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one

It was on their first day at the house that Rosie saw the stranger 

child. Standing at the sink, her hands deep in suds, Rosie was 

gazing vaguely at the sunlit, overgrown garden where Sam and 

Cara were playing. The sash window had old glass that blunted 

the image, wavering the straightness of fence and washing line, 

bending the uprights of trees and clothes prop, pulling things 

out of shape. Sam was kneeling beside the patch of earth that 

Rosie had cleared for him, making hills and valleys for his 

matchbox cars and trucks by digging with an old tablespoon, 

and Cara was toddling from bush to bush with a yellow plastic 

watering can. Through the antique glass, Rosie watched them 

stretch and shrink as they moved, as if she were looking through 

ripples. She closed her eyes, glad of a moment of calm after 
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the trauma of the last few days. Letting go of the plate she was 

holding, she spread her tense fingers, allowing the warmth of 

the water to soothe her. When she opened her eyes, another 

child was there.

A little girl was sitting back on her heels beside a clump of 

Michaelmas daisies that grew against the fence. She had her 

back to Rosie and was holding tight to the handle of a large 

wicker basket that stood on the ground beside her. Cara seemed 

unfazed by the girl’s presence and continued to move, engrossed, 

along the row of plants. Rosie bent forward to look through 

the clearest of the panes and peered closer. The child was small, 

maybe around eight or nine, although something in the tense 

hunch of her shoulders made her seem older. Her hair hung 

down her back in a matte, dusty-looking plait and she was 

wearing dressing-up clothes: an ankle-length dress and pinafore 

in washed-out greys and tans, like a home-made Cinderella 

costume.

Where on earth had she come from? She must be a neighbour’s 

child but how had she got in? The wooden fences that separated 

the gardens between each of the houses in the terrace were 

high – surely too high for a child to climb.

Rosie had made a cursory check of the unfamiliar garden 

before letting the children go out to play. The bottom half of 

the garden was an overgrown mess, a muddle of trees and 

shrubs. An ancient mulberry tree stood at the centre, its massive 

twisted branches hanging almost to the ground and its trunk 

swathed in ivy. Like the lilac and buddleia around it, the tree 

was snarled with briars and bindweed growing up through 

broken bricks and chunks of cement. The path that led down 

towards the fence at the bottom, which marked the garden off 

from an orchard beyond, disappeared into a mass of nettles 

and brambles before it reached the padlocked door.

# $ % & ' ( ) * + , - . / 0 1 2 1 3 - $ 2 % 4 ' 5 % 1 6 7 8 9 7 3 7 : 1 ; < = > > 1 - ? @ ' A B B 6 7 : C 7 3 C 6 7 8 9 7 D E 7 6



3

The child glanced over her shoulder, back towards the houses, 

a quick, furtive movement as if she were scanning the upper 

windows of the row, afraid of being overlooked. Rosie caught 

a glimpse of her face, pale and drawn with anxiety, before the 

girl turned back and reached forward to quickly tuck a piece 

of trailing white cloth into the basket. Almost unconsciously, 

Rosie registered that the girl was left-handed like herself, and 

that there was something animal-like in her movements: quick, 

like the darting of a mouse or the flit of a sparrow, some small 

dun creature that moves fast to blend into the background. 

Something wasn’t right here. She had seen distress in those eyes.

She turned away, dried her hands hurriedly and slipped on 

her flip-flops. She would go gently, raise no challenge about 

her being in their garden but say hello and try to find out what 

was the matter. Maybe if she pointed out that her mother would 

be worrying where she was, she could persuade the girl to let 

her take her home.

But when she stepped outside, the child was gone. Sam and 

Cara were playing, just as before, but there was no sign of the 

girl. Sam had appropriated Cara’s watering can and was pouring 

water into a large hole, while Cara squatted beside him 

watching. They were both safe and showed no interest, at least 

for the moment, in following the girl, wherever she had gone. 

Rosie ran her eyes along the overgrown borders once more, 

looking for any evidence of an exit route: a path beaten through 

the long clumps of couch grass, or branches of shrubs bent or 

broken where she had crawled through, but all seemed exactly 

as it had been. Well, there must be a gap somewhere, Rosie 

thought, maybe a gap that the children in the row used as a 

shortcut to get the run of all the gardens. There had to be some 

thin path through the overgrown tangle at the far end that 

she had overlooked or loose slats behind one of the border 
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shrubs that spilt unruly on to the tussocky lawn: dark masses 

of euphorbia, standard roses rambling and tangling, and lavender 

grown leggy off old wood.

‘Who was that girl who came to play?’ she asked Sam.

Sam was engrossed in scraping earth from the sides of the 

hole down into it and chopping at the sludgy mixture with his 

spoon. ‘What girl?’ he said without lifting his head.

‘The girl . . . who was over there near Cara.’ Rosie gestured 

towards the clump of daisies. ‘Didn’t she speak to you?’

‘No,’ Sam said, frowning as he dug.

‘No she didn’t speak to you or no you didn’t see her?’

‘No girl,’ Sam said emphatically.

Rosie sat back on her heels and watched her son as he dug 

and mixed, his face set into a bullish expression that suggested 

she would get no further. Before the events of the last few 

months he had always been a sociable child, keen to play with 

other children, and cooperative, chatty even. Now she often 

found herself uncertain, unable to get through to him as he 

lost himself in solitary games, or refused to do what he was 

told or even to answer her. He swung between periods of clingy 

dependency and periods of blank withdrawal. It was no surprise 

to Rosie that he either could not or would not tell her about 

the girl. His little, ordinary world had been jarred and jumbled, 

caught up in the hurricane of grown-ups’ problems. She sighed 

and scrambled to her feet.

‘It’s no good asking you, is it, Cara-mara?’ she said, patting 

her on the head. Cara looked up at her with a beaming smile, 

holding two fistfuls of mud towards her. ‘Lovely,’ Rosie said. 

‘Do not put it in your mouth, munchkin; we’ll get you washed 

up in a minute.’ She set off around the garden to find the 

gap in the fence that she must have missed on her first brief 

exploration.
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She examined the fence behind the borders first, parting the 

branches of shrubs and peering through thickets of roses that 

had turned to brambles. No holes. She worked her way around 

the huge mulberry tree to the bottom of the garden, trampling 

a path as far as she could through the nettles and poking the 

clothes prop through the yards of undergrowth to test the 

strength of the fence, slat by slat. She could only conclude that 

it was all intact. The wooden door in the right-hand corner 

was solid and the padlock sound. There were no holes where 

the wood had rotted through, no planks that had come loose, 

no sections or corners with gaps left in between. No way in.

Returning to the clump of Michaelmas daisies, she stood 

sucking the back of her hand where a briar had caught her and 

left a scratch dotted with tiny beads of blood. She looked yet 

again at the fence behind it, stared at the knots in the wood 

and the runs in the creosote, dropped her eyes to the patch of 

grass where the child had been, as if she expected her footprints 

still to be stamped upon the green. She stared blankly at plan-

tains and buttercups in the turf.

There was a squeal of rage from Sam as Cara, finally losing 

interest in the fascinating squidginess of mud, moved on hands 

and knees through the hills and valleys of Sam’s carefully 

constructed raceways. Rosie scooped Cara up and moved her 

to a safe distance before Sam could take a swipe at her. ‘She 

didn’t mean to,’ she said firmly to Sam who was staring angrily 

at the disarray of his carefully placed cars and diggers.

‘You two mudlarks are going to need a good wash before 

you come in,’ Rosie went on, taking in the state of Sam’s shorts 

and knees and Cara’s plastic pinny. Cara had returned to 

gathering up handfuls of mud and was gazing with a rapt 

expression as she clenched her chubby fists to see it squeeze 

out between her fingers. Rosie filled a bucket with water from 
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the outside tap and knelt down on the grass beside them. Her 

long hair had come loose from its butterfly clip; fine silky 

strands had escaped and she tutted in irritation.

She plunged Cara’s arms up to the elbows in the clean water 

and began to rub. ‘It’s TV time anyway,’ she said desperately, 

‘and if you get washed quickly and change those shorts you 

can have Jammie Dodgers while you watch it.’

As Rosie resumed the washing up, she gazed out once again at 

the garden, trying to recapture her earlier momentary calm. It 

eluded her and she found herself thinking instead of how her 

mother had loved gardening and how it must have pained her 

to see the garden, which Aunt May had once cared for so 

beautifully, going to ruin, overgrowth softening the shapes and 

blurring the structure.

