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  Before


  


  PERCY


  He looked at what he could see of her face  half turned away from him but unmistakably downcast  and tried another tack.


  It isnt that I dont love you. Its  all the other things.


  Them. Theyve always been there.


  Of course they have. But, unfortunately, they change.


  There was a short silence, after which she muttered reluctantly, How do you mean  exactly?


  Dont sulk, Percy. This isnt easy for me, you know.


  She did look at him then, and he wished she hadnt.


  The children, he began, are growing up. Theyre beginning to notice Im hardly ever at home. They need a stable, affectionate family life. They need both parents
  . . . He elaborated at length on this and felt better. Nobody, he thought, could have put the situation more clearly and responsibly.


  So youre not going on your location hunt. Youre going to stay at home and sail boats on the Round Pond and take them to the zoo  things like that?


  I have to go to Los Angeles. That was scheduled months ago. I told you. I just thought that as I was going away it would be better to tell you before I went. I could have just written,
  but I thought youd rather be told face to face.


  I see.


  You do begin to, dont you, Perce? You do realize it has nothing to do with what I feel for you?


  Yes. At last I do. She pushed away the coffee cup and folded her hands on the table. We fancied each other for a while and now youve changed your mind. Thats
  all. Its not your fault. I was pretending as much as you were.


  His eyes, which had been fixed on her, flickered, but he said breezily, What on earth do you mean pretending?


  That we loved each other. She decided it would be safe now to light a cigarette without her hands trembling too noticeably.


  But, darling, youve missed the point completely. We do love each other. Well, I know I do. I was just trying to explain why one cant always have what one wants. However hard
  it may be


  I havent missed the point. Love doesnt come into it. Thats not too hard, is it?


  There was a pause, and then she added, I mean if you really loved somebody


  He got up from the table. Im sorry. Im not up to your notions of love. He said it in the tone men she had known employed when they told her how afraid they were that
  they hadnt got time for reading novels.


  Poor you.


  She watched his look of startled exasperation. Without the beard, she thought, hed have a weak face. Unexpected pain rose in her gorge and she swallowed it. The thing to do was to get
  out. I can stand, she thought. She felt distinctly shaky.


  He was holding out his hand to her. Darling. Dont lets spoil our last weekend together. Weve got the whole of today  and tonight. Lynne is staying with her
  mother for Sunday lunch so weve got until about four tomorrow.


  His tone now was indulgent. He was offering her a special treat. Shed fallen for these spasmodic goodies for nearly two years now.


  On her feet, but holding the table with one hand to be on the safe side, she looked at him directly as she said, Im sorry.


  Im not up to your notions of lust. And then, to be fair, she added, Poor me.


  And that was it. Shed gone quickly to the bedroom, collected her things and left.


  Shed walked through streets lined with dark red blocks of mansion flats to the 74 bus stop on Old Brompton Road and waited for a bus that boasted an appearance every twenty minutes,
  standing for what seemed like hours in the dank, still air. It was one of those colourless, windless days people pretended was the beginning of spring. The bus, when it came, was almost empty, and
  she went upstairs and found a seat at the front. Here, with warm tears sliding down her cold face, she went over the whole scene again.


  It had been a shock. People cry from shock. But it wasnt really, because from the moment theyd met that afternoon  as usual at Earls Court station  shed
  sensed something was wrong. Usually when they met hed give her a meaningful, casual kiss on the cheek and take her hand, leading her through the streets to the gloomy little ground-floor
  flat that was lent to him by a friend for these occasions. Today hed been waiting for her. Usually she waited for him. And there was no kiss. Instead he presented her with a small bunch of
  pink and white striped tulips. She had started to thank him, but he was already striding ahead. They stopped at the ptisserie for croissants and a packet of coffee  they always began
  their weekends with breakfast.


  When they finally reached the flat, the first few minutes were spent switching on lamps  daylight penetrated enough to navigate the room without bumping into furniture, but no more
   putting on the kettle, so encrusted with scale that it took an age to boil, making the bed with their linen kept in a cardboard box for the purpose, and lighting the gas fire in the sitting
  room. They usually breakfasted in the tiny kitchen that contained, besides minimal cooking equipment, a small, rickety table and two chairs with tubular steel legs that were arranged at an angle
  almost designed to trip one up. Shed put the tulips in a large jar that had once been full of pickled onions. During all this theyd hardly spoken. She reflected now that she
  hadnt even missed their customary hug, when he would enfold her in his arms. She did ask how his week had been and hed replied, Awful. Just utterly frustrating and
  awful. He didnt ask about hers.


  When the coffee was made and they were drinking it, shed told him about giving in her notice.


  Why? Why did you do that?


  I just got rather sick of it. It wasnt leading to anything. Even then shed not been honest.


  So what will you do? Get a job with another publisher?


  Shed taken the plunge. Well, I thought  yes, I expect I shall eventually  but I thought that perhaps I might take a holiday first. And when he didnt
  react, she added, I thought perhaps I might go out to Los Angeles with you. I mean, nobody need know.


  And that was when he told her. He simply couldnt go on as they were. It was tearing him to pieces, sapping his energy, making Lynne unhappy, and was just the wrong thing to do. He was
  unable to concentrate on his work  was starting a new series, and as the ratings hadnt been great for the last lot he knew this was his last chance. And he hadnt written a word
  of his second novel for months now, and felt terribly guilty. Altogether, it was time to make a break.


  There had been a silence during which she could neither speak nor look at him. Then, when he started all that awful rubbish about loving and went on to even worse stuff about stable,
  affectionate family life, it was as though he was ripping apart the cosy, candle-lit veil that had enshrouded them and exposing all the romance, the secrecy, the excitement to such a harsh
  light it seemed to her their entire affair dwindled, became as pallid as a fire in full sunlight. Hed just wanted a bit on the side: love had never had anything to do with it. She tried to
  envisage a stable, affectionate family life, and failed. It was something that had never come her way.


  But I went along with it  with all of it, she thought, as the small flurries of hatred for him changed course and she recognized herself as every whit as dishonest as he, full of craven
  pretence. She hadnt even wanted him very much. Shed wanted other things shed thought could be exchanged for sex, and long after it was clear she wouldnt get them, she
  continued to play the part of the romantic second string, prepared to accept any crumbs of time and attention he could bestow. So, really, she had been just as much out for herself as he, but her
  hopes were far more unrealistic and high-flown. Hed simply wanted a jovial extra-marital affair, while she wanted  what? A great love? A romance of heroic proportions? So I picked up,
  or let myself be picked up by an overworked married man with two children and a wife with post-natal depression. I pretended he was a great writer because he wrote a novel I couldnt
  understand, though ever since Ive known him hes done nothing but write the Inspector Starkey stuff for television.


