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About the Book

Gillian Traherne and her mother Phoebe lead a remote existence in their grey, stone house on the Welsh borders. Gillian is a loner, an eccentric poet in her thirties, who has a difficult relationship with her very different mother: a well-known and expert gardener. Into their strange and secluded world, described with beautifully observed detail, come strangers from London to disrupt life as Gillian knows it. But with the joy of the love that she is to discover, will also come the pain and suffering of experience and the stark realities of the adult world.


For Marek, walking,
and
To the memory of Michael Wall


 

Who is this that cometh up from the wilderness, leaning upon her beloved?

Set me as a seal upon thine heart, as a seal upon thine arm; for love is strong as death; jealousy is as cruel as the grave.

The Song of Solomon

The peace of God, which passeth all understanding.

The Book of Common Prayer
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The coming of autumn
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Phoebe was fact and Gillian fiction: together, mother and daughter uneasily inhabited the damp, grey stone house which stood just over the border from Herefordshire to Wales. Just over, but within. They were in Wales, not England, and thus inhabited what would to Phoebe always be foreign territory, even though she might never want to move. Gillian was born here: there could never be any question of her moving.

In the autumn of 1957 Phoebe and her husband moved in with a handful of furniture and a baby on the way. The house had been empty for months: Phoebe, angular and tall, the swelling curve of her pregnancy outlandishly at odds with the rest of her, stood on the cold patterned tiles in the hall and looked up at bare stairs, brown-painted banisters, post-war wallpaper limp and stained with moisture. The air was chill; her footsteps were like gunshots as she moved from room to empty room; she stood in the sitting room with its rotting flowered carpet, surveying through unwashed windows an enormous garden, rankly overgrown with nettles, ivy, old man’s beard. Phoebe mentally mowed it all down. She tore out weeds by the roots and had the decaying sycamore chopped to a stump, round which she planted primroses; she laid paths, sowed grass seed, dug beds for shrubs, for vegetables, for rare and mysterious flowers.

The light was fading: November dusk claimed the sky beyond the bare trees which, with a ragged hedge, divided the garden from farmland. The map had shown a river.

The baby kicked; behind her came the footsteps of her husband. Phoebe ignored them both.

Her husband flicked down a Bakelite switch at the door. A naked light bulb shone horribly on to the rotting carpet and ugly tiled fireplace someone once had liked: the unwashed windows went black.

He said: ‘Do you hate me for bringing you here?’

‘Of course not,’ said Phoebe, whose view of the garden had been so abruptly shut out, but she did not say that she loved him.

And within her the vision of the garden grew: a chanting catalogue of Latin, handfuls of white labels, fine writing in black ink, more wonderful than any child.

Phoebe’s baby was born in a snowstorm. The piercing stars which had hung above the garden at eight o’clock were blotted out by ten o’clock with whirling clouds of white. It was the middle of February: up on the hills sheep heaved and gasped and frozen wet lambs died within moments. Up in her bedroom, at midnight, Phoebe lay gasping and heaving in a black iron bed with brass knobs at each corner; downstairs her husband dialled and dialled. He put down the heavy receiver and opened the front door. Snow roared in and he banged it shut again; he raced up the bare brown stairs to the bedroom.

‘What shall we do? What can I do for you?’

Phoebe clamped her teeth on a fistful of sheet and turned away from him. Sweat poured down her, though the room was bitter. He fumbled to turn up the oil stove and the little blue circle went orange and yellow: too high. He ran down to boil a kettle and dialled again. If not the doctor then the vicar, the vicar’s wife. Phoebe was three weeks early: he found he was crying.

The vicar’s wife reached them at one in the morning, leaving a message en route. At five the doctor hammered on the door; at six he drew a slimy white-coated creature from between Phoebe’s legs and pronounced it a girl.

Phoebe’s husband, pale and pacing, came up from the hall to see her; he kissed Phoebe’s face, smoothing back soaking dark hair, saying he knew not what.

The doctor gave Phoebe the baby, wrapped in towels.

‘Put it in the crib,’ said Phoebe, and turned her face to the window. The snow had stopped falling; the sky was an unearthly colour; the whole of the land was silent and still.

‘She’s perfect,’ said her husband, bending over his daughter.

Gillian followed her parents round the garden. It was spring, she was three, and the trunks of the trees were dark above her, leaves silken and tender, a mist of green. A spade sliced into damp earth and turned it; boxes of plants stood about, waiting their turn. Down at the far end drifts of daffodils swayed as the wind went past: the air was fresh and the sky light, streaming with young clouds. Lambs bleated across the other side of the hawthorn hedge, sprinkled over the farmer’s field. Gillian’s hair was unbrushed, and her face had traces of breakfast upon it. She wore a print dress and wellingtons, and carried a doll in a vest and a trailing shawl.

Her father came up behind her, pushing a barrow of compost.

‘Mind,’ he said gently.

She stood aside.

