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Condition
My brother had put a price on the dining table before our mother was in the ground.
I didn’t hold that against him. I had put prices on worse things: a boy’s railway set, still laid out for a birthday he hadn’t reached; a wedding service with one place setting missing; a dialysis chair nobody wanted to touch. When people asked what my job was, I said I valued the contents of houses. Usually they heard houses.
Ben met me on the drive carrying two mugs.
“You’ve cut your hair.”
“Six months ago.”
“Looks good.”
He gave me the mug with a chip in the handle. In any other house I would have photographed the damage and moved on. Here I knew the chip had been made by our father, tapping the handle against the sink to get Mother’s attention.
The house stood behind Ben, red brick darkened by rain. One upstairs curtain had caught on its hook. Mother would never have left it like that. She had been dead for twenty-three days and already the house was developing habits of its own.
“You don’t have to do the whole thing,” Ben said. “Just tell me what’s worth keeping.”
“That isn’t what you asked for.”
“Anna.”
He said it gently, which was his way of letting me know I had started being difficult before I’d even taken off my coat.
“You asked for an inventory for the estate. You’ll get an inventory.”
“All right. Fine.” He smiled, making room for me to be tiresome. “Come in before that goes cold.”
The hall smelled of furniture polish and the sweet, stale flowers people had sent instead of visiting. On the console table was a neat stack of condolence cards. Ben’s daughter had made one with a rabbit on it. The rabbit was smiling. Kit was eight and still thought a picture should improve the thing it depicted.
I put my case down by the stairs.
“What did you tell her?” I asked.
“About Gran?”
“Yes.”
“That she died.”
“I meant about her room.”
Mother had kept a bedroom for Kit, although Ben brought her over only at Christmas. I had come down for the funeral and found it full of presents, some already too young for her.
“She chose the lamp,” he said. “The rabbit one. Everything else can go.”
On the back of the hall door, the old brass bolts were polished around their edges. Our father used to slide them shut at ten each night. He had called it putting the house to bed.
I opened my case.
There is a method to making an inventory. You stand at the door and work clockwise. You record the object, the material, the maker if you can identify one, and the condition. You do not write beautiful. You do not write treasured. You do not write that the person who owned it waited all her life for somebody to notice.
Dining room. One mahogany extending table. Surface scratched. One leaf missing.
“It’s not mahogany,” Ben said. “Dad always said it was rosewood.”
“Dad was wrong.”
“Wouldn’t be the first time.”
He said this with the easy ruefulness allowed to us now our father was dead. For most of my childhood, Ben had agreed with him about everything.
I measured the table. Under one corner, a folded square of cardboard kept it steady.
“Is someone starting work outside?” I asked.
There was fresh gravel beside the garage. A small digger stood beneath a tarpaulin.
“Drainage. Survey found water getting into the old cellar.”
“What old cellar?”
“The bit under the washhouse. Dad had it closed off. You must remember.”
I remembered a green door. A smell of wet coal. Being told not to go down there because the steps had rotted.
“Work’s supposed to start Friday,” he said. “Before we put it on the market.”
Today was Wednesday.
“I’ll need longer than two days.”
“They’re not working in here.”
“Still.”
He lifted both hands. “Whatever you need.”
That should have reassured me. It had reassured me for thirty-five years.
At eleven he left for work. He ran a building-supplies business now, a modestly successful one, and liked people to know that being self-employed didn’t mean being free. At the door he asked whether I would be all right staying in the house.
“It’s a house, Ben.”
“Of course it is.”
I watched him reverse around the digger. Then I went upstairs.
Mother’s bedroom had not been disturbed. There were still two pillows, although our father had died six years ago. Her slippers were under the dressing-table stool. A strip of tissue lay over the bristles of her hairbrush.
I opened the wardrobe and counted coats.
Five wool. Two raincoats. One blue quilted jacket. Behind them, in a zipped garment bag, something green.
I knew the colour before I unzipped the bag. Not forest green, which is what the missing-person posters had called it. Bottle green. A colour Evie had chosen because she said it made her look expensive.
The coat had three large buttons and one small one at the cuff. A fourth large button was missing. Evie had asked me to sew it back on, and I had said I wasn’t her servant.
That had been the last ordinary conversation we ever had.
Eighteen years later, the button was still missing.
I sat on Mother’s bed with the coat across my knees. It weighed more than I remembered. A winter coat, a cheap one, the lining shiny at the elbows.
When my sister disappeared, I told a policeman I had seen her wearing it as she walked towards the bus stop.
This was not true.
It wasn’t a misunderstanding, or a child’s frightened guess. I was seventeen. I understood what a statement was.
I had written it down and signed my name.
Provenance
I photographed the coat where I had found it, then photographed it again on the bed. Front, back, lining, label. Both cuffs. The broken thread where the button should have been.
For seven minutes I did my job.
Then I called Ben.
“You’re sure it’s hers?” he asked.
