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  Preface


  Rain is falling on Hartsend, darkening the stone needle of the War Memorial and the tattered red wreaths left two months ago by the Boys’ Brigade. It’s clattering on the roof of the Prince and Princess of Wales Hospice shop in Main Street where Mary Flaherty will come tomorrow in mourning and the hope of finding a black blouse and skirt. It’s falling on the Captain’s only son in his worn Barbour jacket as he picks up sodden scraps and crisp packets dropped by schoolchildren and windblown all the way up the hill into his garden. It’s raining on the Robertson’s goldfish pond, where the five surviving fish are barely moving, biding low in the dark water. It’s raining on the new estate where, if you place your ear on any interior wall you can hear what the neighbours think of you, and every flush of their toilet. It’s filling up the broken end of a Buckfast bottle at the edge of the children’s swing park, drumming on the roofs of the travellers’ caravans beside the river, falling on the football field and the deer nibbling ferns on the golf course, falling on isolated cottages and small holdings, on fields of wintry stubble and black plastic bales.


  The feather


  When the rain showed signs of going off, Martine and Josie left the van, closing the door on her. You’re no’comin, they said, making faces at her through the window, you’re too wee. In the past she’d made faces back at them, but this time she didn’t.


  They were going to the golf course again to look for balls to sell. This was the best time of day, when everyone had gone home for tea. They had a torch and a long stick so that they could pick out the balls in the tangled bushes and the burn as the light faded. They didn’t want her. She couldn’t run fast enough if someone saw them and shouted.


  As soon as they were out of sight behind the broken-down wall of bricks, she put on her rubber boots, shoving her arms into her jacket. The dogs paid no attention. With a careful look back to see that her mother, in Nan’s van with the baby, wasn’t watching, she followed the faint silvery dented tracks over the grass, the green frog faces on the fronts of her boots pushing ahead for her, so she could pretend she was three people, not one.


  Away to the left, the cars on the dual carriageway were roaring faintly, their lights just visible, winking through the trees. She felt funny inside. She wasn’t supposed to leave the field without telling. Mostly she was careful to be good, but this time she couldn’t stop herself. The idea had got bigger and bigger. But it wasn’t a naughty idea. All she wanted to do was watch them, and not tell them, not let them know she was watching.


  It was hard to keep secrets from them. Anything she tried to hide in the van they found and messed with, but this was going to be a secret inside her head. They wouldn’t be able to touch anything inside her head.


  She pulled her hood over her head and kept her hands in her pockets to avoid scratches when she passed through the bramble bushes. There was nothing left now but rusty dying leaves and spikes. No warm berries. They’d picked them on sunny afternoons after school, eating them with ice cream from the café. You had to look at them before you put them in your mouth, in case you swallowed a white worm. The worms would grow and grow in your stomach, Martine and Josie said, and eat all the way through to your bottom and come out in your poo. This had happened to one of her cousins. The twins had been in the van at the time and had seen the worms wriggling in the toilet pan.


  At the edge of the golf course, a new wire fence kept people out, but she was small enough to go between the lowest strand of barbed wire and the ground, tucking her skirt close against her legs so it didn’t get dirty. Not that she was small. She would be five soon. She was going to be beautiful, the beauty out of all the girls, Nan said, brushing her hair slowly each night, plaiting the long strands into one single plait while she ate toast in front of the TV. Nan had been a beauty herself. Don’t mind those two, Nan told her, they’re just jealous.


  The twins were dark like their father. He liked them because they took after his side of the family, Nan said. She was her Mum’s girl. Her thoughts faltered. Mum was too tired to do things. She didn’t seem to like any of them any more.


  Head down, she didn’t see it until she walked into it. She jumped back, flailing. It wasn’t a ghost though, only a big bit of plastic, caught in the darkening bushes. A big, torn, dirty sheet, not a ghost, not something out to get her. She pulled at it, tried to tear it free but it was too strong for her, too caught and tugged, and the water ran off it, cold up her sleeves.


  She rubbed her hands on her skirt, but it wasn’t the right kind of cloth for drying hands properly. Should she go back? There was very little noise. The sound of the cars had faded, the birds had finished their early evening chattering. But she was nearly at the burn. She knew where she was. With small careful steps she went on, arms folded. A few moments later there was a glimpse of pink, just visible, not far ahead. She stretched on her toes. The twins, their pink jackets, disappearing into the first of the birch trees … She crouched down, in case they might look back.


