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For Skye


As God of the high road and the market-place Hermes was perhaps above all the patron of commerce and the fat purse: as a corollary, he was the special protector of the travelling salesman. As a spokesman for the Gods, he not only brought peace on earth (even occasionally the peace of death) but his silver-tongued eloquence could always make the worse appear the better course. From this latter point of view, would not his symbol be suitable for certain congressmen, all medical quacks, book agents and purveyors of vacuum cleaners, rather than for the straight-thinking, straight-speaking therapeutist? As a conductor of the dead to their subterranean abode, his emblem would seem more appropriate on a hearse than on a physician’s car.

Stuart L. Tyson, ‘The Caduceus’,
 Scientific Monthly 34, 1932

Not farre fro thence there is a poole which rather

Had bene dry ground inhabited. But now it is a meare

And Moorecocks, Cootes, and Cormorants doo breede and nestle there.

Lelex tells of Baucis and Philemon – Ovid’s Metamorphosis,
 Book VIII, translated by Arthur Golding


FIRST


Her key in the lock wakes us. It wakes the starlings too: they rise chattering out of the trees in the front garden and hurl themselves into the sky. They don’t fly far; before the door is open they have landed, disgruntled, on the roof ridge. We flutter at each other like leaves, finding the words for things, laughing, stiff as bark, too wooden to grab and hold on tight. 

Our? 

Our names. 

Yes. We are. We are. Dazed as newborns! The proprietors of this place. A respectable house. Netty. Jack. That’s what they called us.

She opens the front door. It’s stiff, and she has to push hard against the tide of free newspapers and old letters to get in, and when she does, she gasps, and looks around her at the old hallway, which is not as she remembered, its green-and-white-striped paper faded and hanging off the walls, and all the pictures gone. She closes the door behind her and stands, not moving, her breath making clouds around her face. It must be cold. Must be winter time. 

This is our house. And here is our daughter and the words for all our objects start to come back to us now, and with the words come the objects themselves: the house and the garden, and the town around it which unrolls like a map, right down to the salt marsh, and it is all ours and this is all we wanted and all we would have wished for if anyone had asked. To stay. To have it all back. To have stopcocks and light switches and – what are they called? plugholes – and sticking plasters and skirting boards and feather dusters. To have ourselves back. To be restored.

She kicks through the old letters, looking up at the damp patches on the ceiling and the strings of cobwebs around the light fitting. The glass shade furred with dust. We have the words for everything now. Lampshade. Light bulb. Doors. There’s one on each side of the hallway for the dining room and the sitting room, and at the back, one for the little kitchen, which has its own door that leads into the garden. And we see ourselves, too, the way we were before. Jack stringing Christmas lights around a plastic tree and digging in the garden and painting the dining-room walls, doing battle against the damp. Netty with her dustpan and brush in the hallway, putting lipstick on in the hall mirror, kissing Jack in the kitchen, dancing to the Light Programme in the dining room when the lodgers have gone to work, sitting in her pink armchair doing accounts with a spare pencil behind her ear. A black-and-yellow-striped pencil, vivid as a bee, with a pink eraser fastened to its tip, a bit chewed. And a hole in her tights that is bothering her toe and the smell of flounder – not unpleasant – in the kitchen, and a thought about the doctor, and aspirin, and one more fag before putting the books away and going to bed. The lodgers – our boys, we call them – are laughing on the upstairs landing. When was this? No matter – it’s all happening now. As if we were never away. 

The boys? 

There. Look. 

They’re traipsing in through the hall right past our daughter, who’s all grown up now, though she does not see them, and the house fills up with these young men in hats and ties and jackets, good boys, their rooms chock full with card games and cigarette smoke and Radio Luxembourg. The amount they eat! Constant trips back and forth to May’s, and the bill from the milkman has to be seen to be believed. It comes back: aftershave and soap bags and women being snuck in and Jack, helping himself to the Christmas whiskey, turning a blind eye towards the girls because he was young once too and what’s the harm in it now and again on a Friday night so long as they don’t use up all the hot water or give the house a bad name? 

This is what boys will be like. 

