happened, you see, Lizzie, it’s rather liberating.”

The last thing Liza noticed before her mother left the room was that she was wearing Bruno’s gold earrings.

She had meant not to sleep at all, but she was young and sleep came. The sound of a train woke her. She sat up in the dark, understanding at once it had been a dream. No train had run along the valley for years, not since she was a child. Without the trains the silence had been deeper than ever.

Fear came back before the memory of what there was to be afraid of. A vague unformulated terror loomed, a great black cloud, that split into the constituents of her dread, the initial departure, the bus—suppose it didn’t come?—the terrible train, in her mind a hundred times the size of the valley train with its toy engine, and Heather, whom she recalled as tall, strange, remote, and full of secrets to be whispered to Eve behind a guarding hand.

In all of it Liza had forgotten Sean. How could she let Sean know? The load of bewilderment and despair cast her down among the bedclothes again and she lay there with her face buried and her ears covered. But the birds’ singing wouldn’t let her lie quiet. The birds were sometimes the only things down here to make a sound from morning till night. The dawn chorus broke with a whistling call, then came a single trill and soon a hundred birds were singing in as many trees.

She sat up fully this time. The gatehouse was silent. Outside all but the birds seemed quiet, for the wind had dropped. The curtains at the window were wide apart as they always were, since the only lights ever to be seen were those of Shrove. She knelt up on the bed in front of the window.

Some demarcation was visible between the brow of the high wooded hills and the dark but clear and glowing sky. There, in the east, a line of red would appear, a gleaming red sash of light unraveled. Meanwhile, something could be seen, the outline of the house, a single light in the stable block, a dense black shapelessness of woodland.

Knowledge of what was out there began to give the prospect form, or else the cold glow that comes just before dawn had started to lift the countryside out of darkness into morning twilight. The water meadows showed themselves pale as clouds and the double line of alders on either side of the river seemed to step out of the surrounding dark. Now Liza could see the shape of the high hills beyond, though not yet their greenness, nor the road that banded them halfway up like a white belt.

She got off the bed, opened the door very quietly, and listened. Eve, who never rested by day, who was always alert, attentive, watchful, uncannily observant, slept by night like the dead. She was going to be arrested today but still she slept. The uneasy feeling came to Liza, as it had come before, that her mother was strange, was odd inside her head, but how would she really know? She had no standard of comparison.

If she didn’t think about what she was going to do but kept her mind on practical things, if she didn’t think, it wasn’t so bad. These moments had to be lived through, not the future. She went downstairs to the bathroom, came back and dressed. She wasn’t hungry, she thought she would never eat again. The thought of food, of eating a piece of bread, of drinking milk, made her feel sick. She put on the cotton trousers Eve had made, a T-shirt from the reject shop, her trainers, Eve’s old brown parka, the hundred pounds divided between its two pockets.

Did Eve mean her to say good-bye?

Opening her mother’s door, she thought how this was the first time she had done so without knocking while Eve was inside since Bruno came, or earlier even, since the first Jonathan days. Eve lay asleep on her back. She wore a decorous white nightdress, high at the neck, and her thick dark brown hair was spread all over the pillows. In her deep sleep she was smiling as if she dreamed of lovely pleasurable things. That smile made Liza shiver and she shut the door quickly.

It was no longer dark. Clouds were lifting away from the thin red girdle that lay along the tops of trees, dark blue feathers of cloud being drawn away up into a brightening sky. Birdsong filled up past silence with its loud yet strangely remote music. Liza was thinking again, she couldn’t help it. Opening the front door and going outside and closing it behind her was the hardest thing she had ever done. It exhausted her and she leaned on the gate for a moment. Perhaps nothing would seem so hard again. She had taken her key with her, why she couldn’t tell.

The chill of daybreak touched her face like a cool damp hand. It brought back the feeling of sickness and she breathed deeply. Where would she be this time tomorrow? Better not think of it. She began to walk along the lane, slowly at first, then faster, trying to calculate the time. Neither she nor Eve had ever possessed a watch. It must be somewhere between six-thirty and seven.

Too light for cars to have their lights on, yet these had, the two of them that she could see in the far distance coming along the winding road toward the bridge. She sensed that they were together because both had lights, one following the other, aiming for a certain goal.

By now she was in that part of the lane that was the approach to the bridge and where no tall trees grew. She could see the flash the morning light made on the river and see too the tunnel mouth on the other side where once the train had plunged into the hillside. Suddenly the car lights were switched off, both sets. Liza couldn’t even see the cars anymore, but she knew they were coming this way. There was nowhere else for them to go.

If she got onto the bridge they would have to pass her, only they wouldn’t pass her, they would stop. She climbed up the bank and hid herself among the late-summer tangle of hawthorn and bramble and wayfarer’s tree. The cars glided up silently. One of them had a blue lamp on its roof, but the lamp wasn’t lit.

Liza had been holding her breath all the time and now she expelled it in a long sigh. They would come back—they would bring Eve back—and in doing so pass the bus stop. She scrambled down the bank and ran onto the bridge. The river was wide and deep and glassy, not gulping at boulders and rippling between them until much farther up. On the bridge Liza did what it was unwise to do, she stopped and turned and looked back.

It might be that she would never see it again, any of it. She would never return, so she stopped and looked back like the woman in the picture at Shrove had done, the tall sad woman in white draperies who Eve told her was Lot’s wife and her forsaken home the Cities of the Plain. But instead of those desolate and wicked places, she saw between the trees that rose out of the misty water meadows, the alders and the balsams and the Lombardy poplars, the gracious outlines of Shrove House.

The sun that had risen in a golden dazzlement shed a pale amber light on its stone facade, the central pediment that held a coat of arms of unknown provenance, its broad terrace approached by flights of steps on both sides, its narrow door below and wide, noble door above. This was the garden front, identical to the front that faced the gates in all but that aspect’s gracious portico. All its windows were blanked by this light that lay on them like a skin. The house looked as immovable as the landscape in which it rested, as natural and as serene.

From nowhere else could you see Shrove as from here. Trees hid it from spectators on the high hills. They knew how to conceal their homes from view, those old builders of great houses, Eve had said. Liza said a silent good-bye to it, ran across the bridge and out onto the road. The place where the bus stopped was a couple of hundred yards up on the left. Whatever Eve might think, she knew it well, she had often walked this way, had seen the bus, a green bus that she had never once been tempted to board.

What time was it now? A quarter past seven? When would the next bus come if she missed this one? In an hour? Two hours? Insurmountable difficulties once more built themselves up before her. Ramparts of difficulties reared up in her path, impossible to scale. She couldn’t wait for that bus out in the open and risk the police cars passing her.

For all that, she kept on walking toward the bus stop, shifting the bag onto her other shoulder, now wondering about the train. There might not be another train to London for a long time. The train that had once run along the valley had passed quite seldom, only four times a day in each direction. How would she know if the train she got into was the one for London?

