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THE PIECES




THREAD 1

Marguerite

Even the names of fabrics enchanted Marguerite Carson. Chenille, chiffon and cashmere. Dimity, with its intimations of eighteenth-century heroines, and damask, suggestive of eastern bazaars and bowers of exotic roses. Denim defined her youth, when she’d lived in Levi’s, but even then, she’d loved vintage textiles, ribbons and lace, and now, more than fifty years later, her mind could still wander happily through a rustling, murmuring alphabet of delights. Georgette, gauzes, crisp starched linen, and pin-tucked muslin. Gossamer-light organza and iridescent shot-silk. Her whole life could be measured out in fabrics, from the hand-embroidered cheesecloth dress she’d made for her wedding, influenced by the heady atmosphere of the Summer of Love, to the dresses she’d sewn for her leggy little daughter, and the dim memory of a 1950s circular taffeta skirt, worn by her mother over net petticoats dipped in sugar water to stiffen them.

Yet the fabric that most brought her mother to mind wasn’t taffeta, but tweed. Sensible tweed skirts, redolent of autumn bonfires, worn with gardening boots, a waxed jacket and woollen sweaters. The double thud as wellingtons were eased off on the doorstep, and the smell of grass-stained canvas gauntlets left by the stove to dry. Along with those workaday scents and sounds came a sense-memory, almost beyond conscious recall, which belonged to a drifting state between waking and sleeping. Only by closing her eyes could Marguerite conjure it again – the warmth of her bed, the feeling of deep comfort and perfect safety, and the soft touch of the dark green velvet that bound the edges of the patchwork quilt under which she’d slept as a child.




Chapter One
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Marguerite opened the restaurant door and glanced around the interior. The lunchtime rush was over and most of the tables were free. Smiling at the waitress who came to greet her, she indicated a corner by the window. ‘There’ll be three of us. May we sit here?’

‘Of course.’ The waitress lifted a chair aside to allow her to wheel her suitcase into the corner. ‘Would you like a drink while you’re waiting?’

‘A coffee. Thank you.’

As the girl went to fetch it, Marguerite sat and looked at her surroundings. This was nothing like the fast-food outlets only a block or two away. Here the tables were laid with crisp linen and polished glasses, and the walls were covered with what appeared to be genuine art-deco tiles. Returning with the coffee, the waitress explained that the restaurant had once been a dairy. ‘Back before the First World War. They ladled milk into jugs brought by the customers. And they had carved stamps to put patterns on butter. You can see the design on the menu.’

The charming logo of a cow among grasses and buttercups reminded Marguerite of a length of fabric she’d bought more than forty years ago to make a dress for her daughter. It had been buttercup-yellow poplin with a pattern of daisies and cows. She asked if the original owners’ family still ran the restaurant. The girl shook her head. ‘No. It’s part of a franchise. There’s another in Bath, I think, and one in Chelsea.’ Not so different, then, thought Marguerite, from all those bustling places a few blocks away. Just differently presented, and none the worse for that. Fast food is fine if you need to eat and run, but this is the perfect setting for a quiet family lunch.

Having lived in London all her married life, she’d had no difficulty in finding the restaurant. It was in a red-brick square behind Bond Street, where white blossom in the central railed garden looked like lace thrown over the trees’ dark branches. Five years previously, when she’d been widowed, she’d sold her London house and moved back to her childhood home in Ireland. It was in Wicklow, only a short drive from Dublin, yet London still felt like a natural place for her to go shopping. The spare bedroom in her daughter Val’s house was there to welcome her, and a visit improved the chances of seeing her beloved granddaughter Penny, whose job as a TV executive seemed to mean she was seldom free.

That morning, as Marguerite set off for Dublin airport, her garden had been full of golden daffodils growing in drifts under the blossoming fruit trees. Little had changed in the acre of land around the low white villa in the mountains where she’d lived until she married. Her mother had been an enthusiastic gardener and now, thought Marguerite, I’m just the same. If Paul hadn’t died, I might have stayed in London. Instead, I potter about the home I grew up in, putting tulips in last year’s crocus beds, or cyclamen under the oaks to provide new flashes of crimson, and charmed by the sense of unaltered strength beneath all my superficial changes. No doubt I’ll go on enjoying it for the rest of my days, moving colours and shapes but retaining the underlying structure that’s bordered my life for as long as I can remember.

The door opened and Val came in, waving when she caught sight of Marguerite. She bent to kiss her cheek and pulled out a chair. ‘Sorry I’m late, Mum. Have you been waiting long?’

‘You’re not late at all. We had a tail-wind.’

‘Comfortable flight?’

