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September 12th 1935

he girl with the gun crouched waiting. The dark shape hung
I over the belt of poplars, then banked, swooping out across
the salt marsh. It was coming nearer.

She braced a knee against the wet wall of the trench. The monster
pumped its black wings — ragged, impossible. Curls of samphire
crunched beneath her elbow as she brought the gun to her cheek.
The wind lifted old book smells off the mudflats. Kidney-shaped
pools shone copper and gold.

She mouthed the old lesson like a spell, falling into Mr Garforth’s
quiet, steady rhythm.

To kall a bird, I must first ascertain ils speed and trajectory. To do this, 1
Jollow 1t with the muzzle of the shotgun.

She tilted the barrels up and began tracking a spot a yard behind
her target. She could hear the thing panting

When I have ascertained its speed and trajectory, I bring the gun past smoothly.

Any longer and it would see her. Her index finger twitched over
the two triggers, dithering between full and half choke. She held her
breath and brought the gun up too fast — stopped, waited, let the
muzzle fall back in behind her target. She counted to three, tried
again. This time, she swung the gun in one clean movement.

If I muss the bird —if I mass — I will muss it in_front.

She continued past what instinct told her was the sweet spot.



The gun kicked. A flock of brent geese took off in a rippling blast,
their voices like starter motors. Dark bodies and white undertails
confettied the air.

Delphine lowered the gun. She thumbed the locking lever and
broke the barrel; the breech coughed a spent cartridge into the soft
mud at her feet. She pressed her heel on the empty case until it
sank. She reloaded.

The sky was red and empty. She hauled herself out of the trench.

On the edge of a small, crescent pool lay a smashed umbrella.
As she got closer, it resolved into knuckled wings, cola-black fur, a
sharp oval face like a weasel’s. The creature was about three feet
tall, its huge, shot-shredded wings veined and translucent like the
membranes of a leaf. She prodded it with the shotgun. The clump
of sedge at its cheek shivered.

She pressed the gun to its ribs and nudged it into the pool. Its
huge wings settled across the surface. It floated; in the light of the
setting sun, its fur blazed silver. She poked it in the belly; cloudy
water puddled through the holes in its wings. The puddles began
joining up and, bit by bit, the creature sank: its splayed ears, its
closed eyes, the bright ring winking on its clenched finger.

Delphine gazed into the face of death and did not feel afraid.
Maybe it was the after-effects of the tranquiliser; maybe it was the
thought of her father, and the monsters waiting back at the Hall.
The shotgun felt heavy and good.

She was going to kill them all.

Hidden amongst wind-hunched oaks was a cottage. Delphine rapped
on the door with the curved iron tip of her crab hook.

‘It’s me.’

The sound of footsteps, a bolt being drawn. She waited, then
pushed at the door.

The ceiling was low and sagged in the middle. Mr Garforth sat
testing gin traps by lamplight.

“You're late,” he said. He was struggling to prise open a set of
steel jaws. His fingers slipped; the trap cracked shut.

“There was a scout.’



Mr Garforth looked up. “Were you spotted?’

T killed him,” she said. ‘It.’

He raised his wispy eyebrows. ‘What range?’

‘Sixty yards.” She caught his frown. ‘Fifty. Forty. I hid the body.’
‘Good girl.

She set her gun down by the stove. ‘What’s for dinner?’

A spider was scuttling across the table. He slammed his palm on

it, scooped it up and popped it into his mouth.

“You’re not funny.’

He unfurled his fist, revealing the spider, unharmed. Delphine
frowned to disguise a smile.

‘In you get. While it’s still warm.” He nodded at the tin bath by
the open hearth. A change of clothes was drying on a chair. ‘No
sense rushing now. If we do this, we do it proper. I'll rustle up some
grub.’

And then?’

‘And then it’s time. If you still want to go.’

‘I still want to go.’

‘Well then.’

Delphine took two steps towards the bath, hesitated. Mr Garforth
rolled his eyes. He shunted his chair round until he had his back to
the fire.

Delphine lay in the bath with her head tipped back, listening to the
water rumble and plop, and pretended she was being boiled alive.
Her arms lolled over the sides, fingertips trailing on the cold tiles.
Below the waterline, her ankles and buttocks throbbed.