“Yes.”
“Could be one like it.”
“It has the biro mark in the pocket. She lent me a pen at the cinema. It leaked.”
He was quiet. In the background, a reversing alarm sounded three times.
“Mum must have got it back,” he said.
“From whom?”
“I don’t know. A charity shop? Perhaps Evie left things somewhere.”
“Why wouldn’t she tell us?”
“Well, you know what she was like about talking about it.”
That was true. Mother could discuss a subject at great length without permitting it to be talked about.
“I’ll come over this evening,” Ben said. “Don’t upset yourself.”
After we hung up, I put my hand into the other pocket.
Two boiled sweets had melted into their wrappers. A hair tie had perished into a sticky black circle. There was a bus ticket, but not the sort of ticket that proved anything: a single from town to our village, dated three days before she disappeared. It was folded around a small piece of ruled paper.
On the paper, in Evie’s handwriting:
Friday. If he hasn’t told them by then, I will.
No name. No explanation. A line drawn under Friday so hard that the paper had almost torn.
I took another photograph.
My phone rang before I had put the paper down. Tamsin.
“You still alive in there?”
“Apparently.”
“That’s not a proper answer.”
Tamsin ran the other half of our business, the half that involved arranging vans and convincing bereaved people not to throw away the receipts. We had known each other since school. After Evie disappeared, her mother had put an extra place out for me every Sunday for six months. No one had called it anything.
“I’ve found her coat,” I said.
There was a pause, but not the careful pause people use before saying something comforting.
“Where?”
“Mother’s wardrobe.”
“Oh, Anna.”
“The green one.”
“I know which one.”
I looked at the space where Evie’s face should have been above the collar.
“I need to ask you something.”
“Go on.”
“That night. The night before she went missing. Was I at yours?”
“You know you were.”
“I want you to tell me.”
Tamsin exhaled slowly.
“You came about nine. You were upset because you’d had a row with your mum. We watched a stupid film with that man you liked. You slept in my bed and I slept on the floor because you said the air mattress made you feel seasick.”
“What time did I leave?”
“After breakfast on Saturday. Mum drove you. You stayed two nights, remember? You said you weren’t going home until she apologised.”
“Not seven.”
“No.”
I had known this, of course. Memory had not returned to me. It had been sitting in a room I chose not to enter.
“When your mum called you,” Tamsin said, “you went outside to answer. You came back in and said Evie had gone away and nobody was to ask questions.”
“I said that?”
“You sounded like her.”
Neither of us spoke for a moment.
“Did the police ever ask?” I said.
“Not me. Mum asked yours whether we ought to contact them. Your mum said they’d already established where you were. Something about you going out early and coming back.”
I closed my eyes.
“You knew I was lying.”
“Later. When I saw the appeal.”
“Why didn’t you say something?”
“I was seventeen too.” Her voice sharpened. “And whenever I tried to talk to you about Evie, you stopped speaking to me for weeks.”
I remembered that as well.
“I’m sorry.”
“Yes,” she said. “So am I.”
It was the first honest conversation I had had about my sister in eighteen years. Neither of us sounded better at the end of it.
Tamsin told me to leave the coat alone and find the number of the officer who had last contacted us. I said I would. Before hanging up, she asked whether Ben knew I hadn’t seen Evie that morning.
“We all knew.”
“That’s not the same as all knowing the same thing.”
After the call I went downstairs to the kitchen.
Mother had kept the paperwork for every appliance she had ever owned. The instruction manual for a mixer bought in 1987 survived the mixer by two decades. There were guarantees for a freezer, receipts for curtains, a diagram showing which fuse served which part of the house.
At the bottom of the drawer I found an envelope marked Anna — personal.
It was not sealed.
Inside were two photographs, a small key and a note.
Your father made decisions I did not always agree with. I hope, when the time comes, you will remember that there was more than one person to consider.
No greeting. No love. Even dead, Mother was beginning in the middle of an argument.
One photograph showed us on the beach. Evie was fourteen, turning away from the camera to push wet hair out of her eyes. In the other, she was nineteen, at the kitchen table, looking directly at whoever had taken it.
A date was written on the back: 14 November.
The Friday she had disappeared.
According to my statement, I had last seen her at seven fifteen that morning, walking away from the house.
In the photograph, behind her, the kitchen window was black. Beside her plate was that day’s newspaper. The green coat hung on the back of her chair.
I turned the photograph over again.
Below the date, in smaller writing, Mother had added:
After supper. Before your father came home.
The First Version
Ben arrived with takeaway and the expression of a man who had come to sit with an unreasonable person until she improved.
He put the bags on the kitchen table. Curry. Naan. The little tub of red sauce our father used to refuse on principle, although he had never tasted it.
“You’ve hardly eaten, have you?”
I set the photograph in front of him.
He looked at it for a long time.
“Could be the wrong date.”
“It could.”
