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         ‘Roberts judiciously balances Ellen’s delicious  outré flamboyance with a beautifully observed portrait of her tolerant, bemused
            cook. Roberts has said it was her intention to “put the below-stairs girl centre stage”. She has succeeded admirably’ Eithne
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         ‘A subtly witty study of class tensions and general human folly… Roberts writes an understated, suggestive prose that achieves
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            debut’ Louise Welsh
         

         
         

         
         
         
         ‘A wonderfully self-assured debut… There is a forbidding feeling throughout the novel – an almost audible hum of misgiving
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            Surely there could be no more fitting medium of individual expression for women than fashioning something of loveliness.
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            WANTED – Good plain cook to perform domestic duties for artistic household. Room and board included. Broad outlook essential. Apply Mrs E. Steinberg, Willow Cottage, Harting.

            
            
         

         
         
         It was the third time since breakfast that Kitty had read the notice she’d cut from the Hants and Sussex Herald. Folding the slip of paper back into the pocket of her raincoat, which she’d belted tightly because her waist – as her sister
            Lou often pointed out – was her best feature, she walked along the slippery grass verge towards her interview at Willow Cottage.
            Beneath her blue beret, the ends of her hair were beginning to kink in the mist of spring drizzle.
         

         
         
         
         
         Lou had told her that the cottage was now in the ownership of an American woman, and that she lived with a man who was, apparently,
            a poet – not that you’d think it to look at him; he was quite young, and didn’t have a beard. No one was sure if the poet
            was the American woman’s husband or not. ‘No one else will answer that advert, knowing who she is,’ Lou had said. ‘And I’ll bet they want one person to do it all: cooking and skivvying both.’ But Kitty had had enough
            of living with her sister, despite all the modern comforts laid on at 60 Woodbury Avenue, and so she’d written, not mentioning
            that she’d no experience as a cook. At the last minute, she’d added the words, I have a broad outlook.
         

         
         
         
         
         She turned into the lane which led to the gravel driveway. The cottage was just off the main road out of Harting and was the
            largest in the village. Through the dripping beech hedge, she caught glimpses of the place. It was red brick, and had exposed
            beams, like many in the village, but the front door was crimson, with a long stained-glass panel of all colours, much brighter
            and swirlier than anything Kitty had seen in church, and obviously new. There was a large garage at the end of the drive,
            from which a loud chuck-chuck noise was coming. Kitty recognised the sound: there’d been an electricity generator at the Macklows’ too, where she’d worked
            as a kitchen maid after leaving school.
         

         
         
         
         
         As she approached the house, Kitty noticed a woman’s round-toed shoe on the front lawn, its high heel skewed in the mud. Bending
            down, she tugged it free. It was quite large for a woman’s shoe, and the sole was shiny with wear. The inside was soft cream
            leather, the outside brilliant green and scuffed. She tapped it on the stones to remove some of the mud, then walked around
            to the back of the house.
         

         
         
         
         
         Squinting through the rain, Kitty could see a stream and a line of willow trees at the end of the garden, before which was
            some kind of building that looked like a tiny house. Plants seemed to be everywhere, spilling over the paths without any apparent
            order; the large lawn needed a cut. Amongst the daffodils, Kitty caught a glimpse of a woman’s rain-streaked backside, sculpted
            in stone.
         

         
         
         
         
         She adjusted her beret, tried to comb out the ends of her hair with her fingers, and knocked at the back door.

         
         
         
         
         Immediately there was a series of high yaps, and when the door opened, a little grey dog with large ears, a straggly beard
            and black eyes jumped at Kitty’s legs. Kitty stooped to scratch its head. When she was very young, her father had owned a
            docile Jack Russell, who’d never minded the sisters dressing him up in bonnet and bootees. The grey dog caught hold of Kitty’s
            cuff and gently licked the rain from its edge.
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘Don’t mind Blotto, he gets excited with strangers.’ A tall girl of about twelve stood in the doorway, chewing a piece of
            her long blonde hair. ‘Who are you and why didn’t you knock on the front door?’
         

         
         
         
         
         Kitty straightened up and held the shoe behind her back, suddenly worried that the girl would think she was stealing. The
            rain was coming down harder and she hadn’t brought her umbrella. Her beret must look flat and ridiculous by now, like a wet
            lily pad on her head.
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘I’ve come about the position, Miss.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Position?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Is your mother – is Madam in?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Who?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Madam – Mrs Steinberg, Miss.’

         
         
         
         
         The girl frowned and chewed. ‘I don’t know,’ she said, not letting the strand of hair drop from her mouth. ‘What have you
            got behind your back?’
         

         
         
         
         
         Kitty glanced down at the girl’s dirty knees. She was wearing a very short and ill-fitting tulle skirt with an orange cardigan.

         
         
         
         
         ‘I found it on the front lawn, Miss.’ Kitty held the shoe out to the girl, who shrugged.

         
         
         
         
         ‘That’s been there for ages,’ she said.

         
         
         
         
         Kitty let her arm drop. ‘Have I come to the right place?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘I don’t know.’ The girl bent down and scooped up the dog, which buried itself in her hair and began licking her ear.
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘There was a notice, in the Herald. For a plain cook, Miss.’
         

         
         
         
         
         Rain was dripping into Kitty’s collar now. She tried to see into the kitchen, but the girl shifted and blocked Kitty’s view.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Ellen never said anything to me.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Perhaps I’d better be going.’

         
         
         
         
         The girl stared at Kitty for a moment. Her eyes were startlingly blue.

         
         
         
         
         ‘But then, she never tells us anything, does she, Blotto?’ She kissed the dog on his nose and was licked right up her forehead.
            ‘My name’s Regina, but that’s horrible so everyone calls me Geenie, and this is Blotto, he’s a miniature schnauzer, which
            is a very good breed of dog.’
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘I think I’ve made a mistake.’

         
         
         
         
         She’d be dripping all the way back on the bus by the time it came.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Geenie! Who’s there?’

         
         
         
         
         So she was American.
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘She won’t tell me her name and she’s got your shoe.’

         
         
         
         
         A tall woman came to the door. She was wearing an embroidered red jacket and wide-legged mauve slacks. Her hair waved above
            her high forehead and was the colour of brown bread. She wore no jewellery. Her nose was huge; the end of it looked like a
            large radish. She blinked at Kitty.
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘What’s your name, please?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Allen, Madam, Kate – Kitty – Allen. I’ve come about…’

         
         
         
         
         The woman stuck out a hand and Kitty met it with the shoe.

         
         
         
         
         ‘What’s that?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘It’s been on the lawn for ages,’ said Geenie. ‘I wear it when I’m being Dietrich.’

         
         
         
         
         The woman ignored this. ‘Is it Kate or Kitty?’