Phoebe was digging hard, wearing a headscarf. She pushed it back impatiently at the approach of the barrow.

‘I must get on,’ said her husband.

‘With what?’

‘Phoebe—’

‘Go on, then.’

He made to kiss her; she let him.

Gillian followed him back to the house.

‘Can I sit with you?’

‘If you like.’

She sat in a brown, uncovered armchair with sagging springs, and her doll slept in her lap. Her father moved along the shelves: he took down books, and sniffed the pages. He stood there reading, marking, slipping them back again. He showed her a book bound in black, with gold on the spine.

He read to her.

‘“Orient and immortal wheat, which never should be reaped, nor was ever sown. I thought it had stood from everlasting to everlasting.”’

He turned the pages.

‘“The World is not this little Cottage of Heaven and Earth . . . It is an illimted field of Varietie and Beauty . . .”’

Gillian smoothed the trailing shawl. Her doll was having a dream.

‘“Lov is the true Means by which the World is Enjoyed. Our Lov to others, and Others Lov to us.”’

Her father put the book back. He went to sit at his desk, with a pile of paper, and a pen. A wicker basket stood beside him, filled with scrunched-up balls of white. He lifted his pen, he turned to look at her.

‘Your face needs a wash, my darling.’

‘It doesn’t matter,’ said Gillian.

A fire smoked in the grate; the hearth needed sweeping. Later the scrunched-up balls of white would be consumed: she would help him to throw them, one by one.

Beyond the window, faraway Phoebe dug in the compost. She looked like a clothes peg, Gillian thought. Her father wrote something, and crossed it out. He sat looking out of the window: lambs bleated, catkins shook. He lit a cigarette and went on sitting there, looking out, looking in.

After a while Gillian left the room with her doll; he did not hear her.

Gillian’s father died in a flood.

In the autumn of 1961 it rained for a week without stopping, and the banks of the river burst. The field below the hill behind the house became a lake; the house, on high flat ground, was safe, though much of the garden was ruined; down in the village, where the river came snaking round, where children, in summer, floated boats and sticks and fished for things, water now swept and swirled along the main street, drowning doorsteps, pouring through gaps at front doors into small front rooms, rising, rising.

Gillian’s father, who could not swim, clung on to the back of the farmer’s tractor. They did what they could to ferry beleaguered families out to high ground, up to the church; wrapped in blankets, a soaking congregation filled the pews, and listened to the rain pound on the roof and against the leaded windows, shaken by the wind.

Gillian’s father, on the third trip back to the village, saw a black dog swimming weakly towards them and shouted: in his cab, in driving wind and rain, the farmer did not hear him. Gillian’s father bent down and reached for the dog, and slipped, his hand missing the collar, his foot missing the footplate. The tractor drove on, the water closed above him; he and the dog went down together.

This was the autumn of Gillian’s fourth year.

The poems her father had sent off to London in the summer were published, a posthumous second volume, and well received. People in universities admired them, and forgot them. Years passed.

These days Phoebe rarely spoke of her husband, and Gillian could not remember him: not his voice, not his face. There were photographs, but they were different from memories.

Those days had been locked away by these days, in which mother and daughter, both without men, though for different reasons, had come to an accommodation.

Gillian remembered an armchair, a man at the bookshelves, the scratch of a pen.
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The villagers were used to Gillian; strangers thought her odd. She was odd. Odd is unmatched, unpartnered, out on its own: Gillian, at not quite seven o’clock on a morning in late September, was out on her own in the garden, her overcoat over her nightgown, slippered feet flapping on damp brick paths. It was Sunday: church bells rang. Gillian’s hair was a cloud of fuse wire: she combed it down and tied it back in the day, but at night it floated out across her pillow, and it floated out now, as yet unrestrained, on to the collar of the grey tweed overcoat. Gillian’s hands were worker’s hands, with bitten fingernails, prone to chaps and chilblains, prone to go blue with cold; they clasped a mug of hot tea as she walked through the garden.

Cobwebs beaded with dew hung on the hawthorn hedge which bordered it, and the neat box hedges which in places divided it. Phoebe had wrought a miracle here, and won a reputation. Gillian had other names for the plants which her mother so carefully catalogued in midnight-blue notebooks: she walked around the garden talking to the companions of her childhood. Then, they had towered above her; even now, even before she came to the trees in the farmer’s field, there were places where she stood gazing up at mighty spreading leaves, branching from enormous fleshy stems with hairs on. Such plants encroached, and had to be conquered; others were nurtured, and cuttings were taken, put into pots and put into the greenhouse.

The greenhouse stood to the side of the house, built by a local firm to Phoebe’s specifications with a small legacy from an aunt. That was in 1968, when Gillian was ten. She walked home from school and stood watching the men with her drink and her sandwich: a wooden frame was hammered, glass panes lifted from a stack against the wall of the house swung dizzily before her, reflecting the grass, the flagstones, the summer sky. They were slid into place in perfect grooves; blood trickled from the thumb of one of the men and he swore. It took just under a week, and then the slatted shelves went in, and Phoebe stood inside, looking out through the glass to her garden, planning. Gillian watched her, sealed away.