Will be boys? 

Yes. That’s it. There it is.

Our daughter (Annette, we called her, and we’d know her anywhere – we never forgot her) wipes the dust from the hall mirror and stares at herself, then examines the glass in the front door, a little cracked but still there. She notices a leaflet from the town council half poking through the letterbox and she pulls it out and looks around again, then lets it fall to the floor with the others. She has a rucksack and a carrier bag and a sleeping bag with her and she puts them down at the bottom of the stairs and goes into the dining room. 

The house empties again. Empties slowly, this house of ours, the overcoats and cardboard suitcases disappearing along the garden path and through the creaky gate and onto the street and off, until it’s just Jack and little Annette, eating Candy’s reheated stew and not speaking. Time passes, or it doesn’t. Now there’s just Jack, drunk in the daytime and smoking in front of the horseracing with the dishes not done. That’s My Lady’s Slipper very nicely turned out and up on her toes today looking a real treat in the paddock and here comes … but now the race is over and there’s nobody left at all. Just the damp and the trees and the leaks and the dust. The wallpaper falls off the walls and one of the little windows in the kitchen shatters. Time works differently now.

We hear Annette coughing in the dining room. We were proud of the three-piece dining set. Table, chairs and sideboard, which we spent a year saving up for. When we finally got the set we realised it was all a bit too big and a bit too grand for the room, and either the table was out or the floor was, because it always wobbled. But having it was important, to give the right impression. To signal to the boys what kind of house we ran. Annette takes off her coat and puts it on the back of one of the chairs. The tablecloth is gone but the table only needs a proper scrub and it will be as good as new. She sees the little pink chair in the bay window. Not as pink as it was, but it could be rescued. She does not sit in it, but stares at it, frowning. She puts her hand against her throat, against her cheek. Rubs her eyes. But this is what the years do. 

We expected her to come home to us eventually but we never thought it would take her so long. We never thought at all, if we’re really being honest. It was a no-time, a dark-time, until the key in the lock jangled us back to the trees. But there she is, breathing in the stale air. She touches the walls, shakes her head. What did she think would happen? Time has not been kind – we know that – and we know there were things that should have been done in the house that were not done. Repairs and improvements should have been made that were not made. Things have declined somewhat. But what could we do? 

She tries the light switch once, twice, and yes, it works, she must have made arrangements. She’s taking in the ripped nets, yellow and sagging on their wires, and the black mould that has crept along the folds in the curtains. She covers her mouth and nose with one hand and pulls them open with the other. The light comes in. She sighs. She takes a notebook out of her pocket and starts a list – filler and paint, things to do, things to buy. She has plans. This is good. After a while she stops writing things in the notebook and takes a little silver box out of her pocket. She strokes it with her finger then holds it to her ear and starts to speak. A telephone? One that works without wires – her voice travelling silently through the air to someone else, someone far away. Of course things have changed but this, the sleek shiny box swallowing up her words and sending them elsewhere, this is … but what does it matter? 

Her voice. 

Her voice is. 

We’re lost for.

Well, the fact is, we have not heard her speak for a long time.


NEXT


1

For the past two weeks Annette has been cleaning and sorting and moving furniture. She’s bought a new mop and arranged for a skip to come. We’ve been watching her. We know now that the envelope from the people dealing with Candy’s things was forwarded through a succession of Annette’s old addresses, frequently languishing, undelivered, at out of town sorting offices. We know that it zigzagged around the country for two months and finally found Annette between jobs, stuck with the rent, annoyed with her neighbours. She took the keys out from the envelope, signed some papers and came home. Her family is gone – even Candy – so the house belongs to her. There’s no work so what choice did she have, really? This is a cold house full of dust and the damp is making her cough but it’s in a nice area, not the best but nicer than anywhere else she’s lived and it should be worth something, she thinks, while she’s sweeping. 

See how it works? Sometimes we can hear what she thinks before she speaks. 