  But even as such acrid thoughts occurred, she remembered snatches of their earliest times together  their first dinner at Ciccios in Church Street when shed discovered how
  difficult it was to eat spaghetti if you never took your eyes off the other persons face. In the taxi afterwards, hed asked if he might come home with her, but shed said no,
  she lived with her aunt. And before he even said anything, she realized how stuffy it sounded.


  It must be rather restrictive, hed said eventually. I mean, aunts dont really go with the swinging sixties.


  Hed dropped her outside the house in Maida Vale, told the cab to wait and taken her arm. Adelaide Villa, he read. It was painted in black on the glass fanlight. Is
  that your aunts name?


  No, shes called Florence.


  Nearly as good. An aunt called Adelaide or Florence living in Maida Vale is pretty good, I must say.


  It was probably the first of what she now recognized as a number of crass notes hed struck. Maida was a battle. But he turned her chin, kissed her, caressed her cheek with
  two fingers, and made her incapable of thought.


  Ill ring you at your office, hed said. Sleep well, Persephone.


  But she hadnt slept much that night. Shed locked the front door and crept quietly upstairs. Her aunts bedroom door  ajar, the light on  couldnt be
  ignored.


  Shall I come in and say good night to you?


  Why not?


  Floy was sitting up in bed wearing her navy roll-necked jersey  the room was freezing  and her scarlet mittens, the bed littered with seed catalogues, which she marked up. She was
  smoking as usual, a very small cigar. Marvell, her large black cat, lay stretched on his side across her legs. Marvell was delighted you didnt come home to dinner. Hes rather
  partial to haddock, shed said after her cheek, as cold as an apple, had been kissed.


  I hope you ate your share.


  Enough. Food is only a hobby with me; with Marvell its a profession. She patted the bed. Sit down, dear one, and tell me.


  What?


  What did they say when you told them?


  Oh  that. For a second shed been aware of a sharp glance over her aunts half-spectacles. She moved some catalogues to sit down. Marvell instantly got to his
  feet and plodded about over the papers. It took him a long time to find anywhere as comfortable as he had left.


  They didnt seem to mind much. But I wasnt doing anything interesting. Anyone could do it.


  And so?


  I thought Id try for a job in publishing.


  Good idea. But have a holiday first. Once you get a job youll have to work for months before you get another.


  Floy. A holiday at this time of year? I loathe snow and everywhere else would be too expensive.


  There had been a short silence, and then Floy, as she had known she would, said, You could go and stay with your father.


  I could, I suppose. Then shed remembered earlier times when she had, and said, I couldnt really. I know you dont believe me, but he doesnt want
  me around, honestly.


  He always says he does  when he writes to me, anyway.


  I know, but it doesnt mean anything. Hes being dutiful. Im just another duty. And I really hate diplomatic life. I dont know which I hate most, the
  sitting-down parties or the standing-up ones. The only time I feel sorry for my mother is when I think of her putting up with all that.


  She didnt put up with it for very long. Floy, who had never married, disapproved of others taking marriage lightly. Then, as though shed felt she had been harsh,
  shed said, You could, of course, pay your mother a visit.


  I dont even know where she is. The last I heard of her she rang me from the airport to say shed met a wonderful man and was going to India to help him in his
  work. The emphasis denoted her bitter incredulity at such an idea. She doesnt care about me either. Shes too Greek about me not being a boy. But Ill think
  about it, shed finished untruthfully, as she got up from the bed and met Marvells implacable gaze.


  Well, said Floy, having been kissed for the second time, I want you to know I shall only relinquish you with a low growl to the absolutely right person.


  Tears had rushed to her eyes, and shed left the room quickly.


  She remembered now, as the bus trundled through a park, that shed lain awake for hours, wondering whether perhaps she had met the right man.


  At their next meeting, shed gathered he was married. He didnt actually say so, but the implication was there, and when she asked him outright, he gave the impression hed
  told her already.


  It seemed to her now that the whole relationship had been sustained by her wilful dreams: she wanted to belong to somebody, to be first for them, wanted somebody to admire and appreciate her
   hed certainly done that when they were in bed. His marriage and all it entailed should have warned her, but shed translated it into a mythological  as it now seemed
   love in which she was totally and selflessly immersed. The hundreds of hours of suppressed unhappiness and bleak uncertainty had exploded at his complacent remark about her notions of love.
  It was absolutely true: he wasnt up to it  never had been. She was crying again, and furious with herself for it. It wasnt simply that shed been taken in but that
  shed been determined to be taken in.


  So now, she conceded, she was pretty well back where shed started two years ago, having resigned from the publishers, just as shed left the BBC. The only difference now was that
  she wasnt going to some party vaguely connected with work  like the party where shed met Denis  she was going home to Maida Vale and her aunt. Floy would know, at once,
  that something was wrong, but she never asked questions. When shed told Floy the previous evening she was going to quit her job, yet again, and might be going on a holiday for a bit, Floy
  had simply said, Good. You havent had a decent holiday for years.


  Marble Arch. Time to change buses for the one that went up Edgware Road.


  Shed left the house so early that morning the post hadnt arrived; a postcard and a letter were waiting for her. Marvell was sitting on them, but he rose to his feet at the sight of
  her and jumped off the table with a heavy, papery thud that made the letter and card skid off the table. As she bent to pick them up, he head-butted and uttered high-pitched offended remarks that
  she knew were almost certainly about food. His saucer, placed just outside the little room to the right of the front door, was empty. Floy must be out.


  Youll have to wait.


  The postcard was from a girl in the office who had recently married, and was honeymooning in Saint-Tropez. The letter was from her father.


  As she wandered through the hall into the sitting room, the Morris willow-pattern paper gave way to the grander honeysuckle one  grander, but not cleaner. Floy had put up the wallpapers
  years ago when she bought the house before the Second World War and they had become foggy with dirt  except one small noticeably cleaner square to the right of the fireplace where she had
  rubbed the paper clean with bread. The experiment had been unexpectedly successful but, with rationing, she refused to continue as she said people, or even birds, needed the bread more and to use
  it on the wall was rather Marie Antoinette-ish. The rest of the room was much of a piece, in a state of gentle decay, curtains faded where the sun had caught them and the upholstery worn and
  heavily scarred by a succession of cats. The lampshades were of parchment darkened by the smoke of cigars and hand-stitched at the edges with what looked like bootlaces. There was a beautiful,
  slightly foxed landscape mirror over the fireplace and pictures on the walls, mostly bought by Floys grandparents, with the exception of an enchanting Gwen John drawing of a cat cleaning
  itself, and an incandescent Italian landscape by Edward Lear, both of which Floy had acquired. The carpets were hazardous, with huge rents ineffectively cobbled together at intervals. The room was
  far too cold to settle in without a fire, and she opened the door that led into the conservatory.