The sound of a car made her turn, but it wasn’t one of their cars. It was red with a top made of cloth and it rattled. As it passed it left behind a smell she wasn’t used to, metallic, acrid, smoky.

One other person waited at the stop. An old woman. Liza had no idea who she was or where she came from. There were no houses until the village was reached. She felt vulnerable, exposed, the focus of invisible watching eyes as she came up to the stop. The woman looked at her and quickly looked away as if angry or disgusted.

It took only one more car to pass for Liza to know she couldn’t wait there, she couldn’t stand on the verge and wait for the bus. What was she to do there? Stand and stare? Think of what? She couldn’t bear her thoughts and her fear was like a mouthful of something too hot to swallow. If she waited here by the old woman with the downcast eyes, she would fall down or scream or cast herself onto the grassy bank and weep.

An impulse to run came to her and she obeyed it. Without looking to see if anything was coming, she ran across the road and plunged in among the trees on the other side. The old woman stared after her. Liza hung on to the trunk of a tree. She hugged it, laying her face against the cool smooth bark. Why hadn’t she thought of this before? It had come to her suddenly what she must do. If she had thought of this last evening, how happy the night would have been! Except that if she had, she would have left last night, gone when Eve first told her to go, fled in the darkness across the fields.

A footpath ran close by here and through the pass. You couldn’t really call it a pass, a pass was for mountains, but she had read the word and liked it. First of all she had to scramble up a hundred yards of hillside. The rumble of the bus, whose engine made a different noise from a car’s, made her look down. Somehow she guessed it had arrived exactly on time. The old woman got on it and the bus moved off. Liza went on climbing. She didn’t want to be there still when the cars came by. The footpath signpost found, she climbed the stile and took the path that ran close under the hedge. The sun was up now and feeling warm.

It was a relief to be far from the road, to know that when they came back they would be down there below her. When the path came to an end she would find herself in a web of lanes, buried in banks, sheltered by hedges, far from thoroughfares that went anywhere. The nearest town was seven miles off. It ought not to take her more than half an hour from here and she would be with him soon after eight. She wouldn’t let herself think he might have gone, he might have moved on, that, angry with her, he had abandoned her and fled.

The birds had stopped singing. All was still and silent, her own footfalls soundless on the sandy track. The white and gold faces of chamomile flowers had appeared everywhere amid the grass and the old man’s beard that had been clematis clung to the hedges in cascades of curly gray hair. She encountered her first animals, half a dozen red cows and two gray donkeys cropping the lush grass. A ginger cat, going home from a night’s hunting, gave her a suspicious look. She had seen few cats, most of them in pictures, and the sight of this one was as pleasing as that of some exotic wild creature might be.

With the bright morning and her marvelous decision, fear was fast ebbing away. She had only one isolated fear left, that he wouldn’t be there. The path came to an end with another stile and she was out in a lane so narrow that if she had lain down and stretched her arms beyond her head, her hands might have touched one side and her feet the other. A small car could have got along it, tunneling between the steep, almost vertical banks, green ramparts hung with the long leaves of plants whose flowers had bloomed and faded. The tree branches met and closed overhead.

It was flat, even a little downhill, and she began to run. She ran from youth and an increasing sense of freedom but from hope and anxiety too. If he had gone, meaning to let her know tomorrow or the next day … Her hands in her pockets closed over and crushed the notes, two thin fistfuls—a lot or a little?

She ran on through the green tunnel and a rabbit ran across ahead of her. A cock pheasant squawked and flapped, teetered across the lane, a poor walker and a worse flier, its two hens following it, scrabbling for the shelter of the bank. She knew about things like that, knew far better she suspected than most people, but would it suffice? Would it do until she could learn about the other things?

The lane met another and another at a fork with a tiny triangle of green in the midst of it. She took the right-hand branch where the land began to fall still farther, but she had to go past one bend and then another before she saw the caravan below her. Her heart leapt. It was all right. He was there.

It was parked, as it had been for the past few weeks, since midsummer, on a sandy space from which a bridlepath opened and followed the boundary between field and wood. Horses were supposed to use it, but Liza had never seen a horse or a rider on that path. She had never seen anyone there but Sean. His old Triumph Dolomite, like a car from a sixties film, was parked where it always was. The curtains were drawn at the caravan windows. He only got up early for work. She had been running, but she walked this last bit, she walked quite slowly up to the caravan, mounted the two steps, and taking her right hand from her pocket and the notes it had still been enclosing, brought it to the smooth surface of the door.

Her hand poised, she hesitated. She drew in her breath. Knowing nothing but natural history and scraps of information from Victorian books, she nevertheless knew that love is unreliable, love is chancy, love lets you down. It came to her, this knowledge, from romantic dramas and love poetry, the sighs of the forsaken, the bitterness of the rejected, but from instinct too. Innocence is never ignorant of this, except in those nineteenth-century novels, and then only sometimes. She thought of how he could kill her with the wrong word or the abstracted look, and then she expelled her breath and knocked on the door.

His voice came from in there. “Yes? Who is it?”

“Sean, it’s me.”

“Liza?”

Only amazed, only incredulous. He had the door open very quickly. He was naked, a blanket from the bed tied around him. Blinking at the light, he stared at her. If she saw a sign of dismay in his eyes, if he asked her what she was doing there, she would die, it would kill her.

He said nothing. He took hold of her and pulled her inside, into the stuffy warm interior that smelled of man, and put his arms around her. It wasn’t an ordinary hug but an all-enveloping embrace. He folded himself around her and held her inside himself as a hand might enfold a fruit or a cone, softly but intensely, sensuously appreciating.

She had been going to explain everything and had foreseen herself telling her long tale, culminating in what had happened yesterday. It was a justification she had had in mind and a defense. But he gave her no chance to speak. Somehow, without words, he had made plain to her his great happiness at her untoward unexpected arrival and that he wanted her without explanation. As his arms relaxed their hold she lifted up her face to him, to look at his beautiful face, the eyes that changed his whole appearance when they grew soft with desire. But she was deprived of that too by his kiss, by his bringing his mouth to hers, so sweet-tasting and warm, blinding and silencing her.

When the bed was pulled down out of the wall the caravan was all bed. Her face still joined to his, she wriggled out of her clothes, dropped them garment by garment onto the floor, stepped out of the tracksuit pants, kicked off her trainers. She put her arms up again to hold him as he had held her. He let her pull him down onto the bed. It was warm where he had left it. They lay side by side, her breasts soft and full against his chest, hip to hip, their legs entwined. He began to kiss her with the tip of his tongue, lightly, quickly. She laughed, turned her face.

“I’ve run away! I’ve come to you for good.”

“You’re a marvel,” he said. “You’re the greatest,” and then, “What about her?”

“I don’t know. The police came, they came in two cars, they’ll have taken her away.” She appreciated his look of amazement, his interest. “I’d gone by then. Are you pleased?”