  It was marshy here. She could hear the water, a few yards away, swooshing loud against the long grasses. In the summer it was a good place, but there wouldn’t be any tadpoles now, and the tall plants with the purple flowers were brown and slimy, with a funny smell that made her nose itchy.


  The ground under her boots had filled up with water. She’d made two pools. Back and forwards she rocked for a moment or two, letting her froggy toes have a drink.


  From here to the other side of the plank bridge it would be slippy. Then it was short grass with nothing to hide behind. If Martine and Josie saw her they’d chase her and pull her hair. You couldn’t get away from two. One held your arms and the other pulled. Shh, she told the frogs on her toes.


  There was a long white feather caught in the grass where the plank was wedged into the ground. She reached down. It was all smooth and clean, even at the pointy end.


  ‘‘Hello. What have you found?’’


  She put the hand with the feather behind her back as the man came closer.


  ‘‘It’s all right, you can show me. Is it a feather?’’


  She shook her head, not looking him in the face.


  ‘‘I won’t take it from you. It’s yours. You found it, not me.’’


  Slowly she brought the feather round, and held it up, ready to pull away if he tried to snatch it from her.


  ‘‘That’s a beauty,’’ he said. ‘‘That’s from a black headed gull, I think. They like to live beside the sea, usually. But we’re quite a long way from the sea, aren’t we?’’


  His voice was funny. He was carrying a big, black umbrella, closed up. He stuck the sharp end of it into the grass and began twisting it round and round, slowly, as if it was a stick.


  ‘‘You wouldn’t take eggs though, would you? None of us should take eggs from a nest. You wouldn’t do that.’’


  She shook her head.


  ‘‘Because the mother bird would get upset, wouldn’t she?’’


  He came closer, and squatted down, looking at the feather more closely.


  ‘‘Can I touch it?’’ he said, ‘‘I promise not to hurt it.’’


  Sharp shoes


  Bing Crosby was singing in the hospice shop. Harriet, sixteen, only knew it was Bing Crosby because Mrs Robertson had told her. Mrs Robertson, who might be any age between fifty and seventy, as far as Harriet could tell, said he was much more handsome than that Robbie Williams and a better singer too. Not being much of a Robbie Williams fan, Harriet was quite happy to agree.


  She was on her knees at the book and video shelves, arranging the new arrivals. It had been quiet all day, although they’d had the usual lonely hearts, the old biddies that came in all the time, the ones who liked to chat to June, the manager. Mrs Robertson was a volunteer, like her, and like Letty who had Down’s but ‘‘worked like a wee beaver’’, according to June.


  Mr Mackenzie had been in with a box of Cadbury’s Heroes for them.


  ‘‘He’s getting frail,’’ June murmured, when the door closed behind him. ‘‘Did you hear what he said? His son invited him out for Christmas dinner, only he told him he’d have to pay for himself? Imagine. And him only losing his wife a few months ago. If I met that boy I’d tell him the time of day all right. He said he wasn’t going.’’


  There was a sad little silence for a while, then June said she was going to do some ironing in the back shop. Letty followed. She was at her happiest when close to June. Mrs Robertson turned to Harriet, ‘‘Are you all organised for Christmas, dear? I suppose it’ll be your father’s busiest time.’’


  Harriet nodded politely, still preoccupied with the injustice and sadness of Mr Mackenzie’s life. Of life in general. And Letty, whose pale, flat hair was lovingly brushed each morning into a ponytail and tied with a pink ribbon. She was somewhere in her mid twenties; what would happen when her parents grew old?


  She took up her pen and finished putting prices on the sticky labels for the new cards. The thoughtless cruelty of human beings continually troubled her. Sometimes Harriet felt she’d been born with thinner emotional skin than other people, with less protection against the things that hurt. She’d stopped eating breakfast in the kitchen because Dad insisted on hearing the news on Radio Four, which was always bad news or arguments and ruined the day before it began. She’d protested for a while. What was the point in knowing about every disaster, if you couldn’t do anything?


  But what could she have done for Mr Mackenzie?


  Mrs Robertson was right. Her Dad was exhausted, and he even had a funeral on Christmas Eve on top of everything else. The tree was up and decorated, the duck was waiting in the fridge, and school was finished for two whole weeks, but with Mum thousands of miles away, there was none of the usual fun in the midst of the chaos. Kerr was home, which was something. She looked at her watch. Three o’clock and getting dark already.


  She could hear Letty and June singing along with the CD. June was tanned all year round, thanks to her home sun-bed. She was wearing earrings today in the shape of Christmas trees that twinkled red and green, on and off, which was really naff, but kind of endearing at the same time.