‘Excuse me.’

Mr Garforth walked to the fireplace, shielding his eyes. Delphine
watched him unhook the cauldron lid and pull out a string bag full
of steaming brains. He limped to the table and began slicing them
into chunks. When he was done, he set a saucepan on the stove and
heated a knob of butter. He added the brains, which sizzled and spat.

‘Nearly ready.” He tapped an egg against the rim of the saucepan
and cracked it one-handed into the mix, along with some parsley
and a splash of milk.



Delphine got out of the bath. A scab on her knee hung open like
a dead oyster, blood painting a zigzag down her shin. She put her
finger in the blood then licked her finger. It tasted of money:

She took the towel and began with her hair, working outwards
from the roots. Her skin prickled in the heat. Above the mantelpiece,
a brace of rabbits hung from a nail. One looked like it was whis-
pering a secret into the other’s long ear. Beside the rabbits was a
wooden cross, and beneath that, a carriage clock. The time was
a quarter past seven.

She dried quickly. A salty, fatty aroma wafted from the stove and
made her stomach belch. She pulled on her grey knickerbockers, her
vest, her long blue woollen socks, then started brushing her smoky
hair into some kind of shape. Her hands trembled. Each time the
bristles snagged a knot, the tremor passed through damp strands to
her scalp.

Mr Garforth set the table for dinner. He laid out knives and forks,
a plate heaped with thick doorstops of brown toast, butter in a blue
dish, salt and pepper, mugs of tea and, in the centre, the hot saucepan
full of scrambled calf’s brains. He slapped his hands together.

‘Sit. Eat.’

Delphine pulled up a chair and buttered herself two slices of
toast. Then she held her plate up while Mr Garforth spooned brains
over the top. She waited until he was sitting. He picked up his fork.

Aren’t you going to say grace?’ she said.

“Very well.” He bowed his head. Delphine went to close her eyes,
but instead she watched him: the freckled nose against fingers pressed
in prayer, the flaking, red skin on his scalp, the quiet motion of his
lips.

‘Dear Lord, we give thanks for the food you have provided for
us. May it lend us strength.” The three creases on his forehead
darkened. ‘Give us help from trouble, for vain is the help of man.
Through God we shall do valiantly: for He it is that shall tread down
our enemies. Amen.’

He kept his head down, mouthed a silent addendum. His eyes
opened.

‘Go on, dig in before it gets cold.’



He was halfway through his second mouthful when he looked up
at Delphine. Her cutlery lay either side of her plate.

‘What’s the matter?’

She wrinkled her nose. ‘It looks like cauliflower.’

‘Eat.’

Delphine sighed and began sawing at a corner of toast. Her belly
felt tight and cold.

He said: ‘We can’t do this on an empty stomach.’

‘Sorry.’

“There’s still time to call it off.’

‘No,” she said, then, setting her fists on the table: ‘No. I'll kill
whoever I have to.’

‘Just stick to the plan.’

T will.?

‘Good.” He slurped his tea and reached for another slice of toast.
She listened to the slop slop of his dentures as he ate.

‘I know the answer to your riddle.’

‘It’s not a riddle.’

‘Nothing,” she said. She watched his eyes for a reaction. “The
answer 1is: “nothing”.’

Mr Garforth sucked his lips. He shook his head.

Delphine threw her hands up. ‘Oh come on?’

Mr Garforth shrugged. ‘Sorry.’

‘Bugger.’

Mr Garforth gave her an odd look. She thought she saw the
beginnings of a smile, then he coughed into his sleeve and it was
gone.

‘Help yourself to seconds,” he said. “‘Who knows when we’ll get
the chance to sit like this again.’

‘Not till the next world.”

‘Eh?’

‘Sorry.” Delphine felt her cheeks colour. ‘It’s what Daddy used to
say. When something was very lovely. “Ah. Not till the next world,
eh?””’

Aha.” His shoulders relaxed, and his head fell into a steady nod.
He smiled, and raised his mug. ‘Well then. Till the next world.’



“T1ll the next world,” said Delphine, and gently touched her mug
to his.