‘Lovely. Smooth as silk and I had a whole row to myself.’

‘Penny sent me a text. She’s running behind schedule.’ Val turned to the waitress, who was hovering in the background. ‘I’ll have a coffee too, please. We’re waiting for my daughter.’ No one could have failed to see that Val and Marguerite were related. Each dressed conservatively with touches of style that suggested quiet confidence. Val had inherited her mother’s fair hair, clear skin and catlike green eyes and, though Marguerite had grown stiffer with age, both had the same grace of movement.

The waitress smiled. ‘That’s nice. You, your mum and your daughter being ladies who lunch.’

As the girl disappeared to fetch the coffee, Marguerite considered the unlikely vision her statement had evoked. Camaraderie wasn’t a Carson thing. As a family, they were always there for each other, and she and Val knew they could treat each other’s homes as their own, but ‘ladies who lunch’ had conjured up the sort of women who guested on Penny’s TV show, over-sharing emotion and quick to give each other relationship advice. Not us at all, thought Marguerite, though it’s lovely to sit down together and catch up on all the news – and to be used to eating out again after all the months of Covid restrictions. She turned to Val. ‘Why did Penny suggest we meet here, do you know?’

‘She sent me a text late yesterday evening. I suppose, if you’re planning a short stay, this may be her only chance to spend time with you.’

Marguerite forbore to mention the many visits to London when Penny’s diary had been so full that their paths hadn’t crossed. She’d gathered that Val didn’t see much of her either but, of course, Val had her own work to attend to. She had a full-time job teaching English to foreign students and her evenings were often spent mentoring online, so family occasions tended to be diarised. Marguerite often wished that Val and Penny lived closer to each other, but while Penny’s flat was a bike ride from work it was too far from her childhood home in West Hampstead for impromptu visits – even if she’d been the impromptu type, which, emphatically, she wasn’t. Twenty-seven-year-old Penny was controlled, efficient and competent, with a flair for team-building and an eye for the kind of quirky soft-news story that made her show one of the highest-rated in morning television.

They’d scarcely had time to taste their coffee before Penny arrived, dressed in jeans and a fashionable oversized sweater. Marguerite smiled in welcome and Val drew out a chair, thinking as she did so that Penny looked pale. Giving them each a peck on the cheek, Penny slung a light backpack and her jacket on the chairback. ‘Sorry to keep you. Have you ordered? I’m starving.’ She sat down and flipped through the menu. ‘They’re famous for their duck confit.’

Marguerite was hungry, not having eaten since she’d set out that morning. She chose a salmon dish while Val hesitated between pasta and lamb cutlets. Penny put down her menu decisively. ‘I’ll have the duck. It comes with sautéed potatoes.’

Val laughed. ‘Wasn’t that David Faber guy on your show today, then?’

‘Faber? No. Why?’

Val turned to Marguerite. ‘He’s the food guru on Penny’s programme. They cook things live on air, and when the show’s over, everyone eats it.’

‘The crew eats it, not me.’ Having caught the waitress’s eye, Penny hitched her chair closer to the table. ‘You’re not exactly an avid fan, Mum, are you? Faber wasn’t on today – his slots are Tuesday and Thursday.’

‘I watch quite a lot, as it happens. I’ve even tried that cauliflower dish he did on the programme last week.’ Val turned to Marguerite again. ‘You roast cauliflower florets and diced squash with garlic, olive oil and caraway seeds, and either blitz it for soup or stir it through rice for a main course.’

‘That sounds delicious.’

‘It is. I’ve done it both ways. You should try it. Is he a trained chef, Penny? He’s awfully good.’

The waitress, who’d been seating a group at another table, approached, order pad in hand. Val rejected both pasta and cutlets in favour of gnocchi with goat’s cheese. She suggested wine but Marguerite laughed. ‘If I drink at lunchtime, I’ll fall asleep before you get me home! Go ahead, though. You and Penny have some.’

‘Let’s see if they’ll do us a half-carafe.’ Val opened the wine list but Penny shook her head. ‘Not for me, Mum. I’ll have water.’

‘Oh, come on, join me. Look, this would go with your duck.’ Holding out the list, Val pointed to a Chardonnay.

‘I said no. I don’t want any wine.’ Her vehemence took Val by surprise. Flustered, she put the wine list back in its holder and Penny flushed to the roots of her expertly cut and coloured hair. ‘Sorry. It’s been a hell of a morning. I’ll stick to fizzy water.’ She smiled at Marguerite. ‘So, what have you been up to, Gran?’

‘Oh, you know. Gardening. Committees. I’ve a party coming up next week, so I thought I’d fly over and buy something to wear.’