  The same could be said of the shop. Harriet’s Saturdays here had begun as part of her Social Action from school, but when June asked if she would keep going, alternate Saturdays, mornings and afternoons, she’d said yes. It made her feel virtuous and, besides, gave her a valid reason for being unavailable for the hockey team. June had put her in sole charge of books and videos. (‘‘Harriet here can read a whole book in just a couple of days,’’ she had once informed a customer, adding, ‘‘and her brother’s at the Oxford University,’’ as if those two facts somehow raised the status of the shop.) Mrs Robertson said she wished she had more time to read. Asked what her favourite book was, Harriet said The Lord of the Rings. Mrs Robertson had heard of it, but not read it. But surely she’d seen the film? No. It wasn’t about real things, was it? She and Mr Robertson didn’t like films unless they were about real things.


  ‘‘Have you got anything else in black?’’


  It was their one customer, a stout plain-faced woman with straggling dark hair. Mrs Robertson said she would see if there was anything in the most recent donations in the back shop. ‘‘Though it might be needing cleaned, you know,’’ she said.


  Harriet watched the woman go to the door. She spoke to a man outside, who reluctantly came back in with her. She began showing him some shirts on the rail. He didn’t seem interested. When he turned away, Harriet saw he was just a boy, not much older than herself. His hair was long and dark at the back but dyed blond at the front. A long black raincoat and sharp pointed shoes completed the look.


  Disconcerted when he returned her stare, Harriet drew several x’s with excessive neatness on the border of the label sheet. That done, she gathered the pile of cellophane-wrapped cards, tapped them into an authoritative stack, and went to the rack beside the door. He had moved to stand beside the till. June, Letty, (still singing) and Mrs Robertson were all in the back shop. His mother, if she was his mother, was examining the inside of a handbag.


  He met her eye, gave her a slow smile, leaned over the counter and lifted one of the good brooches from the glass cabinet beneath. He slipped it into his coat pocket. Just did it. Knowing that she saw.


  The eulogy


  The house is a hundred years old, and much of the furniture in the back room is of the same vintage, having been installed by the deceased’s mother and inherited from her family. The mourners speak in whispers or are silent, like visitors to a museum. All that is missing is a heavy scarlet rope to keep them from touching the objects. A cream, cordless phone on the sideboard looks out of place, as if a careless curator has left it by mistake.


  Facing the stiff rows of chairs (the dining table has evidently been moved elsewhere) is a small gas fire and, above it, a Victorian oak mantel with multiple wreaths of plenty, shelves and small drawers. Somewhere else, given space, it might have been beautiful, but in this small room it is too large. Moreover it is stuffed with train and bus timetables, bills, bundles of recipes cut from magazines, oddments of wool, safety pins and spools of thread, and seems ready to burst out on the room at any moment, scattering its contents over all those reflected in its mirrors.


  Not wanting to be first, Walter and Ruby Robertson watched from behind their curtains until they saw some others going in. At the door Ruby found herself hugging Lesley, only child of the deceased. Later she will wonder what came over her. Walter will say that Lesley was probably on Valium and wouldn’t remember. They nod to those people they recognise, and slide into the second front row, since they are only neighbours, not relations.


  The Robertsons are incomers. They have lived in the street all their married life, but having moved here from the city, they will always be incomers. For almost thirty years they have lived next door to Lesley and her mother, thirty years without a voice raised or an unkind word spoken. Without many words spoken, if the truth be told, although perhaps the hedges are to blame. The high boundary of mixed beech, holly and privet provides sparrows with excellent nesting space but makes casual human conversation rather difficult.


  Behind them and ill at ease, never having been to a Protestant funeral before, sits Mrs Mary Flaherty. She felt she had to come, having cleaned and polished for Lesley and her mother for the past three years. She too has moved into the village, but only from a neighbouring village, and more importantly, her grandfather and some of her uncles worked in the local pit before it closed, which makes her almost a local. Beside her sits a pale, sullen young girl in a nurse’s uniform and navy anorak, a representative from the Hospice. She speaks to no-one. Doesn’t know anyone. She barely knew the deceased. She remembers once cleaning her false teeth, but that’s all.


  The most important resident of the village has come; widow of the Captain, a smart, sprightly woman, wonderful for her age. Her sandy-haired son and the bereaved daughter, (like him an only child) were friends at primary school. Unable to grow a full beard like his father’s, he settled years ago for a moustache, which never suited him and has now turned completely white. He is not near his mother today, he is standing at the back, but it’s all right, her thumb will stretch that far.