After they had eaten, Mr Garforth brewed more tea and they sat by
the hearth to go over the plan one last time. He made her repeat
things. The fire was white and tangerine. The heat made her cheeks
glow. She could not concentrate. She had the oddest sensation that
she was experiencing the cottage for the first time — that until that
night she had never truly seen the pattern on its chipped brown floor
tiles, nor smelt the sappy, mellow dampness beneath the woodsmoke.
Her mouth was dry, and when she recited his instructions, the voice
belonged to a calmer, tougher girl.

Presently, he peered at the clock on the mantelpiece. By flamelight,
the loose, spotted skin around his neck looked like scales. He squinted.

‘It says it’s nearly eight,” said Delphine.

He curled his bottom lip. ‘Oh.’

‘It’s time.’

Mr Garforth took the shotgun and wrapped it in a tea towel. She
followed him into his workshop. He set the gun in a bench vice and
began winding a handle. Wood shavings lay on the cement floor in
stiff blond curls. The handle squeaked with each turn. Vice jaws bit
into the towel. Mr Garforth pulled the towel back from the barrels
like a barber-surgeon hiking up a patient’s trouser leg. He picked up
a hacksaw and rested the blade half an inch from the forestock.

“That’s too much,’ she said.

Mr Garforth started cutting. Steel fell in shining granules. He put
a hand on the bench to steady himself. The left barrel dropped,
clanging against the cement. The right barrel followed. Mr Garforth
unwound the handle a little way. He picked up the shotgun, blew.
The sawn barrels gleamed: a bull’s snout.

‘It’s what you need,” he said.

They returned to the front room. She slipped a cloth bandolier
diagonally over her shoulder like a sash. Mr Garforth handed her a
carton of shells. While he sat wiping down the shotgun barrels with
an oily rag, she took each shell from the carton, hefting the paper
casing between thumb and forefinger, then slotted it into one of the



pouches across her chest, pressing down the flat brass head with her
thumb until it was snug. Her crab hook tucked into a long slip pocket
on the back.

Mr Garforth looked her up and down, gave a snort of approval.
He held out her gun.

‘Shall we?”’

She took it, held it, testing the new lightness. She nodded.

Mr Garforth picked up the oil lamp. He led her into the backroom,
ducking under the lintel with exaggerated caution. They squeezed
between packing crates, box traps, poisons, a nested stack of spun
aluminium washing up bowls, three fishing rods and a split cricket
bat held together with soiled bandages. Beneath a small window with
thick, greasy panes, a brass ring was set into the floor. He hooked
it with the end of his stick, and, grunting, raised a trapdoor.

The shaft fell away into blackness. The route down was a column
of rusted stemples — thick iron bars hammered into rock at two-foot
intervals, acting as a ladder. There was a smell like rotting fish.

She turned from the darkness to the old man.

‘Well,” she said, ‘goodbye.’

‘Wait.” Mr Garforth set the lamp down on a crate and left the
room. She heard clattering, then he returned with a leather satchel.

‘What’s in there?’

‘Insurance.’

He lifted the heavy brown flap. In the satchel were three condensed
milk cans. She took one out. It was surprisingly heavy. From the
middle of the lid protruded a five-inch fuse.

Are these . . . jam tins?’

‘Guncotton surrounded by bits of old horseshoe. Mr Wightman
supplied those — you can thank him one day.’

‘Jesus.’

‘Hey.” He jabbed a forefinger at her nose. ‘Do not use these except
as a last resort. That fuse is about five and a half seconds. Call it
five to be sure.” The finger hovered. The nail was chipped and yellow,
underscored with a sickle of dirt. ‘Don’t be in the same room when
this goes off.’

‘I know. I'm not stupid.’



He flashed her another look she could not read.

She placed the grenade back in the satchel. Mr Garforth fastened
the hasp, then helped her sling the strap over her shoulder.

‘Look at you. All grown up.’

‘Look at you. All old.’

Mr Garforth half-opened his arms. Delphine looked at him. He
let them drop to his sides.

‘Remember: nobody has to die.’

‘No. We all do.’

He took a deep breath. His shadow was an ogre against the
brickwork.

“You sound like a soldier.’

“Thank you.’

‘It wasn’t a compliment.” He smacked his lips. ‘Enough. Let’s get
this over with.’