When May had become too confused to cope, six months 

ago, Mum had arranged for her to move into a nearby retire-

ment home and had taken over the house, giving up her rented 

cottage in Somerset and moving up to Northamptonshire so 

that she could be near enough to visit May every day. She had 

divided her time between May and Rosie, travelling up and 

down the motorway each week to see Rosie in London, to 

help with the children for a couple of days and give her moral 

support through the aftermath of her messy divorce. It had 

been too much for her, Rosie thought with a pang. She’d 

suggested many times that she should bring the children here, 

to save her mother the travelling, but her mum had always put 

her off, saying that it was easier for her to come to them than 

to drag the children and all their paraphernalia on a long trip.

Rosie gazed out at the bushes against the fence, bent over 

by the bindweed clogging stems and branches. She had a vague 

memory of a letter of her mother’s that mentioned the garden 
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was getting beyond her and that she might have to get in some 

help. Rosie felt the familiar stab of guilt. She should have seen 

the signs, should have known that her mother had been saying 

indirectly that she was unwell long before her visit to them in 

London when things had gone so terribly and suddenly wrong 

. . . Rosie’s mind swerved from the memory of that night: 

waking to hear strange moans and strangled noises from the 

spare room, finding her mother slumped on the floor beside 

the bed, the sound of her own voice – Mum! Mum! She shut 

it out quickly as she had trained herself to do, a door in her 

mind closed and bolted, a curtain drawn down in an instant: 

thick as velvet, muffling.

As she forced her mind back to the garden, a treacherous 

image came before her of her mum pruning roses at the cottage 

in a battered straw trilby and a baggy summer dress, her hands 

too big in gardening gloves. Blinking fiercely, she picked up a 

handful of cutlery and dumped it into the water. This is no 

good, she said to herself, no good at all, as she scrubbed with 

unnecessary vigour. Give in to this and the floodgates would 

open.

She clattered the forks and spoons into the container on the 

draining board and turned away from the sink, groping for 

the kitchen roll. Pressing it to her eyes she stood very still to 

gather herself together. What was it she had been about to do? 

Ah yes, she had promised the kids Jammie Dodgers.

She leant against the kitchen table; she would get calm first; 

she couldn’t risk Sam noticing again. ‘Mummy, your eyes look 

funny,’ he’d said when he’d walked in on her in the bathroom 

yesterday, and she had told him that it was because she’d been 

taking off her make-up with stingy stuff. She had sat on the 

toilet seat and gathered him on to her lap, leaning her cheek 

on the top of his head. His face in the mirror had her delicate 
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features and colouring, the same hazel eyes and serious expres-

sion. His hair was fine and silky like hers although his was 

blond and curled at the ends and hers, long, brown with fair 

lights and poker-straight, always seemed to be escaping what-

ever bands or clips she pinned it up with. She had hugged him 

tight, breathing in the scent of warm boy and clean washing. 

He had wriggled and said, ‘You’re squeezing!’ and she had 

loosened her arms, suddenly realising the ferocity of her hug. 

‘Sorry,’ she’d said and tried a laugh. ‘I don’t know my own 

strength!’ aware as she said it of the irony of the well-worn 

phrase when she felt anything but strong.

Rosie stuffed the muddy clothes into the washing machine as the 

sound of another cartoon’s signature tune started up in the living 

room. As she glanced around at the pile of drying up still left to 

do and the crumbs and smears of yoghurt on the table, she felt 

the familiar drain of energy that came over her so easily these days: 

the feeling that the smallest task, that she would once have done 

without even thinking, had suddenly grown mountainous. And 

there was all the mess outside to clear away . . . She leant against 

the sink, staring blankly through the wavery glass at the bucket 

full of muddy water, the muddle of toys spread across the lawn 

and the place where the little girl had been. It was strange that 

neither of the children had even seemed to notice she was there, 

and even stranger that it seemed she had simply disappeared. 

Could she have dreamt her? Was it possible? She had closed her 

eyes for a moment . . . She was bone tired after the long drive 

up here from London the evening before, overwrought by coming 

here, amongst her mother’s things, where every object was a 

reminder of her loss, overwhelmed by the tasks that lay ahead of 

her with not a soul here to give her some support.

Not that Josh had been much of a support in London anyway, 

õ ö ÷ ø ù ú û ü ý þ ÿ � � � � � � � ÿ ö � ÷ � ù � ÷ � � 	 
 � 	 � 	 � � 
 � � � � � ÿ � � ù � � � � 	 � � 	 � � � 	 
 � 	 � � 	 �



9

she thought bitterly. He had even let her down over the funeral. 

He’d promised to come and back her up, help look after the 

children, pay his last respects. She’d felt relieved, grateful even, 

that despite their break-up she’d have him standing solidly 

beside her, shoulder to shoulder when it still mattered. He 

hadn’t turned up.

She thought about the service she’d arranged at her local 

church in Streatham, the small number of mourners that she’d 

been able to muster, her mum having been taken ill so far from 

her own home. There had been no point trying to fetch Aunt 

May, she was too confused to have coped. There were a few 

old school friends of Mum’s who lived in the capital, and a 

cousin or two. Their voices sounded thin and quavery as they 

sang, disappearing into the vaulted space: ‘Abide with Me’ and 

‘Guide Me, O Thou Great Redeemer,’ favourites of Mum’s that 

she would have called ‘good rousing numbers’ floating up to 

be lost in the immensity of pillars and rafters.

Her friend, Corinne, the French assistant at the school where 

Rosie had once taught art, took the kids for the day. Corinne’s 

offer was a huge practical help but it meant that Rosie had no 

one with her at the funeral to whom she felt close. She stood, 

holding on to the pew in front as if it were the only thing 

keeping her upright; unable to control her voice enough to 

sing. She read the hymn numbers on the wooden board over 

and over to keep herself from breaking down.

At the burial, she gave up the fight and wept, and one of the 

coffin-bearers passed her a handkerchief and squeezed her 

shoulder. Afterwards, she gave everyone a meal at a local hotel 

and then went back to Corinne’s and they drank potfuls of tea 

together.

At length, Corinne asked, ‘How are things financially? Will 

you be able to keep up the bit of supply work you were doing?’

� � � � � � � �  ! " # $ % & ' & ( " � ' � ) � * � & + , - . , ( , / & 0 1 2 3 3 & " 4 5 � 6 7 7 8 , / 9 , ( 9 + , - . , 8 : , +



10

Rosie looked weary. ‘Difficult without Mum there to hold 

the fort.’

‘Can you afford a childminder?’

Rosie shook her head. ‘Too pricey. Anyway, I don’t want a 

stranger. Sam’s a bit stirred up by it all; he can be difficult 

sometimes.’ She frowned. ‘I’ll just have to pull in my horns.’ 

Rosie’s settlement had included the flat when she and Josh split 

but she had soon found that she couldn’t manage the mortgage 

payments on her own and had been forced to make a quick 

sale. The buyer’s surveyor had found dry rot and pushed her 

right down on price so that she’d made hardly anything on it. 

She’d had to move to a cheaper area and now rented a flat in 

Streatham: a tiny place on the second floor above a coffee shop 

and the landlord’s first-floor flat. The noise of the high street and 

the lack of a garden meant it was a lot cheaper but she still 

found herself struggling by the end of each month.

Corinne, as always, took her side. ‘I don’t suppose bloody 

Josh could up the maintenance to help out?’

Rosie snorted. ‘I could be dressing the kids in the curtains 

like a regular family von Trapp before he’d even notice.’

Corinne gave her a hug. ‘Do you want to stay over tonight?’

‘Better not. I’m trying to keep the kids in as much of a 

routine as I can. Anyway, it would only be putting off the evil 

hour.’

She had piled the kids into the car, driven home and carted 

Cara’s buggy up two flights. As she turned the key in the door 

of the flat, she’d gritted her teeth and stepped into quiet empti-

ness, the children trailing behind her.

Rosie had sunk for a while, hiding away from the world. After 

moving flats, she gradually fell out of touch with her other 

friends and colleagues apart from Corinne. She found herself 
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unable to work up enough interest to reply to emails full of 

staffroom gossip that she no longer felt part of, and felt that 

they would have no interest in her everyday round of childcare. 

She couldn’t seem to muster any energy and did no more than the 

bare essentials at the flat. Her doctor prescribed anti-depressants. 

They made her feel muzzy; they gave her dizzy spells and 

sometimes blurred her vision or resulted in vicious headaches 

that left her drowsy and washed out the day after. But when 

she went back for her review he had shrugged these off as 

common minor side effects, telling her that it would take a few 

weeks before she started to feel better and impressing upon 

her that she was not to come off them without consultation.

She took the children to the park, as her mum used to on 

her regular visits to help out, pushed swings and spun round-

abouts, her arms going through the motions, her mind blank. 