  Precisely at one thirty, the eulogy begins. The minister is a compassionate man. He didn’t know the deceased well, having been called to the parish less than a year ago, but he speaks much of Baking Skills, and Visiting the Sick, of Intelligence and Strength Of Mind. He does not speak an unkind word, and at last, to everyone’s relief it ends. Stiffly they rise from the hard dining chairs, and move, the women murmuring, the men mostly in silence, to the door and out into the damp December afternoon. They gather round the cars, watching the dirty yellow sky for rain, knowing the interment is still to be got through. And to their eternal credit, not one of them says ‘‘Wasn’t it just like the old bitch to time her death to ruin Christmas Eve?’’


  The good daughter


  It was very late but Lesley didn’t feel ready to go to bed. The temperature had fallen, and the rain had turned to snow, small flakes lightly falling, floating, just visible in the light of the street lamps. If it kept on, the whole village would be a work of art by morning. Everything covered in white: pavements, buildings, the football field, the weeds round the recycling bins. It was all a lie. A white lie. The bad stuff was there underneath.


  ‘‘This is my house. I am alone in it.’’ She said the words aloud. She had anticipated this moment, touching it lightly now and then over the final months, like someone fingering a birthday gift through tissue paper, afraid to guess what it might be. But now, the funeral over, there wasn’t much difference. No relief, no bitterness, no guilt, nothing as identifiable as any of those. Perhaps, she thought, perhaps it was too soon to feel anything.


  Did I wish her dead?


  She had wanted the waiting for death to end. Not the same thing.


  I am glad she’s dead?


  How strange it was to watch the snow sift down from nowhere, and have no-one calling from the other room, what are you doing, Lesley? Just as strange as it had been at tea-time to find the fridge full. Gifts of soup and casseroles and cake had been brought by neighbours. She remembered the smell of the hospital food waiting in the stainless steel trolley in the corridor when visiting was over. A peculiar mix of something fried and something metallic. The nurses said goodnight to her by name, towards the end, grown used to her visits.


  What to eat? Or indeed, whether to eat? All her life she’d accepted what was put in front of her when she came home: soup and main course and pudding. She was the shape and size she was because her mother was a good cook. No, she thought, playing with the words, because her mother cooked good food. Goodness as a moral quality was surely something different altogether. You were a good daughter to her, Lesley. More than one funeral guest had said it, but how could they possibly know?


  If I was a good person, I would feel something definite, something definable. Wouldn’t I at least be frightened by this lack of feeling?


  She remembered something she’d read once in the Reader’s Digest about people trapped in snow, how you had to decide which way was up before you began to dig. The way to do this was to spit. You gathered lots of saliva and spat. If the spit ran up your nose, then you were upside down. She had smiled at the idea, but it struck her now that she was that lost individual.


  Her descent into the crevasse had been slow, a gradual daily slide. Hard to tell when it began. At birth? Or on that day when she told her mother she wanted to move out, to share a flat with two of the other girls from the college?


  If you leave this house, you will never enter it again.


  When she was a child, she played the old game, would you rather freeze or boil to death? Of course the answer was, she didn’t want to do either, but in the game she had to choose. The problem with freezing, she saw now, was that you didn’t disappear. Had she become an embarrassment to those who were still warm? Her friends had all married or moved away, preoccupied with husbands and children. They still sent Christmas cards, but not so many, and some day, she supposed, even this would stop. Even this shivering hypothermia would stop.


  You’ll be preserved, she told herself, like the Ice-man in the Alps, like the bodies on Everest, with the ink stain on your blouse, the shred of cold chicken between your back teeth. You’ll stay here in this house until the planet falls into the sun.


  Earthenware


  When the evening news came on, Ruby went through to the kitchen and filled the Creda water heater with exactly the amount needed to make two mugs of tea. (The mugs were earthenware. The good bone-china cups were never used, merely washed on Wednesdays and replaced in the cabinet.) When the water bubbled, the machine would emit a piercing sound like a factory hooter.


  The room felt cold tonight, and she shivered a little. If only they’d kept the Rayburn, she thought, not for the first time. Lifting a discreet corner of the curtain, she looked across the hedge to Lesley’s kitchen window. No light on. She had probably gone to bed.


  Maybe the weather would improve, despite the forecast. Still, the cupboards were well stocked, and the freezer was full of neatly labelled packages. Make one, freeze one was a good rule. Taking milk from the fridge, she smiled with satisfaction at the big pot of home-made lentil soup. She had learned early in their marriage that Walter needed something to eat the minute he arrived home, and soup had been the answer, summer or winter. She ate hers in the kitchen, putting the finishing touches to the main course.