She’s busy sweeping leaves from the hall when someone knocks at the door. She uses the brush to push the leaves into the old sitting room. Closes the door on them and the ancient Rexine settee, too heavy to move by herself, split and disgorging its foam innards like guts. She hides the brush. She’s done her best to prepare the house. She’s picked up the piles of old post and free newspapers and she has opened the windows and aired the rooms and bought tea and biscuits. She has wiped out the kitchen cupboards and has taken meter readings. She has done what she could with the mould but if she is being honest, it is not what she’d hoped for, this homecoming. She opens the door and smiles. The woman standing there is a tree surgeon and she’s got one foot in the house, the other on the pale front step. She doesn’t come in, but half turns, eyes the sycamore trees, and whistles. 

‘They’re big enough, aren’t they?’

‘They’ve grown,’ Annette says. She sounds stupid. Corrects herself. ‘Since I’ve been away. They’ve got bigger. Come in. Have a look.’ 

She hands over her list and takes the woman on a tour. The doors and windows that won’t close, or refuse to open at all. The cracks and fissures zigzagging alarmingly from the edges of door frames. Gaps between skirting boards and floors yawning wide enough to fit your thumb into. The wallpaper, where it remains, rippling and puckering as if it is the surface of a lake disturbed by the wind. 

‘The walls are moving,’ she says, ‘I know they are. I’m worried the place is going to fall down on me before I can get shut of it.’ 

They stand together on the upstairs landing, still for a moment, trying to catch the house floating and juddering around them. We could have told them: it doesn’t work like that; it waits until your back is turned.

‘There’s a lot of repair work that needs doing, but you’re right to get me in first. Deal with the roots of the problem.’ The tree surgeon laughs and Annette does not. ‘Once we’ve dealt with the trees, you’ll have to get builders in. Plasterers. The place needs gutting. A rewire. It could take months.’ 

‘Months?’

‘If you want it done quicker than that, you’re going to have to pay through the nose for it. You’re staying here?’

‘Just for now.’

Annette describes the apartment in the attic that’s a little better, slightly more liveable. But Christ, even up there the damp is so severe that a paperback left out for a day or two grows its own lacy wreaths of mildew that knot and web between the pages and obliterate the text. Her sleeping bag is dewy in the morning. But it isn’t going to be forever. The tree surgeon follows her back down the stairs and the doors drift closed behind them.

The boys used to hang about on the upstairs landing but they’d never come up the second flight to the attic. The rules were the rules. That was our place: the family quarters. They respected that. There they are, leaning over the banisters in their shirtsleeves, making plans for the weekend. Nothing to do here, of course, but they could take the bus to Morecambe or pile into someone’s car and zip off to the Roxy. They found things to entertain themselves. We locked up at eleven but it was only a small kindness to leave a key under the front doormat and on Friday nights we did, so long as they didn’t take advantage.

The tree surgeon – her name is Eve – is looking at the warped floorboards in the old dining room at the front of the house. She eyes the crazily cracked plaster on the bare walls and the ghostly shadows of damp blooming in the corners. And although her thoughts should be her own, we can hear her too. Is this an invasion on our part? Can she feel us? We can’t help it, we can’t help anything, and too shocked to speak, even if we could, we only listen: The woman actually lives here, she thinks. It takes all sorts, fair enough. But still. 

‘I’m going to have to get going, love.’ She calls through the open door. ‘I’ll send a quote through the post. All the details. Better to have it in writing, you know, for insurers and that. Miss Clifford?’

Annette appears with a tray from the dark hall, too suddenly in the room. She loads up Eve’s tea with sugar. Her hands are shaking.

‘I don’t understand why you can’t just do it tomorrow. Take them out. Get rid of them.’

Eve sighs. If only it were that simple. The sycamores are much too close to the house and they have grown far too big. They’re mature specimens now. One hundred and thirty years old, or more, is her best reckoning, judging by a one-eye-closed guesstimate of the trunk circumference and the width of their canopies. (Earlier, she’d paced out the length of their root-run in the garden and finished in the street.) The roots are all snarled up under the foundations, mucking up the drains, sucking the water out of the subsoil, shrinking it, pulling the ground out from under the house. 