‘What kind of party?’

‘It’s not a party, really. Just a meeting of my group.’ On moving back to Ireland, Marguerite had joined a group of neighbours who got together occasionally to play cards in each other’s houses.

Val had been surprised when she’d heard about it. ‘Isn’t it rather staid? I mean, I can’t see you bidding no trumps with the rector’s wife and the doctor’s daughter.’

Privately, Marguerite had admitted to herself that the group was dull. It was mostly composed of retired professional people, some of whom she’d known in her youth and had re-encountered on her return to Wicklow. But, unwilling to be disloyal to them, she’d suppressed the thought with a joke. ‘I haven’t moved into a 1930s novel! We don’t play bridge – we’re none of us good enough. And I was a doctor’s daughter myself, remember, so watch what you say!’

Penny took a piece of rye bread from the basket on the table. ‘What kind of outfit do you have in mind, Gran?’

‘Your mum imagines I’ll go for bias-cut satin with a cowl neckline.’

Penny grinned. ‘Does she? Why?’

‘She thinks I play bridge with Miss Marple and Hercule Poirot.’

‘I never said that!’

Laughing at Val, Marguerite returned Penny’s grin. ‘Oh, you know me, I’ll go through practically every rail in John Lewis’s and the chances are that, in the end, I’ll settle for a scarf.’

‘Gran! You’ve got millions already.’

‘And I love every single one of them.’

Val rapped on the table. ‘I absolutely never dissed your cards group.’

‘You did, but I forgive you.’

Penny buttered a second piece of bread. ‘How long are you staying this time, Gran?’

‘A few nights, if I’m not in the way.’

Val threw Marguerite an affectionate glance. ‘You’re never in the way and you know it. If you’re here for a little while, maybe Penny will be free for dinner. I could cook.’ They both looked expectantly at Penny, who flushed again. The food arrived before she could speak but, as soon as the waitress left, she squared up her cutlery precisely, and spoke as if she was about to address a meeting. ‘Look, you need to know why I wanted us to sit down and have this meal.’

Val was puzzled. ‘Was it something in particular? I thought we were just having lunch.’

‘Well, of course. We are, and it’s nice. I’m sorry I always seem to be busy when you’re around, Gran.’

Marguerite shook her head. ‘There’s no need to apologise. You’ve a demanding job. It’s just lovely to see you whenever you’ve got time off.’

‘Yes, well, I won’t have much of that in future.’

‘Oh? What’s happened? Have you had a promotion?’

Penny made a rueful face and poked at her sautéed potatoes. ‘Not a promotion. Kind of the opposite. I’m going to be on leave.’

Val laid down her knife and fork, still puzzled. ‘But why?’ She frowned, wondering if she’d misunderstood. ‘You just said you were going to have less time off.’

Equally puzzled, Marguerite sat with her plate of salmon untouched. Penny looked at their two concerned faces. ‘Oh, sod it, this is ridiculous! I might as well just come out with it. I mean I’ll be taking parental leave. I’m pregnant.’




Chapter Two
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Penny had never been easy to help. At the age of ten she’d announced she was going to be a Wimbledon champion. Though competent at tennis, she’d never shown a particular interest in it and, given the cost of extra lessons, and the complications of getting her to and from them, Val had done nothing, hoping this was just a passing fad. But repression only increased Penny’s determination so, eventually, Val had given in and signed her up for the junior branch of a tennis club a few stops away on the Jubilee Line. It didn’t take long to become clear that Penny hated it and, as the training got more intense, it was evident that the stress was affecting her health. Yet she still refused even the most diplomatic offers of a bail-out. Instead, she’d held on until the closure of the club’s courts for resurfacing had given her a plausible excuse to drop out. The passing years had produced many more examples of her ambition and dogged resolve, qualities that, ultimately, had propelled her upwards in her competitive industry. Yet Val knew that beneath the façade of the powerful TV executive were vestiges of the little girl who could never acknowledge a mistake or accept help.

Now, having shocked her mum and gran into silence, Penny was self-consciously eating duck. Seeing Val preparing to speak, she raised one shoulder defensively. ‘You needed to know, so I thought we’d meet and I’d tell you. And now I have, so for God’s sake, let’s have lunch.’

‘But, darling, this is amazing. I mean, I’d no idea.’

‘I did a test a few weeks ago. It was positive. My GP’s confirmed it. The baby’s due early in January.’

Val’s jaw dropped. ‘A few weeks ago! You never told me.’

‘I know. I’m telling you now.’

Seeing Val’s hurt expression, Marguerite intervened. ‘I suppose you wanted the father to know first, was that it, Penny?’