Delphine turned her back to the trapdoor and knelt, dangling a
leg until her foot found the first rung. The air in the shaft was colder
than she remembered; beneath thick socks, her calves stiffened with
gooseflesh. She gave Mr Garforth a last nod. Her head felt weight-
less.

He narrowed his eyes. ‘How long are the fuses?’

‘Five and a half seconds. Five to be sure.’

The old gamekeeper nodded. She started her descent.



ACT ONE

December—June

To commence transit the student must fully immerse himself
in the black ocean. The sensation is not unlike drowning
while being burned alive: baptism and cremation.
Remember to remove false teeth.

— Transportation And Its Practice, A. Prentice



NINE MONTHS EARLIER



CHAPTER 1
THE FIRE SERMON

December 1934

ondensation streamed down the window of the third-class

carriage. Delphine pressed her nose to the glass. Outside,

the fields and hedgerows were blinding with snow. Amber
fires burned in the eyes of lonely cottages. Her fingers closed round
the crisp brown paper parcel in her lap.

Ever since she had seen the set of fine hog brushes in the art
shop window, she had known they were the answer. Laid out in a
case of polished mahogany, they were elegant and very, very expen-
sive, exactly the kind of grown-up present a sophisticated daughter
would give to her artist father. The same night, she had begun
saving.

For weeks, she had dropped pennies into the sock that she kept
wedged between her mattress and bedsprings, forswearing liquorice,
sherbet, lemon bonbons, regarding the tuck shop with the calm,
famished humility of Jesus refusing to turn stones to bread. She even
sold the brooch her late grandmother had given her — an oval of
pink jasper depicting winged cherubs beside a woman playing the
harp — to Eleanor Wethercroft for a shilling. A fortnight before the
end of term, she tipped out the sock to find a miserable six shillings
and thruppence. That night she had lain awake, devastated. The
next morning, a letter arrived from Mother. It explained that, instead
of getting picked up by car, Delphine was to buy a ticket and catch
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the train home. With the letter was a postal order for a pound and
twelve shillings.

The carriage was cramped and stuffy. On the seat opposite, a big
crumpled man puffed at his cigar. He had the persecuted air of one
who feels keenly the resentment of his fellow travellers, and resolves,
by way of revenge, to justify it. The 7imes crossword lay folded on
his knee. He alternated between jotting answers in pencil and
breathing slow clouds of pungent yellow smoke. The young lady to
his left tutted and sighed, a hardback® shuddering in her sheepskin-
gloved hands.

Delphine pictured Daddy’s delight when she stepped through the
front door: his sleeves rolled up, his arms spread wide, ready for the
crushing hug, the musk of oil paints and perspiration as he pressed
her to his hard chest.

‘Delphy! Oh, I've missed you. Oh, how I've missed you,” he would
say, over and over in an ecstasy of love and repentance, and she
would wriggle free and eye him with a sudden sternness, and he
would look upon her and see, with a start, not the little girl sent
tearfully away at the beginning of term, but a noble and self-possessed
young adult.

Then she would climb the stairs two at a time, past the photograph
of Grandnan and Grandpapa squinting baffled and austere in their
thin gilt frame, across the landing to her bedroom. In a wicker basket
on top of the toy chest waited Nelson, her teddy bear, and Hannibal,
her stuffed elephant. During the long nights of her first term at St
Eustace’s, if she had pined for them at all, it was only because she
knew that seeing them again would reinforce how she had outgrown
their downy, threadbare comforts now that she was almost a grown-
up, almost complete.

She had never bought Daddy a Christmas gift before. Up until
now, he had been the magical provider and she, the dutiful receiving
daughter. While a gaggle of aunts — on Mother’s side — insisted on

*  Delphine saw the title, Murder On The Orient Express, and realised she had read it in a
brief fit of grown-upness two months before. She had powered through three whole
chapters before skipping to the end (the novel’s primary focus, she had discovered,
was not murder, but talking).
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bestowing twee, cloche-hatted dolls and Shirley Temple frocks, Daddy
always came up trumps with a train set, or a junior woodworking
kit, or Meccano, often barrelling in late but bearing a jolly,
Christmassy smell, spilling over with festive joie de vivre.