         
         
         
         
         At the Macklows’ she’d been plain ‘Allen’.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Kitty, Madam, please.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘I’m Ellen Steinberg. Do come in. You could have used the front door, you know, this isn’t London, and it’s only a cottage.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Yes, Madam.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Get out of the way, Geenie, and let the girl through.’

         
         
         
         
         Geenie ducked under Mrs Steinberg’s arm and fled, taking the dog with her.

         
         
         
         
         ‘You’ll have to excuse my daughter. I’m afraid she’s always been highly strung.’

         
         
         
         
         Kitty followed the woman into the cottage, still gripping the sodden shoe in one hand.

         
		. . . .
         

		 There was no fire in the sitting-room grate. Ashes floated in the air as Mrs Steinberg walked past the enormous fireplace,
            dropped into a velvet armchair, and drew a fur rug across her knees. ‘Take a seat, please, Kitty.’
         

         
         
         
         
         Kitty sat on the sofa, which was covered in a tapestry-like fabric, threaded with gold. She thought about putting the shoe
            on the floor, but changed her mind and folded her hands around it in her lap. Then she looked up and noticed, above the armchair
            where Mrs Steinberg was sitting, a hole in the wall. It was as big as the woman’s head, and its edges were ragged.
         

         
         
         
         
         Mrs Steinberg twisted around and looked at the hole too, but said nothing.

         
         
         
         
         Kitty let her eyes wander over the rest of the room. The walls were all white, except for one which was covered in wooden
            racks filled with records. The floorboards were bare, apart from a red rug in front of the hearth. The curtains were pink
            and green chintz, lined with purple satin. On the mantelpiece was a large bunch of irises and daffodils, stuffed into a blue
            ceramic jug. The flowers were interspersed with long blades of grass.
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘Mr Crane loves grass,’ said Mrs Steinberg.

         
         
         
         
         Kitty dropped her eyes.

         
         
         
         
         ‘He says the grass of Sussex is the best in the world. He’s worked wonders with this place; it’s really all his doing. He’s
            an absolute whiz with interiors. We’re both very keen on modernisation. But it’s still damned icy, don’t you think? And the
            rooms are ridiculously small.’
         

         
         
         
         
         The woman’s voice was strange – not as American as Kitty had imagined, and high-pitched, like a girl’s. Kitty shifted her
            feet. Mrs Steinberg had hung her raincoat and hat to dry in the kitchen, but her shoes were soaked.
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘However. We have got gas and electricity, Kitty! A very recent addition out here in the wilderness. So it will be easy for you – in the kitchen. And music.
            We’ve got plenty of music. I hope you like music?’
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘Yes, Madam,’ said Kitty, wondering what music had to do with anything.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Excellent. Geenie’s never been musical and Mr Crane is hopeless. He thinks brass bands are a good thing! So, you see, I need
            an ally.’ She adjusted the fur rug and stretched out her feet. Her shoes were made of a soft material, gathered in a visible
            seam around the sole; to Kitty, they looked like a pair of man’s slippers.
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘Every woman needs an ally in the house, don’t you think? It’s no good just having men and children. You must have dogs, too,
            and other women.’
         

         
         
         
         
         Kitty plucked at her skirt. She’d worn her best – blue boiled wool with a pleat at the side – and now it had a damp patch
            on the front from the wet shoe.
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘How old are you, Kitty?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Nineteen, Madam.’

         
         
         
         
         Mrs Steinberg frowned. Kitty wasn’t sure if she was too young, or too old, for the job. At the Macklows’, all the girls had
            complained about this problem: when you were young they didn’t want you because you’d no experience, but as you got older
            they were reluctant to promote you for fear you’d go off and get married.
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘And what was it you did before?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘I’m a cleaner in the school, Madam, at the moment. But before that I did a bit of cooking for a lady in Petersfield.’ In
            reality, she’d scrubbed the zinc, laid out the cook’s knives, and fetched, cleaned or carried anything she was told.
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘Are the schools here awful? The ones in London were really dreadful. Geenie was very unhappy in all of them. The English
            seem to believe children can learn only through punishment.’
         

         
         
         
         
         Kitty thought of her school, of the hours spent copying words and numbers from a blackboard, the dust that gathered in the
            grooves of her desk, the teacher who used to pick the boys up by their collars and shake them. ‘I – wouldn’t like to say,
            Madam.’
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘Can you brush hair?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Yes, Madam.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Because Geenie’s hair needs a lot of brushing and although I don’t expect you to be her nanny there will be times when I
            may need help—’
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘Oh.’ Kitty grasped her knees. ‘I hadn’t realised…’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Our old nanny, Dora, left us recently. Geenie was far too attached to her, so in the end it was all to the good.’

         
         
         
         
         Mrs Steinberg fixed Kitty with her grey eyes, which seemed to be smiling, even though her mouth was not. ‘So. Tell me. What
            can you do?’
         

         
         
         
         
         Kitty wanted to ask about the times when Mrs Steinberg would need help with the girl, but she’d been rehearsing her answer
            to this question, so she replied, ‘I’m schooled in domestic science.’
         

         
         
         
         
         It was what Lou had told her to say, insisting it had enough meaning without having too much. She’d read about it in one of
            her magazines.
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘Whatever does that mean?’

         
         
         
         
         A sharp heat rose up Kitty’s neck. Her mouth jumped into a smile, as it always did when she was nervous.

         
         
         
         
         Mrs Steinberg laughed. ‘Do you mean you can cook and clean?’

         
         
         
         
         Kitty nodded, but couldn’t seem to find enough breath for words. Her feet were numb with cold now, and she was beginning to
            feel awfully hungry.
         

         
         
         
         
         Mrs Steinberg waved a hand in the air. ‘So what can you cook?’

         
         
         
         
         Kitty had prepared an answer to this as well. She’d always cooked for Mother, and had seen enough, she felt, in the year she’d
            spent in the Macklow house to know what the job was. The most important thing seemed to be always to have a stockpot on the
            go.
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘Meat and vegetables both, Madam. Savouries and sweets.’

         
         
         
         
         Mrs Steinberg seemed to be waiting for more.

         
         
         
         
         ‘I can do meat cakes, beef olives, faggots… And castle pudding, bread and butter pudding, and all of that, puddings are what
            I do best, Madam.’ She could eat some bread and butter pudding now, with cold custard on it.
         

         
         
         
         
         Mrs Steinberg’s face was blank. ‘Anything else?’

         
         
         
         
         Perhaps they were vegetarians. Lou’s husband Bob said that some of these bohemians were. ‘Fruit fritters… and, 

         
         
         
         
         ‘Nothing more… continental, Kitty?’ um…’

         
         
         
         
         ‘I can do cheese puffs, Madam.’