  This large octagonal room had been the reason Floy bought the house, and over the years shed had it double-glazed and installed a large factory gas-heater, which made it the warmest place
  in the house. The air was kept damp by a humidifier, and the warm chlorophyllic air, when she went in, was both exotic and comforting. Floy had also acquired a black-and-white marble floor:
  Happened to be passing over Primrose Hill when they were demolishing some nice old houses to make room for some dwarfish monstrosities for very rich and, I imagine, very small people to live
  in. The builders said I could have the marble if I removed it pronto. It took seventy-two trips in the Austin but, my word, it was worth it.


  Shed then found  come upon  two ex art students who were interested in laying a marble floor. Why? shed asked; it didnt seem to have much to do
  with art. Never done it before, theyd replied. I thought that was such a good reason, I let them get on with it. Beautifully laid to a fall so that all the water drains
  away. It cost me sixty pounds and a packet of cigars for the whole job. Floy loved telling people about her floor. There were zinc trays on stilts all around that enabled her to tend
  seedlings at waist height. Percy couldnt remember a time when Floy hadnt been acutely rheumatic. The trays were filled with peat or gravel into which pots and seed boxes were plunged.
  An unusually large old stephanotis meandered up the wall, which was painted white, its waxy flowers adding their scent to the green air. She sat down in one of the two basket chairs beside the
  small round iron table to read her post.


  Then Ill get out of my mistress clothes and make some coffee. I might even have another bath, she thought. The clothes were simply not wearable at home. Thin black stockings, no vest
   far too unromantic  a tight black skirt that showed her knees, fortunately elegant, like her mothers, and a tight but thin scarlet polo-neck sweater that Denis had bought for
  her. Her feet hurt. He liked high heels but she didnt have the pointed Gothic toes required. She kicked off the shoes. Its amazing what we put up with, she thought, all the clothes
  were expected to wear, from school uniforms to bridesmaids dresses. A mistresss outfit was just another. She thought of Jackie in her bright white satin and garland of
  improbable rosebuds over her veil, and turned over the glossy postcard, all turquoise and green and glaring sand. There were nine exclamation marks in the short message, which suggested Jackie was
  having a super time and had a sense of humour about the drawbacks. Stephens sunburned! And an insect bite in an awkward place!


  Percy felt shed leapfrogged from bridesmaid to mistress without a second glance at the altar. But her next move seemed utterly uncertain. It was her fault. She could have stayed with the
  publishers, copy-editing, graduating in time to actually being an editor. But it had been a lonely job, not much better than typing at the BBC. Worse than doing something boring was not knowing
  what else to do. She recognized then that, without even giving internal voice to it, she had secretly set her heart on the clandestine trip to Los Angeles with Denis. She hadnt stopped for a
  minute to think whether hed agree to it. Shed just assumed that if she made herself free, and paid for herself, hed be delighted to take her along. It was only going to be
  three weeks, but it had seemed like a turning point beyond which there had been no need to look. Now here she was on the brink of everlasting uncertainty  people of twenty-three were known
  for lasting nearly three times as long.


  It was appalling to have got this far and discovered no special gift or vocation, no serious love. She was drifting, which she remembered her father saying her mother had always done. Was it
  Greek to drift? Would she end up like her mother after the war  a kind of emotional gypsy travelling from one man to another, one country to another? Very unlikely, she thought. I
  dont have the looks for it. All shed inherited from her mother was pale olive skin and black hair. The lustrous velvet eyes, the rich mouth, the figure that, over the years, could
  only be described as voluptuous, the riveting profile she remembered being transfixed by as she once sat beside her mother in an aeroplane, all this had passed her by. Instead, shed
  inherited her fathers long, narrow nose, his wide mouth with lips that had never seemed a pair, the upper one thin, turned up at the corners, resting on a slightly fuller, less shapely,
  cushion. She knew all this because, in her painting phase, shed tried to make portraits of him, mostly from photographs. She remembered describing his eyes  when she was struggling
  with them  as lying-down diamonds. Like hers, they were a pale grey-green, and had a wary expression, as though at any moment they might see something unexpected. The pictures shed
  tried to make of him had been as much an exploration of the idea of a father as it had been about wanting to paint. It hadnt lasted long.


  The one thing her parents had in common was their lack of enthusiasm, expressed in different ways, about being parents. Her childhood, spent everywhere but never anywhere for long, had shown her
  this, slowly, painfully, but ultimately with great clarity. They had surges of guilt, of course, when they moved her to a school nearer to wherever one of them looked like staying for a time; quite
  early on, she had boarded, which, she thought, made their whereabouts irrelevant since visits from either were rare. So, after the disastrous term at the Anglo-American School in Athens, living
  with her grandparents in their claustrophobic little flat, shed been sent to England, when she was nearly twelve, to a school called Cheltenham in a part of England called
  Gloucestershire. Thats what she told the air hostess who had been deputed to look after her on the plane. Her aunt was meeting her, shed answered when asked, and the hostess,
  who had yellow hair and blue eyelids, had said that would be nice, wouldnt it?, and shed replied that she didnt know. But she did. Nothing was nice. She was always in the way
  or, like now, being put out of it. No doubt shed shortly be in her aunts way, and that would continue until she was old enough to fend for herself.


  It hadnt turned out like that at all. She had come through Customs  nothing to declare, of course  and a small woman, who looked like a pirate and wore dungarees, gum-boots
  and a red woolly hat, had stepped towards her. Persephone, isnt it? shed said. She pronounced her name in a funny way. Persephone, shed
  answered. It was a Greek name. Her grandparents, of course, said it correctly. Her father called her Percy, and her mother Treasure.


  Well, Im your aunt Florence, but you may call me Floy.


  She sat beside her aunt in her dirty little van, the back of which contained sacks full of something mysterious and three trees. She was silent, listless and wary. Though there was nothing to
  look forward to, there was always the chance of things getting worse.


  Are you taking me straight to school? shed asked, after a while.


  Certainly not. Were going to my house. You dont have to go to school for a week. Thats good, isnt it?


  I expect it is. She made an effort. Why do you have trees in the back of your car?


  Im a gardener. But I shant be working much this week because I want to make the most of you  Persephone.