  As she waited for the water to boil, Ruby felt a little soreness starting at the back of her throat, and offered a prayer to no-one in particular that this would not be the start of anything serious. It had been bitter on Christmas Eve at the graveside. She’d felt the cold seeping through the seams of her coat. She had said so to Walter at the time, looking with envy at the Captain’s widow in her fur. Beaver, she thought it was.


  ‘‘I’d love a fur coat,’’ she whispered to Walter as they drank their tea at the function room in the Village Hall afterwards.


  ‘‘When would you wear a fur coat?’’


  ‘‘Things like this. And weddings.’’


  ‘‘Who do we know that’s getting married?’’ he said.


  ‘‘Do you think she’ll sell the house?’’ she asked a moment later.


  ‘‘What?’’


  ‘‘Lesley next door. Do you think she’ll move?


  Walter considered the salmon sandwich he had bitten into, as if it might hold the answer.


  ‘‘Nothing much we can do about it.’’ He lifted one edge of the bread and looked at the filling before carefully extracting a thin slice of cucumber and putting it on his plate.


  ‘‘I wouldn’t like new neighbours, not at our age,’’ she said.


  ‘‘We might move ourselves. Once I retire.’’


  Ruby stared at her husband of thirty years. He pulled a handkerchief out of his trouser pocket and wiped his nose.


  ‘‘I’ve always fancied living near a sea loch. I could fish off a boat.’’


  ‘‘But you don’t fish, Walter.’’


  ‘‘I could learn,’’ he said, putting the rest of the sandwich into his mouth.


  The hooter began to sound, and quickly Ruby flicked the switch. Her throat was really quite sore. Perhaps she ought to gargle with salt before bed. She poured some boiling water into a mug so that it would be cool by the time supper was over.


  She’d always hated interments. The crematorium was so much nicer, as long as you knew when not to look. She filled the teapot, mopped up a few drips of water on the sink and draining board, added two custard creams to the tray, and took it through to Walter in the sitting room just as the news ended. This ritual, performed every night of their life together, ensured that there was no knowledge of the outside world in her head that had not been there when she left home.


  Mary


  Mary Flaherty waited in the Chemist’s for her prescription to be filled. Feeling hot and cold by turns, she wondered if she’d caught this cold standing at the graveside. A miserable day that had been, and no mistake. She’d felt peculiar the whole time: all those folk there she didn’t know, on the chairs she’d polished herself, and her sitting next to them afterwards eating sandwiches so small they had only two bites in them.


  Would she be needed now the old woman was dead? The house was full of clutter, but it wasn’t hard to clean, because no-one wanted her to move the clutter. She was fond of the old fashioned ornaments. She liked polishing the brass, and waxing the old furniture, and ironing the old lady’s linen pillowcases. In the last few months polycotton sheets had replaced the linen ones, for reasons, Lesley said, of hygiene (meaning that they needed frequent changing) but the linen pillowcases were kept in use. They stayed cool, she learned from Lesley, and were more pleasant against your face. She felt guilty now, remembering how in the last few weeks she’d enjoyed having the house to herself, dusting, hoovering and polishing without the old witch hovering over her. That bath still annoyed her though. She didn’t know how they could bear the rusty stain under the cold tap. If it had been up to her, she would have had it out and a nice new white one put in.


  Of course Lesley might decide the house was too big and move.


  Outside, the coloured Christmas lights were still up, strung between the lamp-posts, Santa and his reindeer swaying in the wind. Had it been a Happy Christmas? Better than some. Her son-in-law had taken Wee Chrissie and the new bicycle out, so there had been an hour of peace. She’d only had to do the one course, roast ham, since no-one liked turkey. Too much food, of course. She saw her shape reflected in the glass and wished again that there had been a dark coat in her size. It was a good coat, and a bargain; she knew what it would have cost new.


  The cards of hair ornaments on the wall were all pink or purple, too sparkly, all too young for her now. She had plenty of hair but it was fine and flat. She should have worn it up, but she kept losing the clasps, or else they broke. She sighed. She was silly to think about being attractive now, at her age. That was long gone.


  Remembering that she’d given Ryan money the night before, she checked to see what was left in her purse. Ryan was her only boy, the only one still at home. He was eighteen, but still she waited up till she heard him come home. She couldn’t help it.


  ‘‘Who was that?’’ she would ask when another girl phoned to speak to him.