Corinne came over once a week after work and they ate take-

away and drank a bottle of wine together. Rosie gave vent to 

her feelings about Josh and Tania – Tania of the impeccably 

tailored suits and impossibly slim waist, Josh’s one-time 

colleague, one-time mistress and now full-time partner. Corinne 

told her the latest on her complicated relationship with Luc, 

who she hoped would come and join her in England but who 

seemed wedded to Paris and his job. Corinne brought things 

from the outside world: books and games for the children, 

stories and laughter, but when she left it felt even lonelier than 

before.

Sometimes Rosie cried at night, quietly, so that the children 

wouldn’t hear. She visited the cemetery and replaced flowers 

that had dried brittle-brown in the heat. Standing at the foot 

of the grave she tried to tell her mother how much she missed 

her. It was no good; her mother wasn’t there.

*
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Rosie passed her hands over her face and roused herself. She 

would make a cup of tea and then go and cuddle up with the 

children on the sofa. She felt the need of their soft, warm bodies 

against her. As she ran the water into the kettle, she looked 

once more at the garden through the old small-paned window. 

She thought again about the stranger child, still bewildered 

about how she could have got in. A breeze had risen and was 

stirring the leaves of the shrubs and the heads of the Michaelmas 

daisies. She peered at the shapes, blurring and clearing in the 

old glass.

Daisies . . . Her mind flew back to another garden, another 

time, when she was a child: her mother sunbathing on a tartan 

rug; she, Rosie, sitting on a rusty swing, legs dangling. She 

remembered muttering under her breath while she was 

stringing daisy chains: one for her, one for her mother and 

one for her imaginary friend. For a year or two Rosie had 

taken her im aginary friend everywhere, summoning her to 

life as an only child’s talisman against isolation, picturing her 

sharing her meals, walking beside her to school, playing 

hopscotch with her and listening when she read aloud.

Rosie had thought that her mother was asleep but she suddenly 

opened her eyes and asked her who she was talking to.

‘Only Arabella,’ Rosie said without thinking, engrossed in 

splitting a thin green stalk and threading another one through.

‘Who’s Arabella?’ Her mother propped herself up on one 

elbow, her attention now keenly focused on Rosie, making her 

stop threading and drop her hands into her lap.

‘She’s just a girl I talk to sometimes.’

‘People will think you’re strange if you go round talking to 

someone who isn’t real, Rosie. If you want someone to talk 

to, why don’t I phone one of the girls from your class and 

invite them round to tea?’
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‘They’ll be at the park. They like playing outside,’ Rosie said 

sulkily. She had been trying for ages to get her mother to let 

her join in with the other children but it was always ‘too near 

teatime’ or ‘too late’ or ‘too rough’.

Her mother wouldn’t be drawn.

‘I’d rather play with Arabella anyway. She’s just like me – the 

same age and everything,’ she said petulantly.

Her mother sat right up and stared at her and something in 

her look made Rosie feel uncomfortable.

‘What does she look like?’

‘I told you, she’s exactly like me,’ Rosie said.

Her mother’s face became red and angry. ‘That’s rude and 

you shouldn’t make up such stories.’ She got to her feet and 

stood over Rosie. ‘Don’t you know that it’s wicked to tell lies?’

Rosie, alarmed by the sudden change in her mother’s mood, 

hadn’t known what to say and had shrugged and looked sullen.

‘Go indoors,’ her mother had said. ‘Go and do your home-

work.’

Rosie had slipped off the swing, and trailed indoors leaving 

the daisy chains to wilt and shrink where they had fallen on 

the scuffed earth.

Remembering the conversation, Rosie felt the familiar tug 

of regret that she had often found it difficult to understand 

her mother, who had suffered strange moods and unpredictable 

changes in temper so that they had often been at cross purposes.

From a very early age, long before the conversation at the 

swing, she had been a secretive child, her mother’s tension 

making her careful, afraid of setting off her touchiness. If she 

ever broke anything she would try to hide it rather than tell 

her mother. The first hazy memory she had of this was when 

she had broken a garden ornament. She must have been around 

three years old. She had been playing alone in a garden while 
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the grown-ups talked indoors and she’d found, peeping out 

from a lavender bush, a china hare, modelled with its ears laid 

flat against its back, looking up as if to the moon. Attracted 

by the smoothness of the sandy biscuit ware she had put her 

chubby hands around its body and lifted it up. Underneath, 

something dark was moving, a mass of woodlice disturbed and 

scattering, some breaking off from the heap and moving 

towards her feet . . . She dropped the china hare on to the hard 

slabs of the path and its head broke clean from its body and 

rolled, chipping eye and ear, to the side of the path. Aghast at 

what she’d done and terrified of the creepy crawlies, she had 

stuffed the ornament into the bushes, pulling the leaves around 

it. It made her sad now to think that this guilty concealment 

was her earliest memory.

Over the years, whenever she had an accident she’d kept it 

from her mother: a cracked glass pushed to the back of a 

cupboard, a book with a broken spine wedged back into the 

shelf, even cuts and grazes from biking disasters hidden under 

jeans rather than have Mum ‘make a fuss’ as her father used 

to put it. She had never doubted her mother’s love for her but 

had been wary about expressing her own, afraid of risking too 

much openness in the face of responses that were sometimes 

prickly, sometimes baffling. Now that it was too late she wished 

that she had been braver and talked it out with her. Now she 

would never know what lay at the root of it. And she would 

never be able to take that risk and say the loving words she 

should have said.

The kettle boiled and she poured the water into a mug. She 

stood at the window, stirring the teabag round and round, lost 

in thought. She saw with sudden clarity what a lonely child 

she had been. She had been blessed with a vivid imagination 

and had responded as imaginative children do by drawing on 
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her own resources, creating Arabella, the companion that she 

longed for. She wondered fleetingly whether the awfulness of 

the last year: the final break-up with Josh, and then losing her 

mum, had triggered some weird throwback response. Maybe 

she had simply dreamt up the girl in the garden, experienced 

some strange vision brought on by the displacement of being 

in a strange place, by grief for the loss of a parent, by being so 

truly alone.
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two

A month after her mother’s death, Rosie had made a huge effort 

and taken a day trip from London to Northampton to visit her 

mother’s solicitor. She had been baffled to learn that she’d inher-

ited the house. ‘But it’s Aunt May’s house!’ she’d said to Mr Marriott 

as he passed a copy of the will across an acre of pale ash desk.

‘Well, no. Actually it belonged to your mother and father 

but they allowed Miss Webster – May – to have occupancy 

while she had need of it. Of course, now she’s accommodated 

elsewhere.’ A slim young man with a pair of black-framed 

reading glasses on the end of his nose, he looked at her over 

them with a lugubrious expression that was at odds with his 

good looks and which she felt sure he affected in order to 

appear older and wiser than his years.
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‘I see,’ Rosie said, looking at him in blank bewilderment. She 

settled Cara more comfortably on her lap, who turned sleepily 

in against her chest and began to suck her thumb.

‘Now that your mother has passed away – your father having 

predeceased her – the property at Weedon Bec passes to you,’ 

he explained again. ‘I take it you know the area fairly well?’

Rosie shook her head. ‘We never visited. Aunt May occasion-

ally came to us but not often. I remember May and my father 

used to argue about it. May was always trying to persuade them 

to come but Dad wouldn’t hear of it. I never knew why.’

Mr Marriott nodded sagely, as if nothing about the peculi-

arities of families could possibly surprise him. ‘I understand 

that your father’s work as a conservator at Highcross House 

meant that the family had a property provided whilst he was 

living?’

Rosie nodded.

‘But your mother had been living at the Weedon address 

recently, I believe?’

‘Yes. After Dad died, Mum rented a cottage in Somerset, but 

when May got ill and went into the home she wanted to be 

able to visit regularly so it made sense to move into the house 

up here.’ Rosie hesitated. ‘It was more than that though,’ she 

added thoughtfully. ‘She told me that she wanted to go back 

to her roots, that it was the village that her family came from 

and she didn’t . . .’ She felt a catch in her throat and paused 

for a moment. ‘She said she didn’t want to end up in some 

anonymous sheltered housing,’ she said, all in a rush. ‘She said 

she was going home to her native place.’

Mr Marriott pressed his fingertips together and looked down 

at them to give her a moment to recover herself.

Rosie took a deep breath. From the secretary’s office behind 

her she could hear Sam asking for another piece of paper for 
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his drawing. She was relieved that he was behaving himself. ‘I 

still can’t really take it in,’ she said. ‘How long have they owned 

the house?’

Mr Marriott handed across a piece of thick, folded paper. 