         
         
         
         
         Mrs Steinberg laughed. ‘Well. Never mind. I hope you won’t mind doing some housework, too. I’m not very fussy about it, but
            there’ll be a bit of sweeping and dusting now and then, keeping the place looking generally presentable.’ She twisted round
            in her seat and looked again at the hole above her head. ‘It will be easier for you when Mr Crane and Arthur have finished
            knocking these two rooms together, of course. One large, light, all-purpose room, that’s what we want. I don’t believe in
            all this compartmentalisation, do you?’
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘Yes, Madam. I mean, no, Madam.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Stop calling me that. It makes me sound like a brothel-keeper. You can call me Mrs Steinberg.’ The woman’s long fingers rummaged
            at her scalp as she spoke. ‘Now. Would you like to ask me anything?’ She perched on the edge of the armchair and held the
            wave of her hair back from her forehead with both hands. ‘Anything at all.’
         

         
         
         
         
         Kitty looked at the woman’s clear forehead for a moment.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Anything at all, Kitty.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Are there any other staff here, Mrs Steinberg?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Just Arthur, the gardener and… handyman, I suppose you’d call him. He doesn’t live with us, but he’s here most days.’

         
         
         
         
         Kitty shifted in her seat. ‘There’s no housemaid or parlour-maid?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘You won’t be expected to wait on us, Kitty, if that’s what you’re worrying about. We don’t go in for all that.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘No, Madam.’

         
         
         
         
         There was a pause. Kitty squeezed the green shoe in her hands.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Are we settled, then? Could you start next week?’

         
         
         
         
         She must ask it. ‘Will I be expected to – what you said about when you’re not here… your daughter…’ She mustn’t be the nanny.
            That was not what the notice said. ‘What I mean is, what will I be doing, exactly?’
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘Kitty, I’m probably the only bohemian in the country who likes order.’ Mrs Steinberg smiled and widened her eyes. ‘Let’s
            see. Start with the bedrooms. There are four rooms, one for myself, one for And one for Geenie… Mr Crane, of course.’ She
            paused. ‘Then a guest room. And, downstairs, sitting and dining room – soon to be one – bathroom, a cubby-hole that’s supposed
            to be a library, but you don’t have to bother with that: only I go in there. So it’s not very much. A little cleaning and
            polishing, fires swept and laid when it’s cold, which it is all the damn time, isn’t it? And the cooking, of course, but we
            quite often have a cold plate for lunch, and only two courses for dinner, unless we’ve got company. Geenie eats with us; we
            don’t believe in that nonsense of hiding children away for meals. And we don’t go in for any fuss at breakfast time, either.
            Toast will do for me, but Mr Crane does like his porridge.’
         

         
         
         
         
         Kitty blinked.

         
         
         
         
         ‘He has a little writing studio in the garden, you probably noticed – it’s where he works. But, if you’ll take my advice,
            you won’t go in there. The place is always a mess, anyway, and he hates to be disturbed. He’s a poet, but at the moment he’s
            working on a novel.’ Here she paused and smiled so brilliantly that Kitty had to smile back. ‘I’m encouraging him all I can.
            That’s why he’s living here, you see; it’s a vocational thing, really; if one has artistic friends, one must help them out.’
         

         
         
         
         
         Kitty looked about the room for a clock but couldn’t find one. How long had she been here? Her stomach felt hollow. She thought
            of sausage rolls, of biting into the greasy pastry, the deep salty taste of the meat.
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘And then there’s Geenie. Well, of course, I would really appreciate it if you could keep an eye on her occasionally but she’s
            my responsibility now.’
         

         
         
         
         
         If Kitty didn’t move, her stomach might not growl.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Children need their mothers first and foremost, don’t they?’

         
         
         
         
         Kitty nodded, relieved. ‘Oh yes, Mrs Steinberg.’

         
         
         
         
         There was a pause. The growl was building in Kitty’s stomach, pressing against her insides as if some creature were crawling
            around the pit of her.
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘So. Can you start next week?’

         
         
         
         
         As she nodded, Kitty’s stomach gave a long, loud rumble. Mrs Steinberg raised an eyebrow and smiled. ‘It’s lunchtime, isn’t
            it? Yes. I must let you go.’ She clapped her hands together. ‘Kitty, I think you’ll do nicely. Forty pounds a year, and two
            afternoons off a week, all right?’
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘Thank you, Mrs Steinberg.’

         
         
         
         
         The woman stood, and Kitty followed.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Are you still holding that shoe?’ Mrs Steinberg laughed. ‘Why don’t you keep it? As a welcome gift. We might even be able
            to find the other.’
         

         
         
         
         
         Kitty looked at the sodden shoe. It was at least two sizes too big for her. ‘Thank you, Mrs Steinberg,’ she repeated.
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            Geenie walked into a sitting room full of dust. Her shoes made a strange scrunching noise on the floorboards and she could
               taste something in the air: a cloud of powder, like the stuff Ellen threw about her face every evening.
            

            
            
         

         
         
         Her palms were still smarting from gripping the willow tree in the back garden. It was a new game: holding on to the ridged
            bark with all her strength, digging her nails in, seeing how much matter would lodge beneath her fingertips, then going in
            the house and telling Ellen that she’d fallen. Showing the marks on her palms, she usually got a frown from her mother. Just
            occasionally, though, she was rewarded with a short spell on her lap, which, although not wide, was always warm, and she could
            run her hands along the smooth skin of Ellen’s knees and listen as she breathed close to her ear. ‘You’re too old for this
            sort of thing,’ her mother would say. ‘Girls of eleven shouldn’t be sitting in their mothers’ laps.’
         

         
         
         
         
         Blotto trotted behind as she walked into the sitting room. ‘Ellen!’ she yelled. ‘Ellen!’

         
         
         
         
         The dust fell. Blotto sniffed the air.

         
         
         
         
         Then she saw it. A hole right through to the next room. Pressing her palms together, she approached, and Blotto followed.
            She stood for a minute, examining the gap where wall had once been. The dog sniffed the pile of rubble at her feet and gave
            an interested half-bark. Geenie ignored him and pushed a finger into the damaged brick. A few crumbs fell on her shoes and
            she smiled. Now they would be scuffed, but it wasn’t really her fault, because there was a hole in the wall. She pulled a
            loose bit of plaster away and a cascade of brick dust covered both shoes. Again, not her fault, and more interesting, even,
            than the willow tree game. Brick made a greater imprint than bark, and the sound of it falling around her bare legs distracted
            her from the familiar afternoon noises that had begun to seep from her mother’s bedroom.
         

         
         
         
         
         Blotto sniffed at the new pile of debris, whimpered, then retreated.