Last year, however, he had not come home at all. Some time after
six, Mother had risen from the settee, walked into the dining room
and closed the door. Delphine had waited, blowing on the embers
of the fire. Two hours later Mother left the kitchen, walking unsteadily,
and went to bed.

Delphine realised now that future Christmases were her respon-
sibility. She was a grown-up, and if she wanted magic, she would
have to weave it herself.

“Tickets, please.’

The voice loomed close to her ear. She opened her eyes. ‘May 1
see your ticket please, miss?’ The conductor’s breath was hot and
peaty.

Delphine wiped condensation from her cheek and made a show
of rummaging in one coat pocket, then the other. The conductor
folded his arms. His eyes were grey lozenges converging on a steep,

regal nose.
She stood, took off her duffel coat and turned it inside out.
‘Tm sorry, I . . . it must. ..’

She clambered onto her seat and groped at the luggage rack,
wobbling as the train went over a set of points. Her fingertips brushed
the suitcase; she made several half-hearted grasps before the
conductor stepped forward and helped her get it down.

She sat. Her thumbs fumbled with the catches; the lid sprung
open.

‘It’s got to be here.” Delphine smeared a palm across her eye,
trying to make herself cry — the credibility of her entire performance
hinged on it. ‘My mother bought it me. I had it. It was fAere.”

She glanced at the conductor. He glowered over flaring nostrils,
nasal hair rippling as he exhaled. She rubbed her eyes again.

‘T’ll need to see it please, miss.’

She stared at the inside of her suitcase, cheeks prickling with heat.
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She needed tears. Her eye caught a label inside the lid where Daddy
had written her name and address, beginning:

Delphine G. Venner

The Pasture

Something in his familiar, flamboyant penmanship did the trick
— her vision blurred. She felt a warm teardrop slide down to her top
lip, where it clung. She began burrowing through clumsily folded
underthings and small, scrunched packages, pausing to sniff, dab at
her eye with a sock.

‘Come on, miss — I've a whole train to get through.’

‘Ah now leave off the poor girl,” said the big man with the cigar.
‘She’s going as fast as she can.’

‘T'm just doing my job, sir.’

‘Well, can’t you do it with a bit more chivalry? Look — she’s
distraught.’

Delphine pushed her face into her hands and heaved out two of
her best wretched sobs.

‘Every passenger must have a ticket, sir.’

‘And she’s tld you her mother bought one.’

“Tickets must be presented for inspection, sir.’

Delphine spread her fingers and peered through the gaps. The
cigar-smoking gentleman had set down his newspaper and was puffing
fractiously, bathing his head in a little cloud.

‘Can’t you let her off?’

‘I can’t change the rules for no one, sir.’

‘Don’t you “sir” me!’

The conductor took a deep breath and pushed out his lower lip.

The cigar-smoker looked to his carriage-mates for support. The
other passengers became pointedly transfixed by a loose thread on
a cuff, the view out the window and a paperback, respectively.

‘Right, fine. How much?’

‘I'm sorry, sir?’

‘How much?’

‘For what, sir?’

‘For a ticket, for a bloody ticket, that’s what sir.” He plugged the
cigar stub into the corner of his mouth and took out his wallet. ‘I
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am going to pay her fare, and when I get home I am going to
commence a letter-writing campaign the pettiness of which you can’t
imagine. I warn you, I am a very lonely, very bitter bachelor with
vast acres of time at his disposal.’

The conductor’s eyelid twitched. Sensing a breach in his hitherto
bombproof comportment, Delphine flourished a spotted handker-
chief and blew her nose.

“That won’t be necessary, sir.” The conductor nodded at Delphine’s
luggage. ‘I spotted a ticket amongst the young lady’s effects. Good
evening, ladies and gentlemen.” And, tweaking the peak of his cap,
he left.

The cigar-smoker exhaled through straight white teeth.

“Thank you, sir,” said Delphine.

‘Oh, don’t you start now.” He reached the end of his cigar, pulled
a face and deposited the stub in his jacket pocket. “What are you
looking at? Didn’t your mother teach you it’s rude to stare? Go on,
tidy up that clutter. Stop making a spectacle of yourself.” He unfolded
his newspaper with a bang and began to read.