“Mum’s handwriting was getting—”
“It’s the same handwriting she had twenty years ago.”
He sat down. There was a pale crescent on his finger where his wedding ring used to be.
“What are you asking me, Anna?”
“I don’t know yet.”
He opened a carton, closed it again.
“She came back,” he said.
The kitchen made a small sound around us: a pipe knocking in the wall.
“You knew?”
“I saw her when she came back on Friday evening. I thought you did.”
“Why would you think that?”
“Because Mum told you everything.”
This was so far from my experience of our mother that I almost laughed.
“She told me Evie had gone. She told me Dad was worried people would think he’d driven her away. She told me to say I saw her leave.”
“Which she did.”
“I didn’t see it.”
“No. But she left. It wasn’t as though Mum was asking you to say something completely—”
“Completely what?”
He pushed the carton away.
“All right.”
“Was she here when I got home on Saturday?”
“No.”
“When did she go?”
“I don’t know.”
“Who saw her?”
“Mum said Dad drove her to the station.”
“Then why did the police think she caught a bus on Friday morning?”
“Because Dad didn’t want them knowing they’d had a row.”
“Enough of a row to lie to the police?”
“You remember him.”
I did. I remembered the silence that formed at the dinner table when he put his cutlery down. I remembered his disappointment, which he employed more often than anger and to better effect. I remembered learning to predict a man’s mood from the way he closed a drawer.
It was possible to make our father responsible for almost anything. That was one of the advantages he had left us by dying.
“And you let me keep telling it,” I said.
Ben rubbed the bridge of his nose.
“I was trying to keep everybody going.”
“You were twenty-three.”
“And you think that made me capable?”
For a moment I saw him as he had been then: badly shaved, wearing shirts too smart for his job, owing money to people whose names he wouldn’t tell us. Ben had always looked most adult when he was least able to manage.
I put Evie’s note beside the photograph.
“Who was she talking about?”
He read it once.
“Dad, probably.”
“About what?”
“I don’t know, Anna. There were things. He was difficult with her.”
“She wrote ‘he hasn’t told them’. Who was them?”
“Could be anyone.”
“But you think he was Dad.”
His face changed then, just a little. Not fear. Irritation at being made to notice the shape of his own answer.
“You’re good at this,” he said.
“What?”
“Making a person sound guilty for not remembering eighteen years ago.”
I stood up and went to the sink. Outside, the security light came on. Rain silvered the top of the digger’s tarpaulin.
“I’m going to call the police.”
He didn’t tell me not to. That would have been easier to resist.
“Of course,” he said. “You should. But maybe we ought to establish what we’re telling them first.”
I turned around.
“That’s what Mum said.”
He looked down at the photograph.
We ate the curry. I don’t know why this seems important, but it does. We sat at the same table at which my sister had eaten her last photographed meal, and Ben passed me the rice, and I said thank you. Horror does not remove the things you have been taught to do.
When he left, he took the takeaway bags out to the bin.
“Don’t stay up going through everything,” he said. “You’ll make yourself ill.”
I watched him walk to his car. He paused beside the garage, looking towards the washhouse. Then he got in and drove away.
Upstairs, I found the old missing-person appeal on my phone. It was still there, a low-resolution image on a page that hadn’t been updated for years.
Last seen by her younger sister leaving the family home at approximately 7.15 a.m. on Friday, 14 November.
I enlarged the photograph until Evie’s face broke into squares.
Then I found the number for the police and made the call.
“I have information about a missing person,” I said. “And about a statement I made.”
Corrections
Detective Shah had a paper cup of tea and a cough she kept apologising for. I had expected someone younger than me, perhaps because the policeman who took my first statement had seemed so old. Shah was about my age. Her shoes were wet.
We met at the station on Thursday morning. I brought the coat, the photograph, the note from the pocket and Mother’s envelope. I had put them in separate clean bags, which Shah thanked me for without saying whether I had done the right thing.
Before we began, I asked what would happen to me.
“For making the statement?”
“Yes.”
“I can’t promise you an outcome. I need to understand what happened. We should talk about how this account is taken, and your options.”
We did. She was patient, but she did not offer to make my part smaller.
When we eventually began, I told her about staying at Tamsin’s. About Mother’s call on Saturday morning. About going home to find our father sitting at the kitchen table, furious with a girl who had already been gone for a day.
“What did your mother actually say?”
I looked at the closed notebook in front of me. I had written things down in the car so I wouldn’t become confused. Now the words looked like another prepared version.
“She said Evie had left us. She said Dad was terribly upset. She said the police wouldn’t understand what she’d been like.”
“What who had been like?”
“Evie.”
“In what way?”
“She’d been angry.”
“About something specific?”
“Yes. Probably. I didn’t ask.”
Shah waited.
“Being angry in our house was usually treated as the problem,” I said. “What you were angry about didn’t matter much.”
“And the account of seeing her leave?”