Penny put a forkful of food into her mouth and said nothing. Aware that this wasn’t going too well, Val launched into a speech. ‘It really is amazing. How are you feeling? Well, you’re obviously fine, you’re eating like a horse. No, I’m sorry. What I meant is you’re blooming. But it must have been a shock.’ She faltered, gulped and, unwisely, kept going. ‘Or was it? I didn’t even know you were seeing someone. Was it planned?’

‘No, it wasn’t.’

‘Not that it’s any of my business …’

‘You’re right, it isn’t.’

Laying a restraining hand on Val’s knee, Marguerite spoke gently to Penny. ‘Of course it’s your mum’s business. She’s concerned about you. But you might have chosen somewhere less public to break such important news.’

‘Oh, that’s where you’re focused, is it? On the thought of being overheard?’

‘No, not at all. I just said—’

‘You know what you didn’t say, Gran? You didn’t say congratulations. You didn’t say, “How fantastic, Penny, this is so exciting!”’ Penny rounded on Val. ‘Ask me who the father is. Go on, Mum, you know you want to.’

This was so childish and unexpected that Val lost her cool. ‘Yes, I do. What did you expect? You’ve just told me I’m going to have a grandchild.’

‘And that’s all I’m going to tell you.’ Penny began to push back her chair. ‘Look, I don’t need interrogation, or sympathy, or either of you barging in trying to take charge of my life.’

‘Darling, don’t be silly.’ Marguerite bit her lip, wishing she hadn’t intervened. Penny was now standing up and reaching for her jacket. Val got up too. ‘Look, let’s all calm down. Penny, don’t leave. You can’t go without eating. You’re starving, you said so. And no one’s interrogating you. Your gran and I are just trying to take in this news.’

Reluctantly, Penny sat down again. Val and Marguerite avoided each other’s eyes, unsure of what to say next, and afraid to be the one who spoke first. Penny saw their faces and her jaw tightened. Then, obviously making an effort, she took a deep breath. ‘All right, I’m sorry. I’m being a prat. But you can both stop looking as if I’d announced the Apocalypse. I wish you could just be pleased for me.’

She had never spoken of a boyfriend, or shown any sign of having a relationship, and Val’s mind filled with lurid visions of one-night stands, spiked drinks, or even date-rape. Remembering her own advice to keep calm, she resumed her seat, trying to frame the question she felt she must ask. ‘We are pleased. Really. If you are.’ There was an ominous silence. Val saw Marguerite grip the napkin on her lap. Keeping her voice even, she sought the right words. ‘Your gran and I are delighted. Truly. If this is what you want. But, Penny, are you certain? We don’t need to know who the father is, not if you don’t want to tell us. But does that mean you’re going to do this on your own? It’s a huge commitment. And you’ve got your work to think about. I’m not saying a career is more important than a baby, of course I’m not. But you’ve always been driven by your job. Having a baby is life-changing.’

‘You think I don’t know that?’

‘That’s not what I’m suggesting. You’re a grown woman and you’re not stupid. What I’m trying, and clearly failing, to do, is to ask if you’ve considered termination. How long is it since you saw your GP?’ Out of the corner of her eye, Val saw the napkin crumple in Marguerite’s clenched hands.

Penny rose to her feet again, but this time she seemed deadly calm. ‘Like you say, Mum, I’m a grown woman, and I’m not the least bit stupid. You’ve made your position very clear, so now I’ll do the same. I haven’t considered termination. I’m going to have this baby. And if you’re not prepared to welcome your own grandchild, then, believe me, we don’t want anything from you. Nothing at all.’

‘Penny! That’s not what your mother meant.’

‘Forget it, Gran. I’ll be perfectly fine on my own.’

‘Darling, please.’ Val tried to prevent Penny from reaching again for her jacket. She was aware of people at a nearby table conscientiously trying to avoid looking round. Penny tweaked her jacket from the chairback and thrust her arms into the sleeves. With a sinking heart, Val recognised the stubborn look on her face. Oh, Lord, she thought. How could I handle things so badly precisely when Penny is going to need all the help she can get? And now, it seemed, there was nothing to be said to retrieve the situation. Penny’s eyes held an expression both Val and Marguerite knew only too well. Having taken a stance, she wouldn’t back down for anyone, especially if she felt she’d made a mistake.

The waitress was standing behind the bar, frankly engrossed in what was happening. Up to now, they’d all been speaking in intense undertones. Half rising, Val forced a smile and raised her voice. ‘I wish you’d stay, but I do understand if you must go back to the office. I’ll call you later, love.’