         
         
         
         
         After a bit more working, her knuckles scraping on the rough brick until they were peppered with blood, the hole was big enough
            for Geenie to put a leg through, so one patent T-bar shoe touched the floorboards in the dining room, whilst the other remained
            in the sitting room. The broken brick dug into her inner thigh as she shifted her leg until her foot was planted firmly on
            the floor. She tried to imagine what it would be like to live between two rooms like this: one foot always in the sitting
            room, the other in the dining room. If the hole were large enough to walk through, they could have their dinner and Blotto
            need not be shut in the other room, because there would be no other room. That would be good. But it would also be bad, because
            she wouldn’t be able to shut herself in the dining room as tightly as she liked. There was a particularly useful cupboard
            in the corner of the dining room, which smelled of sherry and dust, whose door made a lovely clunkety-click noise when opened
            or closed. The bottom shelf was big enough for Geenie to curl into, and if she hooked her finger round the knot of wood by
            the handle in the right way, she could hold the door almost closed and breathe its dark sherry air and no one would know she
            was there. Then she could listen to George and Ellen as they argued or kissed, and she could think of the times when Jimmy,
            who was gone now, had read to her whilst they sat together in the cupboard under the stairs in their London house, eating
            sherbet.
         

         
         
         
         
         The familiar noises from her mother’s bedroom had become more drawn out. Geenie called for Blotto. If the dog came back, they
            could howl together, and then she wouldn’t have to listen to the bedroom noises. She called him again, and waited for the
            tick-tick of his claws on the floor. But the dog did not come.
         

         
         
         
         
         She looked at the pile of rubble by her sitting-room foot and noticed the wooden handle of the lump hammer amongst the destroyed
            brick. She reached down, her dining-room leg catching on the teeth of the hole, and ran a finger along the hammer’s cool head.
            Bringing her finger to her face, she considered the dust there. It had lodged in all the ridges of her skin. If she were to
            pick the hammer up and then drop it on her shoe, she would probably break her toes, like the Chinese women who had their feet
            smashed and bound so they could wear small shoes. Ellen often said she wished a kindly aunt had broken and bound her own nose
            when she was younger than Geenie, so that one marvellous day she might have unravelled the bandages to reveal a tiny nose,
            tip-tilted like a flower, which is what it said in the Tennyson poem, and what Geenie’s nose was like.
         

         
         
         
         
         If she dropped the hammer, it would make a noise so loud that Ellen and George might run downstairs. They might stop kissing,
            or arguing, and rush to her aid, because they would hear a loud noise and not know what it was, and a loud noise meant trouble.
         

         
         
         
         
         Geenie twisted her body so that she faced the sitting room. She picked up the hammer and held it in both hands. She lifted
            her arms above her head. Breathing out, feeling the stretch in her muscles as her dining-room leg struggled to remain planted
            on the floorboards, she stayed still for at least a minute, focusing on the middle pane of the front window. This was necessary
            in order to concentrate on the banging coming from above. It was becoming more insistent, and there was now a low grunt accompanying
            every bang. Still Geenie held the hammer above her head and waited. Her arms began to ache. Then it came, familiar and awful:
            her mother’s long ‘yes’.
         

         
         
         
         
         As the ‘yes’ grew louder, Geenie swung her body round and slammed the hammer to the wall with all her strength.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         · · ·  Three  · · ·

         
         
         
         
         [image: 1114115690]




         
         
         
            
            Mrs Steinberg had told her to make herself at home, and said they would like lunch at half past twelve, if she could manage
               it. She hadn’t said what they would like for lunch or how Kitty was to prepare it. They’d walked through the kitchen – they
               had to, to reach Kitty’s room – but the American woman hadn’t mentioned anything useful, such as where the pans were kept,
               where an apron might be, or what was in the larder. She’d just waved a hand and said, ‘Isn’t that lantern absolutely beautiful?
               My first husband brought it back from China. But everything else is brand new.’ The lantern, hanging over the central table,
               was made of red silk; a greasy yellow tassel trailed from its base. The tassel was so long that it almost brushed the tabletop,
               which couldn’t be hygienic.
            

            
            
         

         
         
         Mrs Steinberg had been very generous, though, Kitty reminded herself as she looked around her new room: forty pounds a year
            was more than she’d ever been paid before, and the room wasn’t bad, either. There were a couple of small multi-coloured woollen
            rugs for the tiled floor; a chest of drawers; and a wardrobe, so Kitty didn’t have to hang her clothes on the back of the
            door. Mrs Steinberg had also provided a picture above Kitty’s bed of a naked woman beside a waterfall, at which Kitty now
            stood and stared. She hadn’t liked to look at it too closely when the other woman was in the room, but her initial impression
            had been right: the woman’s flesh had a greenish tint, and was full to bursting. Her neck seemed unnaturally long, and her
            head twisted to the side as if she’d just heard a stranger approaching through the ferns. Kitty imagined the woman was thinking
            about plunging in, but had first to pluck up enough courage to submerge herself in cold water.
         

         
         
         
         
         The first thing Kitty did was place the framed photograph of her mother and father, sitting very upright, on the chest of
            drawers. Her mother’s gaze was steady, her mouth fixed; her father looked off to the side, as if he were about to move. They
            must have been quite young when it was taken, as her father had died in his early thirties, when Kitty was five, but to Kitty
            they already looked unreachably old. Perhaps it was something to do with her mother’s high lace collars, which she would sew
            on to make an old dress new. Kitty had mended those collars herself during her mother’s illness, spending hours darning them
            with her finest needle.
         

         
         
         
         
         Opening the wardrobe, she was surprised to smell not mothballs but perfume: something powdery and sweet, like cinnamon. Onto
            the top shelf she bundled her cloth bag of scraps. Then she took up her wooden work-box, sat on the narrow bed, and opened
            the lid.
         

         
         
         
         
         Now she was going to live in this new place, it was important to see that everything was there, all the things she’d carefully
            collected together over the years. She brought out the odd pink suspender clasp (had it been Mother’s?); the paper packets
            of sharp and between needles; the dirty lump of beeswax, deeply scored; the scissors with the tortoiseshell handles which
            she saved for her embroidery; her other, sharper scissors, for cutting out; her star-shaped cushion, studded with steel and
            ribbon pins; her woollen strawberry, for cleaning needles; several reels of cotton of differing thicknesses; a card of hooks
            and eyes; a smooth copper thimble, which she hated using but kept anyway; and buttons of various shapes and sizes. The buttons
            were the most precious items in Kitty’s work-box. Her favourite had always been the large lilac one with the wooden surround,
            but she’d recently come into a set of four tiny mother-of-pearl buttons which Lou had cut from a nightie before shredding
            it for dusters, and it was one of these that she now rubbed along her bottom lip, relishing its smoothness.
         

         
         
         
         
         There was a knock on the door.

         
         
         
         
         It was too late to put the sewing things away in the workbox, so she stood in front of the bed, hoping to conceal them.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Come in.’