“Am I pleased? I’m over the moon. But what d’you mean, the police? What police?”

“I don’t know. The police from the town.”

“What’s she done?”

She put her lips close to his ear. “Shall I tell you about it?”

“Tell me the lot, but not now.”

He ran his hands down her body, down her back in a long slow sweep, and drew it close to him in a delicate arch. Without looking, she sensed him viewing her, appreciating her smoothness, her whiteness, her warmth. His hip touched hers, his thigh pressed against hers, warmth to warmth and skin to skin.

“Don’t talk now, sweetheart,” he said. “Let’s have this now.”


TWO

SHE slept for a long time. She was very tired. Relief had come too and a reprieve. When she woke up, Sean was sitting on the bed, looking down at her. She put out her hand and took hold of his, clutching it tightly.

Sean was wonderful to look at. She hadn’t much to judge by, the painted man at Shrove, grainy monochrome images of actors in old movies, the postman, the oilman, Jonathan and Bruno, Matt, and a few others. His face was pale, the shape of the features sharply cut, his nose straight, his mouth red and full for a man’s, dark eyes where she fancied she saw dreams and hopes, and eyebrows like the strokes of a Chinese painter’s brush. She had seen a painting in the drawing room at Shrove with willow leaves and pink-breasted birds, a strange flower Eve said was a lotus, and letters made up of black curves like Sean’s eyebrows. His hair was black as coal. Liza had read that, for as far as she knew she had never seen coal.

“You’ve been asleep for six hours.” He said it admiringly, as one acclaiming another for some particular prowess.

“For a minute, when I woke up, I didn’t know where I was. I’ve never been to sleep anywhere but in the gatehouse.”

“You’re kidding,” he said.

“No, why would I? I’ve never slept away from home.” She marveled at it. “This is my home now.”

“You’re the greatest,” he said. “I’m lucky to have you, don’t think I don’t know it. I never thought you’d come, I thought, she’ll never come and stay and be with me, she’ll go and I’ll lose her. Don’t laugh, I know I’m a fool.”

“I wouldn’t laugh, Sean. I love you. Do you love me?”

“You know I do.”

“Say it, then.”

“I love you. There, is that okay? Haven’t I proved I love you? I’d like to prove it all the time. Let me come in there with you, love, let’s do it again, shall we? D’you know what I’d like best? To do it to you all the time, we wouldn’t eat or sleep or watch TV or any of those things, we’d just do it forever and ever till we died. Wouldn’t that be a lovely death?”

For answer she jumped up, eluding his grasp, and shifted to the far corner of the bed. He had laid her clothes there, the garments shaken and carefully placed side by side, like Eve might. Quickly she pushed her legs into the tracksuit, pulled the top over her head.

She said gravely, “I don’t want to die. Not that way or any other.” A thought came that she had never considered before. “You wouldn’t ever do it to me without me wanting it, would you, Sean?”

He was angry for a moment. “Why d’you say things like that? Why did you ask me that? I don’t understand you sometimes.”

“Never mind. It was just an idea. Don’t you ever have nasty ideas?”

He shrugged, the light and the desire gone out of his face. “I’m going to make us a cup of tea. Or d’you fancy a Coke? I’ve got Coke and that’s about all I have got. I haven’t got nothing to eat, we shall have to go down to the shop.”

Anything, she thought. I haven’t got anything to eat. She wouldn’t tell him this time. “Sean,” she said, up in the corner, her back to the wall. “Sean, we’ll have to go. I mean, leave here. We ought to put a good many miles between us and her.”

“Your mum?”

“Why do you think the police came? I told you they came.” As she spoke she knew he hadn’t thought, he hadn’t listened. Probably he hadn’t heard her say that about the police. He had been consumed by desire, mad for her, closed to everything else. She knew how that felt, to be nothing but a deaf, blind, senseless thing, swollen and thick with it, breathless and faint. “I told you the police came.”

“Did you? I don’t know. What did they come for?”

“Can I have that Coke?” She hesitated and made the hesitation long. “I’m supposed to have gone to her friend Heather. That’s where she thought she’d sent me. But I came to you.”

“Tell me what she’s done.”

His expression was a bit incredulous and a bit—well, indulgent, she thought the word was. He was going to get a surprise. It wasn’t going to be what he thought—she searched her imagination—stealing something or doing things against the law with money. He sat down where he had sat before and became intent on her. That pleased her, his total absorption.

“She killed someone,” she said. “The day before yesterday. That’s why they came and took her away and I’m afraid they’ll want me, they’ll want me to be a witness or something. They’ll want to ask me questions and then maybe they’ll try to put me somewhere to have people look after me. I’ve heard about that. I’m so young, I won’t be seventeen till January.”

She had been wrong about his absorption. He hadn’t been listening. Again he hadn’t heard her, but for a different reason. He was staring at her with his mouth slightly open. As she noted this he curled his upper lip as people do when confronted by a horror.

“What did you say?”

“About what? My age? Being a witness?”

He hesitated, seemed to swallow. “About her killing someone.”

“It was yesterday, after I came back from meeting you in the wood. Or I think so. I mean I didn’t actually see it, but I know she killed him.”

“Come on, love.” An awkward grin. “I don’t believe you.”

It left her helpless, she had no idea how to respond to this. She drank a few mouthfuls out of the open triangle in the top of the can. Eve had once told her that when a cat is in doubt how to act, it waves the tip of its tail. She felt like a cat but with no tail to wave. He must make the next move, for she couldn’t.

He got up and took a few steps away. The caravan was too small for more than a few steps to be taken. She drank some more of her Coke, watching him.

“Why did you say that,” he said, “about her killing somebody? Was you kidding? Was you trying to be funny?”

“It’s true.”

“It can’t be.”

“Look, Sean, I didn’t make it up. It’s why I came away. I didn’t want them to take me and shut me up, make me live somewhere. I knew they’d come this time. This time they’d find out and it wouldn’t take long. I was expecting them all night.”

His naturally pale face had gone whiter. She noticed and wondered why. “You mean she killed someone by accident, don’t you?”

“I don’t understand what that means.” It was a sentence she was often obliged to utter since she had been with him.

“She was shooting birds and she shot someone by mistake, is that it? You told me she wouldn’t never kill birds or rabbits, you told me that when we first met.”

Only the last four words really registered with her. They made her smile, remembering. She slithered down the bed, jumped off, and put her arms around him. “Wasn’t it lovely that I met you and you met me? It was the best thing that ever happened to me.”

This time it was he who pulled away from the embrace. “Yes, love, okay, it was great. But you’ve got to tell me. About this killing, this is serious, right? What happened? Was it some guy poaching?”

“No,” she said, “no, you don’t understand.”

“Too bloody right I don’t and I won’t if you don’t tell me.”