  ‘‘Nobody.’’


  His mobile was always set to the answer machine, and if they called the house phone when he was still in bed, or doing something he wanted to keep doing, he refused to come to the phone and she had to take messages for him.


  She missed her daughters. They would blether on and tell her all the latest gossip, although maybe not all that they’d been up to themselves. Better not to know, she’d told herself. And they’d had their share of screaming matches, of course, them being teenagers and sharing a bedroom, but at least there had been conversation in the house. This one might as well not have learned to talk.


  She worried about him, more than she ever had about the girls. All the junk he ate instead of food, all those chips from Big Sam’s, eaten between the bus stop and the house. He’d been such a good eater when he was a wee boy, now he never touched a vegetable. One time when her back was playing her up she’d had a notion for home-made soup, and, both girls being at work, had tried to get him to go down to the Co-op. Her Nan had made proper soup, soup that was good for you, with butter beans and peas, and long strips of boiled beef and big lumps of potato and wee lumps of yellow turnip. Tear up a slice of bread to float in it, and you had a whole family meal for pennies. Her mouth watered at the thought of it.


  ‘‘And a leek. Make sure it’s a good big one.’’


  ‘‘What?’’


  ‘‘With lots of white on it. A good sized one.’’


  ‘‘I don’t know what they look like,’’ he’d said.


  Tonight’s tea was sausage and egg, the butcher’s own square sausage, he would likely eat that. Or if not, there was fish fingers and baked beans.


  Bird seed


  ‘‘Duncan, didn’t you say you were going into the village to get some bird seed, dear?’’


  Duncan’s pen halted on the Radio Times. The bird seed was simply a valid reason to go out. Mail order was far cheaper than the village pet shop.


  ‘‘I was waiting till the rain stopped,’’ he said, not looking round at his mother.


  ‘‘Well, I would like to get these thank-you letters off, dear, but of course it doesn’t have to be today, if you’re busy.’’


  ‘‘I’ll go out before twelve,’’ he said, twelve o’clock being collection time.


  She put a small stack of letters down on the desk and tiptoed out of the room.


  Duncan stared out at the garden, drawing tiny circles on his cavalry-twilled knee with the capped end of the ballpoint. The previous day’s brief snow had been washed away. The climbing hydrangea next to the window was thoroughly sodden, heavy drips gathered along its naked branches. Had it rained so much last December? It had been dry at New Year, certainly, as some of their visitors had walked up the hill rather than coming by car. He wondered if Lesley would come this year, now that she was on her own.


  He circled some more radio programmes for the week ahead. He might or might not listen to all of them. He circled the Vivaldi recital. The Scottish Chamber Orchestra was generally acceptable, though in the last year or so he had come to prefer the authenticity of early music specialists. He had, in fact, been in Venice during the night, walking in his dream ahead of his mother and several of the Christmas Eve mourners down narrow streets where all the turns were at right angles, making it impossible to know if they led anywhere at all until the turning point was reached. The responsibility of leading the group was heavy on his shoulders. Why was he in charge? They assumed too much, these people. He did his best to read names and numbers on walls and doors but the words on the ceramic tiles were printed in tiny cramped letters, too small to read. Abruptly they had come upon a stretch of water. The waves were rough and the line of gondolas, deserted, made irregular slapping sounds against the water. When he turned, Lesley was watching him. She was holding out her hands. Did she want help, or was she offering it? As he moved towards her, a man of about his own age appeared, catching him by the sleeve. ‘‘I believe I am your long lost brother,’’ the man began, and Duncan knew at once that it was true. With that he’d woken, his first, immediate thought being how on earth he was going to ask his mother about the other child. It took him a few moments to remember that he was the only one.


  If he told Mrs Fleming about the dream, she’d most likely enquire how many cups of coffee he’d had the night before. Mrs Fleming was the most recent addition to the staff at the Library. Half his age, with a face covered in freckles, and a small bald baby that her husband brought with him when he came to collect her on late nights, Mrs Fleming was very concerned about his coffee consumption and kept trying to wean him onto something she believed to be healthier. She brought in various fruit teas. He’d tried peppermint to please her. It tasted like hot mouthwash.


  ‘‘And what are you doing at Christmas, Duncan?’’ she’d asked.


  ‘‘Oh, just the usual. Just the two of us. We like a quiet Christmas. We have people in at New Year.’’