Penny looked at her blankly. Then, realising they’d become a focus of attention, she gave a shrug. ‘Okay. Fine. Whatever.’ Picking up her backpack, she sketched a wave at Marguerite. ‘Goodbye, Gran.’

As the door closed, Val called to the waitress. ‘Could you clear this plate, please? My daughter’s remembered something important she’s left behind at work.’ Even to her own ears, it sounded lame but it was the best she could come up with. The waitress removed Penny’s plate and Val sat down, realising her legs were shaking. Marguerite leaned over and squeezed her hand, gallantly pitching her own voice so it reached the other table. ‘What a shame, and she’d hardly begun her lunch. Never mind. Let’s enjoy ours, shall we? I must say this salmon looks delicious.’ The sight of her own goat’s cheese gnocchi made Val feel slightly sick, and having taken a mouthful, she put down her fork hastily, swallowing hard and pressing her napkin to her lips.

When she lowered it a glass of wine had appeared on the table and the waitress was standing beside her holding another, evidently having decided they needed it. ‘Chardonnay. That’s what you wanted, wasn’t it?’ As Val took a grateful gulp, the girl set the second glass by Marguerite’s plate and removed herself, registering professional discretion.

For the next twenty minutes they fiddled with salmon and gnocchi, accepted more wine, and attempted to make conversation. The people at the other table soon lost interest in them, and when the waitress brought the bill, she maintained the fiction that nothing awkward had happened. ‘Did you enjoy your lunch?’

‘Thank you. It was lovely.’

‘I’m glad. I hope we’ll see you again.’

‘I’m sure you will. Thank you.’

‘Can I help with your suitcase?’

‘Thank you, no, I’m fine. I can manage.’

The waitress held the door for them and they left in good order. Outside on the pavement, Marguerite was stricken by Val’s woebegone face. ‘I don’t suppose Penny’s sent a text or anything? You know what she’s like – she’s usually okay when she simmers down.’

Val checked her phone. There was no text. Though her heart went out to Penny, she felt a spurt of anger. Marguerite had been looking forward to taking a break in London. How wretched to be plunged into a row almost as soon as she’d stepped off the plane. The irritation was followed by a wry glimmer of humour. Whether or not the Carson women were the kind of ladies who lunched, they weren’t the kind to make public scenes and need large glasses of wine to revive them, yet here she was with Marguerite, tipsy in a London square at three in the afternoon. She tucked her hand into her mother’s arm and hugged it. ‘Look, forget Penny, she’ll call sooner or later. Just at the moment, you and I need to take this in.’

They had set out for Oxford Circus station when Marguerite stopped in her tracks. ‘Oh, my God, I’m going to be a great-grandmother!’

‘And I’ve got to get my head around the thought of being called Granny.’

Marguerite blinked. ‘Actually, that’s the bit that feels most surreal. Before you arrived at the restaurant, I was thinking about the party dresses I used to make for you when you were little. Shifts and pinafores in cotton, with pretty repeated patterns. It seems like yesterday.’ She linked Val more tightly. ‘You’re absolutely right. We’re going to need time to adjust to this. You’d better get me home and sober me up.’




Chapter Three
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Bowling along on her bicycle, Penny cursed herself for having indulged in wishful thinking. What on earth had made her think she could just present her news and move on? I’ve grown too used to setting agendas at work, she thought. Mum and Gran were never going to let me call all the shots on this. Wincing, she reminded herself that keeping cool under pressure was supposed to be one of her strengths. As were clarity and strategic thinking. But to accuse Val and Marguerite of nosiness had been unfair and absurd. And to suggest that they’d want to barge in and take charge of her life was ridiculous. As a family, they’d always been scrupulous about privacy and careful not to invade each other’s space. Misjudgement on every level, thought Penny. And here I am, making for home as if my flat is a fortress where I can pull up a drawbridge and hide from what I’ve done.

Her flat, on the south side of the river, was by Borough Market, where modern apartment blocks jostled little Victorian terraces, and warehouses had been converted to artisan food outlets. The street had an all-pervading aroma of spices and garlic, which meant that not everyone saw it as an attractive place to live. Penny adored it. Ten years ago, when she’d stumbled on it, her job as a runner for a TV production company had paid just enough to rent a bedsit above what had then been a junk shop. Having wandered through the bustling market under the railway arches, she’d noticed a card in the junk shop window with ‘Room to Let’ written on it in neat, spidery writing. Going inside, she’d found Bill, the elderly owner, scratching a cat under the chin while reading the Daily Mail. When she’d explained that she’d seen the card, he’d wheezed and tossed her a key. ‘First floor, first on the right. I can’t be doing with the stairs.’