Delphine stuffed her things back into the suitcase, humming quietly
to herself.

At the next stop, everybody but the grumpy cigar-smoker disem-
barked. She realised the low, throaty growl coming from behind the
wall of newsprint was snoring. As the train gathered speed, she
stretched her legs along the seat and took out a bag of pear drops.
She sucked one then held it to the light, where it shone like an opal.
Lulled by the rumble of the train, she closed her eyes and fell into
a contented doze.

Delphine woke with a start, gripped by the conviction she had missed
her stop. The carriage was empty. She swung her feet to the floor
and turned to the window. Her groggy face gaped back at her. Beyond
the glass, the night was rook-black. Her damp hair stuck to her cheek
in strands. She shivered.

Pulling on her duffel coat, she got to her feet and walked around
the carriage. It was deathly quiet, aside from a steady ca-chuck ca-chuck.
Her chest tightened. The train was heading back to the rail yard.

17



She imagined spending the night on the cold carriage floor, Mother
doubled-over in tears on a deserted platform, policemen searching
the tracks by electric torchlight, digging in snowbanks, the whisper
of pencil lead on notebooks, her fellow passengers brought in for
questioning, the finger of blame swinging sure as a compass needle
towards the large man with the cigar — well, he was still with her when
1 left — the conductor recounting with relish the man’s sudden, unpro-
voked aggression, his wild gesticulations and fiery eyes — lke a fiend
he was, su, like a man possessed — the newspapers tattooed with lurid
headlines: CIGAR-SMOKING CHILD-SNATCHER STILL AT
LARGE, and Daddy, ashen, wracked with torment (at this she felt
a pang of guilt), before a knock at the front door, and in she would
glide to bellows of relief, to tears and a hug as tight and strong as
plate armour.

The train began to slow. Delphine looked out the window and
saw houses, and a little way ahead, the lights of a station. She yanked
her suitcase off the luggage rack and waited at the door as the train
shuddered to a stop.

When she stepped onto the platform the full chill of the evening
struck her. She set down her case and spent a few moments fastening
the toggles on her coat, the engine snorting and steaming behind
her. The guard blew his whistle and the train started its long trudge
out of the station. A breeze ghosted the nape of her neck. The last
carriage filed past and she was alone.

When Delphine turned around, a woman in a cream coat with
big black buttons stood farther down the platform. She was soaked
in lamplight, her face flat shadow, the crown of her head blazing
gold. All around her was ice.

‘Delphine? What on earth are you doing there?” She began striding
up the platform. Delphine braced for impact. ‘Delphine? I've been
waiting for you outside first-class. Why are you down here?”’

“They said first-class was full.”

‘Full? Full? On a little branch-line stopper like this?” Her mother
drew back and puffed as if recoiling from a hot stove. “The thing
was half empty!”

Delphine hung her head.
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‘Of all the . . . ” Mother cast about the station, heels scraping the
icy platform. ‘Where’s the stationmaster? I shan’t stand for this. I'll
wring his —°

‘Please, Mother.’

‘No.” Mother tugged Delphine’s chin sharply upwards and fixed
her with keen hazel eyes. “You paid for a first-class ticket, you should
have got a first-class seat. We’re not leaving until I receive a refund
and a frank and thorough apology.’

‘It’s fine. I didn’t mind. I —~

‘Shh! That’s quite enough. Honestly Delphine, why didn’t you
say something? You really must learn to assert yourself.’

Delphine picked up her suitcase and followed Mother in a forced
march down the platform to the stationmaster’s office, which was
closed. Mother rapped on the glass.

‘Hello? Hello?’

‘Mother, it’s closed.” Delphine’s fingers ached with cold. Her
mittens were deep in her suitcase.

“Your problem is you give up too easily.” Mother switched from
her knuckles to the heel of her fist.

‘Please, let’s just go. I said it’s fine.’

‘Don’t be obstinate.” Mother dealt the door three crashing blows.
‘Hello? Ah, it’s no use. There’s no one there.” She turned and sighed.
‘Well? Are you coming? Philip is waiting with the engine running. It’ll
never restart in this weather so unless you intend to walk home . . .’
Delphine hurried towards the exit.

‘Delphine! Don’t run!’