  It occurred to him that she might be about to invite him to the party he knew they were having. She had talked about it a lot, a Murder Mystery Evening, with the guests coming in costume. Not something he’d greatly enjoy, he thought, but he pictured himself in his father’s old Navy uniform, preserved untarnished in its dust covering in one of the spare bedrooms. Duncan considered that he had been very kind to Mrs Fleming, changing shifts to suit her, listening with a smile to her chatter about the baby, generally helping her to find her footing. The husband didn’t appeal to him particularly, with his leather jacket and untidy hair, but still, he thought now, he might have gone, if invited.


  Preparing for the Party


  As he stood waiting for the bus, which was more than a few minutes late, Duncan fingered the folded paper in his raincoat pocket. He glanced somewhat sternly at the masculine-looking woman with razor-short hair who was standing beside him in the shelter and whose child was alternately sniffing loudly and coughing without a hand over his mouth. This, Duncan had long since concluded, was a circumstance absolutely to be expected. Although he had a car, it was hardly used. Far more responsible to travel by bus, which was good for the environment, but not quite so good for one’s own health. He had solved the problem of keeping his clothes clean by wearing his old navy Barbour, but the thoughtlessness of most individuals, combined with limited ventilation, inevitably resulted in a soup of seasonal viruses which all passengers were compelled to sup, whether they would or no.


  It was extremely annoying, but there was nothing one could do. If he had a bad cold, and here he stared ineffectively at the woman again, he would travel by car. Had any medical research been done on the effect of bus travel on public health? He made a mental note to run a search when he was back at the library.


  His destination was the delicatessen in the next village. Many of the ingredients for his mother’s New Year gathering had been mail-ordered as they were every year; the salmon pinwheels and smoked duck mousse from an Aberdeenshire smokehouse had already arrived, along with oatcakes and small biscuits for cheese, while the various cheeses themselves had come from Ayrshire. Tesco would deliver basic items, but still there were some small things that only a delicatessen could provide. For these specialities, one had to go from Hartsend to the neighbouring township, which was more middle class and provided more for middle class needs. It had more or less the same number of shops as Hartsend, but they differed significantly in nature. There was no betting shop and the florist sold only flowers, not fruit and vegetables as well. There was an optician’s and an independent shoe shop. There was also a small but very exciting second-hand bookshop, where Duncan had sometimes found poetry first editions at remarkable prices. It troubled his conscience that the owner seemed unaware of the value of his stock, so he always put something in the RSPCA tin on the counter, which seemed to him rather a noble deed since he was not over fond of cats or dogs.


  Deep in pleasurable if somewhat anxious anticipation – for the shop might be shut, the owner was erratic as well as unenlightened – Duncan didn’t at first realize that his name was being called. The speaker, inside a small black car, tried again.


  Stooping, peering in, he recognised the parish minister, disguised in a shabby blue sweater and denim jeans. There was a young girl in the passenger seat.


  ‘‘I’m only going to Carbennie,’’ Duncan said, adding several thankyous and smiling in case his refusal might seem ungracious.


  ‘‘That’s on my way, jump in,’’ said the minister.


  ‘‘I’ll go in the back, Dad,’’ the girl said, getting out quickly, before Duncan could speak.


  His hand thus forced, and constitutionally unable to be rude, he got into the front passenger seat. He felt that his dislike of the man was irrational. In theory, they had a great deal in common. They were possibly the only two in the village who could read both Greek and Latin. More importantly, they were both on the side of decency, both hopeful of improving themselves and the world. But perhaps this was where the problem lay. He himself firmly believed in doing good by stealth. Not letting the left hand know what the right was doing, as it were. To make a living out of this, as ministers of religion did, was, in Duncan’s eyes, to make the whole business rather more public and presumptuous than it ought to be. Moreover he had been told that this particular clergyman was happy to quote, in his sermons, from newspapers predominantly left of centre. Today’s denim trousers served only to confirm his doubts. The man was, after all, only a few years younger than himself.


  ‘‘Still on holiday, Duncan?’’ the minister began as they drove off.


  When had they reached first name terms? Feeling something under his feet, he bent down, hoping he hadn’t trodden on anything valuable, but it was a brown paper bag, with the words ‘‘Burger King’’ on it. That would account for the rather odd smell then. He left it where it was.


  ‘‘The college closes for the whole two weeks, but I have some extra days,’’ he replied. He wanted to ask if they might drive a little more slowly, the lane being narrow and the hedges high, but politeness forbade.


  ‘‘And how’s your mother keeping?’’