“Mother said someone needed to have seen it. Otherwise the police would think Dad had done something. I said I hadn’t. She said I knew Evie had gone, so what difference did it make?”
“Did your father speak to you about it?”
“Not directly.”
“What does that mean?”
“He said we had to stop making things worse for Mum.”
I could hear him. His voice was intact in a way Evie’s no longer was. Sometimes I had to play an old birthday video to remember how she sounded. Our father I could summon without effort.
Shah asked about the arguments. The last few weeks. Evie’s work at the garden centre. Her friends. Her bank account.
I knew very little. I had considered her adult and myself nearly adult, which meant neither of us was interested in the other’s advice. She was saving to leave. I resented her for it. I had thought we were in the house together.
“Did she have debts?” Shah asked.
“Not that I know.”
“And your brother?”
I looked at her.
“Why?”
“You mentioned that things were difficult for him.”
So I had.
“Some. I don’t know how much.”
“Would your sister have helped him?”
“Not by then.”
“Why not?”
I remembered a conversation outside the bathroom. Evie holding a bank envelope. Ben telling her not to be dramatic. I had been waiting to use the mirror and wished they would both get out of the way.
“She said once he’d used her name for something. I don’t know what. I thought it was a family argument.”
“What made it a family argument?”
I had no answer.
Afterwards, Shah showed me a copy of the statement I had signed eighteen years before. My handwriting looked rounder than I remembered. I had put a small, careful loop on the capital A.
She appeared calm and was carrying a dark holdall.
I didn’t remember the holdall. It must have been Mother’s invention. At seventeen I would have said bag.
“We’re going to revisit the original accounts,” Shah said. “We’ll need to speak to your brother. And Tamsin, and her mother.”
I nodded.
“The photograph changes the timeline. It doesn’t, by itself, tell us what happened afterwards.”
“I know.”
“There’s something else I want you to be careful about. You know now that part of the old account was false. Don’t let that make every new explanation feel certain.”
She gave me a number and asked me to call if I found anything else. When I mentioned the work at the cellar, she asked for the contractor’s details and told me not to move anything there.
Outside, I sat in my car with both hands on the steering wheel. I wasn’t crying. I wanted to be. Crying would have occupied some part of me.
Ben called twice. I didn’t answer.
On the third call he left a message.
“Anna, they’ve been in touch. Ring me before you say anything else. Please. There are things you don’t understand.”
I listened to it again.
Then I sent it to Shah.
Items Excluded
Tamsin brought lunch to the house and ate it standing up.
“Not at that table?” I asked.
“Not today.”
She handed me a sandwich in greaseproof paper. Cheese and pickle. Evie used to say cheese and pickle was what people ate when they’d stopped believing lunch could be good.
I told Tamsin that, and she laughed. It surprised us both.
“I’d forgotten she was funny,” she said.
“I keep remembering she was difficult.”
“She was nineteen.”
“Yes.”
I ate the sandwich.
We had come to collect my equipment and look for Evie’s ordinary papers: school reports, employment records, names of friends. Shah had asked for anything that might help fill out the weeks before she disappeared. The rest of the inventory could wait.
Mother had filed the papers for her missing daughter in a biscuit tin labelled CHRISTMAS RIBBON.
I carried it down from the airing cupboard. Inside were birthday cards, a certificate for a lifesaving course and a passport application that had never been sent. On the bottom, beneath a sheet of tissue, lay a folded bank letter.
It was addressed to Evie. The name was hers, the house number ours. It concerned missed repayments on a loan of four thousand eight hundred pounds.
Someone had written across it in red ink:
B. to sort. Do not involve M.
My father’s writing. B for Ben. M for Mother, probably. Not certainly. I photographed it without annotating the image.
Tucked into the letter was a copy of a form. The signature was a reasonable imitation of Evie’s, except that Evie crossed the centre of her capital E like a sideways fork. This E belonged to someone who had looked at her signature without noticing it.
“He used her name,” I said.
Tamsin pulled out a chair but did not sit down.
“Send it.”
I did.
Then I tried the little key Mother had left me.
I had taken it back from the station after Shah photographed it. We hadn’t known what it opened. Now I remembered a blue document box Mother kept in the linen chest. It held the things she described as important: house papers, insurance policies, our father’s death certificate. It had a cheap little lock of the kind intended to keep out children rather than thieves.
The key turned.
Inside, the papers were clipped into bundles. Beneath them was a brown envelope marked For Anna to read alone.
I handed it to Tamsin.
“You don’t have to,” she said.
“I know.”
It was the first of Mother’s instructions I had disobeyed without an argument in my head.
Tamsin opened the envelope and passed the pages back to me. There were three, closely written. The handwriting was recent, the letters occasionally running into one another.
Your father said there was nothing to be done. I was not there when it happened. By the time I understood, he had made the arrangements.
I read the first paragraph three times before I could move on.