Delphine sat next to Mother in the back of the car, listening to the
motor strain as it climbed the gears. Road poured through the
headlamps, pocked and bright between tall, dark hedgerows. Snow
had fallen lightly; every so often the wheels slithered in a patch of
slush.

‘When we get in you’re not to bother your father.’

Delphine bit back her disappointment.

“Yes, Mother.” She glanced out the passenger window. Tl say
goodnight to him then go straight to bed.’
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‘What did I just tell you? Mother grabbed Delphine’s wrist.
‘Delphine. Look at me. You are not to bother your father, is that
clear?’

“You’re hurting me.’

‘Is that clear?’

Delphine was breathing heavily. ‘But I only want to say goodnight.’

‘He’s been working very hard and he is very, very tired. Dr Eliot,’
she flashed a glance at the back of Philip’s head, lowered her voice,
‘Dr Eliot said he needs rest. You can speak to him tomorrow.’

‘He’ll be happy to see me.’

Mother closed her eyes and exhaled. ‘Of course he will. Look,
you can speak to him first thing. Let’s you and I keep to the sitting
room tonight. I'll have Julia make cocoa and you can tell me what
you've been up to at school.’

‘Tll just poke my head round the door of his studio.’

“The matter 1s closed.’

‘But -’

‘Delphine! If you say another word I'll have Philip turn this car
around and you can spend Christmas at your Aunt Lily’s.’

Delphine bunched her fists and glared into her lap. She knew
Mother might make good on the threat if pushed. Over the past
year, Mother had made it clear she did not want Delphine around
the house. It would be just like her to seize upon one small outburst
as justification for keeping Daddy to herself.

Philip swung the car round a sharp bend. Delphine had to grip
the seat to stop her head settling on Mother’s shoulder. She leant
her hot brow against the cool glass as the car descended towards
the village, and home.

When Philip pulled up in the drive the night was tangy with
woodsmoke. He opened the door and Delphine’s mother stepped
out, tugging her coat about her with a flourish.
‘What sort of idiot has a bonfire in this weather?’ she said.
Delphine thought that this was the perfect weather for a bonfire.
She followed a few paces behind as Mother walked up the garden
path, paused, sniffed the air, then continued up the steps. The little
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Pan fountain had frozen over. The lawn was powdered glass. Delphine
exhaled, lips spilling mist.

Philip killed the engine. In the quiet that followed, Delphine
thought she heard a noise like hail, or the slow winding of a winch.
Mother pounded the door knocker.

‘Philip, would you come and let us in please?’

Philip whipped off his driving gloves and tugged a bunch of keys
from his pocket. Mother stepped aside as he stooped for the lock.

‘I can’t imagine where Julia’s got to,” she said, worrying at her
coat cuff. ‘She can’t have gone home. I gave her clear instructions
to wait till we had returned. Philip? What’s wrong? She hasn’t drawn
the bolt, has she?’

‘Just a bit stiff with the cold,” he said. He grunted, twisting the
handle. The door gave. “There.” He waited on the doorstep while
Mother and Delphine stepped inside.

As soon as Delphine crossed the threshold she knew something
was wrong. It took her a moment to realise the hatstand was missing,
And the little table Mother liked to set flowers on. And the hall mirror.

Mother looked around with a slight rolling of the shoulders.
Hanging thickly in the air was a smell like motor oil and toast.

Mother said: “Where is he?’

A bang came from the landing. Daddy appeared at the top of the
stairs, dragging the longcase clock that Mother’s late Uncle Shipton
had brought back from Denmark.* He was barefoot and stripped to
the waist. His back was covered in red marks.

‘Gideon,’ said Mother, her voice strangely measured, ‘what are
you doing?’

*  Great Uncle Shipton had claimed he got the clock after agreeing to referee a swim-
ming contest between four sailors — usually a Dutchman, a Swede, a Norwegian and
a Finn. The race was to run from Aalborghus Castle, across the Limfjord, and back
again. The first man to touch the castle wall would win an antique clock. On the
morning of the contest, Shipton and a crowd of spectators watched the sailors plunge
into the freezing waters. Four heads bobbed as they crossed the narrow channel.
Presently, there were three. Then two. Then one. Then none. Some time after midday,
the organiser turned to Shipton and asked if he wanted to declare it a draw. Shipton
agreed, and received the clock in recognition of his good sportsmanship.
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Daddy went on dragging the clock down the stairs. As he drew
closer, Delphine could hear him muttering to himself.