‘These are the title deeds. The house has been in the family 

since 1930. It was your grandparents’ house and apparently 

they moved there from another house a few streets away that 

was owned by your great-grandfather so it appears that your 

mother did indeed have roots there. Her family seems to have 

lived in the village for several generations.’

Rosie took the wad of paper in her hand. The house was 

hers! She would be able to sell it and get some financial secur ity 

for herself and the children at last. She would probably need 

to do some work on it; Mum had told her that May hadn’t 

had anything done to the place for years. It would take time 

but if she did it up she would get a better price – and some 

independence from Josh; that would be priceless. She was sick 

of chasing him for maintenance money and she hated asking 

for his help. She stopped. What about Aunt May? It had been 

her home. Mum had said that May was never coming back, 

that she would never be able to live independently again, but 

what about all her things, a lifetime of possessions? She couldn’t 

just clear the house and throw them out. And her mother’s 

things, what was she to do with them? She wouldn’t be able to 

bear to part with them but there was barely room in her flat 

for the children’s toys as it was. She slowed her racing mind 

right down; she would have to go through everything and maybe 

store the things that were May’s, and Mum’s special things. She 

wouldn’t rush. She would do what her father had always told 

her: take time; take stock.

The solicitor was leaning forward towards her. ‘I was saying 

that there might be other assets, savings or bonds, but also 
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maybe liabilities of your mother’s that need attention. I would 

suggest that you go through your mother’s finances to establish 

the extent of the estate and then we can progress things further.’

‘Yes, yes, thank you,’ Rosie said.

‘And of course you’ll take on the power of attorney that your 

mother had over your aunt’s financial affairs. Not much to do 

there except make sure that the care home gets paid on time.’ 

He passed her an envelope. ‘The costs are defrayed from Miss 

Webster’s savings – all the details are there.’

He rose, shook Rosie’s hand and walked with her into the 

secretary’s office where Sam was covering a length of computer 

printout with pictures of aliens and explosions. As if his profes-

sional persona evaporated at the threshold of his office, Mr 

Marriott’s whole demeanour changed. He retrieved Cara’s 

buggy for her, unfolded it and clicked on the brake. ‘I know 

all about these; they tip up if you put too many bags on the 

back,’ he said conversationally. He opened the door and helped 

Rosie lift it down the steps. ‘Safe journey; see you soon.’

The house was the middle one of five, in a tall redbrick terrace 

that wholly overshadowed the dainty Victorian cottages on the 

other side of the quiet street. Built on three storeys, each floor 

had a row of casement windows framed by brick arches giving 

the building as a whole the look of an institution, which was 

further borne out by a large date stone above Rosie’s door that 

read ‘1771’. Rosie wondered what the original use of the prop-

erty had been. There was something austere about its external 

aspect although the number of windows and the high ceilings 

inside meant that the rooms were full of light.

The whole village was unusual, Rosie thought. She’d felt it 

from the moment she’d arrived. It had been late in the evening 

when she’d turned off the main road on to a lane that squeezed 
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under the narrow arch of first one old bridge then another, 

one carrying the railway line and the other the canal. Ahead 

of her, as the road bent left to descend into the village, was the 

most monumental brick wall she had ever seen, a block of 

deeper darkness against the greying sky. Stretching away uphill 

to the right, solid and as high as a house, broken only by a 

gatehouse and a huge set of iron gates, it reminded her of a 

prison wall and she had shivered as she rounded the bend and 

drew away towards the centre of the village. She passed a playing 

field, and drove carefully over the single-track bridge that 

crossed the infant River Nene and on past houses and chapel. 

Reaching the crossroads at the centre she found a pub, shops 

and the higgledy-piggledy roofline of houses built over centu-

ries: rounded thatch, high angular gables, tall chimneys and 

finally the bulky height of the terrace of houses, lamps lit in 

the windows on either side of the central house, which stood 

dark and empty-eyed.

Leaving the children asleep in the car she had steeled herself 

and gone in, switched on the hall light, and found herself facing 

her mum’s camel coat hanging on the coat stand, her bike 

leaning against the banister rail. She gave a little cry, stepped 

forward and gathered the coat up, burying her face in the rough 

wool and soft fur collar. Mum! Mum! She called for her in her 

mind, a child’s call of distress; no message or thought beyond 

the expression of longing to draw her mother to her. She 

breathed in her mother’s scent, clenching the fabric in her 

hands, then let it fall back to hang from the peg, smoothed 

down its folds and stepped away, standing for a moment with 

her head bowed. She let out a shuddering sigh and then propped 

the door wide open with the heavy Chinese jar used for 

umbrellas and began methodically unpacking the car, looking 

neither right nor left in case she should be hijacked by some 
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other object redolent of her mother’s scent or touch. She 

brought in food and stocked fridge and cupboards. Upstairs, 

she switched on only a bedside light. Ignoring the dimmer 

recesses of the room, she carried the children in, warm and 

heavy, and laid them in the double bed where they would all 

sleep.

Locking up the car, she looked back along the street to the 

pub with its lighted windows and babble of voices and music. 

She noticed its illuminated sign: ‘The Plume of Feathers’ and 

the image of a soldier’s helmet stirred something in her mind. 

As she wearily climbed the stairs she dredged up a memory of 

her mother telling her, when she first moved in at May’s, that 

the village had a military history. She hadn’t really listened at 

the time; struggling with the aftermath of her break-up with 

Josh, she’d had no energy left to be interested in the outside 

world. What was it Mum had spoken of? The barracks and 

arsenal, that was it, a huge site that had once housed hundreds 

of soldiers, with a parade ground and a hospital and rows of 

vast buildings to house stores of cannon and rifles, gunpowder 

and shot. She took off her clothes and left them where they 

fell. As she got into bed beside the curled forms of the children 

and settled to sleep, she wondered whether the building in 

which she lay, with its uniform dormitory-like windows, had 

once been something to do with the soldiery.

On the day after seeing the strange child in the garden, their 

second day in the house, Rosie answered the door to find a 

woman holding a bunch of flowers. She had short, dyed-

blond hair and a round face that was large but nonetheless 

attractive with a beautiful complexion and big, calm grey 

eyes. She was what her mother would have tactfully called 

‘well built’ but she wore tight jeans that accentuated her 
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heavy hips, a black vest top that revealed an elaborate tattoo 

on her shoulder, and a chunky silver pendant that pulled the 

cotton material of her top tight over her breasts. The overall 

impression was of a woman who was happy with her size 

and wasn’t about to hide it. Her clothes seemed to say, ‘So, 

I’m big! Deal with it!’

She held the flowers out to Rosie, saying, ‘For you. I heard 

about your mum; I’m so sorry.’

‘Thank you.’ Rosie took them: cornflowers, poppies and 

lavender held together by an elastic band. ‘They’re lovely.’

‘I’m Tally – from next door. I saw you arrive the night before 

last but I thought you might want some time to settle in so I 

left it till now.’

‘Come in, come in,’ Rosie said. ‘Come and have a coffee. It’s 

really kind of you to bring me these.’ She led the way through 

to the kitchen, filled one of the canalware jugs from the window-

sill with water and arranged the flowers, their colours vibrant 

against the dark green enamelware, the red of the poppies 

picked up in the simple decoration.

Tally said, ‘They look bonny. Your mum bought that jug 

down at Buckby Wharf.’ She shot Rosie a sympathetic glance 

and took in her drawn look and the dark shadows under her 

eyes that her tan couldn’t disguise.

Rosie said, ‘My gran used to collect all that stuff – Roses and 

Castles – and Mum caught the bug and added to it. They’re 

pretty, aren’t they?’ She put the flowers on the table, letting her 

hand rest for a moment on the handle of the jug where her 

mother’s hand must have rested so many times, and then turned 

away to set a tray with coffee things. She led the way to the 

living room where Sam and Cara were eating chocolate biscuits 

and playing house in a tunnel-like den she’d constructed from 

a clothes horse and some sheets. They edged their way past 
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and sat either side of the fireplace, the grate filled with pine 

cones, lending the room a resinous scent.

‘Tally . . . That’s an unusual name,’ Rosie said.

‘Not as unusual as Tallulah. That’s the trouble with having 

film-buff parents. I promise I’m not nearly as shocking as my 

namesake: no cocaine-snorting or cartwheeling sans under-

wear.’ Tally grinned, a wide smile that lit up her face and made 

Rosie feel instantly comfortable.

‘And you have two children . . . two girls?’ Rosie said, digging 

up the fragments that her mother had mentioned about May’s 

neighbour: she was a nurse on ICU, worked part-time on nights, 

early thirties, kind, had done a lot for May . . .

Tally nodded. ‘Nicky and Amy. Nine and six.’

Rosie thought of the child she’d seen. ‘Does Nicky have long 

brown hair?’