‘Go and do something useful,’ said Phoebe.

Now the white frames were peeling and flaky. They had been painted and repainted: by Phoebe, who no longer had money from a legacy left to pay for it, and by Gillian, clumsily, dangerous up a ladder on spring afternoons, splashing the flagstones.

‘“And behold a ladder, set up on the earth, and the top of it reached to heaven,”’ she said aloud, recalling Sunday school, and Scripture, and Jacob’s dream. ‘“And behold the angels of God—”’

‘I’ll do it myself,’ said Phoebe.

The greenhouse stood to the side of the house; a dovecot hung from the wall at the back. It had been there for ever, was there when Phoebe arrived with her husband, though she did nothing about it. Only Phoebe, thought Gillian, could ignore a dovecot. A gift of doves was the gift of a lover: Gillian, who had never had a lover, knew that. But these doves came from a woman in the village whose brother kept some, and sometimes sold them. Phoebe and Gillian drove over to see him one Sunday, when Gillian was twenty, and at a loss. They bought two – for breeding, said Phoebe, paying the man. Gillian clasped the box with its air-holes and raised it and turned it towards her: the two doves were silent, tapping the cardboard sides with their beaks, sliding about, their toes scraping the bottom. Gillian, peering, could see whiteness, and brightness of eye.

‘You have nothing to fear,’ she told them.

At home she took them out of the box and held them in turn against her; she pressed her face to feathers of snow and ran her fingers down the sweet and perfect curve of the head and neck. When she released them they did not know where to go: they fluttered to the roof and walked along broken slates with jerky and uneasy footsteps.

‘Come down to your house,’ said Gillian, and scattered a handful of corn.

The doves came down and ate, and found the dovecot; the next day they began to murmur and coo, and the ground was splashed with white. Now there were over a dozen, and sometimes Gillian and Phoebe sold a pair to visitors.

Visitors came to the house to buy plants, travelling sometimes from some distance. Articles had been written about Phoebe and her garden: they were known to people up and down the country. Gillian’s name was known also, but to a smaller circle, and her visitors were rare. Her poems appeared in small magazines at infrequent intervals; she gave readings in the upper rooms of pubs.

High on the hillsides, sheep cropped toughened autumn grass; on lower and more gentle slopes the woods were yellow and still, sheltering ploughland. Winding grey roads and quiet lanes connected isolated cottages and farms.

Gillian had been walking these lanes all her life. As a girl she had cycled, also, riding an old black bike with a basket, ticking on cold October days between trees and hedgerows, the soundless fields beyond. Fallen dry leaves danced before her; sometimes a curlew called. Gillian, at ten, eleven, twelve, was writing on these cycle rides, though she did not know it, and what went into her diary then was only a record of days. But the landscape, silent as a church, sank into her. In winter, storms and rising water filled her dreams; in spring and summer she leaned the bike against a tree and flung herself down on the grass, gazing up, up, feeling herself detach from herself and look down upon outstretched girl, black bicycle, rippling grass. Later the bike was abandoned, with one flat tyre too many for Phoebe to bother about: it was parked in the shed with a quantity of spiders and for years forgotten. Gillian went walking.

She went walking still.

Early morning in late September. Sunday: the bell for early Communion. The mist rose from the valley beyond the garden and the sun rose, touching Gillian’s hair. There were no visitors at such an hour, and the doves were still in their dovecot. Phoebe was still in the house.

Gillian came to the end of the garden, where a great pond lay. Phoebe had dug it and filled and planted it: in spring, kingcups spilled into it, bulrushes and tall yellow iris rose around it; now, with the approach of autumn, the glossy green waterlily leaves were yellowing also, beginning to curl.

Gillian stood in her tweed coat and nightgown at the water’s edge. The mist rose from the valley beyond the hawthorn hedge; spiders dropped from the glass-beaded webs; the sun rose and the surface of the water shone with holy light.

‘Breakfast,’ called Phoebe. ‘Come along.’

Gillian went. She hung up her coat in the dark tiled hall. Glimpsing Phoebe in the kitchen, moving between range and table in paisley dressing gown, she had a thought and trod on it.

The man on the kitchen wireless was talking about what the papers said. Phoebe and Gillian took the papers intermittently, according to budget; they read them according to mood. The man on the wireless described varying reactions to summit meetings; civil war; the sordid fall of men from office. Gillian reached for the teapot and refilled her mug from a height.

‘Don’t do that,’ said Phoebe. ‘Did you sleep well?’

‘I think so.’ She lowered the teapot. ‘What about you?’

‘Very well, thank you.’ Phoebe passed her a pale green plate: watery lumps of scrambled egg sat on a piece of toast.