  Ef karist, shed answered automatically. Her grandmother had always impressed upon her the need to be grateful and polite.


  How is your father?


  Hes in Caracas.


  And your mother?


  I dont know. She wasnt in Athens. I was with my Dimitriou grandparents. My grandmother has something wrong with her heart, so I couldnt stay.


  Oh dear. Is it sad to leave Athens?


  Not particularly, she had answered stiffly. Either everything or nothing was sad. It was difficult to explain to a stranger.


  Well, Im glad youve come to me.


  Just for a week.


  Well, the holidays too, I hope. At least, whenever your parents cant have you.


  She hadnt replied to this. This aunt obviously subscribed to the notion that her parents wanted her, which was only a small step away from wanting to be rid of her.


  When, eventually, theyd arrived at the house, which was set back off a wide road down which lorries and buses and much other traffic thundered, she read  as Denis had that first
  night he brought her home  that the low double-fronted house was called Adelaide Villa. It looked very large, which it was, compared to her grandparents flat, and she wondered briefly
  whether, like her fathers various houses, it would be full of secretaries and servants, though nobody came out to greet them and carry her suitcase, which she had now humped up the steps to
  the front door.


  Darling. Let me take your case. Is it very heavy?


  Not particularly. She flinched at the endearment, but the case wasnt heavy. She was, by now, used to leaving things behind, usually with little choice of what they were.
  Grownups view of what was necessary to pack never coincided with hers, and the consequences had often been hard. She no longer argued, insisting only upon three possessions: a much-battered
  sheep with boot-button eyes, a leather writing case that zipped up and had her initial on it, and her set of Jane Austen, six volumes in red leather, embossed with gold, that she had been given,
  she now remembered, two years earlier by this same aunt. Before Austen, it had been The Secret Garden, The Brown Fairy Book and Black Beauty. But after these necessities, she
  allowed whoever was currently in charge of her to pack what they pleased.


  Her aunt unlocked the door and they stood in the hall, which had a lot of doors and a staircase on the right-hand side. A large marmalade cat sat on the hall table beside a bowl of cyclamen. He
  rose politely to his feet when he saw them.


  Do you like cats?


  I do, quite. Shall I take my case up to the spare room?


  Well go up together.


  It was a small room, looking on to the roof of a large glass greenhouse and thence to the back garden. It had wallpaper with wild roses on it and a dark red carpet.


  This isnt the spare room. Its your room. The spare room is for guests. You are family.


  This had confused her. Her aunt sounded kind and she feared kindness. When she gets sick of me itll be another story. She didnt want to have something to lose. Shes just
  saying that because people say these things without meaning them. Anyway, she was being packed off to boarding-school in a week, so what was the point of a room of her own?


  I usually stay in spare rooms, she said, and turned to stare out of the window.


  But even during that first week, she realized that Floy, as she learned to call her, was different from other people. The discovery had been both exciting and painful. It was as though, she
  thought now, her fingers were frozen and somebody had held them up to the fire of Floys attention, and while they ached, she couldnt resist being scorched by it. She also tested it on
  the mornings they spent buying the horrible school uniform and the evenings sewing on the nametapes Floy had thoughtfully ordered. To begin with shed felt passively unconcerned about what
  she had to wear, but as she noticed Floy was anxious that she should, as far as possible, have what she wanted, her attitude became offensively indifferent. She shrugged and sulked and didnt
  answer when Floy asked her if something was comfortable or fitted. Later, during a silent cab ride back to Adelaide Villa, Floy said that perhaps they should have one more sortie to buy you
  something pretty that has nothing to do with school.


  Theres no point shed begun, and found she was crying.


  Floy gave her a handkerchief and talked about how frightening it must be going off to a new school and how she understood homesickness. Percy stopped crying at once to stare at her aunt.
  Homesickness? How can I possibly have that? Why on earth do you think I would?


  I just thought you might. Never mind. And the rest of the journey passed in silence.


  Back at the house, she had stomped upstairs to her room without a word. Tea will be ready in ten minutes, Floy called after her.


  She decided to stay in her room and wait for Floy to come and fetch her. When she finally  through hunger  descended, tea had disappeared. Floy wasnt in the kitchen or in
  the sitting room. She found her in the conservatory watering her plants.


  You didnt tell me tea was over.


  I told you when it would be. I thought you didnt want any.


  I do.


  Oh dear. Well, supper will be in an hour or two. And her aunt turned back to the plants.


  It had felt as though it was all getting away from her again, as though she was losing Floys attention and care, which, she grasped vaguely, were important to her. Floy asked her, quite
  calmly, to move, so she could refill her can. Anyway, Ill be gone in seventy-two hours, Percy blurted out. There was a silence. As a last throw, she said, I am homesick.
  I mean, I will be  at school.


  It wasnt true, but it worked. Floy put down the watering-can and hugged her. It was the hug that made her cry, not homesickness, but how could Floy have known that? She clung to her aunt
  and cried.


  Much later, when they had had dinner, and played three games of bezique  a card game Floy had taught her  and had looked in the evening papers for a film she might like to see
  before she left, and after she had gone upstairs and had her bath and Floy had come to say good night to her in bed and she was finally alone, she had understood at last that she would be homesick
  after all. She didnt want to leave Floy or this house or this room  which had already begun to feel like her room  and go to yet another new place.


  At the end of the week Floy had taken her to Paddington station and seen her on to the school train. Terror at the prospect before her and fear that she would break down in front of a crowd of
  strangers had reduced her to Arctic silence. Floy, having found the mistress responsible for the journey, and having introduced her as Persephone Plover, my niece, gave her a
  quick kiss, saying, I think its probably better if I go now. Unless you want me to stay?


  She said she didnt mind and managed not to look at Floy while saying it. Her aunt turned away and walked back down the platform; shed watched until Floy was through the barrier and
  had merged into the crowds beyond it. Behind her the mistress, Miss Burton, said, Persephone, this is Joanna Harcourt. Shes another new girl, and she turned to see a small girl
  with fair hair, freckles so thick they were like pollen and eyes red-rimmed from recent crying. When they boarded the train, Miss Burton told them to sit together, and throughout the journey
  shed listened to Joannas account of what she had left behind: her pony, her brothers, her cat and the wonderful dolls house her father had actually made her.


  She didnt stay at the school for long  stuck it for five weeks  and had then run away. That, when she looked back on it now, seemed ridiculously difficult. The school was at
  least five miles from the station. She remembered telling Floy she had planned her escape carefully. In fact, she had merely chosen a Sunday afternoon when fewer staff were around, during the free
  time between lunch and supper. She had already kept back half of the money Floy had given her and just slipped out after lunch, walked down beside the long drive so nobody saw her and into
  Cheltenham, then asked her way to the station. At Paddington, she showed a taxi driver all the money she had left  a little over three shillings  and asked if he would take her to
  Maida Vale. Luckily Floy was there.