“I’ll try.” She sat down and he sat down and she held his hand. “She murdered him, Sean. People do do that, you know.” It seemed a wild and curious statement for her to be making. “She murdered him because she wanted to be rid of him. She wanted him out of the way, it doesn’t matter why, it’s not important now.”

This time he didn’t say he disbelieved her but, “I can’t credit it.”

What had Eve said? “Then you must just accept.”

“Who did she murder?”

She could tell from his tone that he still thought she was lying. That made her impatient.

“It doesn’t matter. A man. No one you know. Sean, it’s the truth, you have to believe me.” She was learning truths of her own. “I can’t be with someone who thinks I’m telling him lies.” From delighted laughter, she was near to tears. She sought for a way out. “I can’t prove it. What can I do to make you believe it?”

He said in a low voice, “I sort of do believe you—now.”

“I’ll tell you all about it.” She was eager. She took hold of his shoulders and brought her face close up to his. “I’ll tell you everything, if you like, from when I was small, from when I can first remember.”

He kissed her. When her face was as close to his as that, he couldn’t resist kissing her. His tongue tasted of the caramel sweetness of Coke as she supposed hers must. They were on the bed, that was where you sat in the caravan, and her body grew soft, sliding backward, sinking into the mattress, she was wanting him as much as she had when she first arrived that morning. He pulled her up, grasping her hands.

“I want you to tell me, Liza. I want to know everything about you. But not now. Now tell me what your mum did.”

Being frustrated made her sulky. “What’s the good? You won’t believe it.”

“I will, I’ve said so.”

“I think we ought to leave, we ought to be on our way, not sitting here talking.”

“Don’t you worry yourself about that, I’ll see to all that. You tell me about your mum and this man.” She saw it in his eyes as the idea came to him. “Did he try raping her, was that it?”

“He was teaching her to shoot pigeons with a shotgun. He was out there shooting and she said, show me how.”

“You’ve got to be joking.”

“It’s the truth. If you’re going to say that, I won’t tell you.”

“Right, then. Go on.”

“I hate shooting birds. I hate people shooting anything, rabbits, squirrels, anything, it’s wrong. And I thought Eve—my mother—I thought she did too. She said so, she taught me to think like that. But she told him the pigeons were eating her vegetables and she asked him to show her how and he said he would. You see, I think he’d have done anything she asked, Sean.”

“She’s an attractive woman.”

“More attractive than I am?”

“Don’t be bloody ridiculous. Was you watching all this?”

“I’d been in the wood with you,” Liza said. “They didn’t see me. I came up through the garden and they were on the grass where the new trees are. Sound carries terrific distances there, you know. Even when people are speaking softly you can hear them. I saw the two of them with just the one gun and I thought she must be telling him not to shoot the pigeons. He was allowed to, you know, because though pheasant shooting doesn’t start till October you can shoot pigeons when you like. Poor things! What did it matter to him, he wasn’t a farmer, they weren’t his cabbages they were eating, and even if they were, the pigeons have got to live, haven’t they?

“I thought, good for her, she’s going to stop him, but she didn’t. She was out there with him for a shooting lesson. I’d heard her talking about it with him, but I didn’t think she was serious. When I saw them I asked myself, what on earth is she doing? He started showing her things about the gun and she was looking and then he handed it to her.

“I didn’t want to see the birds killed. I started to go back toward the gatehouse. Then the shot came and immediately afterward this screaming choking noise. So I turned around and ran across the lawn and there she was looking at him where he lay. She wasn’t holding the gun, she’d dropped it, she was looking down at him and all the blood on him.”

Sean had put up his hand to cover his mouth. His eyes had grown very big. He took his hand away, pushing at his cheek in a curious wiping movement. “What did you do?” he said in a small voice.

“I didn’t do anything. I went home. She didn’t tell the police and I didn’t, so I think Matt must have. You know Matt?”

“Of course I do.”

“He was there, up by the house. Only I don’t think he saw any more than I did. He guessed.”

“But you said the police had only just come, they were coming when you left—when? A couple of hours ago?”

“They came last evening. They didn’t see me. You see, they didn’t come to the gatehouse, not then. First of all, cars came and a black van to take away the body. I watched it all from my bedroom window. Eve told me to stay there and not come out, not to let anyone see me. I didn’t want them to see me. She went up to Shrove and I think the policemen talked to her there. They talked to her and they talked to Matt and Matt’s wife.

“She knew they’d come back, so she said I must go. For my own protection, she said. I ran away to you. That’s it.”

“That’s all of it?”

“Not all, Sean. It’ll take me a long time to tell you all of it.”

“I’ll get the van fixed up to the tow bar,” he said.

She went outside with him. The day was warm and sultry, two in the afternoon, and the sun a puddle of light in a white sky. Watching him, she picked blackberries off the hedge and ate them by the handful. She was enormously hungry.

The battered Dolomite shifted the caravan with the slow weary competence of an old carthorse. It groaned a bit and expelled a lot of black exhaust. Liza got into the passenger seat and banged the door. Car and caravan lurched off the grass verge onto the harder surface of the lane.

“Where shall we go?”

“We have to go where they’ll let me park the van. Before you come I was thinking of trying Vanner’s. They’re wanting pickers for the Coxes. We could both of us do that.”

“Coxes won’t be ready till the third week of September,” she said, always glad to show off something she knew and he might not. “Anyway, how far is it?”

“Twenty-five miles, thirty. Far enough for you?”

“I don’t know. What else can you do?”

He laughed. “Electrical work, sort of, put washers on taps, grind knives, I’m halfway to a motor mechanic, wash your car, do your garden—as you should know—clean windows, most things, you name it.”

“Why apples, then?”

“Apples make a change. I reckon I always do pick apples in September and cherries in July.”

“I’m hungry,” she said, “I’m so bloody hungry.”

“Don’t swear, Liza.”

“You do. Who d’you think I got it from?”

“It’s different for me. You’re a woman. I don’t like to hear a woman swear.”

She lifted her shoulders, the way Eve did. “I’m tremendously hungry. Can we buy some food?”

“Yeah, we can get takeaway.” He looked at her, remembered and explained, “Stuff they’ve cooked for you in a shop, right? Or we’ll find a caff, maybe a Little Chef if there’s one on the A road.”

She was no longer afraid. Fear might not be canceled, but it was postponed. The prospect of going into a café excited her. And she’d be with Sean. Shops she had been in, one or two over the years, but a real restaurant, if that was the word, that was very different. She remembered what she had taken with her when she left the gatehouse.

“I’ve got money. I’ve got a hundred pounds.”

“For Christ’s sake,” he said.

“It’s in the van, in my coat.”

“Did you nick it?” His tone was stern.

“Of course not. Eve gave it to me.”

He said nothing. She looked out of the window at the passing countryside, all of it new, all uncharted for her. They drove through a village as the church clock struck three, and ten minutes later they were in a sizable town with parking in the marketplace.