Gillian took the plate. Alistair Cooke was writing to her from America: he wrote every Sunday, it bored her to death. Across the table Phoebe was eating briskly, looking at the headlines. Outside, the doves began to coo.

‘My angels,’ said Gillian.

‘What did you say?’

‘Nothing.’ She looked round the kitchen, swallowing lumps. A window overlooked the lane, another the garden at the back: both windows were small enough to mean that they often needed the light on, and it was on now, a single bulb in a shade the colour of fly-paper, hanging over the table. If Gillian had had her way there might have been other lights, illuminating corners, but the budget did not run to other lights.

Overall, the furniture in the room – the range, the moquette chair beside it, the scratched worn table and dresser against the wall – had the same disconnected air which pervaded much of the house: of objects put in a place on first arrival and never since thought about, much less rearranged. Gillian rarely visited other people’s houses, but she sensed when she did so what was missing here, even if other people’s furniture was not to her taste.

‘Toast?’ she asked, rising.

‘Thank you.’ Phoebe turned the pages of the paper and pushed up her spectacles. Gillian took up the breadknife. The review section lay untouched by her plate: you needed a lot of energy to keep up with all those goings-on. She sometimes read the books pages, but she rarely read the books: it was Phoebe who took out three or four a month from the market-town library, and filled in request cards, and sat up in bed to all hours of the night with her specs on.

Gillian lay beneath the bedclothes and listened for her poems, a broken urgent whispering which had to be given silence.

The bread, sliced too thickly, could not get out of the toaster, and was going black with rage. The kitchen filled with smoke.

‘Oh, for heaven’s sake,’ said Phoebe, pushing her chair back.

Later, in recompense, in bilious-green cast-off jumper and brown trousers, Gillian stood at the sink and washed everything up. She had made her bed, she had brushed back her hair and tied it, she had switched off the fly-paper lamp. The kitchen was lighter, now; she looked out to the garden where her mother was on her knees. Last year’s bulbs were spread on a sack beside her: Phoebe, with her trowel, opened up the earth and overturned it; she cast out stones.

A cast-out devil, ragged and black, hobbled along the lane at the front of the house: Gillian, in her cast-off jumper, rinsing the plates and putting them up in the rack beside her, saw him, limping and scratching at bits of himself, searching for sanctuary. Bread was cast upon the waters. A man had a cast in his eye. He stood on a street corner, moaning in the rain. Ah. There. The devil leapt into him, turning round and round, settling down in his new home.

Gillian, writing, went for potatoes. They stood in a heavy paper sack behind the larder door and were covered in earth. She carried them back to the sink in a bowl and water gushed on to them. She peeled them and put them round the joint in the big black roasting tin on the table, as Phoebe had told her to do, and opened the oven door. Good morning, said Gillian, here you are. She pushed in the roasting tin and went upstairs, writing, leaving the oven door open.

Upstairs was chilly and damp. She went to her room, her desk.

On a morning in spring, some years ago, she had entered her father’s study, and knelt before his desk, and pulled all the drawers out, one by one. She had piled them up and carried them up the stairs; a man, summoned from the village, had helped her to turn the poor empty thing on its side and carry it up with her. The desk was strong, and had withstood everything. Its drawers were slid back into place again; it was set before her window, where it belonged. That was immediately clear. It had been her father’s, and then it had been no one’s, and now it was hers.

And now she stood before it, unscrewing her marbled fountain pen. Some things were male and some were female: white sheets lay beneath the fountain pen, waiting to receive his touch.

Gillian sat down. Her room was at the front of the house: she could not see the garden. Across the lane beneath her stood a hedgerow: beyond it, visible only from up here, hill and valley rose and fell beneath a soaring sky.

Bells rang.

Gillian lifted her pen.
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A blackboard stood outside the house, advertising produce. Visitors might come from a distance for plants, but locals, and passers-by, called in for vegetables: greenhouse tomatoes; cauliflowers, carrots, beans and winter greens from the walled area across the garden from the pond.

Phoebe had not, in her long-ago vision, planned this area, but produce became an economic necessity. In the early spring of 1962, six months after her husband’s death, she ordered stone from a discount merchant advertising in the local paper, and made a request to the travelling library.

The travelling librarian was used to giving out romances: he stamped the City Library’s copy of the book on dry-stone walling and handed it down to Phoebe, waiting with Gillian in the cold.

‘This for your husband?’ he asked, having no other customers yet, a long round to make through the valley, and only the dog in the cab for company.

‘No,’ said Phoebe shortly. She looked at the book jacket and turned to the contents page. A sharp spring wind blew across the fields: Gillian pulled the shawl round her doll and shivered.

‘Looks like rain,’ said the travelling librarian.

Phoebe agreed.

‘A book for the little one?’

Phoebe glanced at Gillian. ‘Do you want a book?’

‘Yes, please.’