  She had stormed past Floy, once more, into the hall, and said, Ive come back. I hate it so much there. I hope you wont mind, and burst into tears, an uncontrollable
  flood.


  Remembering it now made her cry once more and she laid her head on her arms and abandoned herself so completely she didnt hear Floy come in.


  Zephie darling. Zephie.


  So she told Floy about Denis.


  And now you have no job, no lover and no holiday. My poor Zephie, it all sounds most disappointing.


  She wanted to say it was far more than that, but really it wasnt  disappointing perfectly described it  or, rather, what it had turned out to be. She started to apologize
  for being so secretive, but Floy would have none of it. Nonsense. Youre grown-up now. You have a perfect right to a private life. Im only sorry it wasnt a nicer
  one.


  Later in the day she said, Ive been thinking. I have rather a big piece of work in the West Country, and I could do with some help. Would you like to come and assist me for a week
  or two? A change is always good and it would give you some time to work out what you want to do.


  She thought she would. Where is it?


  A house near a small town called Melton. A house with a very large garden, apparently, that is in a marked state of desuetude. My client wants advice and probably some drawings.
  Youll find yourself at the other end of a tape measure, and caring for Marvell. Were to stay in the house, so we dont have to struggle with hotels that dont understand
  travelling cats. And its beautiful country  time you saw a bit more of that.


  She said, Yes, it is. Id love to come. She reflected gratefully that it was really the bracing affection of Floy, plus the incessant demands of Marvell for food and
  attention, that would take her mind off anything else.


  


  FRANCIS


  The council chamber, an extremely small room crowded by a long rectangular table, a heavily pargeted ceiling where younger spiders learned their craft, and four narrow, Gothic
  windows with thickly leaded diamond panes, only one of which could be opened, seemed to be full of ancient and much-used air. In winter it was extremely cold, since its only radiator was usually
  out of order. In summer it was hot and incurably stuffy. Some years ago a councillor had procured ten plastic chairs  designed for the most ingenious discomfort  so they would stack
  when not in use, but the narrowness of the room and the size of the table precluded this. The dcor hadnt changed in living memory: ochre walls decorated by framed photographs of past
  town clerks above an olive green dado. Strip-lighting had been installed to supplant the three ceiling lights with green-glass shades.


  Meetings were seldom attended by the full council, and on this fine April morning there were only seven present. The agenda looked mercifully short, Francis thought. He was one of the new
  members proposed  surprisingly, he thought  by Jack Curtis, a businessman who commuted to London most weekdays, and apparently never missed a council meeting. They had already got
  through Apologies for Absence, the position and size of a new car park, the present state of litigation about a much-disputed right of way, the preliminary plans for a new one-way
  street, and had reached Any Other Business. Mrs Quantock, folding her agenda as she spoke, clearly expected a comforting silence. Francis could feel Jack Curtis staring expectantly at
  him. He knew what he was supposed to say but couldnt find the words or, rather, he felt anything that might come to mind was certain to provoke uncontrollable laughter  his own
  probably  since the notion now seemed so unlikely to find the slightest interest or favour in a body devoted largely to car parks, street-lighting and rights of way.


  You mentioned rather an interesting idea to me the other day. Jack was looking at him beadily and Francis realized that everyone else was now looking at him too.


  A festival, he muttered. Thats what I thought.


  Oh, we already have one. In June. The flower festival has always been in June.


  I dont think Francis was thinking of flowers, Mrs Quantock. You were thinking of something rather more inclusive, werent you? At least, thats the impression I
  got.


  Why dont you tell them? It was you who were so keen on the idea, thought Francis. Aloud, he said, Actually, I was thinking of the arts. A festival about them.


  Margaret Steadwell, the assistant headmistress at St Annes School for Girls, said, And what kind of art had you in mind? She had heard he was an artist, and had no time for
  recently produced paintings, but her tone was carefully broad-minded.


  I really dont think we need another festival. To begin with, our finances wouldnt run to a further outlay.


  Ah. But it need not result merely in expenditure, Mrs Quantock. Theres no reason why a festival shouldnt be a remunerative business. Jack Curtis was at last taking
  over, Francis thought with relief. He sat back, surreptitiously scratching his gnat bites and listened, unaware of how much Mrs Quantock and Jack disliked one another.


  Festivals, Jack began, were proving an enormous tourist attraction. Look at Edinburgh, Cheltenham and Aldeburgh. From being relatively small ventures just after the war, they had become of
  international interest, bringing revenue to the places in which they were held and providing events of great educational value  here he looked at Margaret Steadwell. A festival would put the
  town of Melton on the map, as it were. There would be employment for the young. Hotels, restaurants, pubs and B-and-Bs would all benefit. And he, for one, would do his best to promote such a scheme
  despite his rather over-full schedule.


  When, interminable minutes later, the meeting closed, with the proviso that everyone consider the festival idea for discussion at the next council meeting, Francis managed to evade Jack by
  rushing past him down the first flight of stairs to the gents, into which he locked himself until he could hear no further sounds of the committee leaving the building.


  


  HATTY AND MARY


  Everybody went on and on about time and not being late and hurrying up, but none of them did it themselves. They stood or sat around not quite finishing their breakfast and
  talked about being quick and getting on and things like that.


  If youve finished, Hatty, put your mug and bowl in the sink and pop up and clean your teeth or well be late.


  Aunt Mary usually dropped her off at her school before she went off to shop in Melton, or sometimes went to the other school where she taught cookery. The staircase was straight out of the
  kitchen, and shed trailed up half of it when Dad called, Have you fed Sonia?


  Yes. No. I didnt need to. She still had a lot from last night.


  Rabbits dont like nasty old wilted greens, as you well know.


  What did well know mean? Either you knew or you didnt.


  Harriet, I said put your breakfast things away.


  She slid back down the banisters, picked her stuff up off the table and dumped it in the sink, which was full of last nights supper plates anyway. Poor Mrs Peabody would have to take
  everything out to run the hot water. A lot of things they told you to do were stupid.