         
         
         
         
         Geenie loomed in the doorway. She was wearing a long white cotton robe with wide sleeves and a square neck, together with
            a thick gold necklace. Her large eyes were rimmed with black kohl. ‘What’s for lunch today?’
         

         
         
         
         
         Kitty stared at the girl, trying to make sense of her appearance. The girl stared back.

         
         
         
         
         ‘I – don’t know, Miss.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘I hope it’s not salad.’

         
         
         
         
         The kohl had left a black smudge in the corner of the girl’s eye, like a piece of soot. Why was the child dressed like that,
            at half past ten on a Monday morning?
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘I need to speak with your mother,’ said Kitty. ‘It’s up to her, Miss.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Dora used to decide for herself, and she always made me plain omelettes.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Well. I’ll ask your mother what she thinks…’

         
         
         
         
         Why wasn’t that girl at school?

         
         
         
         
         Geenie stepped into the room. Pointing to the bed, she asked, ‘What’s that?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘It’s my work-box. I was just looking at it. Sorting it, I mean.’ Kitty started gathering up the sewing things and putting
            them back in the box.
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘Let me see.’

         
         
         
         
         The girl was close to her now; she had an earthy scent. It was what Kitty had noticed about the children at the school where
            she’d cleaned – the smell of them, warm and yeasty, like the scent of excited terriers. But this girl smelled fresher than
            that.
         

         
         
         
         
         Geenie sat on the bed. Her white robe rustled as she bent over the box and peered inside. She picked out a large cardigan
            button. ‘What sort of wood is this?’
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘I don’t know, Miss.’

         
         
         
         
         The girl tossed the button back into the box. Then she rummaged again and found the cut-glass button from Lou’s wedding dress.
            Bob had paid for everything, even tea at the White Hart Hotel, and he hadn’t allowed his bride to have a home-made dress run
            up by her sister.
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘This one’s pretty.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Yes.’ Kitty smiled. ‘It’s from my sister’s wedding dress.’

         
         
         
         
         Geenie ignored this. ‘Is it the kind of thing Cleopatra would wear?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘I don’t know, Miss. Possibly.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘I’m Cleopatra today.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Are you, Miss?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Do you think I make a good one?’

         
         
         
         
         Kitty hesitated. She knew she should say yes, but she wasn’t really sure what a good Cleopatra should look like.

         
         
         
         
         ‘You look very pretty, Miss.’

         
         
         
         
         Geenie looked at Kitty. ‘Do you like pretty things?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Yes Miss,’ said Kitty. ‘Everybody likes pretty things, don’t they?’

         
         
         
         
         The girl lay back on the bed. ‘My mother says pretty’s not enough. Things ought to be beautiful.’

         
         
         
         
         There was another knock at the door. Before she could answer, Mrs Steinberg was standing on the rug.

         
         
         
         
         ‘What are you doing here?’ she asked Geenie.

         
         
         
         
         The girl did not sit up or reply.

         
         
         
         
         Mrs Steinberg straightened her navy blue jacket and stepped towards the bed. ‘I suggest you stop bothering the cook. She’s
            got a lot to get on with.’ She pulled her daughter up by one arm. Geenie dangled before Kitty, her feet hardly touching the
            floor.
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘May I show you to Mr Crane before lunch, Kitty? He’s got a gap in his writing schedule and has asked to meet you.’

         
         
         
         
         Kitty closed the work-box.

         
. . . .
         
         
         
         ‘The writing studio,’ said Mrs Steinberg, opening the door to the little house at the bottom of the garden. ‘Kitty, this is
            Mr Crane.’
         

         
         
         
         
         The room smelled of flowers, gas and dog. On the windowsill, a row of hyacinths bloomed in glass bowls, their flowers stiff
            and bright, like the coral Kitty had seen once, in the aquarium at Bognor. The curtains were flame yellow, and in the corner
            of the room a gas burner sputtered. Beneath the window, there was a desk strewn with papers, amongst which was an old typewriter.
            Under the desk was a pile of dirty blankets.
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘Pleased to meet you, Kitty.’

         
         
         
         
         He was tall and his nose was long and straight, but his left eye drooped a bit, making his face seem slightly lopsided. His
            clothes were too large for him, his long green cardigan patched at the elbows. As Lou had said, he didn’t look like a poet.
            Not that Kitty knew what poets were supposed to look like. The only picture she’d seen was a painting of Byron in a schoolbook,
            and he wore a very white shirt and had lots of unruly hair. Mr Crane’s hair was dark and quite neat.
         

         
         
         
         
         For a brief moment, Kitty thought she should bob, but Mr Crane’s firm handshake kept her upright.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Kitty’s going to be our new help, George. She’s a plain cook.’

         
         
         
         
         He touched his forehead, as if considering the situation. His sleeves were pushed up his forearms and Kitty saw lines of flat
            dark hair and an ink stain on his wrist. It was an elegant wrist, with a prominent, rounded bone.
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘Isn’t it wonderful? She’s been cleaning at the school until now, but she loves music and she’s got a broad outlook, haven’t
            you, Kitty?’
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘Yes, Madam.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘I’ve told her not to call me that, George. And I’ve told her there’s no need to come in here.’ Mrs Steinberg walked across
            to the desk, trailed her fingers along the typewriter keys and leaned back on Mr Crane’s chair, one leg crossed over the other.
            ‘He hates to be disturbed, don’t you, George?’
         

         
         
         
         
         Mr Crane didn’t reply. He was still holding his forehead and looking at Kitty.

         
         
         
         
         ‘He loathes it. Particularly if he’s reading Karl Marx.’

         
         
         
         
         Mr Crane gave a short laugh. ‘Welcome to Willow Cottage, Kitty. I hope you’ll be happy here.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Thank you, Sir.’ She did bob, then, without meaning to; her knees bent and she cast her eyes to the floor.

         
         
         
         
         He touched her elbow as she came back up. ‘Don’t,’ he said. ‘Don’t do that, there’s really no earthly need ever to do that,
            and please don’t call me Sir.’
         

         
         
         
         
         She looked at the place where his long fingers had been on her arm.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Please. You can call me—’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Mr Crane,’ said Mrs Steinberg, showing Kitty the door.

         
. . . .
         
         
         
         The kitchen smelled of coffee and Blotto, who was snoozing under the large table. She slipped the apron that was hanging on
            the back of the door over her head and buttoned the straps. She was already late getting on with the lunch, and she’d have
            to work fast if she was going to have anything ready on time.
         

         
         
         
         
         Geenie skipped ahead and sat at the table to watch with her blackened eyes.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Excuse me, Miss, but don’t you go to school?’ asked Kitty.

         
         
         
         
         The girl shook her head. ‘George says he could teach me at home but Ellen says he should be working on his book.’

         
         
         
         
         She seemed to draw her lips inward as she gazed at Kitty, as if keeping something close.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Your mother doesn’t mind?’