  ‘‘She’s very well, thank you.’’ He gripped the side of the seat as inconspicuously as he could. Was this the right answer? Perhaps if she was ‘‘very well’’ she might be expected to come to church? She had not forgiven the previous minister for remaining on holiday when Captain Crawfurd died, meaning that the man from the next parish, a stripling in his twenties, had had to conduct the service. She still gave money regularly, of course and she had not transferred her lines, but she didn’t attend. He himself went faithfully to Communion three times a year, and to Remembrance Sunday.


  The girl in the back seat was just visible in the side mirror. She was exceptionally pretty, and fair-haired like her father, but her face was spoiled by something Duncan could only describe as a disdainful expression. Not an easy child, he decided.


  ‘‘And your friend, Miss Crosthwaite. I tried to call in the other day, but there was no reply. She hasn’t gone away, has she?’’


  ‘‘No, I don’t think so.’’


  Duncan felt a pang of guilt. He should have called in himself. Or at least dropped in a card. His mother had sent one, but he should have done something himself.


  He hated visiting the sick. It was more than twenty years since his father died, but he still remembered vividly the hospital foyer where they’d sat day by day in that final week, waiting for visiting hour to begin: olive green fake-leather benches, a sludge-coloured carpet, potted artificial plants on either side. In the excessive warmth, he’d felt he was suffocating at the bottom of some murky pond, surrounded by underwater weeds.


  He’d been shocked to see how drawn and pale Lesley was at the funeral. Black didn’t suit her at all. He’d fully intended to speak to her but she was constantly with someone or other, and when he caught her eye, she seemed not to recognise him. Besides, he was afraid of saying the wrong thing. It was so easy to say the wrong thing in such situations where conversations jumped and jittered around so.


  The minister was talking about his son, home from university apparently, and how they couldn’t get him up in the mornings. Duncan felt for the sheet of paper in his pocket. There were very specific items on the list. Puréed lemon grass. Pastry shells. Rösti potato mix and raclette cheese. Those very small Belgian chocolates in the shape of Christmas puddings.


  Days of servants were of course long, long gone, but Mrs Flaherty would attend the day before the party to help clean and set things out, and on the day after she would come to clear, load the dishwasher with all that was dishwasher proof, and carefully hand rinse the good china. She would be generously reimbursed, and would take leftovers home with her.


  Poor Mrs Flaherty. The wild thought had occurred to Duncan more than once in recent years, as some of their guests became too aged or infirm to come, that Mrs Flaherty might be invited to come to the gathering, might sit quietly in a corner with a plate of Tesco’s finest lemon cheesecake and enliven the atmosphere by her idiosyncratic use of the English language. (She had once assured him that the ‘‘module’’ under her arm had turned out to be harmless.) Her unintentionally droll commentaries on village life deserved a wider audience, he thought, but he had never mentioned this to his mother.


  ‘‘Lesley and her mother usually come to us at New Year,’’ he said, becoming aware of a silence. ‘‘We have a few people over. Not a late night.’’


  Why did he say this? Was he afraid the minister would think they might be having a rowdy binge-drinking session into the wee small hours?


  ‘‘That’s good. It’s such a difficult time to be on your own. I’ve been worrying about her.’’


  Duncan glanced at the man. What right had he to be worrying about Lesley? Lesley wouldn’t appreciate such concern. She wasn’t particularly religious. Furthermore, she was very capable. She had always been capable.


  At school, in the double desk beside him, Lesley had worn navy ribbons to match her cardigan tied at exactly the same place on each braid, and her white knee socks had remained firmly in place over her stout little calves. Her jotters were covered in smart brown paper. The ordinary village children generally used wallpaper scraps or left-over Christmas wrapping.


  ‘‘She’s a very capable person,’’ he said, more loudly than he meant to. ‘‘Before the car park would be fine for me, if you can. At Kelseys,’’ he added.


  ‘‘The delicatessen? Right. Of course, I don’t mean to say she’s not capable. But she’s not had … Ah, well, de mortuis etc … It would do her good to get more involved in different things now.’’


  Was this directed at him too, at his failure to get ‘‘involved’’ in things? ‘‘Thank you for the lift,’’ he said politely.


  ‘‘My pleasure. Hope your party goes well.’’


  The smile ambushed him.


  ‘‘Perhaps you and your wife would like to join us,’’ Duncan heard himself say. To his relief he found his offer declined. The minister and his family were already committed elsewhere.


  ‘‘Big family thing. The men do the cooking so it’s a bit of a mess, but you know what they say, if a thing’s worth doing, it’s worth doing badly.’’


  The car drove off. Unfolding his A5 sheet, Duncan entered the delicatessen.
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