  Back on the stairs she met Francis coming down. Hello, hello, hello, he said, and bent down to kiss her. He hadnt shaved for about three days now, but she didnt mind.
  He was her uncle, but he told her to call him Francis. He was her mothers brother, and the nearest link to Mama, who was dead from a car accident ages ago. Sometimes she would put him into a
  wig and lipstick and a long skirt and make him shave, of course, and higher up his voice to see if he reminded her of Mama, and sometimes shed pretend he did, but mostly she couldnt
  remember anything. We dont talk about Mama much. She thought, probably, they did but didnt want her to hear. Sometimes shed creep out of bed and sit on the stairs for ages when
  they were all in the kitchen and listen. But it was boring stuff about pigs or tomatoes.


  Aunt Mary was calling her. She had such a kind voice that her telling you to do things didnt count as bossy. It was Dad who was the tyrant. Hatty, come on now, chop-chop,
  whatever that meant.


  Oh, well, if they didnt want her teeth cleaned properly that was that. It was curtains as the old man who sometimes helped Dad always said at the end of everything. He told
  her chop-chop was Chinese for Be quick. Why not just say, Be quick? You wouldnt catch her saying Chop-chop. Honestly, they treated her
  like she was child.


  They were shouting again. If you thought of a year, being five minutes late was nothing. If you thought of your whole life, five minutes was like an atom.


  I forgot Sonia, she said in the car.


  Its all right, darling. I popped out and fed her.


  The trouble is I dont really like her. She hasnt become a pet. And she kicks me.


  Well, you did say you wanted her, and we said if you had her, you had to look after her.


  I only said I wanted her because I wanted a cat. I dont want someone in a cage, I want someone free. And friendly, she added.


  I know, sweetie. Its my fault. I cant help being allergic to cats, though.


  What happens to you? Shed had an idea.


  Oh, my face swells up like a balloon and my eyes get itchy and I feel as though Im getting flu.


  Oh. Shed had the idea of being allergic to Sonia, but the balloon part would be difficult.


  Aunt Mary said, Of course, people react in different ways. You know, if you really dont like Sonia, it would be better for her if we found her another home.


  She blushed and felt found out. Aunt Mary was quite right. She ought to see it from the rabbits point of view. She hadnt thought about it. She felt tears coming to her eyes at her
  cruelty. Its awful, not loving someone, isnt it?


  Dont cry, sweetheart. It happens to everyone sometimes.


  She blew her nose. It would be awful if it was everybody all the time.


  Unspeakably awful. They had arrived at the white gates of the school. Better run. See you at four.


  I quite love her fur. She was out of the car.


  Well, thats something. Off you go.


  Mary watched her trotting up the drive, waited until shed turned to wave and waved back, before she put the car in gear. She did this every time. For five years now, ever since poor Celia
  had died, she had tried to do at least some of the things Celia might have done for her daughter. Originally shed come to see Thomas through the funeral and help him find a nanny for
  three-year-old Hatty. Theyd gone through two in less than six months, neither of them able to cope with the frequent awe-inspiring tantrums, Hattys refusal to eat anything she
  hadnt chosen herself, the orgies of destruction, the bedwetting, and the bleak determination to do nothing she was asked or told to do.


  The only person she would respond to was her father, but Thomas  shocked and shattered by his wifes sudden death  was in no state to do anything about his daughter. When he
  started drinking, hed confided to his sister that Harriet reminded him endlessly of Celia, that he felt besieged by indifference, or something worse, and guilt.


  And so, in the end, and after much soul-searching, she had sold her flat in London, resigned her job at Claridges, and had a difficult farewell dinner with Adrian. With hindsight, she
  could see that that last meal was one of regret tempered by courtesy. You know, hed said, truth submerged by his uneasy goodwill, that you can always count on me.
  Ill always be here. She had colluded: Of course. It was five years now since hed kissed her cheek before seeing her into a taxi. Since then, there had been one
  Christmas card and an invitation to his wedding to which she hadnt gone.


  Shed kept her books, a few family pictures, sent some furniture down to the farm, and the morning after dinner with Adrian, she had driven down to be with Thomas and to set about bringing
  up this almost doubly orphaned little girl.


  She arrived at a household disabled by grief. Thomas was barely speaking to the wretched nanny and was already drinking heavily to try to sleep at nights. Hatty was enduring her own hell of
  frenzied misery. The girl who cleaned for them had already left because of tension with the nanny. The house was a tip. Food rotted in the larder and fridge, and piles of laundry lay round the
  washing-machine. It really isnt my place to wash clothes other than the little ones things, Miss Musgrove. And the beautiful pammet tiles on the kitchen floor
  hadnt been cleaned for weeks. Any movement in the house agitated small forays of dust that rose and resettled gracefully.


  The nanny went within the week. Mary had fortunately already managed to find and employ a Mrs Peabody, the widow of one of the gardeners from their former family home up the hill who had babysat
  for Celia sometimes.


  The extreme good fortune of this was made plain after the nanny left for she soon discovered what little else could be done while looking after a three-year-old  let alone Hatty, in her
  state. She knew her priority must be Hatty, whatever the state of the house, however exhausting the tantrums. She spent every minute of Hattys day with her and gradually they began to have
  conversations.


  Mummys got dead, she said one evening, in her bath, allowing Mary to soap her back for the first time. Her skin was as smooth as a pale brown egg.


  I know. Its very sad.


  No. It isnt. Its very, very naughty, Miss Mary. Echoes of a nanny.


  Is it?


  No. I dont think things are naughty. I think theyre bad.


  Mary lifted her out of the bath and enveloped her in a towel on her lap. Hatty wriggled and, looking her in the eye, said, How long will she be dead?


  The directness of this question, the confusion it implied, was momentarily confounding. She was stroking the damp curls from Hattys forehead. Keeping her hand there she said,
  Darling, Mummy wont be coming back. When people die they dont come back. She was still subjected to the grave, searching gaze. It was information that was wanted, the
  truth  no matter what. The least, the most, she could do was to give it.


  My mama died when I was twelve, a bit older than you, but I knew she wouldnt come back. She couldnt, because she was dead. Its sad for you, because of course she
  loved you, and she didnt want to leave you. She just had a horrible accident.


  I know. In a car. She said it wearily as though often repeated.


  Im afraid that now youll have to make do with me.


  Youre just Daddys sister. He told me. Aunt Mary, he said.


  Yes. But you can call me Mary, if you like.


  I wont call you anything. And she escaped from the towel and lay naked on the floor, looking up at her aunt with challenging hostility. Mary picked up the towel, folded it,
  and left the bathroom.


  A dozen times a day shed been forced into these small psychological gambles. Sometimes they paid off, sometimes they made things worse. By the time Hatty was settled for the night, she
  was usually exhausted.