On either side of the carpark the roads that enclosed it were lined with shops. She had seen something like this before, though not here, the dry cleaner’s, the building society, the estate agent, the Chinese restaurant, the Oxfam shop, the sandwich bar, the building society, the insurance company, the Tandoori House, the bank, the pub, the card shop. An arch, in pink glass and gold metal, led into a deserted hall of shops. Perhaps all towns were like this, all the same inside, perhaps it was a rule.

Sean’s practiced eye quickly summed up the situation. “The caffs are closed, it’s too late. Pubs are meant to stay open till all hours, but they don’t never seem to. I can go get us pie and chips or whatever.”

Her hunger was greater than her disappointment. “Whatever you like. Do you want some money?”

She said it cheerfully, trying to strike the right note, having never said it before. Yet for some reason he was offended. “I hope I’ll never see the day when I’ve got to live off my girlfriend.”

Once he had gone she got out of the car. She stretched her arms above her head, tasting freedom. It was heady stuff, for something was making her shiver and it couldn’t be the day, which was as warm as high summer. She had never felt like this before, dizzy, faint was perhaps the word, as if she might fall.

She opened the door of the caravan and clambered up inside. Five minutes’ sitting down and a few deep breaths and she felt better. The bed was stowed away in the wall, the sheets and blankets folded, and the table down, ready for a meal by the time Sean came back. The packages he was carrying had grease seeping through the wrapping paper and gave off a pungent smell of deep frying.

She had been so hungry and the smell from the chips and Cornish pasties he unwrapped was so enticing, but she couldn’t help herself. Without warning to herself or him she burst into violent tears. He held her in his arms close to him, stroking her hair while she sobbed. Her body shook and her heart was pounding.

“It’s all right, it’s all right, sweetheart. You’ve had a shock, it’s delayed shock, you’ll be okay. I’ll look after you.”

He soothed her. He stroked her hair and when she was just crying, not sobbing and shrieking anymore, wiped her eyes with his fingers, as gently as a woman, as gently as Eve when she was being gentle. As she quietened he did something she loved him to do, began combing her hair with his own comb, which had thick blunt teeth. The comb ran smoothly through the length of her long dark hair, from crown to tip, and as he paused she felt his fingers just touch and then linger on her neck and the lobe of her ear. She shivered, not this time from shock or strangeness.

“Give us a kiss,” he said.

It was more enthusiastic than he had bargained for, a deep sensuous kiss full of controlled energy now released. He laughed at her. “Let’s eat. I thought you was hungry.”

“Oh, I am. I’m starving.”

“You could’ve fooled me.”

This was her first Cornish pasty. She had no means of knowing whether it was a good one or passable or bad, but she liked it. In the past she had never been allowed to eat with her fingers. There had been many gently enforced rules and much benevolent constraint.

“When we get wherever we’re going,” she said, “I’ll tell you the story of my life.”

“Right.”

“I don’t know, but I don’t think there’ve been many lives like mine.”

“You’ve got a long way to go with it yet, like maybe seventy years.”

“Can I have the last chip? I’ll tell you from back as far as I can remember. That’s when I was four and that’s when she killed the first one.”

She pulled a length from the toilet roll he kept by the bed to use as tissues and wiped her mouth. When she turned back to him to say she was ready, they could be off as soon as he liked, she saw that he was staring at her and the look on his face was aghast.


THREE

ONE of the first things she could remember was the train. It was summer and she and Mother had gone for a walk in the fields when they heard the train whistle. The single track ran down there in the valley between the river and lower slopes of the high hills. It was a small branch line and later on, when she was older, Mother told her it was the most beautiful train journey in the British Isles. Her eyes shone when she said it.

But on that afternoon when Liza was four there were not many passengers and those there were couldn’t have been looking out to appreciate the view, or else they were all looking out the other side at the high hills, for when Mother waved and she waved no one waved back. The train jogged along not very fast and disappeared into the round black tunnel that pierced the hillside.

Liza suspected that she and Mother hadn’t been there very long the day she saw her first train. If they had been, she would have seen a train before. It was possible they had been at the gatehouse for only a few days. Where they had come from before that she had had no idea then nor for a long time to come. She could remember nothing from before that day, not a face nor a place, a voice nor a touch.

There was only Mother.

There was only the gatehouse where they lived and the arched gateway with the tiny one-roomed house on the other side and Shrove House in the distance. It was half-concealed by tall and beautiful trees, its walls glimpsed mysteriously and enticingly between their trunks. When Mother read stories to her and there was a palace in them, as there often was, she would say, “Like Shrove, that’s what a palace is, a house like Shrove.” But all Liza had seen of the real Shrove until she was nearly five and the leaves had turned brown and blown off the trees, were a dreamy grayness, a sheet of glittering glass, a gleam of sun-touched slate.

Later on she saw it in its entirety, the stone baluster that crowned it, broken by a crest-filled pediment, the many windows, the soaring steps, and the statues that stood in its alcoves. She was aware even then of the way it seemed to bask, to sit and smile as if pleased with itself, to recline smiling in the sun.

Nearly every day Mother went up to the house that was like a palace in a fairy tale, sometimes for several hours, sometimes for no more than ten minutes, and when she went she locked Liza up in her bedroom.

The gatehouse was the lodge of Shrove House. Later on, when Liza was older, Mother told her it was built in the Gothic style and not nearly so old as the house itself. It was supposed to look as if it dated from the Middle Ages and had a turret with crenellations around its top and a tall peaked gable. Out of the side of the gable came the arch, which went over the top of a pair of gates and came down on the other side to join up with the little house that looked like a miniature castle with its slit windows and studded door.

The gates were of iron, were always kept open, and had SHROVE HOUSE written on them in curly letters. The gatehouse and the arch and the little castle were made of small red bricks, the dark russet color of rosehips. Liza and Mother had two bedrooms upstairs, a living room and a kitchen downstairs, and an outside lavatory. That was all. Liza’s was the bedroom in the turret with a view over their garden and the wood and Shrove park and everything beyond. She disliked being locked in her bedroom, but she wasn’t frightened, and as far as she could remember she didn’t protest.

Mother gave her things to do. She had started teaching Liza to read, so she gave her rag books with big letters printed on the cloth pages. She also gave her paper and two pencils and a book to rest on. Liza had a baby bottle with orange juice in it because if she had had a glass or a cup she would have spilled the juice on the floor. Sometimes she had two biscuits, just two, or an apple.

Liza didn’t know then what Mother did in Shrove House, but later on she found out because Mother began taking her too and she was no longer locked in her bedroom—or only when Mother went shopping. But that was more than six months later, after it had all happened and the winter had come, when snow covered the hillsides and the only trees to keep their leaves were the huge blue cedars and the tall black firs.

Before that, in the summertime, the dogs came. Except in pictures Liza had never seen a dog or a cat or a horse or any animals but wild ones. She thought these two came the day after she and Mother had walked in the fields and seen the first train, but it may have been some other day, a week or even a month later. It wasn’t easy to remember time spans from so far back.