They climbed the steps, into the warmth of the van. Phoebe leaned against the door frame, turning pages; Gillian and the doll looked about them. The children’s section was small. Gillian, who had just begun to read, chose a book about cavemen. Comfortable women with shopping bags climbed the steps. They discussed the imminent rain, and Catherine Cookson; they recognised the child in the corner, and were kind.

‘That’s a nice story you’ve found there. You’ll be starting at school with the other children soon, I expect.’

Gillian, afflicted with shyness, shrank.

‘Come along,’ said Phoebe. She nodded to the women and snapped her book shut. They hurried home.

In the afternoon, when the rain had stopped, Phoebe dug a trench. She laid plumb lines. Gillian sat at her father’s desk and looked at pictures of sabre-toothed tigers and mammoths, printed in yellow and black. She made out some words and guessed at others. The doll had her afternoon sleep. ‘I can read,’ Gillian told her, when she woke up.

Two days later, an articulated lorry dropped the stone off, tipping it up on the verge. Phoebe, mindful of accidents, coated a couple of planks with whitewash and set them up against the pile, to warn the occasional passing car or tractor. She carted the stones, barrow by barrow, along the path at the side of the house, and across the garden. Gillian took those stones which fell off, and built caves, down by the pond. Phoebe’s full attention had not yet been given to the pond, which was still a wild place. Gillian made Plasticine cavemen and women, a Plasticine mammoth. The wall grew, spit by spit, and was finished just after Easter. After Easter, Gillian started school.

Phoebe, before it was fashionable, grew her vegetables organically. She piled up compost, and avoided pesticides. The greens had holes in the leaves, and the carrots were pale and of varying sizes, but they tasted well. She chalked up prices on a blackboard bought at the school bazaar, and sat it outside, with a couple of pots of thyme. Gillian had thought the blackboard was to be for her. When people called to buy, she took them down the path, and pointed to Phoebe, planting and pruning. Twine and secateurs stuck out of Phoebe’s pockets; she was always carrying something – flowerpots, a trowel, boxes of cuttings. The visitors were an interruption, but grew used to her brisk manner.

Phoebe kept the money in jam jars, and let Gillian count it, until the day when she dropped a jar, and broken glass and coins were scattered and mixed up all over the kitchen floor. Phoebe cut herself, trying to separate them. Gillian hid.

It was late afternoon. Phoebe, after an undercooked lunch, had raked up the first fall of leaves, piled them on top of the summer’s weeds and deadheads, and lit a bonfire, down by the pond. She had retired to the vegetable garden, to pick the last of the runner beans and sow spring cabbages.

Gillian stood watching the bonfire. Frail smoke rose from the centre and drifted across the garden, where dahlias were aflame. On the other side of the dry-stone wall she could see the last scarlet flowers of the beans, and Phoebe moving amongst them, in her knitted hat. It was growing cold, and the light was beginning to go.

Rooks cawed, doves flew up to the dovecot. Footsteps came round to the side of the house, and stopped on the flagstone path. Gillian, after a moment or two, registered this, and turned, and saw a man.

He was tall and spare, wearing a weatherproof jacket and wellingtons: neither were new, but she knew straight away that he was not a local, not born and bred, as she was. He saw her, and came down the path.

‘Good afternoon.’

Gillian nodded, and turned back to the fire. She prodded the leaves with her foot.

‘I’m sorry to disturb your Sunday. I was passing and I saw the blackboard. I’ve heard of your garden.’ A cultured English voice: a new arrival, or a tourist, right at the end of the season.

‘It’s my mother’s garden.’ Gillian turned to look at him. ‘That’s her.’ She nodded towards the lean figure in knitted hat, moving amongst the canes and scarlet flowers. ‘It’s no use talking to me,’ she said.

The man smiled. He was older than her, with an open, outdoor face: quite a nice face, she supposed, if you liked men. Gillian knew nothing at all about men.

‘Well – I’ll go and talk to your mother, then, if I may.’

She did not answer. He glanced towards the pond, at the glossy leaves of the waterlilies, beginning to curl, and the dense variety of reeds and rushes all round the edge. A warbler was darting in and out. Yellowing leaves from the ash trees bordering the farmer’s field fell in the still cold air and spun slowly on the water.

‘That’s a wonderful pond.’

‘It is the altar of the garden,’ said Gillian, who had never said this to anyone.

The man looked at her curiously.

‘Hello?’ said Phoebe, over the wall. ‘Can I help?’

‘I’m going to get my coat.’ Gillian left the bonfire, and the visitor, and walked back up to the house. Doves were fluttering round the dovecot. She took her coat from the peg in the hall. The larder door was open, and she could hear the faint scritch of a mouse. If Phoebe heard it, she would set the trap. Gillian went into the dim chilly room and switched on the light. ‘You’d better go,’ she said. ‘You’ll be given no quarter here.’ A deathly silence. She stood sniffing the earthy smell of the potatoes in their paper sacks, and the damp wood of the spider-infested beams. Strings of onions hung from nails, a perforated zinc meat safe stood on the shelf in the corner, imprisoning the undercooked joint. ‘You have been warned,’ said Gillian to the silent mouse, and went outside again.