The entrance, through a door by the shop front, led to a narrow hall. Directly ahead, and equally narrow, was a steep flight of stairs. She’d let herself in and found the room, which was square and had two sash windows. It was sparsely furnished with the sort of bits and pieces she’d seen in the shop downstairs. The bed looked as if it might have been in an institution, but the mattress was new and still in its sealed plastic cover. There was a small sink in the corner, a work surface beside it, and a two-ring electric hob plugged into the wall. Next door was a bathroom, evidently communal, with a fiercely scrubbed enamel tub, an ancient water heater, and a notice in the same spidery writing, which read, ‘Please Leave NO Personal Belongings Here.’ The windows in both rooms were thick with dust but everything else was spotlessly clean, and the woodchip paper on the walls had had a recent coat of paint. Returning to the room to let, Penny had sat on a wooden chair and looked around, aware of a bubbling feeling of delight. Her job as a runner was precarious but her feet were on the right ladder and, living here in independence, she could surely build a career. Back in the shop, she’d hardly dared to ask how much the rent was, and when it turned out to be affordable, she knew that nothing could stop her.

Bill and his wife had a council flat a few streets away from the market. Most of his tenants in the rooms above the shop moved on within months but Penny had stayed, renting a larger room and exclusive use of the first-floor bathroom as soon as she’d earned a contract and a rise. Now, approaching her front door, she marvelled at the changes in her surroundings.

Eight years after she’d moved in, Bill had decided to sell off the upper part of his building. Penny’s heart had sunk when he’d called her into the shop and dusted a chair for her to sit down on. ‘I dare say the wife’s right, Pen. She says it’s time for a change. She wants me to free up capital so we can swan off on holidays. “Good luck with that,” I told her. I can’t be arsed with seagulls and I hate foreign food.’ Penny had held her breath as he’d continued. ‘I’m not getting any younger, though, am I? And the area’s gone to the dogs with all this poncy gentrification. No one who comes round here these days wants the kind of gear I shift.’ Pushing his cat out of the way, he’d poured tea from the pot he always kept brewing, and offered Penny a Garibaldi biscuit. ‘Thing is, Pen, I can’t be doing with estate agents. They’re wide-boys, the lot of them, with their hair gel and their smartphones. No, I’ll tell you what I’ll do for you, if you’re interested. You’ve got the makings of a decent flat up there. Knock out the walls on the first floor – open-plan living, my boy tells me they call it. Do the same on the floor above and you’ve plenty of room for a new internal staircase, a bedroom up top, and a bathroom and storage and that. Re-plumb, rewire, slap on a lick of paint, and Bob’s your uncle. What do you reckon?’

Penny’s mind had gone into overdrive. In her years of renting from Bill, her career had blossomed. Promoted to a reporter’s job, she’d shot and cut material for a weekly news round-up. Then, when a proposal she’d worked on was green-lit by a broadcaster, she’d been given another rise and moved to production. It all felt like flying by the seat of her pants but, at least for the time being, she was solvent. What had followed that conversation was a tribute to her clear-mindedness. A mortgage and a loan for the renovations were arranged in less than a week, and the deal with Bill was done on a drink and a handshake. Then, having found an architect to project-manage the work, she’d stayed with Val for a few months before moving into her finished flat. On her first day there Stanley, Bill’s cat, which had grown accustomed to sneaking into her room through a back window, turned up as Penny was eating breakfast. A heady smell of flowers and spices had drifted up from the market, along with cheerful shouts from the stallholders, and Stanley, accepting a crust of toast, had rolled over presenting his black-and-white chin. Tickling him till he purred ecstatically, Penny had looked around happily, feeling splendidly independent and in control of her life.

The lower part of the building was now a successful lifestyle shop run by Bill’s son Mark, who had a flat nearby, close to his parents. As Penny wheeled her bike from the street onto the pavement, Mark put his head out of the shop door. ‘I just got some new coffee beans from the market. Fancy a natter?’

‘Yeah, why not?’ Leaving her bike in her hallway, Penny joined him, and he poured her a coffee that filled the shop with the rich fragrance of Brazilian beans.

‘How was your day?’

‘Fairly crap.’

‘Work?’

‘No, that’s fine. Well, mad, but that’s par for the course. No, it’s family crap. I’ve been out for lunch with my grandmother and my mum.’ Penny sat down in an armchair covered with rainbow-striped fabric. ‘Is this new? I haven’t seen it before.’

‘Upcycled vintage. It’s newly upholstered. What Bill calls “toshed-up junk”.’

Penny grinned. ‘How is he?’

‘Never better. Still laying down the law and driving Mum mad.’