         
         
         
         
         The girl shook her head again. ‘What are we having for lunch?’

         
         
         
         
         Kitty walked to the larder without replying. Perhaps it would become clear what she was to prepare once she was inside. Mrs
            Steinberg may have left a note, or a particular set of ingredients might have been set aside. There was no need, no need at
            all, to panic. She closed the door behind her so the girl couldn’t follow.
         

         
         
         
         
         In the larder, she was greeted by bottles and bottles of wine, stacked all around the walls, beneath the lowest shelf. At
            least a quarter of them were empty. She brought one to her nose and sniffed. Vinegar. Raspberries. Something burny, like medicine.
            On the shelves were three bags of sugar, a sack of flour, and at least a dozen bottles of oil, all with labels that seemed
            to be in French; there were jars of lobster and cockle paste, and jam. One was open and had crumbs in it. There were two jars
            of something black that looked like Bovril but wasn’t. In the corner, a refrigerator – bigger than the one Bob had recently
            bought for Lou – hummed. Kitty opened the door: a dozen eggs, a packet of butter and bottle of milk, but no cheese.
         

         
         
         
         
         The larder door opened.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Can I have an omelette?’

         
         
         
         
         Kitty could scramble, poach and boil eggs with confidence, but her omelettes were always flat.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Just a minute, Miss.’

         
         
         
         
         She closed the door and stood biting the skin around her nails. What could she make from eggs and quarter of a loaf? Was Mrs
            Steinberg expecting her to go into Petersfield to fetch some groceries? Kitty hadn’t asked about the time of the deliveries.
            It was already eleven o’clock, and even if she managed the eleven-thirty bus she wouldn’t be back before one.
         

         
         
         
         
         She did another circuit of the larder, opened a jar of the black stuff that looked like Bovril and sniffed. Sardines and mud.

         
         
         
         
         If Lou were here, she’d have asked Mrs Steinberg outright, first thing.What should I make for lunch, Madam? It would have been easy to ask the question when the woman was showing Kitty her room; it would have been easy, if she hadn’t
            been too busy not looking at the awful painting of the naked woman to think straight. Why hadn’t she spoken up, then and there,
            and got it over with?
         

         
         
         
         
         She opened the larder door, took a step back into the kitchen, and almost walked into him.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Sorry to startle you,’ the man said, looking her up and down. He stood firm, with his legs apart and his feet planted evenly
            on the floor, as if he’d been rooted there all the time she’d been in the larder. His mouth was set in a peculiar shape. Was
            he chewing on something?
         

         
         
         
         
         Kitty held on to the door handle and tried to arrange her smile in the right way. She looked around the kitchen: no sign of
            the girl. She must have got bored of waiting and gone outside.
         

         
         
         
         
         There was a clicking sound as the man rolled whatever was in his mouth from one side to the other, making his neatly trimmed
            moustache twitch. His cheeks looked weathered but his eyes were bright, the skin around them unlined. ‘I do the garden and
            that.’
         

         
         
         
         
         Kitty nodded, still holding on to the door handle.

         
         
         
         
         ‘And look after the beast in the garage.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘The beast?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Mrs S. asked me to fetch you these.’

         
         
         
         
         He brought a bunch of carrots, already cleaned so they were gleaming yellow, from behind his back. His hands were large and
            tanned. Then he swallowed, and Kitty smelled aniseed.
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘She said something about soup.’

         
         
         
         
         Kitty looked at the trailing ends of the vegetables. ‘But I haven’t any stock.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘And these.’ He produced a bundle of onions. ‘I keep all the veg in the shed.’

         
         
         
         
         Kitty let go of the door handle. She walked past him, sat at the table and pressed a hand to her mouth. Crying was not what
            a new cook should do on her first day, not in front of this man with his big hands and his low voice.
         

         
         
         
         
         The man placed the vegetables on the table. Then he produced a penknife from his pocket, divided the carrots into three piles,
            and deftly sliced the tops from them.
         

         
         
         
         
         After a minute she heard the rustling of a paper bag. ‘Want a sweet?’

         
         
         
         
         She hated aniseed but she took one and held it. The man had left his boots at the door, and his thick sock had a hole in it,
            Kitty noticed. A long nail was pointing in her direction.
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘Sorry,’ she said, rolling the sweet between her finger and thumb. ‘I’m not quite…’ she took a breath. ‘I’m Kitty.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Arthur.’

         
         
         
         
         Kitty rose from her chair. ‘I ought to get on – the stock pot…’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Sit down, don’t bother yourself.’

         
         
         
         
         She sat, and Arthur stood over her, stroking his moustache. How old was he? Probably not yet in his thirties, but that moustache
            made him look older.
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘All right?’

         
         
         
         
         She nodded.

         
         
         
         
         ‘I’m making myself a cup of tea. I daresay you’d like one.’

         
         
         
         
         Once he’d turned his back to her and was filling the kettle, Kitty slipped the aniseed twist into the pocket of her apron.

         
         
         
         
         He wasn’t tall and his shoulders were bulky, as if he had a lot of clothing bundled under his jacket. His wavy hair looked
            a bit like the woollen fur on a toy bear she’d had once.
         

         
         
         
         
         She watched him as he fetched the pot and cups in silence. The pot was light green and strangely angular. There was no cosy.
            He measured out the tea carefully, tapping the spoon on the side of the caddy to even it out before he tipped the contents
            into the pot. Then he went into the larder and Kitty rubbed at her cheeks and straightened her apron.
         

         
         
         
         
         Arthur set the pot on the table. He’d poured the milk into a jug and found the sugar basin. ‘Always have tea at eleven,’ he
            said, pouring two cups.
         

         
         
         
         
         Kitty looked at his face as he spoke. His teeth seemed set deep inside his mouth, a long way back from his lips.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Where were you before?’ he asked.

         
         
         
         
         ‘At the school,’ she said. ‘And I was a – cook, a plain cook, for a lady in Petersfield.’ She wasn’t sure why she’d lied to
            him. He looked like you could tell him the truth and he wouldn’t mind.
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘You’ll soon settle.’

         
         
         
         
         Some tea had slopped over the edge of his cup and he scraped its bottom along the edge of his saucer before pouring the spill
            back. Then he took a slurp, swallowed, and sighed. He held his cup with both hands and stared into space for a long time before
            speaking again. ‘The girl before you didn’t stay long.’
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘Dora?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘That’s her.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Why did she leave?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘The usual.’

         
         
         
         
         Kitty waited for more, but he was staring into space again.

         
         
         
         
         ‘What are they like?’ she asked, being careful not to look at him too closely.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Mr Crane and Mrs S.?’ He swilled his tea around the cup. ‘He’s all right. Bit wet, but not afraid to get his hands dirty.’
            He took another slurp.
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘And her?’