The dogs belonged to Mr. Tobias. It wasn’t he who brought them but another man. Liza had never seen Mr. Tobias but only heard about him, and she wasn’t to see him for a long, long time. The man who brought the dogs came in a kind of small truck with a barrier like a white wire fence across the back inside to keep the dogs off the front seats. His name was Matt. He was a short, squarish man with big shoulders who looked very strong and his hair grew up from his broad red forehead like the bristles on a brush.

“They are Doberman pinschers,” Mother said. She always explained everything slowly and carefully. “In Germany, which is another country a long way away, they used to be trained as police dogs. But these are pets.” She said to Matt, who was staring at her in a strange way, “What are their names?”

“This one’s Heidi and he’s Rudi.”

“Are they nice, friendly dogs?”

“They’ll be okay with you and the kiddy. They’ll never attack women, they’ve been trained that way. I’d be up the nearest tree myself if someone called out ‘Kill!’ when they’re around.”

“Really? Mr. Tobias didn’t say.”

“Thought you might say no to looking after them, I daresay.” He gazed around him, stared at the high hills beyond the valley as if they were the Himalayas. “Bit isolated down here, aren’t you? Not what you’d call much life going on.”

“It’s what I like.”

“It takes all sorts, I suppose, though I’d have thought a smashing-looking girl like yourself’d want something a bit more lively. Bright lights, eh, bit of dancing and the movies? You wouldn’t have such a thing as a cup of tea going, I daresay?”

“No, I wouldn’t,” said Mother and she took the dog leashes in one hand and Liza’s hand in the other, went into the gatehouse, and shut the door. The man outside on the step said something Liza couldn’t catch but which Mother said was a dirty word and never to say it. They heard his van start up with a roar as if it was angry.

The dogs started licking Liza, they licked her hands, and when she stroked them, they licked her face. Their coats felt like nothing she had ever touched before, shiny as leather, soft as fur, smooth as the crown of her own head when Mother had just washed her hair.

She said to Mother, “Heidi and Rudi are black lined with brown,” and Mother had laughed and said that was right, that was just how they looked.

“You can’t remember all those things your mum and him said word for word, can you?” said Sean.

“Not really. But it was like that. I know all the kinds of things she says and ever could say. I know her so well, you see, it’s as if I know her perfectly because I don’t know anyone else.”

“How about me? You know me.”

She could tell she had hurt him and tried to make amends. “I know you now. I didn’t then.”

“Go on, then. What happened with the dogs?”

“Eve was looking after them for Mr. Tobias. He had to go away, he went to see his mother in France, and he couldn’t take the dogs for some reason.”

“Quarantine.”

“What?”

“When he come back in he’d have to put the pair of them in quarantine for six months. That means they’d be in like kennels. It’s the law.”

“I expect that was it.”

“Why couldn’t this Matt look after them wherever it was he lived?”

“In the Lake District. He had a job, he was working all day. He couldn’t take them out for exercise—or wouldn’t. Anyway, Eve wanted to do this for Mr. Tobias, she wanted to please him.

“We were supposed to have them for two or three weeks, I can’t exactly remember. I loved them, I wanted us to have a dog after they’d gone back, but Eve wouldn’t. She said Mr. Tobias wouldn’t like it.”

“So it wasn’t them she killed?”

“I told you, it was a person, a man.”

Liza never knew who he was or what it was he had tried to do. Now that twelve years had passed and she was grown up, doing the thing that grown-ups did herself, she could guess.

It was she who saw him first. Mother was down at Shrove and she was locked up in her bedroom. Where the dogs were she didn’t know. Probably in the little castle where they slept at night or even at Shrove, for in a sort of way it was their house. It belonged to Mr. Tobias, who owned them.

Mother had been gone a long time. Who could say now how long those long times actually were? It’s different when you’re four. Half an hour? An hour? Or only ten minutes? She had read the letters in the rag book and made them into words, “dog,” “cat,” “bed,” “cot.” The baby bottle had been sucked dry and the pencil had scribbled over every single sheet of paper.

She climbed upon the bed and crawled on all fours over to the window. The room had six sides and three windows but was too small for the bed to be anywhere but pushed against the wall with the window that had the best view. The sun was shining, sparkling on the river, and the wind was blowing the clouds and making their shadows run across the slopes of the high hills. A train whistled from somewhere out of sight and came into her view from out of the tunnel. She climbed onto a chair to look out of the window that overlooked the gateway and the little castle.

There was never anyone there. There was never anyone to be seen but Mother, the milkman and the postman in the morning, and Mr. Frost on his tractor on certain afternoons. Sometimes a car came down on its way to the bridge. Mostly the lane was empty and all that showed its face in the barn on the other side was the white owl, so seeing the man made her jump. He was holding on to one of the gates and looking toward Shrove, a tall man in blue jeans and a pullover and brown leather jacket and with a canvas bag on his back.

Suddenly he looked up in the direction of her window and saw her there between the curtains. She knew he saw her and it frightened her. She couldn’t have said why it did, but it was something to do with his face, not a nice face, not the kind she had ever seen before. It was masked in yellow-brown hair all over it, great bushes of curly hair from which eyes stared and the nose poked out. Later she wondered if she had thought the face not nice because of the beard, which was new to her. She never saw another until the day Bruno and Mother took her shopping in the town.

She was afraid he was coming to the gatehouse and would get in and come to get her. Ducking down from the window and wriggling across the floor and hiding under the bed couldn’t stop that and she knew it. She knew it even then. Under the bed she didn’t feel safe, only a bit safer, and she thought it might be a little while before he found her. Mother had locked the door of her room and the front door of the gatehouse, but that didn’t make Liza think the man wouldn’t be able to find her.

A long time went by and Mother came back. She pulled Liza out and hugged her and said she hadn’t seen any man and if there was one he was probably harmless. If he wasn’t she’d set Heidi and Rudi on him.

“How will you know?” Liza said.

“I know everything.”

Liza believed that was true.

Late that afternoon there was a knock at the front door and when Mother went to answer it the man with the beard was on the step, asking for a glass of water. Liza thought Mother would say no, she hung on to Mother’s skirt, peering around her until Mother said to let go, not to be so stupid. The man said he hoped he wasn’t a nuisance.

“Go and fetch some water, please, Liza,” Mother said. “Not a glass, a mug. You know how to do it.”

Liza knew. In some ways Mother had brought her up to be independent. Only in some, of course. For a long while she had fetched her own water when she wanted a drink, climbing up onto the chair by the sink, taking a mug from the shelf, turning on the tap, and filling the mug and then being very careful to turn the tap off again. She did this now, filling the mug that had a picture on it of a lady in a crown, and carrying it back to the front door. Some of it spilled on the way, but she couldn’t help that.