It was in the old inspection pit, under the washhouse. He had the cover concreted. I never went in that part of the house again. You will know now why I would not let you keep your bicycle there.
I stood up. The chair caught on the edge of the rug and tipped backwards.
Tamsin was beside me before it hit the floor.
“Sit.”
“No.”
“All right. Then hold the counter.”
I held the counter.
The letter continued in smaller writing.
Benjamin did what he was told. You must remember the sort of man your father was. He had a way of making decisions before anybody had the chance to disagree. Ben has lived a good life since. He has a little girl. I do not see what good can come of taking her father away.
There was no sentence that said Evie had died. Mother had managed to describe where her daughter was buried without allowing her to become the subject of a verb.
On the last page:
Do not mistake one terrible night for the whole of a life.
Tamsin took my phone because my fingers weren’t doing what I asked. She called Shah. She gave the address again, although Shah already had it. She said we had not gone into the washhouse.
When she handed the phone to me, Shah’s voice was steady.
“Anna, I want you to leave that area alone. We’re coming to secure it. Is anyone else there?”
“Just Tamsin.”
“And where is your brother?”
“I don’t know.”
“Don’t contact him about this. Stay together.”
I stood in the kitchen until the first officers arrived. One of them walked with me to the door that led towards the washhouse. I stopped several feet away.
The lock on it was new. The green paint around it was not.
All through the years I had looked for my sister in other women. At railway stations. On an escalator. Once on a crowded beach, where I had abandoned my bag to run after someone with the right walk.
Behind me, Tamsin put a hand against my back. She didn’t rub it. She just left it there.
The Family Account
They let us take my case, my coat and the sandwich I hadn’t finished. There was something awful about carrying lunch out of the house.
Ben’s contractor arrived while we were leaving. He was a large man in a fleece jacket, with a pencil behind his ear. He looked from the police car to me.
“I’ve come for the keys.”
“There won’t be any work,” I said.
He nodded, not asking the question in his face. Then he said, “Probably as well, given what’s under there.”
“What?”
“The old pit. Your brother kept changing the plan. First it was make it sound, then fill it, then he wanted the whole slab broken up and taken off site. We hadn’t agreed a price.”
I went back to the officer and asked the contractor to repeat that to him. For once, I did not apologise for making someone late.
In Tamsin’s car, my phone began to light up. Ben, three times. A number I didn’t recognise. Then Ben’s former wife, Louise.
I answered hers.
“Have you seen him?” she asked.
“Not since yesterday.”
“He picked Kit up from school. It’s not his day, but he said there’d been a change. He’s not answering.”
My throat tightened.
“Has he said where they’re going?”
“Just for something to eat. Anna, what’s happening? He was strange on the phone.”
I looked at Tamsin.
“Something’s happened at the house,” I said. “The police are looking into Evie’s disappearance again.”
Louise was silent.
“I need you to call him,” she said. “Please. He answers you.”
He usually did. It had once seemed proof that we were close.
I told Shah about Kit before I called Ben. I told her where we were going: Tamsin’s house, the same one I had slept in eighteen years ago. Her mother had moved into a flat nearby. Tamsin had bought the house and kept the wallpaper in the smallest bedroom.
Ben answered on the first ring.
“Where are you?” I asked.
“Kit and I are having a drink.”
“Louise is worried.”
“I sent her a message.”
“Where?”
“At the petrol station near the bypass. There’s a café.”
“Put Kit on.”
A rustle. Then my niece’s voice, cheerful and muffled with food.
“Auntie Anna, are you sad about Gran?”
“Yes, darling.”
“Dad said we should come and see you.”
“I’d like that.”
“Can I have a hot chocolate?”
“Yes.”
“With the little things?”
“Marshmallows.”
“Yes, those.”
Ben came back on the line.
“Where are you?”
“At Tamsin’s. Louise is meeting us here.”
“I’d rather it was just family.”
“I know.”
He waited. For once, I had not offered to arrange things to his liking.
“I’ve read Mum’s letter,” I said.
His breath changed.
“Then you know.”
“I know what she wrote.”
“It’s the truth.”
“Bring Kit to her mother.”
“You make it sound as though—”
“Bring her here, Ben.”
He hung up.
I gave Shah the petrol station’s location. She said she would arrange for someone to meet us at Tamsin’s and try to contact Ben herself. I didn’t ask what that meant. I was beginning to understand how much of an investigation consisted of not being entitled to know everything at once.
At the house, Tamsin filled the kettle. I sat on the bottom stair. There was still a nick in the banister where we had tried to carry a second-hand sofa up to her bedroom when we were sixteen. It had been too wide. We had slept on it in the hall for three nights before her mother lost patience.
“You didn’t make him do whatever he did,” Tamsin said.
“I haven’t said that.”
“You don’t have to. I know your face.”
I pressed my thumb into the nick in the wood.
“She asked me not to go that night. Evie. On the Thursday. She said she needed to talk to someone. I thought she meant about Ben, and I didn’t want to hear it.”