  Then there was Thomas, her brother, someone shed known  but not entirely  all her life. Their very early years were spent at Melton, in the decaying family house of that
  name. Thomas was two years older and she was in awe of him. By the time she was four shed already begun to accept that his glamorous looks  curling auburn hair, large blue eyes and
  creamy, freckle-free complexion  had a marked and usually favourable effect on every grown-up, even, if only briefly, their mother. Her own appearance, at its best, attracted little maternal
  attention. Her hair was brown and straight, her eyes an indeterminate hazel and she was quite without the power to engage any interest at all, except from her brother. Thomas relied upon her
  whenever they were alone: she was the patient when they played doctors, the prisoner when he was a pirate, the humble subject when he was a king. She didnt mind: it was enough that he played
  with her, needed her and provided her with scraps of careless praise. He went away to school when she was seven, just as the war had turned, which caused her inexpressible anguish. She spent hours
  tending his ferret and the fat old pony they shared, and slept with his threadbare monkey clasped in her arms.


  For the rest, she went as a day girl to a local school where, largely because she was shy and therefore lonely, she took to reading, a pleasure dependent upon nobody but herself. Her parents had
  sold Melton and moved to Kenya  to escape the privations of war  when she was six. She and Thomas had been sent to live with an aunt who inhabited the dower house on the estate and
  could not be ousted from it during her lifetime. The subsequent isolation drew Thomas closer than ever to Mary.


  But holidays came round with comforting regularity. She learned to bowl to Thomas, to help him with his stamp collection and the rickety tree-house he made one summer and, later, to rehearse him
  when he was learning his part as Lady Macbeth in the Christmas play at school, to which their aunt took her.


  They would go for long, cold, rainy walks together purely to get out of the house and, she remembered, he would discuss his future with her endlessly. A racing driver? Medicine? One of the
  services, perhaps. Or maybe an explorer, a diplomat, a tycoon. What sort of tycoon?


  Ill think of something.


  Of course you will.


  In all the time she lived in that house, Mary thought now, her relationship with Aunt Gertrude had remained unremittingly impersonal, and, as she grew older, it became clear to her that, while
  taking her nephew and niece into her house was her duty, it had nothing of love or companionship in it for any of them. Aunt Gertrude lived entirely for herself, cocooned by the gratification of
  her small, but exacting requirements.


  She only sent for Mary if family news demanded it. Im sorry to tell you that your parents have died in Nyeri. A car accident. Mary wondered now whether it was the fact that
  it had been Nyeri for which her aunt had apologized. It was the day of the Normandy landings, but she hadnt felt very much. Grief at being abandoned had long since congealed to
  resentment.


  On a particular day, she remembered, the last before Thomas went back to school, theyd paid a ritual visit to their old home  to the exterior. The old man who had bought it was an
  irritable recluse and their one attempt to call on him had resulted in ignominious flight, pursued by a pack of yapping Jack Russells. They had wandered round the park, the glasshouses and lodge
  already crumbling. It was an evening in early September and she had sat in a glasshouse on a stand that had once contained tomatoes, while Thomas, on a precariously rotting ladder, collected
  wizened bunches of grapes from the enormous old vine that, unpruned and unchecked for years, had so invaded the place that any sunlight had been quelled to an aqueous dusk, and the brick floor was
  ankle deep in several autumns worth of dead vine leaves that crushed to dust as she trod on them.


  All those last evenings before his return to school were memorable to her. The next day always loomed and stained the present with premonitions of what would happen tomorrow: the last lunch
  stiffened by the presence of Aunt Gertrude, who always noticed and rebuked her for not eating, and the waiting in the hall for the taxi. Do you hate it? shed asked the year
  before. Not any more. The taxi. His luggage. She would stand on the steps outside the house as he ran down to the cab and hopped nimbly in, too old to kiss her now. She would stand
  there until the taxi had cleared the bend in the drive and was out of sight before she crept back into the silent house and up to his room where all the effort of the day, to be calm and
  matter-of-fact, collapsed and grief invaded her heart. There was nobody to tell. Often, then, she would start writing him a letter with jokes or funny remarks.


  
    
      
        
          
            
              
                There was a young lady from Ryde,


                Who ate too many apples and died.


                The apples fermented


                Inside the lamented,


                And made cider inside her inside.

              

            

          

        

      

    

  


  But this particular evening was different because it was the first time her future was mentioned or, at least, the first time she had thought to mention it. A friend of his at
  school had a father who was a cabinet minister, and he had wondered whether politics might be the career for him, and after she had agreed this might be an interesting life, she had said,
  And me? What will become of me?


  I expect youll marry someone. Girls usually do.


  But you told me you dont see the point of marriage.


  For me, I dont. Catch. A large bunch of grapes landed on her lap. It had three good ones in it.


  Well, why would it be good for me?


  Girls seem to want love and all that  thats what Galbraith says and he knows a lot about girls, for various reasons. Dont ask me.


  I wouldnt marry anyone unless I loved them. And there might not be anyone.


  Well, you could always come and live with me. Hed climbed down the ladder with the stalk of another bunch of grapes in his teeth and sat beside her picking out the good
  ones. Ill tell you a secret if you like. Only you mustnt ever tell anyone else.


  Silent with joy, she crossed her heart and hoped to die.


  My great plan is to make an awful lot of money, and then Ill buy back our house and well live in it for ever.


  Not only was her future decided in the best way she could imagine but, on top of that, in the house, their home  only it would be a hundred times better because they would be grownups in
  it.


  Mary, its a bit girlish to cry because youre pleased about something. Good thing you dont go to my school.


  Hastily, she wiped her face with the hem of her skirt. I was just surprised, thats all.


  She had been nearly thirteen then, and Thomas was at public school. But nothing was ever as bad as it had been after that. She had a future now. She was going to live with Thomas. She had to
  prepare for it properly.


  Aunt Gertrude, who was both greedy and demanding, had a cook whose disposition was divided equally between her temper and her skill. She did not like children in her kitchen, so Mary wrote a
  note that she put under Mrs Fitchs bedroom door on her half-day.


  
    
      
        Dear Mrs Fitch,


        I know that you know everything about cooking, so please would you teach me some things about it? I will be very good and do everything you say and nothing that you do not.


        Yours sincerely,


        Mary Musgrove


        PS I can only learn when I am not at school so I would have to learn after 5 p.m., excepting for the weekends.

      

    

  


  Nothing happened. After three days it occurred to her that Mrs Fitch was not, perhaps, much of a letter-writer, and she braved the kitchen. Mrs Fitch was a very large person,
  with a rather surprising waist. She gave an insincere cry of alarm at Marys approach. Youll give people a turn if you creep about like that.