The man drank the water. She saw so few people she noticed everything about the ones she did see. He held the mug in his left hand, not his right like Liza and Mother did, and on the third finger of that hand was a wide gold ring. That was the first time she had ever seen a ring on anyone’s hand, for Mother wore none.

He said to Liza, “Thank you, darling,” and gave her back the mug. “Is there anywhere around here doing B and B?” he said to Mother.

“Doing what?”

“B and B. Bed and breakfast.”

“There’s nowhere around here doing anything,” Mother said, sounding glad to say it. She took a step outside, making him step backward, and spread out her arms. “What you see is what you get.”

“Best press on, then.”

Mother made no answer. She did what Liza didn’t like her doing to her. It was a way she had of lifting her shoulders and dropping them again while looking hard into the other person’s eyes, but not smiling or showing anything. Until then Liza hadn’t seen Eve do it to anyone but herself.

From an upstairs window, the one in Mother’s room in the gable which overlooked the lane this time, they watched the man go. It was only from here that you could see where the lane ran along past the wood on its way to the bridge in one direction, and in the other to peter out into first a track and then a footpath. The man walked slowly, as if his pack felt heavier with each step he took. At the point where the lane wound and narrowed he paused and looked back in the direction of Shrove or perhaps just at the high hills.

They lost him among the trees, but they went on watching and after a little while saw him again, by now a small figure plodding along the footpath under the maple hedge. After that it became a game between the two of them, each claiming to be able to see him still. But when Liza got excited, Mother lifted her down from the window and they went downstairs to get on with Liza’s reading lesson. An hour every afternoon was spent on teaching her to read and an hour every morning teaching her writing. The lessons were soon to get much longer, with sums as well and drawing, but at the time the man with the beard came they lasted just two hours each day.

Every morning very early, long before the writing lesson, they took the dogs out. Heidi and Rudi had been used to living indoors, so couldn’t have kennels outside, which Mother would have thought best, but slept in the little castle. Liza had never been in there before the dogs came, but Mother had a key and took her in with her and she saw a room shaped like her bedroom with six sides and narrow windows with arched tops, only these had no glass in them. The floor was of stone with straw on it and two old blankets and two old cushions for the dogs. Rudi and Heidi bounded about and nuzzled her and licked her face, making noises of relief and bliss at being released.

Liza had thought how horrible it would be if they met the man with the beard while they were out in the water meadows. But they met no one, they hardly ever did, only a vixen going home with a rabbit in her mouth. Mother ordered the dogs to sit, to be still, and they obeyed her. She told Liza about foxes, how they lived and raised their young in earths, how people hunted them, and that this was wrong.

That might have been the morning she saw her first kingfisher. It was about that time, she couldn’t be sure. Mother said kingfishers were not common and when you saw one you should phone up and tell the County Kingfisher Trust. So it must have been that morning, for after they got home and the dogs were back in the house next door, Mother locked her in her bedroom and went over to Shrove to phone.

Liza read the words in the rag book and drew a picture of Mother on one of the sheets of paper. It might have been another day she did that, but she thought it was the Day of the Kingfisher. From about that time she got it into her head that all men had fair hair and all women dark. The man who delivered the oil was fair and so were the postman and Matt and the man with the beard, but Mother and she were dark. She drew a picture of Mother with her long dark hair down her back and her long colored skirt and her sandals.

It was just finished when Mother unlocked the door and let her out. There was something different in the living room, Liza spotted it at once. It was hanging up on the wall over the fireplace, a long dark brown tube with a wooden handle. She had never seen anything like it before, but she knew Mother must have brought it back from Shrove.

“It was a gun,” said Sean.

“A shotgun. There were a lot of guns at Shrove. I began thinking about it later—I mean years later—and I think that man had really frightened her. Frightened is probably not the word, she doesn’t get frightened. Let’s say, alerted her to danger.”

“Yeah, maybe she reckoned she should never have said that about what you see is what you get. I mean, like, you know, not being no one else around for miles.”

“I expect so.”

“But he’d gone, hadn’t he?”

“He came back.”

It stayed light in the evenings until nearly ten, but Liza was put to bed at seven. She had her tea, always wholemeal bread with an egg or a piece of cheese. Cake and sweets were not allowed, and years passed before she found out what they were. After the bread she had fruit, as much as she wanted, and a glass of milk. The milkman came three times a week, another man with fair hair.

Mother read her a story when tea was over: Hans Andersen or Charles Kingsley, books borrowed from the library at Shrove. Then came her bath. They had a bath in the kitchen with a wooden lid on it. She wasn’t locked in her bedroom at night, she was never locked in except when Mother went to Shrove or shopping in the town. When Liza couldn’t get to sleep she knew it was useless calling out or crying, for Mother took no notice, and if she came downstairs Mother would shrug at her and give her one of those wordless looks before taking her back up again.

So all she could do was wander about upstairs, looking out of the windows, hoping to see something, though she hardly ever did. If Mother knew Liza went into her room and played with her things, she gave no sign of it. Mother read books in the evenings, Liza knew that, or listened to music coming into her ears through wires from a little square black box.

In Mother’s room she opened the cupboard door and examined all the long bright-colored skirts that Mother wore and the other things she never wore, long scarves, a couple of big straw hats, a yellow gown with a flounce around the hem. She looked in her jewel case, which was kept in the dressing table drawer, and could have told anyone precisely what the case held: a long string of green beads, two pairs of earrings, a hair comb made of brown mottled stuff with brilliant shiny bits set in it, a brooch of carved wood and another of mother-of-pearl. Mother had told her that was what it was when she wore the brooch just as she told her the beads were jade and the two pairs of earrings made of gold.

That evening the green beads and one pair of earrings were missing because Mother was wearing them. Liza closed the box, went back to her own room, and knelt upon the bed, looking out of the window. The gatehouse garden, in which Mother later on grew peas and beans and lettuces, soft fruit on bushes and strawberries under nets, was mostly bare earth at that time. Mother had been working on it that day, digging it over with a fork. There was just one tree, a single cherry tree, growing out of the soft red-brown soil, and two long grass paths.

Liza shifted her gaze upward, waiting for the last southbound train, which would go through a bit after eight-thirty. She hadn’t known about north and south and eight-thirty then, though Mother was teaching her to tell the time and to understand a map, but she knew the last train would come out from the tunnel while it was still light but after sunset. The sky was red all over, though you couldn’t see where the sun went down from her room. Once it had set, the high hills went gray and the woods changed from green to a soft dark blue.

The train whistled at the tunnel mouth and came chugging down. Lights were on inside, though there was a lot of light outside still. It would stop at the station, at Ring Valley Halt, but you couldn’t see the station from here. In the distance, the train grew very small, long and wriggling like one of the millipedes that lived near the back door. After it was gone there would be nothing more to be seen from this window. Liza scrambled off the bed and went on tiptoe back across the landing to Mother’s room.