“So you went to mine.”
“Yes.”
“And at seventeen you should have known that leaving your adult sister in her own home would put her in danger?”
I looked away.
“You don’t get to borrow their responsibility just because it fits the way you already feel,” she said.
The kettle clicked off.
“That was very good,” I said.
“I’ve had eighteen years to think about it.”
Louise arrived before Ben. She had left work without her coat and wore a blue lanyard over her blouse. I told her what I could. She listened with her hands flat on the kitchen table, then asked to see the photograph.
I showed her the copy on my phone.
“She looks like Kit,” she said.
I had been trying not to notice.
A Little Longer
Ben rang the bell, although he had been to Tamsin’s house often enough to know she never locked the door in the afternoon.
Kit came in first. Her coat was open and she held a paper bag very carefully. She had brought a biscuit for me. It had broken in the car, and she wanted me to know that it had been whole when they bought it.
“Broken ones taste the same,” I said.
“That’s what Dad said.”
Louise knelt to help her take off her coat. Ben watched them. His hair was wet around the collar, as though he had stood outside in the rain before coming in.
“Why is everybody here?” he asked.
“No one wanted you to arrive at an empty house,” Tamsin said.
He looked at her sharply, then at me.
“Can we talk?”
“We are talking.”
“Without an audience.”
Louise took Kit into the kitchen to make hot chocolate. Tamsin stayed in the doorway. Ben didn’t ask her again.
He sat on the sofa and clasped his hands between his knees. The position was familiar. He had sat like that at the hospital when Mother was dying, patient with the staff, patient with me. I had been grateful that one of us knew how to behave.
“What did you give them?” he asked.
“Everything I found.”
“Which was what?”
“You’ll need to speak to them about that.”
“Anna, I’m your brother.”
“Yes.”
He took his hands apart.
“I’ve spent my life trying to take care of this family. You went away. I’m not saying you shouldn’t have, but you did. I was the one who took Dad to appointments. I was the one who sat with Mum. When her boiler went, who paid for it? When you needed money to get the business started—”
“I paid you back.”
“That isn’t the point.”
“What is?”
“That you know me.”
I looked at him. I knew how he made Kit’s toast: butter right to the edges, cut diagonally, crusts left on because he said she needed something to hold. I knew that he whistled tunelessly when he was concentrating. I knew he cried at the end of a film about a dog and denied it although both his cheeks were wet.
I knew him. That was part of the problem.
“Mum said Dad made the arrangements,” I said.
“He did.”
“She said you did what you were told.”
“Yes.”
“But you were there that evening. You told me you saw Evie come back.”
“I came and went.”
“When?”
“I don’t remember exactly.”
“You remembered quite well yesterday.”
He stood up, then sat down again. In the kitchen, Kit asked whether she could stir her drink herself.
“This isn’t a game,” he said.
“No.”
“What happened was an accident. Whatever Dad did afterwards, it was an accident.”
“Did you see it?”
His eyes moved towards the kitchen.
“I need you to listen to me.”
“I am.”
“No. Properly. You read Mum’s letter. She knew. She understood.”
“What did she understand, Ben?”
He rubbed his palms on his trousers.
“I was young. I was stupid with money. Things had got out of hand.”
“The loan.”
“She said I could use her details.”
“Her signature was copied.”
“She knew I needed help.”
“Those aren’t the same thing.”
He looked angry now. Not at me precisely. At the conversation, for failing to arrive where he kept trying to send it.
“She was going to tell everyone. Mum. My boss. She’d made an appointment to speak to someone about it on the Monday. I only needed a little longer.”
Tamsin moved away from the doorway, just enough to leave a clear path to the hall.
“A little longer for what?” I asked.
“To get it sorted.”
“Four thousand eight hundred pounds.”
“I could have done it.”
“You hadn’t made the repayments.”
“Because things hadn’t come through.”
He spoke with the indignation of his twenty-three-year-old self. For a moment the intervening years seemed no more substantial than the better clothes he was wearing.
“Did she fall?” I said.
His head lifted.
I hadn’t meant to ask it so directly. But there it was.
“She wouldn’t stop,” he said.
“What wouldn’t she stop doing?”
“Saying things.”
The kitchen had gone quiet. Louise was listening.
“What things?”
“That I was pathetic. That everything I touched turned into somebody else’s problem. She had the letter and she kept waving it. I tried to take it from her.”
“And then?”
He pressed a hand over his mouth. When he lowered it, the words came more quietly.
“I pushed her away. She hit the edge of the sink. The stone one, in the washhouse. I didn’t mean to. Anna, I didn’t mean it.”
There were details I had expected to feel dramatic when they were finally spoken. They did not. They felt practical and appalling. A sink. A hard edge. A person reaching for something that belonged to her.
“Did you call an ambulance?”
He shook his head.
“Why not?”