‘Gideon,’ said Mother. “Where’s Julia?”’

Daddy grumbled something incomprehensible.

‘Giddy? Where’s Julia?’

‘I said I sent her home.” It sounded like Daddy was breathing
through gritted teeth. He pulled the clock down another step and
the door on the front fell open.

‘Please let’s sit down, dear. It’s terribly late to be rearranging
things. Where’s the hatstand?”’

He muttered into his fist.

‘What?”’

‘It’s hooks.’

He widened his stance. With each fall, the clock jangled queasily.

‘Hooks? Giddy, darling, what on earth are you talking about?
Where’s the hatstand?”’

‘It’s too heavy. It’s all hooks.” He spat as he spoke. ‘I can’t . . .1
can’t . ..’

Mother came to the edge of the stairs. ‘What’s heavy? I don’t
understand. Where have all our things gone?” She reached for his
elbow.

‘Don’t touch me!” Daddy lunged over the bannister and swung
at her with a wild backhand. Mother stepped back in a practised
reflex, turning her face so his knuckles only grazed her cheek. Uncle
Shipton’s clock rattled down the last few stairs and hit the floor with
a crunch of bust workings. Daddy clutched for her throat but she
dodged and his fingers closed round the collar of her cream coat.
She twisted out of it and lifted her forearm just in time to shield
her head as he used the coat to lash at her.

Daddy lost interest. He bundled up the coat and strode down the
last few stairs. As he stepped over the clock, Delphine tried to catch
his gaze. His eyes were like chips of glass.

‘Daddy?” She would snap him out of it. She stretched a smile
across her face, took a breath and stepped towards him. ‘Daddy, I'm
home for Christm -’

‘Delphine! No!” Mother threw up an arm.
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Daddy rounded on her.

‘It’s killing me! It’s killing me!” He drilled at his temple with two
fingers, gasping. ‘Man’s not supposed to live like this! It goes! It goes!
It all goes in!’

Mother slammed against the wall, withering. Delphine looked to
Philip, who stood dumbly in the doorway. Philip blinked, took a step
forward.

‘Mr Venner, I ...~

Daddy shut his eyes. He ran a hand through his slick silvered hair,
whispering,

‘It’s almost gone now,” he murmured. He stepped over Mother
as he had stepped over the clock, carrying her coat down the corridor
to the kitchen. When he opened the door Delphine heard the hail
noise again, but louder; the oily smell grew stronger. Mother was on
her feet, scrambling after Daddy, pleading, shrieking operatically.
She grabbed at his back; he bore her like a rucksack as he walked
out of sight.

Delphine felt a cold weight in her belly. She walked to the stairs.
Her legs felt gluey and she had to grip the bannister. Philip was
saying something but it was far away and muffled. The picture of
Grandnan and Grandpapa was gone, leaving a dark rectangle of
wallpaper. She staggered towards her room. The door was open.
Perhaps she had made a mistake. Perhaps everything would be fine.

A shifting, aquatic glow lit the space. The room felt bigger than
she remembered. Her bed was gone. There were splinters on the
floor. Her books were gone. Her model castle was gone. In the carpet
were four dents left by the legs of the toy chest. There was no basket.
There was no Hannibal. There was no Nelson.

She stumbled to the window. The fields around the village were
blue and still. Down in the back garden was a huge bonfire. She
saw the outlines of mattress springs, picture frames, a bike wheel.
All around, the snow had melted and where the grass had not been
scorched away it shone a lustrous bottle green. Smoke formed a
solid, curling pillar. Daddy slung Mother’s cream coat into the flames,
where it shrivelled. He dropped to his knees and gripped his head,
shuddering;
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No. He was laughing.

Delphine turned away, dazed and sickened. Her body felt light
as a seedpod. She walked out of her room and down the stairs and
picked up her suitcase. She walked out of the house to the car,
opened the back door and climbed inside. She took out the brushes
in their brown paper parcel. She lay down on the back seat and
hugged them to her chest.
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