‘They’re taking in two thousand litres of water a day, each,’ she says. No response. ‘Look. You’re right, when it comes down to it, getting the trees out is a fairly straightforward job.’ 

‘So you can start right away?’ 

She’s like a child, this woman, in her insistence. She dips into her handbag and takes out a chequebook. 

‘It’s more complicated than that. There’s all sorts to—’ 

Annette doesn’t hear – she’s talking too quickly about deposits and payment plans and the essential task of keeping the house upright. 

‘How much do you need to get going? Tomorrow, if possible.’ 

Eve will wonder about this woman later, as she stands in the twilight with the cool of the fuel trigger against her palm and puts petrol into the van. She’ll remember her skittish, pleading eyes and be glad she’s out of the place. The house was cold, colder even than outside. The mortar was crumbling; the bricks were holding the damp. Ivy had forced its way in through one of the upstairs windows and spread in green and brown tributaries over the ceiling, stems as thick as a child’s wrist. The name of the place – The Sycamores – is the worst kind of joke. She’ll get back into the warmth of the van, the heaters blowing hot air out like nobody’s business, and she will try to put it all out of her mind. But now she is duty bound to say, ‘It’s not as easy as that,’ even as Annette is waving her chequebook frantically between them. 

There are cowboy outfits who’d rush into the job, but she isn’t running one of them. Fair enough, the money is tempting. The woman could be one of these rich eccentrics, the ones who keep all their newspapers in piles and breed packs of feral cats in the garden and live on three pounds a week. Die with millions in the bank and a cellar full of tree roots and out-of-date cartons of milk. The school fees are due next month. But no. She’s got professional obligations. She sips the tea gingerly – certain, now she’s thinking about it, that the milk this woman used has soured – and starts again, more slowly this time. 

‘I can take the pair of them out. I can bring the stump grinder and make a nice clean job of it. Subject to there being no tree preservation order on them. No need to check for nests at this time of year. All being good with the council, we could just get on with it. But I have to tell you: if you get rid of the trees there’s a chance the ground will fill up with water. The drains will almost certainly be shot. The roots will have got into them. The house might, best-case scenario, pop upright again. The walls will spit all those buckets of filler that someone’s spooned into the cracks right back out at you. Subsidence can resolve itself like that, once the culprits are taken out. But more likely, if the drains really are knackered, and they will be, you’re opening up a whole new can of worms. You risk getting one good rainstorm and – whoosh!’ 

She chops her hand through the air and looks at the ceiling, the way the plaster bubbles and sags like the surface of a pudding. This is a wet place. There is nowhere to go in this town that will take you away from the smell of the bay and the wet slap of the damp Lakeland air against your cheeks. She puts the mug down and zips up her body warmer. Tugs at the cuffs of her shirt. 

‘The worst-case scenario is, you might not have any house left. You need a proper survey, Miss Clifford. What you need is a structural engineer. Someone to get a camera rod down those drains and see the state of play. You might be looking at underpinning, but I can’t advise you on that. Shall I recommend someone for you?’ 

‘How long?’

‘Depends who you ask.’ 

‘I want to sell the place. As quickly as I can. I need to get shut of it.’

The woman is getting worked up. On the brink of panic. Eve shrugs.

‘You’ll get a better price if you get this sorted first. Even if you do have to wait a while.’

‘I don’t want to wait a while.’

There’s that tone again. Petulant. Childish. And Eve does not have time to argue the toss any longer. She needs to be in the van, right now, or she’ll be late to pick up Tom and if Maddy has to down tools early to collect him herself Eve’s life will not be worth living. 

‘All right. I’ll put a quote through your door. Next couple of days – definitely before Christmas.’

What harm can a quote do, in the great scheme of things? She goes. 

Sell the place? We wait at the bottom of the stairs and test our voices in front of the mirror. 

No. This is a family house. 

Nothing comes: it is like calling for someone underwater. Our throats are clogged, our lungs filled with seawater, the air is heavy and pushes our sounds back at us. How can we have everything returned to us but our own voices? We cram ourselves onto the kitchen windowsill and wait, feet dangling, as she sits at the table and frowns.