‘Oh, bless him. Give him my love.’

‘Sure.’ Mark nodded at the chair. ‘That’ll sell quickly, I reckon. The frame’s beautifully made. Late Victorian.’

‘It’s nice.’

Laughing, he produced a packet of Garibaldis. ‘You hate it really.’

‘No, I don’t.’

‘Yes, you do. It would never work in your flat.’

‘Well, I can admire it, can’t I, even if it’s not my style? Anyway, I’m planning some changes up there.’

‘I could do you some very opulent gilded mirrors.’

‘I wasn’t planning on turning it into a brothel.’

‘Just on changing your Whisper White walls to White Vanilla?’

‘Oh, shut up, Mark, I’m not in the mood.’

‘Fair enough.’ He sat on the edge of his desk and looked at her over his coffee cup. ‘Want to talk about what happened at lunch?’

‘No. Too unedifying. I made a total plank of myself and I’ll have to apologise.’

‘Okay. Moving swiftly on. Want to catch a film later? We haven’t had a night out for ages.’

‘No. Sorry, I’m not being awful, I just don’t feel up to it. Anyway, I’ve an early meeting tomorrow.’

‘No problem, we’ll do it another time.’

Outside, the sun was shining and a woman passed carrying a bunch of scarlet and yellow tulips. Still troubled by what had happened at lunchtime, Penny decided to take a walk by the river. Ever since the confirmation of her pregnancy she’d had the strangest feeling. Dogs strained at leads, teenagers were skateboarding, and couples strolled hand-in-hand along the crowded riverside walk, but everyone she saw seemed untouchable and distant, as if they were in the real world and she was moving in a different dimension. She walked on with her shoulders hunched and found she’d stopped and was leaning on the river parapet, staring across the moving water at the Tower of London. Having eaten no lunch and had a cup of strong coffee, she now felt lightheaded. Her fridge contained only some ageing sushi but, as shopping required more energy than she could summon, it seemed she was going to have to settle for that.

Back in the flat, and finding the sushi was well past its sell-by date, she decided she needed a shower before doing anything else. Halfway up the stairs to her bedroom, cold fear gripped her. It was all very well to announce that she planned to make changes, but how did one baby-proof an open-tread staircase? Or bathe a baby in a walk-in wet room? Or manhandle a buggy up and down a narrow staircase to the street? Desperately, she groped for the mantra that always sustained her at work: focus, regroup and prioritise. None of this needs to be thought through yet, she told herself firmly. All you need to do is take things one step at a time. With an effort, she released her grip on the brushed-steel banister, continued up the stairs and sat on her bed. Briefly, she thought of texting Mark to say she fancied a film after all. It would be a distraction and, afterwards, they might pick up fish and chips. They needn’t talk about anything complicated. He had a way of backing off when he sensed you needed space.

She’d first met Mark when, having rented the bedsit, she’d gone into the shop about a kettle. ‘You don’t have an electric one for sale, do you, Bill? Sorry to be a bother.’ Bill had shaken his head. ‘No problem, love, if you don’t ask, you don’t get. I don’t do electricals, though. Can’t risk the compo claims.’

At that moment, Mark had emerged from behind a bank of shelves, carrying an old-fashioned stove-top kettle. Penny had eyed it doubtfully. ‘It’s not what I had in mind.’

‘Oh, come on! Call it retro. It’ll be high-end chic in a few years’ time.’

‘Seriously?’

‘Okay, possibly not. But it’ll do the job. Spotlessly clean, sound as a bell, one careful lady owner.’ His eyes had had a mischievous glint and Penny had laughed in response. ‘How do you know it’s had one careful lady owner?’

‘I helped Dad clear her flat.’

‘You mean the poor woman’s dead? That’s horrible.’

‘Well, it would be if she were but, as it happens, she’s hale and hearty.’ Setting the kettle on a nest of tables, he’d held out his hand. ‘I’m Mark, Bill’s son. I help him out now and then. You’re the new tenant?’

‘Penny. Yes. Nice to meet you.’

‘You don’t need to feel creepy about the kettle. The woman who owned it retired to Cornwall. She’s probably having a cream tea as we speak.’

‘Oh. Okay. Well, maybe, then.’

‘It’s a perfectly good option.’