         
         
         
         
         He drained his tea. ‘She’s – all right.’

         
         
         
         
         There was a silence. Arthur began to clean his fingernails with the end of his penknife.

         
         
         
         
         ‘How long have you been here?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Since before they came, end of last summer. I worked for Mr Jacks, whose house it was. So I stayed with the house. Part of
            the furniture, you could say.’ He frowned and studied his own hands, which he’d spread before her on the table. They were,
            Kitty noticed, completely hairless. The muscles at the base of his thumbs bulged as he formed, then released, fists. ‘They
            wanted it all different, of course.’
         

         
         
         
         
         Kitty tried a smile.

         
         
         
         
         Arthur looked at the clock. ‘Best get on.’ He flicked the penknife closed and tucked it in his top pocket. ‘The beast will
            need stroking.’
         

         
         
         
         
         He stood up and flexed his fingers. ‘Like I said, veg is in the shed. Help yourself.’

         
         
         
         
         She watched him as he pulled on his boots, noticing the way he stooped over the laces and tightened them with some effort.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Sorry,’ she said, ‘but where did you say the shed was?’

         
         
         
         
         Without a word, he opened the back door, stepped outside, and motioned for her to follow him.

         
         
         
         
         They walked along the gravel path at the back of the cottage, Kitty watching Arthur’s broad back. He walked swiftly, swinging
            his hands by his sides. He pointed to the garage. ‘Beast’s in there. Useless thing, electricity, if you ask me. Lights go
            off all the time. Don’t know why they don’t have gas,’ he said. ‘And my shed’s there.’ He stopped and nodded at a one-windowed
            wooden hut, covered in ivy and almost hidden behind the garage.
         

         
         
         
         
         Kitty looked from one to the other and swallowed. ‘Right.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Leave you to it, then,’ he said, disappearing into the garage.

         
         
         
         
         When he was gone, Kitty stood for a moment, staring at the shed door, before hurrying back to the kitchen. It would have to
            be omelettes. They would have to be flat.
         

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         · · ·  Four  · · ·
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            Come on, Flossy,’ said her mother. ‘Nothing really matters if you’re naked. Remember what Jimmy used to say, darling? Nudity is the magician of the genders. He was right, wasn’t he?’
            

            
            
         

         
         
         Geenie’s toes were cold, even now. It was Sunday afternoon, and it had begun to warm up outside, but she was still wearing
            her orange cardigan with the flower buttons, knitted by Nanny Dora. Now Dora was married and living with her husband in London.
            Ellen said it was for the best, because Dora had her life and they had theirs. But Kitty was not the same at all. She was
            not nearly so pretty. Everyone said that Dora was more like a Gaiety girl than a nurse, with her plump little figure and her
            budding lips. Kitty was short and wiry-haired, never took her apron off and hadn’t shown any sign of knitting.
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘What if someone sees?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Who’s to see, apart from George? Kitty and Arthur are both off this afternoon. And who’s to care, anyway?’

         
         
         
         
         Ellen had already removed her own short-sleeved turquoise blouse. She rubbed the military-style shoulders together as if trying
            to get rid of a stain. ‘Rather manly, isn’t it? Better to take it off,’ she said, opening her fingers and letting the blouse
            fall to the ground. The buttons clattered and, beneath the table, Blotto stirred. ‘It’s not as if you’ve got much to show,
            anyway. Nothing to make a fuss about. If I can do it, you can.’
         

         
         
         
         
         Geenie looked down. It was true: nothing interrupted the view to her sandals. There was no bosom, stomach or thigh to upset
            the straight plane of space between her nose and her toes. But she knew that, underneath the orange cardigan and sundress,
            her body held secrets. The faint lines of a few pubic hairs, for instance, disturbing the smoothness of her own skin. When
            she was in bed at night she sometimes put a hand there and stroked them.
         

         
         
         
         
         Her mother crouched down and looked into her face. ‘When you’ve got something, I’ll be the first to notice.’ She paused and
            licked her lips. ‘And then we can take action. It’s no good being shy about these things.’ She touched Geenie’s cheek and
            lowered her voice. ‘God knows, I thought of sex as the most awful ogre until I met your father. Can you imagine? I was twenty-three!
            A scandalous age to be a virgin. But he enlightened me. It was really nothing to worry about, nothing at all. In fact, he
            was more worried than I was, when I’d finished with him.’
         

         
         
         
         
         Ellen straightened up and undid the buttons on her skirt, which shot to the floor, turquoise stripes concertinaing before
            Geenie’s eyes.
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘Is George going to sunbathe?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘George is writing, darling. I’m sure he won’t be interested in sunshine. Or, for that matter, in naked females.’ As she spoke,
            her mother pulled her ivory petticoat over her head and her thick hair crackled. Geenie could see the brown strands standing
            up on the crown, like skinny twigs.
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘Are you still in that damned dress? The sun will be gone by the time you get out there. This is England, Geenie. You have
            to make the most of these days of grace. Unhook this for me.’
         

         
         
         
         
         She knelt down to allow her daughter to reach the hook of her bra. Geenie hesitated before facing the bunched-up skin around
            the straps of the device. She particularly hated the way it bulged over the hooks, and wondered how her mother could stand
            this cage of rubber, ribbons and gauzy cotton. It was something like the tents Dora used to use for spotted dick and other
            steamed puddings.
         

         
         
         
         
         After a small struggle, she unhooked the bra, and felt the relief of her mother’s flesh as it was released.

         
         
         
         
         Ellen bent over and stepped out of her knickers. Geenie decided to stare at the sink.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Still not ready?’

         
         
         
         
         She shook her head.

         
         
         
         
         ‘All right. But you’ll regret it. It’ll be wonderful out there. The sun on every part of you. There’s nothing more natural
            than that, darling. Nothing more natural than the sun on your own skin.’
         

         
         
         
         
         As Ellen opened the back door, Geenie caught the smell of her mother: something sharp but spicy, like dandelions.

         
         
         
         
         When she’d gone, Geenie took off her cardigan and put her chin on the edge of the sink, letting the enamel cool her jaw. She
            could hear her mother humming and flapping out a towel. With one hand, she gathered up the hem of her sundress and hooked
            it beneath her chin. Then, staring at the taps, she circled a finger around the slight swelling of her nipples, first one,
            then the other. The skin there was like the lamb’s ears Arthur grew in the garden, all velvet springiness. She raised her
            chin from the sink and pulled the dress over her head. Cupping a hand beneath each nipple, she hunched her shoulders and thrust
            the flesh on her chest upwards in an effort to make a cleavage. But Ellen was right: there was nothing to make a fuss about.
         