Phoebe and the visitor were visible over the wall of the vegetable garden, deep in conversation. Gillian returned to the bonfire and stood poking it with a long stick of ash, disturbing it, as Phoebe had told her not to. She listened to the fall of leaves and twigs inside it, and the rise and fall of voices. The grass in the field beyond the pond was grey as the afternoon drew in. She squatted close to the embers, struggling to rekindle the morning’s opening lines.

Phoebe and the visitor were no longer talking: she had left him to look round while she carried a cardboard box of runner beans up to the house. Gillian, straightening up from the fire, rubbed at rheumatic aches in her knees and observed the visitor, walking along the paths, looking at labels, pausing by the roses, over now, waiting for Phoebe’s secateurs. Lavender bushes grew beneath them, alongside the brick path; he stopped to crush a dry spike between his fingers, sniffed, and walked on.

Gillian considered the bonfire, and wondered if she had killed it. Her opening lines were elusive, and would not come right: she consigned them to burning, deep within the fire.

‘Tea,’ called Phoebe, from the house. She had switched on the hall light and stood framed in the open back doorway: a bulrush, straight and tall.

‘Coming.’ Gillian made her way up towards her. She thought of her fragments of poems, and their terrible death, and felt a stab of pity. Well. Sometimes you had to be ruthless.

The visitor fell into step beside her. ‘I’m glad I came.’

‘Everything’s dying,’ said Gillian.

‘It’s still beautiful.’

‘Yes. It’s all my mother.’ She turned, and they walked on.

‘And what do you do?’ he asked her.

‘Get in the way.’

They came to the house. From somewhere in the lane came a dog’s intermittent barking. Heads looked out of the dovecot; there was a murmuring from within; feathers spun to the ground.

‘How very nice.’ The man stood looking up at the flutter of white, as one or two birds came out to the ledge, and followed each other in again.

‘Fantails,’ said Gillian. ‘They’re mine – I bought the original pair.’

Phoebe stood at the open door. ‘You left the larder light on.’ She offered the visitor tea: he shook his head.

‘Very kind of you, but I think my dog’s had enough. Hear her? I left her shut up in the cab.’ He nodded to them both. ‘I’d better be off.’

He did not say to where, and neither of the women asked. People round here did not ask questions of strangers.

‘Don’t forget your beans.’ Phoebe nodded towards the cardboard box by the door, and he paid her and picked it up. ‘Do call again,’ she said briskly. ‘We’re always here.’

‘Thank you. I’m sure I shall.’

His footsteps faded round the side of the house. Phoebe and Gillian went indoors.

‘Someone who knew about gardening,’ said Phoebe, putting the kettle on.

Gillian, through the window, glimpsed a Land Rover, pulling away, a black-and-white sheepdog up in the cab, alert beside the driver.

Phoebe put mugs and a bottle of milk on the table. They drank their tea listening to The Natural History Programme.

In the evening Gillian went to church. She closed the front gate behind her, and walked down the darkening lane in her tweed coat and headscarf, knotted beneath her chin, much as Phoebe knotted her own. It looked well on Phoebe; it did not look well on Gillian, thirty years younger, thirty-five years old and unattached. She did not care. She came to the church, where bells were ringing.

There were places in the valley where fifty houses were served by three chapels. Here, in the Church of Wales, Evensong was held once a month. The vicar had other churches in the parish to attend to, and if lay or retired clergy assisted in covering the weekly Matins and early Communion, they did not always stretch to the day’s third service, whose sparse attendance grew sparser still as the days grew shorter and colder.

Gillian and Phoebe sometimes attended Matins: Phoebe was a mainstay of the flower rota, and had also, over the years, made a number of tapestries for hassocks. She did these things in secular spirit: it pleased her to attend a service and observe her larkspur and scented stock in tall green jugs beneath the pulpit, her Chinese lanterns on the whitewashed windowsills set deep beneath stained glass. It pleased her to kneel on a hassock she had worked all the previous winter, sitting in the kitchen, listening to Science Now, or Bookshelf, or the classic serial. Some of the patterns she copied from books and some she designed herself, tugging sky-blue and cream and gold crimson wools into lambs and crosses and fleur-de-lys, as Brontë and Dickens and Thackeray filled the kitchen, and Gillian sat listening in the red and grey chair by the range.

Gillian had no talent for tapestry, nor for flower arrangements. She came to church to pray.

She walked through the lych gate and up the smooth path between graves and yew trees, passing, at a distance, her father’s grave, set in the shelter of the right-hand wall, beneath another yew. Many of the more recent stones were carved in shining black granite, and some had elaborate inscriptions, and floral designs in the corners, inlaid with gold. Her father’s memorial was simple: a slab of grey stone, his name, his dates. And a single word. Poet. It was one of the first words Gillian had learned to read, there in the churchyard on a cold spring morning six months after the accident: the same spring in which Phoebe had built the dry-stone wall, and she had started school. The earth above the grave had settled, the stone had been set, she and the vicar and Phoebe stood before it, and the vicar said a prayer.