“She was talking. At first. Mum said wait until Dad got home. She didn’t want another scene. Dad said we’d all end up in trouble if we started ringing people before we knew what had happened.”
“Before you knew what had happened?”
“You know how he was.”
“Yes.”
“He said she needed to sleep.”
“And you listened.”
“I’d listened to him all my life.”
“So had she.”
He began to cry then, without moving his face much. I recognised that too. Our father had disliked noise.
“I went back in,” he said. “Later. She wasn’t—”
He stopped.
“Dad said he’d deal with it. He said if we rang then they’d blame all of us. Mum was shaking. I couldn’t think. You weren’t there.”
The last four words reached me exactly as he intended.
For a moment I was seventeen, arriving home late, having left other people to cope with the trouble I had escaped. I could feel the old arrangement offering to take me back. All I had to do was accept my share of a thing I had not done, and he would no longer be alone with his.
“I wasn’t there,” I said.
“No.”
“And you were.”
He stared at me.
In the kitchen, Louise said softly to Kit, “Let’s go and see the garden.”
Ben turned towards her voice.
“Don’t take her away.”
“We’re going outside,” Louise said. “She can see you later.”
He looked back at me, frightened now in a way that was not performed.
“You’ll explain to them. About Dad. About the pressure.”
“I’ll tell them what I know.”
“What good does it do, Anna?”
I heard Mother’s letter in his voice. Her words had found their last address.
“Evie wasn’t something that happened to you,” I said.
The doorbell rang.
Recovery
I did not watch them take Ben away.
Shah arrived with another officer. There were questions, movements between rooms, a request for me to wait in the hall. Nobody raised their voice. I was grateful for that on Kit’s behalf, and then angry that I had room to be grateful for anything.
Tamsin sat beside me on the stairs. Her knee touched mine.
“Did you hear?” I asked.
“Yes.”
“All of it?”
“Enough.”
Louise stayed in the garden with Kit until Shah said they could go. My niece came in to fetch her coat and asked whether her dad was coming too.
“Not now,” Louise said.
“Is he in trouble?”
“Yes.”
Kit looked at me, waiting for the adult whose job was to make the answer nicer.
I crouched so we were level.
“Your mum’s taking you home. You’re safe with her. None of this is because of you.”
“I didn’t think it was,” she said.
“Good.”
I kissed the top of her head. She smelled of school and the sugary drink cooling on the kitchen counter.
After they left, Shah asked me to describe the conversation. I did. Then I did it again more slowly, separating what Ben had said from what I had thought he meant.
By evening I was exhausted by verbs.
He said. I asked. He shook his head.
I had spent years making myself a minor character in that house. Now every sentence required me to be present.
They found human remains beneath the washhouse floor the next day. Shah told me before anything was announced publicly. She was careful about identification. I was grateful for the care, although the distinction between knowing and being told had ceased to mean much to me.
For several weeks, the house belonged to people in protective clothing. I returned once to collect clothes with permission and an officer beside me. The kitchen table was covered. A section of floor had been lifted beyond the green door.
I didn’t go nearer.
A drawing Kit had made was still attached to the fridge with a magnet. Four people, a dog we had never owned, a yellow sun with rays along one side. Ben had been drawn tallest. Mother had been drawn with wings.
I took it down and folded it with the picture facing in.
The formal confirmation came later. So did information I had no desire to know and needed to hear anyway. There were limits to what the years had left them able to establish. There were things the physical evidence could not tell us about the hours after Evie fell.
Ben’s accounts changed. First he had hardly touched her. Then she had moved towards him. Then he had been trying to stop her from falling. Shah did not recite every version to me. Some I learned months later, in rooms where other people were being paid to listen.
One thing did not change. He had not called for help.
At night I thought about the distance between the washhouse and the telephone. Twenty-three steps, if you took the corner closely. I knew because I had walked that route so often as a child, carrying washing in a basket too large for me to see over.
For a while I counted the steps in my dreams.
What She Was Like
People sent flowers again.
This time I asked them not to. Some sent them anyway, with messages about closure, as though we had been waiting for a door to be fitted rather than for a person to come home.
Evie’s old manager from the garden centre sent a photograph of her standing beside an enormous sack of compost. She was giving the camera two fingers. On the back he had written that she was a terrible timekeeper and very good with customers who didn’t know what they wanted.
It was the best thing anyone sent.
A woman called Robyn contacted me. She had worked Saturdays with Evie. They had planned to share a flat above a shop in town. There had been a deposit, a list of furniture and a disagreement about whether a kitchen needed curtains.
“Your mum said she couldn’t face talking to any of us,” Robyn told me. “After she went missing. She said it was best to leave you alone.”
So much solitude had been arranged on my behalf.
We met for coffee. Robyn brought a notebook in which Evie had written down the plants she wanted on their windowsill. Most were things nobody could eat or use. She had wanted them because she liked them.
“She said your dad thought houseplants were a waste of money,” Robyn said.