         
         
         
         
         Clutching her sundress, Geenie tiptoed to the back door, which was still slightly ajar, and peeped out of the crack. Her mother
            was reclined on a white towel in the centre of the lawn. Apart from her sunglasses, she was totally naked, and she was tapping
            her nails on one thigh, bouncing them off the flesh.
         

         
         
         
         
         The door to George’s writing studio, Geenie noticed, remained closed. A few weeks ago, Geenie had peeked through the studio
            window and seen a piece of paper scrolled into George’s typewriter with the words LOVE ON THE DOWNS typed at the top. When
            she’d peeped again yesterday, that piece of paper was still there, with nothing else added. But, as Ellen often pointed out,
            George was very busy. He was making the cottage into a modern home so they could be a real family. Which was why Geenie shouldn’t
            go around knocking holes in walls, even if they were already broken and rubble was all over the rug, and why her mother had
            told her to stay in her room and miss supper last week. It hadn’t been too bad, though, as she’d remembered the three Garibaldis
            stored in her sock drawer.
         

         
         
         
         
         Blotto stretched and waddled from beneath the table. She patted him on the head and he began to lick her hand, pushing his
            long tongue between each of her fingers.
         

         
         
         
         
         After a while, her mother shouted, ‘You should come out here, Flossy. It’s divine.’

         
         
         
         
         Geenie wiped the dog’s saliva down the back door and continued to watch through the crack.

         
         
         
         
         George emerged from the studio. He stood on the step, shielding his eyes from the sun. He was wearing his writing cardigan,
            which Ellen said he should never wear out of the house. It was pale blue with a cream collar and big cream buttons, and was
            so long it almost reached his knees.
         

         
         
         
         
         He didn’t say anything for a long time.

         
         
         
         
         ‘There you are. How’s Karl, darling? Getting to the good bits yet?’ Ellen hitched herself up on one elbow and smiled in George’s
            direction. ‘Surely it’s too hot to be indoors, even for Marx?’
         

         
         
         
         
         George stepped onto the lawn and frowned. He stared at Ellen for a long time, his eyes going up and down her body but never
            resting on her face.
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘Ellen. What on earth are you doing?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘I should’ve thought that was obvious.’

         
         
         
         
         He ran a hand over his mouth. ‘Where’s your bathing suit?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘I don’t know, darling. I’m not going bathing.’

         
         
         
         
         George’s frown deepened. ‘It’s still only April…’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Almost May. You should get some sun on those marvellous legs of yours,’ said Ellen. ‘It does the skin tone no end of good.’

         
         
         
         
         He looked about. ‘Won’t the neighbours—’

         
         
         
         
         ‘There are no neighbours. We’re miles from anyone. We’re practically in the wilderness. And you’re still wearing that infernal
            cardigan.’
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘I’d hardly call Harting a wilderness.’

         
         
         
         
         They stared at each other for a moment. Then Ellen sat up and thrust her arms out towards him. ‘Nudity,’ she said in a loud
            voice, ‘is the magician of the genders.’
         

         
         
         
         
         George let out a laugh.

         
         
         
         
         ‘It’s not funny, darling. It’s poetic. James told me.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘What does it mean, I wonder?’ asked George, walking towards her.

         
         
         
         
         ‘It means,’ said Ellen, settling back down on her towel, ‘that you should get undressed immediately.’

         
         
         
         
         George looked about again.

         
         
         
         
         ‘It is rather hot, isn’t it?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Blistering.’

         
         
         
         
         He started to remove his cardigan. ‘And no one’s about.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Not a soul.’

         
         
         
         
         From behind the back door, Geenie watched as George slipped his braces from his shoulders and began to unbutton his shirt.

         
         
         
         
         ‘I suppose it wouldn’t hurt.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘How could your magnificent body possibly inflict pain on anyone or anything?’

         
         
         
         
         George’s chest was speckled with patches of black curly hair. He folded his shirt carefully and placed it on the grass. Then
            he removed his shoes and socks, unbuttoned his trousers and bent over to step out of them.
         

         
         
         
         
         Geenie made her decision. With Blotto trotting behind, she strolled into the garden and stood before them with her hands on
            her naked hips. ‘Is there room for me?’
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘Good grief—’

         
         
         
         
         Ellen sat up. ‘Flossy! How wonderful! Now we can all be magicians together.’

         
         
         
         
         George hopped about on one leg, trying to get his braces in place and his socks on at the same time.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Don’t be shy, darling. Lie down next to me. George is sunbathing, too.’ Ellen held out a hand and her daughter took it. The
            sun was fierce on Geenie’s shoulders, and her neck was hot beneath her pile of heavy hair. But Ellen was right: it was wonderful,
            the sun on every part of you: back, bottom, legs, belly.
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘I’ve got rather a mound of work to get through, actually,’ said George, still hopping. His sock seemed to have jammed on
            his toes. ‘I think I’d better get back to it.’
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘What’s the hurry, darling?’

         
         
         
         
         He gave up on the socks and finally snapped his braces into place. ‘I’ve got to finish something. Lots to do before Diana
            arrives.’
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘But you said—’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Second thoughts. You girls carry on.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Please stay,’ said Geenie.

         
         
         
         
         But he wouldn’t look at her. He’d fixed his gaze over their heads, on the door of his studio. Plucking his shirt from the
            grass, he walked back inside and closed the door firmly behind him.
         

         
         
         
         
         Geenie looked at her mother. Ellen’s cheeks had swelled with laughter, which she managed to hold for half a minute before
            letting it out in a long, loud rush. Geenie flung herself down on the towel and laughed too. Their bodies shook together,
            Geenie curling her legs to her chest and rolling from side to side, Ellen clutching her own elbows and rocking back and forth.
            They laughed and laughed until they ran out of air and had to calm down. Then they laughed again. When they were exhausted,
            Geenie slotted into Ellen’s side, her small hipbone curving into her mother’s waist, and Ellen put an arm around her shoulders.
            Geenie closed her eyes and stayed still for as long as she could, savouring the warmth of her mother’s flesh.
         

         
         
         
         
         Eventually, Ellen sat up. ‘Poor Crane,’ she said, laughing again.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Who’s Diana?’ asked Geenie.

         
         
         
         
         ‘She’s George’s daughter, darling. She’s coming to live here for a bit. Didn’t I mention it?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘When?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Soon.’

         
         
         
         
         Geenie tried to nudge herself back into her mother’s side, but Ellen gave a shiver and stood up, looking at the sky. The clouds
            were thickening.
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘What’s she like?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘I don’t know, darling. A bit like George, probably. But a girl, and eleven years old.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Will she like me?’ asked Geenie.

         
         
         
         
         ‘What a ridiculous question.’ Ellen frowned, still gazing upwards. ‘Maybe I was a bit optimistic. We’d better go in.’

         
         
         
         
         Geenie watched her mother’s naked bottom wobble towards the house and wondered if Diana knocked holes in walls, too.
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