From here, you could see the bats that lived in the barn roof on the other side of the lane and swooped after moths and gnats. Sometimes she saw the great cream-colored owl with a face like a cat’s in a book. She had never seen a real cat. It was a little too early for owls this evening. Down below her, in the little patch of front garden, as twilight came, the color began to fade from the red and pink geraniums and the tobacco flowers began to gleam more whitely. If the window had been open she could have smelled them, for their scent came out at dusk.

Just as Liza was thinking nothing would happen, it would get dark without anything happening, the front door opened and Mother came out in her green and purple and blue skirt and purple top, her green beads and gold earrings, with a black shawl wrapped around her. She opened the gate in the wall that ran around the garden, unlocked the door of the little castle, and the dogs came rushing out. Mother said, “Quiet. Sit,” and they sat, though trembling and quivering, Liza could see, hating this enforced stillness.

Mother said, “Off you go,” and the pair of them began gamboling about, jumping up and trying to lick her, leaving off when she didn’t respond. She walked around the side of the gatehouse out of sight, the dogs following, but Liza knew she wouldn’t go far because she never did in the evenings.

Liza ran back into her own bedroom, climbed onto the bed, and pressed her face against the window. Outside a bat swooped, so close that she jerked her face back, though she knew the glass was there. Rudi and Heidi were in the back garden playing, grappling with each other and making mock growling noises and rolling over and over. Mother wasn’t with them, Mother must have come back into the house.

Back on the landing, Liza listened, but she couldn’t hear Mother down there. She ran into Mother’s room and up to the window. Mother was sitting on the wall, listening to the music coming out of the band around her head and holding the little black box in her hands.

Where were the dogs? No longer in the back garden, she discovered as she bounced back onto her own bed. They must have gone out through the opening in the fence and into the wood, as they sometimes did. But they were well-trained, they always came back at a call.

It would get dull now if nothing more happened than Mother sitting on the wall, waiting for the dogs to finish their play. Liza never considered getting back into bed and trying to sleep as an alternative to this roving from room to room. Either she fell asleep when she happened to be on her own bed or Mother found her asleep on the landing floor or in the chair by the front bedroom window. She always woke in her own bed in the mornings. But she didn’t want to be there now, she wasn’t tired.

Perhaps Mother had decided to do something different. Liza ran back to check. Mother was still there, still listening. It was nearly dark but not too dark to see the man with the beard come along the lane from the bridge direction. The man looked just the same except that this time he hadn’t got his backpack with him.

His footsteps made no sound on the sandy floor. Mother wouldn’t have heard them if they had with that thing on her head and the music that was called Wagner flowing into her ears. Liza began to be frightened. Mother had said the dogs would protect them but the dogs weren’t there, the dogs were a long way away in the wood.

Liza couldn’t look.

Why hadn’t she banged on the window to warn Mother? She hadn’t thought of that till afterward. The first time the man came she had got under the bed, the second time she had fetched him a drink of water. This time she put her hands over her eyes. They were talking, she could hear their voices but not what they said. Very cautiously she parted her fingers and peeped through them, but they had gone, Mother and the man, they had come too near the gatehouse for her to see or else they had walked around the back. She ran to the back and as she jumped on her bed, Mother screamed.

“What was he doing to her?” Sean said.

“She never told me, she never said a word about it, not then and not later. I know now, of course I do. When she screamed I was so frightened I covered up my ears, but I could still hear, the window was open. I thought the man would catch her and—oh, make her his prisoner or something—and then come and get me.

“You were only a little kid.”

“And there was no one else for miles and miles. You know that. There never was. If there had been it couldn’t have happened, none of it could.”

It wasn’t dark but the beginning of the long midsummer twilight. When Mother’s scream died away she heard the man laugh but she couldn’t hear what it was he whispered. She looked out of the window, she had to look, and Mother was on the grass path and the man was on top of her. He was trying to hold her there with one hand and with the other he was undoing his jeans.

Liza was so frightened she couldn’t make a sound or do anything. But Mother could. Mother twisted her head around under the man’s arm that pinned her neck and bit his hand. He jumped and pulled up his hand, shouting that word Matt had used on the doorstep, and Mother screamed out, “Heidi, Rudi! Kill! Kill!”

The dogs came out of the wood. They came running as if they had been waiting for the summons, as if they had been sitting among the trees listening for just that command. In the half-dark they no longer looked like nice friendly dogs that licked your face but hounds of hell, though that was before Liza had ever heard of hounds of hell.

They didn’t jump at the man, they flew at him. All eight powerful black legs took off and they were airborne. Their mouths gaped open and Liza could see their white shining teeth. The man had started to get to his feet, but he fell over on his back when the dogs came at him. He covered his face with his hands and rolled this way and that. Heidi had half his great yellow beard in her jaws and Rudi was on him biting his neck. The dogs made a noise, a rough, grumbling, snorting sound.

Mother jumped up lightly as if nothing had happened and dusted down her skirt with her hands. She stood in that way she had, with her hands on her hips, the shawl hanging loose from her shoulders, and she watched them calmly, the dogs savaging the man and the man screaming and cursing.

Then, after a little while, she said, “All right, dogs, that’ll do. Quiet now. Still.”

They obeyed her at once. It was clever the way they stopped the moment she spoke. Rudi had some of the man’s blood on his face and Heidi a mouthful of beard. The man rolled over again, his head on his arms, but he had stopped screaming, he didn’t make a sound. Mother bent over him, looking closely, she didn’t touch him with her hands but prodded him with one small, delicate foot.

Liza made a little sound to herself up in her bedroom, a whimper like a dog whining behind a closed door.

Sean said hoarsely, “Was he dead?”

“Oh, no, he wasn’t dead. ”

“What did she do?”

“Nothing. She just looked at him.”

“Didn’t she get help? There was a phone in Shrove House, you said.”

“Of course she didn’t get help,” Liza said impatiently.

Mother took hold of the dogs by their collars and put them in the little castle for the night. Liza saw her do that from the other window and heard her come into their own house and shut the front door after her. She went out onto the landing and listened. In the sitting room Mother was moving a chair about and it sounded as if she had climbed on the chair and jumped off it. Liza scrambled across the bed to have another look at the man on the grass. He was still there but not lying face-downward anymore.

It was really dark now, too dark to see much but the shape of the man sitting there with his head on his knees and his arms up around his head. Soon he would get up and go away and leave them and they’d be safe. She peered out through the dark, hoping for that to happen.

Suddenly she could see the man very clearly in a big oblong of light. The back door was open and light was coming from the kitchen. She wrinkled up her nose and made a face because the man’s face and beard were a mass of blood. Her knees had looked like that when she fell over and hurt herself on the gravel.

Mother walked out into the light and pointed something she had in her arms and there was a tremendous explosion. The man tumbled over backward and jerked a bit and shuddered and lay still. In the little castle the dogs set up a wild barking. Mother came back into the house and shut the door and the light went out.
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