We can hear her again. Every hour more clearly. She thinks of what Eve said – the house, spitting. Horrible. As far as she knows there’s no insurance and only the slimmest possibility of borrowing funds – against this badly listing building? With a credit history like hers? – so saving the place might be impossible. How has she become so enmeshed in the fate of this house, and so quickly? She’s not set foot in it for decades. 

Her father, Jack, died six years ago. Comfortably in hospital. The ties that bound them to each other had always been loose, but she had tried to come home. She’d made it for the funeral and stayed in a bed and breakfast. Candy had organised the wake and the pub was crammed with old people Annette didn’t know and she felt suddenly shy and teenaged, even though she was well into her fifties. There had been a terrible, embarrassing moment when Candy, her skin sagging, the circles under her eyes larded with make-up that settled into the creases on her face, had tried to hold Annette’s hands, patted at her hair and clutched her by the shoulders. Before Annette could slip away, Candy had asked her to come home to the bungalow in Ulverston for a few days. That’s where Jack and Candy had gone after they’d abandoned The Sycamores. 

‘At least consider it,’ she said. ‘You can see if there’s anything of your father’s you’d like? You know we never sold The Sycamores. Maybe you could …?’ 

Annette made her excuses gently, kissed Candy on the cheek, and left her in the care of her nephews. Their friends hadn’t recognised her – the unreliable prodigal step-daughter – and it had been a relief to leave.

‘I’ll come and visit,’ she’d said, at the door of the pub. Candy had half nodded, smiling sadly, her hair dropping out of her chignon and falling around her face. Neither of them had believed this, and Annette hadn’t visited. She’d not asked for anything either, though she could have done with some money, and she’d been surprised – was that the right word? – when six years later the keys to this spare house that nobody wanted to live in had arrived from Candy’s solicitor. Peacefully and after a short illness. Her nephews were taking care of things. No need to visit, there was only a paper or two to sign. Annette had never called Candy ‘Mother’. 

To have this house back, though. To think that Candy hadn’t sold it. Had saved it for her. Surprised was not the right word, she decides. Puzzled, perhaps, is closer to it. Her only memories of herself here as a child are vague and confused. Her mother was sick. There was a period when her father would arrange days out, special occasions for the three of them. Now she knows with an adult’s understanding it was probably because he was trying to make memories for her of them all together. 

This is a part of her life she has not thought about in years. Shedding these heavy memories is a benefit of living in big cities where nobody knows or cares about her past, only her ability to turn up on time, to pay her portion of the rent and to take her turn at cleaning the bathroom. She’d considered different kinds of lives. The kinds containing men and children and sets of matching soup bowls. But she had never wanted them badly enough and knew without knowing how she knew that she could love only imperfectly. Her father had told her – sometimes – that she was too erratic. Unpredictable. Not like other girls. 

One of those special, memory-making days comes back to her now, though why this particular one, she doesn’t know. She’d been little – just a child – when she’d seen her dad talking to a man at a swimming pool. A decent young man, new to the town, in need of help. That’s how her parents explained him, later. They had all that empty space. Why not share it? A full house is more fun. That’s the story they liked to tell. And this man – he’d hit her father, right there at the pool. The man had curly hair. She knew his first name, remembers the knowing of it, if not the name itself – she must have known it, mustn’t she? – but yes, she was too young, so she wasn’t allowed to use it. He hit her dad then came to live with them, and she was told to treat him like a cousin. To show respect. To be friendly. And that is when the days out and special occasions stopped.

She’s hungry. If the walls are bowing and the roof really is slipping then maybe the pipes are cracked and she shouldn’t be using the gas. She turns the knob anyway, lights a match and waits, looking out at the darkening back garden, the bindweed and bramble choking the place where the vegetable plot used to be. She strikes match after match, pinching the flame out with her fingers and thumb, then blowing on the burned out end to light it again. The little flames leap between her fingers and flicker in the ashtray. A party trick. Also unpredictable. The blue reflection of the lit gas under the pan floats on the glass. White sheets hang limply from the line. The water boils and the window slowly clouds over with steam. 
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