‘No, they’re both redheads. They get it from Rob; he’s a 

proper ginge. Why do you ask?’

‘I saw a little girl . . . in the garden here. She had a long plait, 

right down her back and a kind of dressing-up outfit. When I 

went out she’d gone.’

Tally looked at her quickly. ‘It doesn’t sound like anyone 

from this street,’ she said. ‘It could be one of the kids from 

Dole Row; they’re a bit wild, would maybe climb over from 

the orchard.’

Rosie picked up an uneasiness in her manner. ‘Dole Row,’ she 

repeated. ‘Did Mum or May ever mention seeing any children?’

Tally hesitated. ‘Well . . . May did, but then she was getting 

a bit muddled, you know. She used to swear that things had 

been stolen: her chequebook or her purse or her keys. She said 

there was a child who came into the house and took things 

but we could usually find them if we looked together or they 

would turn up eventually.’
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Rosie stiffened. That morning she had been in the bedroom 

unpacking the remainder of her clothes when she heard feet 

on the stairs. It was quiet but for the click of the hangers as 

she moved them along the rail and she distinctly heard the 

slow creak of each tread, and a pause every few steps. She 

thought it was Sam playing a game; he was fond of creeping 

up on her and shouting ‘Boo!’ as he jumped out and she would 

pretend to be terrified and then swoop him up and tickle him. 

Preparing to feign horrified surprise, she hung the last skirt, 

went to the door and stepped out on to the landing. There was 

no one there. The sun from the window at the front of the 

house lay in bright lozenges on the sisal runner and motes of 

dust hung motionless and undisturbed in its shaft of light. 

Sam’s voice drifted up to her from the living room, saying, 

‘No, Cara, don’t do that!’ She’d hurried down, shrugging the 

incident away as yet another oddity of her imagination.

Tally was still speaking: ‘You know how it is with old 

people; they hide things in a safe place and forget where 

they put them . . .’

Rosie nodded absently, trying to remember whether the 

back door had been unlocked. Was it possible that the girl 

had come in – just walked in uninvited? Surely a child of that 

age would know not to do that, would understand about 

privacy. Perhaps she wasn’t quite ‘all there’, as her mother 

would have put it. How weird! It made her feel uncomfort-

able, as though the peace of the house had been broken, her 

territory violated.

‘Once she had a roll of money propping up the cooker,’ Tally 

said. ‘Tucked under one foot to keep it level – more than two 

hundred pounds!’

Rosie brought herself back to respond to her guest. ‘Poor 

May,’ she said, pouring coffee and then passing a mug to Tally. 
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‘Mum told me you rang her when May couldn’t cope any more 

but I never knew what actually happened.’

‘She got very confused: getting up in the middle of the night 

and doing her hoovering, setting off for town and then forget-

ting how to get home again, that sort of thing. We used to take 

her round a dinner but she wouldn’t eat it, said she could only 

manage tiny bits of soup. Then one day she turned the gas on 

and forgot to light it – bless her. Rob had to have the back 

door down to get in.’

Rosie was shocked. ‘How awful! Mum never said!’

‘Once she was in hospital they did an assessment and sent 

her into care. I reckoned that if I went through May’s address 

book and rang everyone who was mentioned only by their 

Christian name I’d eventually hit a relative, and that’s how I 

found your mum. Rob was well impressed with my detective 

work.’ She grinned, that wide smile again. ‘He’s in the Force 

– Plod not CID but he’s working on it.’

‘I must visit her,’ Rosie said. ‘See how she is. That’s another 

thing I really must . . .’ She tailed off.

Tally saw how her face clouded at the prospect, as if she felt 

so battered by events that it was hard to summon the strength 

to meet one more challenge. She’d noticed the nervous habit 

that Rosie had of undoing the hairclip that held her long hair 

in a twist at the back of her head, coiling it around her hand 

and then clipping and reclipping it back in place – an obsessive 

movement, patting and tidying an imagined disarray, restoring 

order. Her heart went out to her. On an impulse she said, ‘Look, 

why don’t you go and see her this afternoon and bring the kids 

round to me? It’d be easier on your own. You might find the 

visit quite difficult; she might not even recognise you, you 

know. She didn’t know me from Adam when I went.’

Rosie assumed that the offer was made through politeness 
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and thought that she shouldn’t impose. ‘Thank you, that’s really 

kind of you but . . .’

Tally leant forward. ‘No, really, it’d be no trouble. Mine’ll be 

back at three. They’re on a summer play scheme doing football 

or rounders or somesuch, down at the Jubilee Fields. They’d 

love someone new to play with when they get back.’

‘Are you sure? Cara’s only a toddler; she might spoil their 

games.’

‘We’ll do play-dough.’ Tally smiled. ‘No problem.’ She finished 

her coffee. ‘That’s settled then. I’ll see you at three.’

Rosie saw her to the door, Tally waving away her thanks. She 

felt her spirits lifting as she thought that Tally was someone 

that she might be able to confide in, someone who just might 

become a friend.

In the town, Rosie was ushered into Holly Court by a woman 

in a blue nurse’s uniform who introduced herself as the senior 

carer, Julie Todd. As she led her through the sitting room where 

two elderly men were playing whist, she told her how May was 

doing. ‘She has good days and bad days, mind. Sometimes she’ll 

be quite chatty; others you can’t get a peep out of her. We keep 

trying though; it’s really important to get the patients to 

interact. Do visit whenever you can.’

At the door of the sunroom, she gestured to Rosie to wait. 

‘About your mum . . . May won’t have any recollection that 

she’s passed on. We find it best not to mention it; it’s too upset-

ting for her – as if she’s newly bereaved each time. I’m sorry 

to have to bring it up but I felt I should let you know.’

Rosie nodded. ‘Doesn’t she wonder where Mum is? Mum said 

she was visiting every day when she wasn’t staying with me.’

‘She asks sometimes. We just say she’ll be along tomorrow 

and five minutes later she’s forgotten all about it. I know it 
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seems awful but it’s a kindness really.’ She peeped round the 

corner of the door. ‘I’ll just go and tell her she’s got a visitor. 

We find it helps to give a little warning; it lets them orientate 

themselves.’

Nurse Todd went over to a group of chairs at the end of 

the room and Rosie held back in the doorway. The long, 

bright room had windows all along its length and French 

doors opening out on to the garden, which reminded Rosie 

of a park, with its neat edged lawns, formal beds and summer-

house. The back wall was lined with groups of empty ‘easy-

rise’ chairs interspersed with coffee tables and jardinières filled 

with spider plants or mother-in-law’s tongue. Nearby, a lady 

with a paper on her knee, left open at a crossword puzzle, 

was dozing, her head bent down on to her chest.

Nurse Todd beckoned Rosie over and she approached her 

aunt with some trepidation, anxious not to say the wrong thing.

Nurse Todd said, in a loud, clear voice. ‘Here she is, May, 

this is your niece, Rosie, come to see you.’

‘Yes, yes, I know. You just told me!’ May said peremptorily.

Rosie sat down nervously on the high seat opposite her 

without proffering the kiss she’d intended. May looked so 

changed! Her hair, which was once coloured a silver ash and 

softly waved, was now a steely grey and cut in a straight bob, 

parted severely on the side with a plain metal hair slide girlishly 

pinning it back out of her eyes. The coarse hair of her eyebrows 

had grown thick, giving her a fierce look. And where were the 

slacks and smart fitted jackets that Rosie remembered? Instead 

May wore a long droopy skirt and blouse and a chunky cardi 

that was miles too big across the shoulders. Her body seemed 

to sit inside her clothes, strangely separate from them, as if a 

creature had set up home in an abandoned shell. ‘Hello, Aunty 

May,’ she said. ‘How are you?’
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‘Have you brought biscuits?’ May leant forward and stared, 

her small, intent face and curled hands giving her a simian 

look. ‘You usually bring biscuits,’ she said accusingly.

‘I haven’t been to visit you here before, May. You haven’t 

seen me for a long time; do you remember me? It’s Rosie, your 

niece, Rosie.’

‘So you say,’ she said, looking her over. Then, as if she had found 

some familiarity in her face, she asked uncertainly, ‘Not Helena?’

Rosie felt a lump in her throat at the mention of her mother’s 

name and at her aunt’s expectation of seeing her. She did as 

the nurse had told her. ‘She couldn’t come today,’ she said gently, 

‘so I’ve come to visit you instead.’

May turned her face away and stared out of the window. 

Rosie followed her gaze. A middle-aged man wearing a lanyard 

with an identity tag was setting up a game of hoopla. Rosie 

wondered if he was some kind of therapist or maybe a volun-

teer. The residents who had been sitting on the veranda of the 

summerhouse roused themselves and an old lady in a floppy 

sunhat shuffled forward to make the first throw, her shoulders 

hunched with arthritis, her head pushed forward like a turtle. 