  She wore a whitish apron and was mixing something in a basin.


  Im sorry. Ive come about my letter.


  So I can see.


  There was a silence. Mrs Fitch took her fat white hands out of the basin and rubbed them together until most of what looked like sticky flour fell off.


  Well, what do you think?


  What do I think? Havent you anything better to do?


  No.


  Mrs Fitch looked at her.


  Well, could I just watch?


  You can watch. I cant stop you watching, can I?


  And that was the beginning of many hours in the kitchen. She graduated from being onlooker to helper, fetching things, peeling and chopping, separating eggs, making a roux.
  Eventually she was allowed her own basin in which she learned to rub flour and butter together to make shortcrust pastry. Mrs Fitch seldom barked at her  teaching softened her amazingly. She
  even sympathized with Mary when things went wrong, as it did with her first attempt at chocolate clairs. Youve beaten the mixture too long after you put the flour into the hot
  water; the minute its shiny, you stop. Drat it. Never mind. Do as little as you can, thats my motto. She never used cookery books, but possessed one of her own: a black
  clothbound one, of the kind Mary used at school, in which she wrote recipes of which she approved in a spidery hand with very black ink. Once she discovered Mary wanted to cook properly to look
  after her brother, nothing was too much trouble. She had a very soft spot for Thomas, and always made him chocolate cake when he came home from school. By the time she was fifteen, she had become
  experienced enough to experiment.


  She was seventeen when Aunt Gertrude began to die, which she did as she had lived: in slow motion. Thomas was by now at university in Bristol. Months of baked custards and beef tea ensued, and a
  series of nurses who inflamed Mrs Fitchs temper. If the nurses tried to help they were interfering; if they kept to their profession they were stuck-up. When Aunt Gertrude eventually died
  Thomas and Mary  as my only living relatives  were each left five thousand pounds immediately, with another twenty thousand each when they reached the age of twenty-one.
  Their parents had left them nothing.


  Where are we going to live? wondered Mary aloud, one day shortly after the funeral.


  Ill be in Bristol. Only in term times, though.


  But where shall I be?


  Youll have a nice little flat in London and Ill come and stay with you in the holidays.


  And so, some three months later, she had taken possession of the keys to a flat in Bayswater that consisted of two large rooms, a small bathroom and a smaller kitchen. It was on the first floor
  of an immense stucco house. The owner had included some carpet, a divan bed, a gas stove with a hole in the oven door, and two ancient gas fires. She had kept some of her aunts linen and
  kitchen equipment, and these things, plus three pieces of furniture that Thomas had chosen  a walnut bureau, a round rosewood dining-table and four chairs  arrived that first day. The
  men had trudged up and down the stone stairs, asking where she wanted the furniture and six tea-chests, and when shed said  foolishly, as it turned out  the front room, had
  stood about, clearly waiting for something. She found a ten-shilling note, which the older man pocketed with no sign of gratitude and they tramped away. Shed waited until she heard the front
  door on to the street slam, shut her own front door and leaned against it.


  She remembered now how it had felt for that hardly imagined completely unknown future to be suddenly the present. She had her own place. She was, from now on, totally responsible for herself.
  But the flat was dirty and she had nothing to clean it with. And she had no food and would eventually be hungry. She was alone. It was late afternoon in March, already dusk, and she had no idea
  where the nearest shops might be.


  All that first week, she struggled with the flat. The cleaning took for ever because she had to boil a kettle whenever she wanted hot water: the squat little boiler in a cupboard refused to
  light. She marched from the flat to the shops several times a day, returning with the endless pieces of equipment for ordinary domestic life. She lived on sandwiches, fruit and cups of tea, and
  fell into bed at night, asleep before shed begun to make a mental list of things for the next day. But her exhaustion was tempered by increasing excitement. Thomas was seven, six, five days
  away, and the mere thought of his arrival  four days, three days  was so exhilarating that tiredness became almost enjoyable. This was what she had always wanted: to make a home for
  herself and Thomas. She stuck some thick brown paper to the hole in the cooker door. She bought furniture  a fridge and a sofa, both secondhand  and, the day before he was to arrive,
  a bunch of anemones, some candles and a bottle of wine.


  That evening shed managed to wash her hair in the kitchen sink and afterwards lay in front of the gas fire reading Agnes Grey, but the light was bad and her hair had dripped on to
  the pages. She repeatedly scanned the room, trying to imagine what Thomas would see when he first came in. She had unpacked the tea chests, and pushed the round table in front of the large window
  overlooking the street. She had taken the loose covers off the sofa and had them cleaned. There were no bookshelves, so shed arranged her books against a wall adjoining Thomass walnut
  bureau. The anemones glowed from their jug on the round table, but the walls were dingy and needed new paint; the carpet  once probably a biscuity colour, encrusted with cigarette burns and
  spills of an indeterminate but indelible nature  was uncontrollably dirty. Her attempts at cleaning it had made no difference. Thomas will do things, she thought. Well do it together.
  Together they could do anything. Shed gone to sleep that night happier than shed ever been in her life.


  And it was lovely when he came. He was nice about the flat, was impressed by their first dinner in it  stewed rabbit and chocolate mousse  and when she started talking about her
  plans, was full of ideas, quite frightening ones, that would cost far more than they could afford. The carpet must go. They must paint the walls . . . yellow, he thought, and then they would have a
  party.


  She had gazed at him, entranced, and agreed to all his schemes without a murmur. Hed grown his hair, which had become a darker shade of auburn with a lock that he kept pushing out of his
  eyes. His clothes were new and unfamiliar  a bright blue flannel shirt, open to expose his astonishingly white neck, randomly patched jeans, and what looked like extremely expensive chestnut
  brown boots. She asked him about Bristol, and he said it had taken him rather a long time to find his way around, but it was fine, a hundred times better than either of his grisly schools. There
  were lots of societies to join, and hed made two friends, Vikram and Max. Max knew an enormous amount about French Impressionist painting and Vikram was going to be a film director so they
  went to the cinema a lot. What about work? He was reading archaeology. It was all right, but not exactly catching his imagination. I might change courses, but I cant do that till the
  end of the year.


  Ill ask them to our party, he said later, and theyll bring some girls. Well have to get this place done up first.


  Shed been so happy to be with him, doing things with him, cooking for him, that it was over a week before it dawned on her he had no idea about money. Hed gone out
  foraging, as he put it, one afternoon, and later the front-door bell rang and she went down to find him propping up an enormous mirror. Look what Ive found. Need your
  help to get it upstairs. It was rectangular with a rounded top, the frame gilded with
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