Later, she’d come back to buy the kettle, having failed to find an affordable alternative. Mark, who’d been on his own in the shop, was matter-of-fact and asked no questions, so she’d relaxed and accepted a mug of tea and a Garibaldi biscuit from a battered tin that was kept under the till. After that, they’d treated each other as neighbours, borrowing the occasional pint of milk and, now and then, seeing a film or having a drink after work. Mark was stocky, dark-haired and dependable, the only son in a family of four daughters who’d all settled down at home close to their parents while he’d flown off to see the world. When he’d met Penny, he’d been in his final year at art college. By the time she’d bought her flat he’d gone to work in a Paris antiques shop, hang out in San Francisco, and do a design course somewhere in Sweden. Then, when Bill had retired and Mark had come home to take over the shop, he and Penny had simply picked up their friendship where they’d left off. But now, having reached for her phone to text him, she hesitated. Everything’s different, she thought, and I can’t get my head around it. For a long moment, she stared at her screen, longing for someone to talk to. Then she sighed and thrust it back into her pocket, wondering what had become of her tidy, compartmentalised life.




Chapter Four

[image: image]
When Marguerite and Val reached West Hampstead, Val suggested high tea. ‘You go up and settle in, and I’ll make us an omelette. We could both do with a sit-down and a spot of comfort food.’

Upstairs in the spare bedroom, Marguerite admired the familiar touches that always made her feel welcome. One corner of the duvet had been turned back invitingly and a glass on the bedroom windowsill held a posy of grape hyacinths. After unpacking, and leaving her toothbrush in the bathroom across the landing, she combed her hair and went down to the kitchen, where double doors opened onto the little suburban garden.

They sat at the table with the omelette pan between them, and Val was about to serve when she heard her phone buzz. Seeing her face, Marguerite, who’d held out her plate, looked alarmed. ‘What is it?’

‘Nothing, it’s fine. It’s from Penny.’ Val transferred half the omelette to the extended plate. ‘Eat that while it’s hot.’

‘What does she say?’ Marguerite set the plate down as Val read out the message: ‘Sorry I flounced out. Apologise to Gran for me, will you? I’m a bit tired but fine, Mum, don’t worry. Busy at work so may not get a chance to call for a bit. Hope Gran has a lovely holiday. I’ll be in touch. She ends with two kisses, so I suppose that’s one for each of us.’

‘That’s it? “I’ll be in touch”?’

‘And you know she will. You mustn’t worry.’

‘I do know, of course.’ Marguerite accepted garlic bread and applied herself to her omelette. ‘This is perfect. Just what was needed to soak up the wine.’ Eager not to add to each other’s anxiety, they laughed at the lame joke. When the meal was finished Val made tea and they drank it in the sunny garden where an ageing pear tree stood in the centre of the patch of lawn. But the tree, the grass and two earthenware pots of grape hyacinths didn’t offer great scope for discussion and, eventually, Val threw a rueful smile at her mother. ‘There’s not much point in sitting here making chit-chat, pretending we’re not both thinking about Pen.’

‘Do you really have no idea who the father might be?’

‘None. I’ve never intruded on her relationships.’

‘Darling, you said it yourself, she’ll be in touch. There’s certainly no point in hounding her, we both know that.’

Val stared out at the garden. ‘Do you remember the photo I took of her standing under the pear tree? She was six. I’d made her a little calico dress with a high waist and ruffled shoulder-straps. I haven’t thought of that dress in years.’

‘I don’t recall. Was it pink? She went through a pink phase.’

‘No. Yellow, with sprigs of forget-me-not. A few years later she’d wear nothing but jeans.’

‘Didn’t you make her a pair of dungarees at one point?’

‘With embroidered stars on the bib and gingham patches on the knees. It didn’t go down well.’

‘I suppose, by that stage, homemade clothes were embarrassing.’

‘They certainly couldn’t compete with metallic boob tubes.’

Marguerite laughed. ‘I nearly gave up sewing for you when you threw a tantrum about the dress I made for your eighth birthday.’

‘Did I? I don’t remember.’

‘It was broderie anglaise with puff sleeves. You called it babyish. Afterwards, I remade it for your teddy bear.’

‘I remember that. Edward. Did he end up in a charity shop?’

‘You’d kissed most of the fur off his nose by the time you were too grown-up for him. Far too scruffy even to go to a jumble sale.’ Suddenly, Marguerite stopped and frowned. The thought of the bear’s bald nose had chimed with an older, deeper memory, recalling the sleep-inducing, rhythmic circles she’d traced on her patchwork quilt when she was a child.

‘If she won’t talk to us, I hope she has a friend she can confide in.’ Val had spoken under her breath and was looking upset again so, determined to keep things light-hearted, Marguerite wrenched her own thoughts back to the present. ‘Do you sew at all, these days?’

Val shook her head. ‘Not for twenty years. Probably longer. I’ve still got a ragbag somewhere, and the sewing-machine’s in the attic, but cooking’s my
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