She threw awkwardly and stood looking after the hoop as it 

rolled past the post. May’s eyes didn’t follow its motion; she 

stared as if looking straight through the scene as the hoop 

wobbled and settled flat on the grass.

Rosie tried again. ‘Do you remember coming to stay with 

me in London? I only had Sam then, he was just a toddler – 

your great-nephew? Well, I have a little girl too now, called 

Cara. I’ll bring them to see you next time.’

May looked back at her and seemed to be listening so Rosie 

ploughed on. ‘Do you remember when we went over to Kew 

Gardens and had a picnic? Helena and you, and Sam and Josh 

and I?’
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May nodded, at first tentatively and then more vigorously. 

‘Hothouses,’ she said. ‘Flowering cacti. Pelargoniums. The child 

was cutting a tooth.’

Rosie was surprised; she had forgotten that herself. What she 

remembered was how distracted Josh had been, how he kept 

getting up from the picnic rug and striding away every time 

he got a call. She had been annoyed because he was supposed 

to be taking time off so that they could have a family day, and 

instead of helping her entertain their guests he was dealing 

with work queries every five minutes and champing at the bit 

to go home – to get back to his computer, Rosie had imagined. 

Now she wondered if he hadn’t even then been keen to take 

the messages because they were from Tania; maybe they had 

even been seeing each other, arranging to meet, Josh estimating 

when he could get away . . . Was it possible? Tears came into 

her eyes. ‘That’s right,’ she said weakly, ‘Josh took us in the car.’

As though May read her mind, at the mention of Josh she 

leant forward and said, as if confiding a secret, ‘Why you ever 

married him I don’t know.’ Then, looking around the room as 

if seeking an audience, she announced loudly, ‘The man’s an 

absolute arse!’

Rosie, tickled by May’s colourful language, began to laugh.

‘Arse! Arse! Arse!’ May chanted. Rosie could do nothing to 

quieten her and laughed uncontrollably, finding a release. The 

lady dozing at the other end of the room stirred and blinked 

at them like a waking owl and then subsided back into sleep.

‘Pain in the arse!’ May ended triumphantly, slapping her 

knee. ‘And that is my considered opinion. Where is my bag?’ 

She cast about her and found it under her seat. ‘Do you like 

Maltesers?’ she asked, calm again.

Rosie, dabbing her eyes, said that she did.

May pulled a black leather handbag the size of a shopping 
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bag out from under the chair and up on to her knee. She 

rummaged inside and then lost patience and began to unpack 

its contents on to the coffee table beside her.

‘What on earth have you got in there, May?’ Rosie said as 

the clutter of objects grew: a seed catalogue, several framed 

photographs, a Radio Times, a thriller with a bookmark in the 

first page, a crude piece of sewing in colourful felts with a 

needle dangling from it, a tube of indigestion pills . . . Rosie 

picked up a toothbrush, covered in fluff. ‘Why have you got 

your toothbrush in your bag?’

‘I’m not staying,’ May said. ‘I’m going home soon.’ She pulled 

out a box of Maltesers and offered it to her.

Rosie took one and then, seeing that May was struggling to 

pick one up, trying to capture it between her fingers and the 

base of her stiff thumb, picked out another and popped it into 

May’s mouth. ‘Isn’t it heavy to carry around with you – your 

bag?’

May shook her head. ‘There are thieves,’ she said in a matter-

of-fact tone. ‘They come in your house. They send her to unlock 

the door and let them in. They hide behind doors and round 

the bend in the stairs.’ She grew more agitated and began pulling 

things from her bag as if searching for something else.

‘Who do they send?’ Rosie said.

‘The child. The bad child.’

‘What child?’ Rosie said uneasily, feeling a prickle at the back 

of her neck.

Suddenly May upended the bag, tipping the remainder of 

its contents out on to the table: a battered purse, half a packet 

of Jaffa Cakes and a TV remote control. She began sorting 

through them, her hands jerking as she searched. Alarmed by 

her growing agitation, Rosie said, ‘What are you looking for, 

May? Can I help you find it?’
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‘Keys, keys! Got to find my keys. Must be here somewhere. 

I have to get back or she’ll be getting in again, taking all my 

precious things. I have to hide them, lock them up!’

‘No one can get in, May, I promise you,’ Rosie said, thinking 

uncomfortably of the footsteps on the stairs. ‘All of your things 

are safe; I’ll take care of them.’

May looked at her disbelievingly. ‘You can’t watch them all 

the time . . . She comes in and out, just as she chooses . . .’ She 

cast about for her keys amongst the objects on the table, 

knocking things to the floor.

Rosie laid her hand on her arm and quickly picked up one 

of the silver-framed photos to try to distract her. ‘Where was 

this taken, May?’ In front of a caravan with an old-fashioned, 

round-cornered shape, a family group sat at a camping table 

spread with the remains of a meal. Rosie’s grandparents looked 

so young she almost didn’t recognise them: her grandfather in 

an open-necked shirt and with a glass of beer in front of him, 

and her grandmother holding a cigarette. May and Helena sat 

either side of them, both blonde and clearly sisters; May about 

eighteen, in a flowered sundress, a spotted hairband holding 

back her thick, back-combed hair and Helena, ten years 

younger, still a child in shorts with a pudding-basin haircut 

and a big smile for the camera.

May stopped sifting through her belongings and took the 

picture from her. ‘Let me see; let me see.’ She passed her index 

finger over the glass as if the past was touchable. ‘Durdle Door, 

1958, Clifftops Holiday Park,’ she rapped out. ‘You could walk 

down to the beach from the cliff path. It was beautiful, clean 

fine sand and the most amazing rocks standing out in the sea. 

I can see it in front of me, a huge . . .’ She moved her hands 

as if to describe a shape for which she’d lost the words. ‘Bent 

. . . a hole . . .’

, - . / 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 : ; : < 6 - ; . = 0 > . : ? @ A B @ < @ C : D E F G G : 6 H I 0 J K K E A @ C L @ < L ? @ A B @ M N @ ?



32

‘An arch?’

‘Yes, that’s it. Not smooth, rough-cut, you know – by the 

waves. Helena and I went swimming every day, further along. 

We took a picnic. Helena got stung by a wasp by the bins and 

I put an ice cube on it to stop her crying . . .’ She tailed off.

Rosie, amazed by this sudden flood of memory, tried to 

encourage her to say more. She had heard that dementia 

patients could often summon up detailed memories of the 

distant past even though they couldn’t remember what they’d 

had for breakfast that very morning. ‘Who took the photo?’

May’s face softened. ‘He was the campsite owner’s son. He 

was called Stephen. We wrote for a while . . . then the next year 

Mum and Dad wanted a change and we went to Filey, then 

Scarborough the year after that.’ She put the photograph back 

on to the heap face down and turned to gaze out into the 

garden, her eyes sad, thoughts far away.

Rosie took it and wrapped it in the piece of sewing saying, 

‘It’ll save it from scratches.’ She imagined the holiday romance, 

walks along windy cliffs, stolen kisses at the door of the little 

caravan. How sad that they hadn’t gone back. She wondered 

how many other loves May had had and still regretted losing. 

She had thrown herself into her civil service career working in 

the Highways Department. Articulate and practical, she had 

risen in a man’s world. She had never married. Rosie carefully 

pinned the needle and thread into the fabric so that it wouldn’t 

get loose in the bag and prick May’s finger in her rummaging 

through her belongings. Like Sleeping Beauty, she thought, her 

brain making a strange connection to thorny thickets of briar 

enveloping a pinnacled castle where a girl lay dreaming of love; 

time stopped for her at sweet sixteen. She reached across and 

took her aunt’s hand.

May looked at her as if she was surfacing from a great depth, 
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struggling to comprehend, ‘Helena?’ she said at last and Rosie, 

too exhausted to start all over again, just squeezed her hand.

Nurse Todd came in and seeing their joined hands, nodded 

and smiled as if this was a very satisfactory outcome for a first 

visit. ‘Shall we put your things away safely in your bag, May?’ 

she said but May was once again lost in thought. Nurse Todd 

started to pack away the mound of objects. Noticing the TV 

remote she exclaimed, ‘Ah! We’ve been looking everywhere for 

that!’ and surreptitiously slipped it into the pocket of her 

uniform. ‘This happens all the time,’ she said to Rosie. ‘May 

likes to watch Doctors but some of the men are very vocal about 

watching the sport.’

Rosie smiled at her aunt’s ingenuity despite male vociferous-

ness.