‘Our Father, Which Art in Heaven,’ he said.

‘Poet,’ said Gillian, when he had finished, and felt the word sink into her, as certain and sure as if it had always been waiting to do so.

The wind blew over the churchyard, rippling the tender new grass. Most of the daffodils which grew beneath the wall or in clumps between the graves were still in bud, but a few were opening, bright and fresh.

‘“In sure and certain hope,”’ she said aloud, and Phoebe and the vicar looked at one another, over her head.

‘She remembers,’ said the vicar.

‘So it would seem.’

‘Yes,’ said Gillian. She remembered the flood, and the lashing rain, and hearing the telephone ring in the hall as she played beneath her father’s desk, with the scrunched-up balls of white, and crossings-out. She remembered finding Phoebe in the kitchen, sitting there, white as paper, not doing anything at all: unheard of. She remembered being taken to somebody’s house, through rising water, and having to stay there, and she remembered the coffin in the church, and flowers and people everywhere, and standing by the open grave as the coffin went down, down. She had not known that a hole could go so deep.

‘“Ashes to ashes, dust to dust,”’ read the vicar; ‘“in sure and certain hope of the resurrection to eternal life . . .”’

The wind blew, the heads of the early daffodils tossed. Phoebe and Gillian were led across the churchyard for hot drinks in the vicarage, and talk of other things.

‘Evening, Gillian. Keeping well?’

‘Very well, thank you.’ She walked past Gwen Jones in the porch, past the notices of missions, and parish council meetings, and the flower rota, and took her place in the church. Her place was on the far right of a pew in the middle, beneath the brass plaque raised by subscription in the village. Her father’s name, and dates. Words from a psalm.

The floods are risen, O Lord, the floods have lift up their voice . . .

The waves of the sea are mighty, and rage horribly:

but yet the Lord, who dwelleth on high, is mightier.

Would it not, Gillian had once asked the vicar, have been more fitting to have lines from one of her father’s poems?

The vicar, who was seventy-six, and retiring to live with his sister in Tenbury, thought about her question. Gillian, who was thirteen, had gone to say goodbye to him. It was a fine autumn morning, a Saturday. She stood in the hall on bare floorboards, amidst tea chests and cardboard boxes, holding a bunch of bronze chrysanthemums, wrapped in newspaper.

‘Come in, come in,’ said the vicar. ‘I’m all at sixes and sevens.’ He led her through the open door of the front room. The sitting room, he and Phoebe called it. Gillian, like the villagers, called it by its place in the house. The removals lorry was calling on Monday: there were only two chairs left. The vicar took the chrysanthemums into the kitchen, and returned with them in a milk bottle, which he set on the mantelpiece. Gillian was sitting in one of the chairs, by the fireplace. They looked at one another. He had buried her father. His wife had gone for the doctor the night of the snowstorm, when she was born. His wife had died the year Gillian had turned eleven, and started at the market-town comprehensive, travelling each day by bus. The vicar had no children. Tomorrow was his last service here. He sat on the opposite side of the empty fireplace, and admired the flowers.

‘My sister has a garden in Tenbury,’ he told her. ‘Very nice. But small. Not like your mother’s. There was never a gardener like your mother. How is she keeping?’

Gillian said she was well. The high-backed chair was not unlike the one in the kitchen at home. She shifted a little, not knowing, now she had come here, what she should say.

‘Well,’ said the vicar. ‘How are you getting on at school?’

Gillian thought of the concrete buildings, whose windows streamed with condensation in winter and glared in unbearable heat in summer. She thought of the noise: in the corridors and cloakrooms and the enormous classes, and of the loud, confident girls who wore rings, and put on eyeliner in the cloakrooms before they went home, and shunned her. She thought of the clever ones, with their As for Physics and Maths, who put up with her. She saw herself as the others saw her, something she had only just begun to do and later would abandon: a girl with a nondescript body and frizzy hair, an only child with a dead father, who read on the bus and talked to herself—

‘I don’t.’

‘You do, I’ve seen you. Walking up and down in the playground. Muttering.’

‘Writing,’ said Gillian, before she could stop herself, and blushed to the roots of her hair.

‘Writing? What do you mean?’

‘Her dad was a writer,’ said Bethan, who had been at primary school with her, and was loyal. ‘There’s a plate up to him in our church.’

‘Oh.’ And the girls drifted off again, in their twos and threes.

‘You mustn’t mind them,’ said Bethan. They walked round the playground, arm in arm, till the bell went.

But Bethan had other friends, and then a boyfriend. Gillian knew nothing at all about boys. Then Bethan’s father got a job in Birmingham, and they moved away. Gillian hadn’t had a letter since Christmas.