“He did.”
“Well. There you are.”
I began to gather things that had not been selected by our mother: a badly recorded video from a staff party; a recipe Evie had stolen from somebody’s aunt; a postcard she had sent to a friend while staying at a place only forty miles from home. She had written that she was enjoying the international travel.
None of it made a complete person. I stopped expecting that it would.
We buried her on a Tuesday in early spring. I chose a place away from our parents. The decision upset one of Mother’s cousins, who said a family ought to be together.
“We tried that,” I said.
I spoke at the funeral. Not well. I lost my place twice. I said that Evie had wanted her own flat and hated people touching her records, that she could make a small child laugh without making the adults perform appreciation, and that she had once eaten an orange very slowly during a family argument because our father had ordered her to finish whatever she was doing and pay attention.
I had laughed at that orange until I was sent to my room.
For eighteen years I had remembered the punishment better than the joke.
There was an investigation into the statement I had made at seventeen. I had a solicitor. I went back to the station. I answered questions that were not made gentler by the fact that I was telling the truth now.
In the end, I was not charged. The letter telling me so was brief. I put it with the other papers. It was not a certificate saying I had done nothing wrong.
I wrote separately to the people whose accounts Mother had discouraged and whose memories I had once refused to discuss. Some replied. Some didn’t. I did not send second letters asking them to make me feel better.
Ben pleaded guilty before a trial was due to begin. The details of the case occupied more than one hearing and less space in the newspapers than his photograph. I attended what I could. Louise attended separately. We sat together once, because there were only two seats left in the row.
After the sentence, Mother’s cousin rang to say our father had ruined three lives.
“Four,” I said.
Then I thought of Kit and stopped counting.
The Missing Leaf
We put the house on the market the following autumn.
The work was finished. The facts that needed to be disclosed were disclosed. There were meetings about money and signatures and matters I delegated whenever I could. I had once believed competence meant doing everything yourself. Tamsin was slowly curing me of that.
I returned for the final inventory on a dry morning. The windows had been opened. Without Mother’s furniture, the rooms were smaller in some places and larger in others.
The dining table remained. It wasn’t valuable enough to justify storing, and no one had wanted it.
In the shed, behind a broken lawnmower, I found the missing leaf.
It had been used as a shelf. There were rings from plant pots on one side and a line of blue paint along the edge. I carried it into the dining room and pulled the table apart.
The runners stuck. I fetched wax from my case, worked it into the wood and tried again. This was work I knew. A thing did not move, and there was a reason. I could find the reason and attend to it.
The leaf fitted. The table had been made to take it.
Louise arrived with Kit a little after eleven. She had asked whether they could collect the last of Kit’s things. We had agreed it would be best to do it together.
My niece was taller. Children continue growing through events adults expect to stop time.
She went straight to the dining room.
“It’s bigger.”
“It always could be.”
“Why didn’t Gran make it bigger?”
“I don’t know.”
I was getting better at saying that without adding an explanation that would please someone.
Kit took the rabbit lamp out to the car. When she came back, she stood beside me for a while, watching me write.
“Dad says you don’t like him any more.”
Louise moved in the doorway. I shook my head slightly. We had talked about questions like this. Kit was allowed to ask them.
“It’s more complicated than that,” I said. “I don’t like what he did. I’m very angry with him.”
“Can I still like him?”
“Yes.”
“He makes the best toast.”
“I know.”
She leaned against the table.
“Mum told me about Auntie Evie. She said she would have liked me.”
I looked at Louise.
“I think she would have,” I said. “She’d probably have taught you things your mum would rather she didn’t.”
“Like swearing?”
“Almost certainly.”
Kit considered this. Then she asked why I was smiling if the story was sad.
“Because she wasn’t only the sad thing.”
I turned my notebook so Kit could see. One extending table. One additional leaf. Surface marked. Structurally sound.
“Are you selling it?”
“I was going to.”
“It’s big enough for your work. At the place with Tamsin.”
It was. It was too big for my flat, but at the workshop it could hold catalogues, photographs, things waiting to be repaired. I wasn’t obliged to hate every object that had witnessed us.
I crossed out the disposal instruction and wrote a collection note.
Kit found a pencil in my case and asked for a sheet of paper. She drew us at the enlarged table. Tamsin was there too, although she wasn’t in the room. There was no sun and no invented dog. Kit gave everyone enormous hands.
“Those are very large,” I said.
“They’re doing things.”
Louise sat down. I sat beside her. The room smelled of wax and the warm dust disturbed by moving furniture.
Kit looked up from her drawing.
“Mum said there was a story about an orange.”
“There is.”
“Tell it properly. She couldn’t remember all of it.”
So I did.
I told her what Evie had said, and what our father had said, and how slowly my sister had peeled that orange. I told her about the pip she had balanced on the end of her tongue, where only I could see it.
This time I did not stop at the part where we got into trouble.