Nurse Todd said cheerily, ‘We’ll have to keep it under lock 

and key. They all do it; sometimes it’s like hunt the thimble in 

here.’ She put the tidied bag back under May’s chair.

‘Can I come and have a word?’ Rosie asked before explaining 

to May that she had to go. She kissed her lightly on the cheek; 

it felt dry, so soft and loose, compared to the feel of hundreds 

of bedtime kisses on Sam or Cara’s plump cheeks, like a peach 

that’s gone over; her smell was a mixture of sweet and musty. 

As she bent over her, May lifted her hand and touched Rosie’s 

scarf, a filmy material with a William Morris pattern in cream 

and pale blue.

‘Nice,’ May murmured.

Rosie unwound the scarf and softly draped it around May’s 

shoulders. May fingered the edge of the fabric, looking down 

at its lustrous folds against the dull, bobbly cardigan. She looked 

up at Rosie with eyes as open and delighted as a child’s.

‘It suits you,’ Rosie said. ‘I’ll come and see you again soon.’

She followed Nurse Todd from the room and asked about 
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May’s health. The nurse gave a recap: sometimes she became 

very confused and recognised no one, and she was often 

distressed when she woke at night. She was in better shape 

physically: arthritis, but still able to walk independently, her 

sight still good enough with reading glasses for her to attempt 

a little sewing although she had to use a darning needle and 

grew frustrated at the size and ungainly shape of her stitches.

Thinking of her pleasure over the scarf, Rosie said, ‘Should 

I bring in some clothes? She used to be so particular about 

how she looked.’

Nurse Todd flushed a little. ‘There are a lot of spillages. It’s 

better if they’re in things that you can get them in and out of 

easily.’

‘I’ll have a look what there is left at home,’ Rosie said mildly. 

She hadn’t meant to sound critical but felt quite determined 

on the point. The May she knew would be mortified to be 

dressed in clothes from some communal clothes store that fitted 

her like a sack. She smiled, ‘I’ll pick out things without lots of 

buttons.’ She thanked the nurse and shook her hand at the 

door saying that she would be back in a few days and asking 

if it was OK to bring the children.

‘Of course. It brightens everyone up to have young faces 

around,’ she said.

As Rosie drove home she reflected that the visit had answered 

her question: May clearly needed care; she was certainly not 

going to be able to come back to the house. At least the home 

seemed sound and the staff competent and well intentioned; 

that was a relief. She would visit as often as she could while 

they were here, she decided, and, once she was back in London, 

when Josh had the children for a weekend, she’d try to get up 

to see May and make sure she had everything she needed. Still, 

she thought how sad it was for May to have reached the last 
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few years of her life and to be so alone. However kind the 

nurses were she was still cared for by strangers. It struck a 

chord with her own loneliness, now that both Josh and Mum 

were gone. I have two children, she told herself. I still have 

someone to love, that’s all that matters, but a child-like voice 

at the back of her mind was saying, But now there’s no one to 

love and care for you, is there? Just like May.

Later that evening, when the kids had been collected from next 

door, bathed and tucked up – Sam now in the spare room next 

to hers with his toy cars ranged along the windowsill in a nose-

to-tail traffic jam and Cara in a collapsible lobster-pot cot at 

the foot of her bed – Rosie gave Corinne a call.

‘Hello, you, how’s it going in the wilds of the North?’ Corinne 

said. ‘Everything good?’

‘Pretty much. The kids are fine. My neighbour’s nice. I’ve 

been to see May too; she’s a bit of a character . . .’

‘And? Something’s bothering you.’

‘Well, it’s silly really, but this odd child turned up and it’s 

freaking me out. She was in the garden and then by the time 

I went out there she’d gone and I couldn’t work out how she 

got in.’

‘How old was she?’

‘I don’t know, maybe eight, nine?’

‘Not likely to mean any harm then; maybe she’s just curious 

about who’s moved in? Wants to see if there’s anyone new to 

play with.’

‘Maybe . . . but today I think she came into the house.’

‘How do you mean, you think she did? You didn’t see her 

then?’

‘No, just heard footsteps on the stairs, at least I think 

there were.’
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There was a pause. ‘You probably imagined it. Old houses are 

always full of funny noises, and you’re bound to be all on edge 

in a new place and with the trial of sorting your mum’s stuff 

out ahead of you. It probably makes you a bit . . . well . . . jumpy. 

You know how you can get when you’re overwrought.’

‘I suppose. But May reckons she comes in the house and 

steals things.’

‘Yeah, all the things she finds later under the bed or down the 

side of the sofa.’ Corinne giggled. ‘Come on, you’re not going 

to let yourself get spooked by the wanderings of a batty aunt?’

‘No – no, I’m fine.’ Rosie let it go. Corinne had a point; May 

was in the home exactly because of such irrational imaginings. 

‘How about you?’

‘Well, I’ve just heard that the school isn’t renewing my 

contract this year.’

‘Oh no! Why not? They can’t do that two weeks before the 

start of term, surely?’

‘To be honest, I thought this might happen.They’ve been 

wanting to make cuts in the department for ages. Actually, I’m 

not that bothered.’

‘How do you mean? What’s going on?’

There was a pause in which Rosie sensed a suppressed excite-

ment. ‘I wasn’t going to tell anyone until I’d told my parents, 

but what the hell, they aren’t to know if I tell you.’

‘What? Tell me!’

‘Luc asked me to marry him.’

Rosie let out a squeal. ‘Corinne! That’s wonderful! I’m so 

happy for you. When? How?’

‘I went over at the weekend and we had one of those deep 

conversations. We’re both hating being apart . . . and he’d been 

scouting around for a job for me. He’d made a contact who 

works in an agency placing language teachers in foreign compa-
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nies whose managers need to improve their business French . . .’

Rosie swallowed hard. ‘So you’re going back to Paris; he’s 

not coming over here?’

‘It makes more sense this way. His job pays more than mine; 

our families are there—’ Corinne broke off. ‘Oh God, I’m sorry, 

that was tactless.’

‘No,’ Rosie said firmly, although the thought of Streatham 

without Corinne was bleak. ‘It’ll be lovely for you to have family 

nearby. What kind of a friend wouldn’t be glad for you? And 

I am – really.’ She stopped herself from saying, ‘When do you 

have to go?’ She had no right to sound disappointed; after all, 

when she’d told Corinne she was upping sticks to 

Northamptonshire for a while, Corinne had understood that 

she had to do it and had never once moaned. She reframed 

the question and put a cheerfulness into her voice. ‘How soon 

will you be able to go?’

‘I’ve already started packing,’ Corinne said sheepishly. ‘Now 

we’ve decided, we just want to be together as soon as we can.’

‘Right. Well, that’s good then.’ Rosie asked her about the 

wedding. It was to be in the spring and Rosie promised to keep 

the range of possible dates free in her diary. Corinne’s happi-

ness bubbled over as she told Rosie about her engagement ring 

and spoke of booking the church and of hotels and honeymoon 

plans.

‘As soon as you’ve done what you have to at your mum’s 

place, come out and visit us in France,’ Corinne finished.

‘It might take quite a while. As well as going through every-

thing I’m going to have to redecorate at the very least.’

‘Well, get on to it as fast as you can. I need you to help me 

choose a dress.’

They said their goodbyes and Rosie laid her phone down 

slowly on the kitchen table, her mind distracted. As part of 

þ ÿ � � � � � � � � � 	 
 � � 
 � � � ÿ 
 � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � �  � �



38

her plans, she’d assumed Corinne would be there to go back 

to when she finished here. Streatham was her base now; she’d 

made a home there, however modest, for the kids, a place 

where there would be no more upset, where they felt secure. 

She had her contacts at the school and knew that when she 

came out the other side of all this and Sam had started school, 

she would probably be able to pick up some hours there again, 

maybe even get her old job back. In the long term, she planned 

to send the children to the primary that fed into her secondary 

school so that when they moved up she would be able to keep 

an eye on them. It was harder for kids with single parents, 

with only one person there to root for them, and she was 

going to make sure she was right there whenever they needed 

her.

She hadn’t really realised how much she had been relying 

on Corinne. Now it felt as though yet another person was step-

ping off her map. When she returned to London, the small 

familiarity of their weekly get-togethers wouldn’t be there to 

look forward to; she would be left in uncharted territory 

without a landmark to hold fast to. Her mouth felt dry as her 

anxiety rose. Feeling restless and nervous, she knew she would 

be unable to sit still.