‘Well,’ she said to the vicar now, ‘I don’t really like school much.’

‘Not everyone does,’ he said kindly. ‘A wider world awaits.’ Gillian did not want a wider world. She wanted to be left in peace.

She said: ‘I wanted to ask you – about the plaque to my father. Why did my mother choose the psalm? I mean – I wish she’d used one of his poems.’

The vicar considered. ‘I don’t think we could have had something secular, you see. Your mother was grieving: I helped her to choose. I felt that a psalm was more fitting.’

‘Oh.’ She tried to imagine Phoebe, grieving.

‘Could you not have asked her about this yourself?’ he said, watching her.

She shook her head. ‘Not really.’

‘You’re not close?’

‘Not really.’

‘I see. Well. I’m sorry you don’t approve.’

‘It isn’t a question of disapproval.’ Gillian looked at the bronze chrysanthemums, lighting up the empty mantelpiece, and the dusty squares on the wall, where pictures had hung. There were almost no pictures in her house. Everything colourful and nice was in the garden, and on the tapestry hassocks. She thought about Phoebe and the vicar choosing a psalm, because her father’s poems were secular, and of the mighty Lord, presiding over the floods which had taken him away. She said:

‘My mother doesn’t believe in God.’

‘Is that so?’

The vicar had the tips of his fingers pressed together. His hair was white and his glasses tortoiseshell. Today he was wearing an old, sage-coloured cardigan, which needed darning. He had known her all her life, and now he was leaving.

‘I’m not sure if I do, either,’ she said. ‘Believe.’

‘Is that so?’ said the vicar again. ‘Does it trouble you?’

‘Sometimes.’

‘Would you like to say a prayer?’

‘No, thank you.’

Prayer was like poetry: solitary, private, deep within. It was different in church, when everyone recited the responses. But to pray aloud with another person? Unthinkable. Even with him.

‘A cup of tea?’

‘No, thank you.’

They smiled at each other, in perfect understanding. He saw her to the door.

‘My best regards to your mother. Thank her for the flowers.’

‘I picked them,’ said Gillian. ‘They were from me.’

She got on her bicycle, propped against the railings, and rode away.

Vicars came and went after that, and for a long time Gillian stopped going to church.

She came in from the wilderness on the twentieth anniversary of her father’s death. Few people remembered him, nobody spoke of him. She and Phoebe never spoke of him. She sat beneath the plaque on the wall at Evensong, smelling wood and stone and polish for brass. She listened to the organ, plaintive and slow. She joined in the collects and responses, unfamiliar for so long, but coming back to her, words from her childhood, gone deeper than the grave.

I believe in the Holy Ghost; the holy Catholic Church; the Communion of Saints . . .

Give unto thy servants that peace which the world cannot give . . .

By thy great mercy defend us from all perils and dangers of this night . . .

Outside the stained-glass windows the November sky was black. It began to rain.

‘The fellowship of the Holy Ghost,’ said Gillian, under her breath. ‘The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ.’

She was twenty-three years old, and had no place in the world.

The church was unheated until October, when the Calor gas stoves were lit. Gillian, in her place, in her tweed coat and headscarf, knelt on one of Phoebe’s hassocks and felt the chill go straight to her knees. She bent her head, listening to the bells. She had been taken up to the belfry once as a child, by her teacher, following Bethan, holding on to the rope slung between brass rings on the wall, feeling giddy. There were six bells, and six bell pulls, crimson and gold, and a picture of the Queen, with the names of those who had rung at the Coronation. She and Bethan had stood crammed up with the others watching the ringers and covering their ears. Now, she listened to the peal grow slower; and fade away, and become the single, summoning note: Come, come, come. The organ made quiet intercession; she closed her eyes and tried to pray, and could not. The morning’s visionary moments had left her – the opening lines of her poem had burned to death, and she was disturbed and unsettled.

The visitor had unsettled her. Visitors got in the way. She had disclosed to a stranger the place where the altar of the garden lay and something had slipped away from her, as if she had read out lines from a poem before it was complete. You should never do that. He had made her do it – something in his face had made her, not even thinking. They had stood in the fading afternoon light, as the smoke from the bonfire rose towards heaven, and yellowing leaves from the ash trees spun on to the still clear water. And she, as if a flickering flame had been lit within her, had perceived: I can say anything to this man. And spoken.

‘Hello? Can I help?’

Phoebe, over the dry-stone wall, sharp as a beanstick.

Around her, in the church, Gillian could hear the footsteps of the last arrivals, taking their places in the pews. Prayer books were passed and opened, comfortable greetings exchanged in low voices. The notes of the organ slowed, changed key, announced: the vestry door opened to reveal the vicar, robed in white and black. Gillian, rising to her feet, looked past him, to where, on the altar, candles burned.

‘Accompany me with a pure heart and humble voice unto the throne of the heavenly grace . . .’

Gillian, with the handful of people who made up the congregation, knelt once again, seeking that shining place.
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