She set out to make a list of the jobs that needed doing in 

the house. With notebook and pen in hand, she went from 

room to room, trying to view each one through the eyes of 

a prospective buyer. The living room needed decorating but 

was otherwise in good shape; it looked inviting as the evening 

dimmed, a lamp glowing through an amber shade on the 

bureau beside the window, a Persian rug on the oak floor, 

squashy sofas with cream cotton covers, books lining the 

chimney alcoves. The kitchen needed reorganising to make 

room for a dishwasher and the veneer on the cupboards was 
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split and peeling. She would just replace the doors, she 

decided. She couldn’t afford to have the whole thing refitted. 

The cost of doing the place up was going to have to come 

out of their everyday budget as her savings had dwindled to 

almost zero. She would manage on a shoestring and do it all 

herself.

There were a few marks on the wall in the hallway, where 

her mum’s bike still stood and one of her mum’s favourite 

porcelain plates decorated with butterflies and peonies hung 

on the wall. The paintwork of skirting boards, banisters and 

spindles needed redoing. She paused at the door under the 

stairs that must lead down to the cellar. She’d noticed the tiny 

windows at ground level at the back of the house and at the 

front the bricked-up chute at street level that must have once 

been used for the delivery of logs or coal. She undid the bolt 

at the top of the rough plank door and laid her hand on the 

brass doorknob, but something indefinable made her hesitate. 

A cold draught seeped from under the door, chilling her bare 

ankles and her feet in their flip-flops.

A sudden noise made her start. Faintly, as if from behind 

the closed door, came a high-pitched sound, a long keening 

cry, like a distant lament. Tentatively, she put her ear to the 

door and listened, straining to hear. It ceased as suddenly as 

it had begun. A faint smell of soot was borne on the stale air 

that leached through the joints of the boards of the door but 

now there was no more than the tiny whistling sound made 

by the draught as it passed through. She waited, shivering in 

the draught, but the sound didn’t come again. She thought of 

what Corinne had said, and told herself that what she had 

heard was just the house creaking as the heat left the day 

and its timbers cooled and contracted. Surely that was it; 

Mum’s cottage had made sounds as it settled, cracking noises 
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and long sighs as the wooden joists and beams relaxed. She 

dropped her hand from the doorknob; it would be better to 

look at the cellar in daylight. Some light would shine through 

the tiny windows at the back. She would give the panes a wash 

first: they were streaked with the green dust of algae; yes, that 

was what she’d do.

Her nerves still jangled, she hurried upstairs to look in  

on Sam and Cara. They were fine, both sound asleep: Sam on 

top of a rumpled nest of duvet; Cara, who had been grizzly 

in the heat, cooler now, stripped down to vest and nappy. 

She lay flat as a starfish, on her back, her arms stretched out 

above her head, her knees fallen apart, utterly abandoned to 

sleep. Rosie watched her for a few moments feeling the 

vulnerability of her sleeping child, the overwhelming desire 

to protect her. Cara’s eyes moved beneath their closed lids 

– dreaming.

Rosie carried on and jotted down more household notes: 

there were water stains on the ceiling here, and the electric 

switches on this floor were an ancient brown Bakelite suggesting 

that the house had been only partially rewired.

She’d been so busy settling the children in, food shopping 

and visiting May, that she’d not got round to exploring the top 

floor of the house, which was reached by a spiral staircase from 

the landing. She climbed the stairs, her feet clanging on the 

black iron treads, and found, instead of another corridor with 

doors leading from it, that she was in a large room with a high 

ceiling, lit from both sides by pairs of uncurtained windows, 

filling the space with dusky evening light. As in the other rooms, 

the floor was made of wide oak floorboards, but here, completely 

bare and unadorned by rugs, their huge breadth and thickness 

was more apparent. Rosie wondered at their solidity and the 

substantial joists that must underpin them. The wood had 
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the patina of age and across the middle of the room was a 

shiny path, as if many feet had once passed to and fro. There 

were black marks left by old nails and fixings on the boards 

beneath the windows and, in front of the marks, shallow hollows 

buffed to a fine shine, like a dip in a stone step worn by myriad 

feet. Rosie remembered her initial impression that the building 

might have been some kind of barracks, but if so, what was 

the need for the reinforced floor or the many windows, which 

would surely have been an unnecessary expense? The room 

was more like a section of a workshop that had run the length 

of the building; perhaps heavy machines of some kind had 

been fixed to the sturdy floor and bright light had been needed 

for the work: light far brighter than people had been used to 

for ordinary living.

Whatever the reason, the room had a spare and simple 

beauty. The walls were painted plain white and were hung 

with the quilts that her mother used to make. Some were made 

up of intricate patterns of hexagons, plain and floral, spotted 

and striped, forming a rich mass of colours; some used 

appliqué to form pictures: a winter wood embroidered with 

silver thread; a bed of hollyhocks and foxgloves with jewelled 

bees. They used to hang in the lounge and hallway of her 

mum’s old home, partly obscured by open doors or the clutter 

of coats. Here, given white space around them and room to 

breathe, they glowed like fine paintings, each one a bold state-

ment.

Under the windows that looked out over the garden stood 

a long dressmaker’s table and a tailor’s dummy that must belong 

to May. Both sisters had been keen on sewing but May had 

preferred a practical end in view and had taken up tailoring. 

Her mother’s magnifying-glass stand and an angle-poise lamp 

stood on the table now, and in the set of open shelves that ran 
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the length of one wall, piles of neatly folded quilting squares 

lay alongside May’s bolts of cloth and sewing baskets.

Rosie walked slowly to the bench. Spread beneath the lamp 

was a square piece of pale blue cotton, quilted with billowing 

clouds on which tiny winged dumper trucks and diggers 

laboured, their trailers and buckets full of puffy whiteness. 

The words ‘Sam’s Castles in the Air’ were embroidered along 

the bottom, the needle still pinned to the fabric at the foot 

of the letter ‘r’. Beside the piece were Mum’s spare reading 

glasses, their arms open as if she had just put them aside for 

a moment to go to the door or answer the phone. Rosie 

touched the soft fabric as if she could send a message to her 

mother through her fingertips. She picked up the glasses and 

very slowly folded the arms before laying them gently back 

down.

Her head began to ache with the effort of refusing in to 

weeping. She put the heels of her hands over her eyes and held 

them there for a minute, willing the headache not to develop 

into one of the full-blown migraines that had afflicted her off 

and on ever since she’d started the tablets from the doctor. It 

didn’t work. When she took her hands away the dull throb 

behind her eyes was still there and she knew that if she turned 

on the lamp she would recoil and the pain would flower into 

a tight clamp around her forehead.

She stood in the darkening room looking out of the window, 

the row of gardens spread below her in the fading light: swings 

and a sandpit in Tally’s garden; a bower with a seat in the 

garden on the other side, its pale green paint light against dark 

foliage; patio furniture and rows of vegetables in others. Most 

had some kind of fruit trees; two others had the ancient remains 

of old mulberry trees, like her own.

From amongst plum and apple, mulberry and damson trees 
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came the repetitive call of pigeons settling to roost. The far 

end of her garden was in shadow, the bent shape of the buddleia 

and the big mulberry tree casting deeper pools of shade. Rosie 

stiffened. A small figure was squatting under the mulberry tree 

amongst the rubble and briars, her face and bare arms white 

in the dimness. Her hands were moving quickly amongst the 

weeds as if she were searching for something, her arms plunged 

deep into nettles and brambles. Rosie gasped. Her head 

pounding, she reached across the table to open the window 

and call out to stop her. The girl was scrabbling desperately, 

as if trying to recover some precious treasure, oblivious to 

stings and cuts. Rosie tried the long metal bar of the catch; 

it wouldn’t come undone. She pushed against it; the window 

was locked.

The girl stopped suddenly, and looked over to her left, as if 

she had heard something. Keeping her head down as if afraid 

she would be seen, she glanced from side to side, as though 

checking her escape route, unsure whether to make a dash for 

it. Like a sparrow in fear of a hawk, she froze and cocked her 

head to listen. Quickly she rummaged again; then, startled once 

more, she half stood, clutching the cloth of her apron, twisting 

it between her hands, as if in an agony of uncertainty whether 

to stay or flee.

Rosie felt a strange dizziness coming over her, as if she were 

being drawn towards the child, the kind of vertiginous pull 

exerted by a mill pond or a drowned quarry – deep dark water 

that pulled you in. Unable to tear her eyes away from the white 

oval of the child’s face looking up at her, she felt about her for 

the key on the windowsill and her hand met its cold shape. 

She groped for the window catch, her hand trembling. She 

fumbled with the catch, dropping her eyes to see how to get 

it undone, and in the moment that she looked away the spell 
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was lifted. She gave a little cry and stepped back into the room, 

dropping the bar as if it were hot.

Outside, a blackbird flew low across the lawn uttering its 

chattering alarm call and then the garden was silent. Silent and 

utterly empty.
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