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To Jane and Mike




ONE

THE MAN LOOKED through the interior window of the single-bedded ward and drew in a sharp breath. The girl lying on the high bed was unnaturally still and waxen; her blond hair, permanently damp with sweat, was scraped back from her face and curled into her neck to lie lankly over her thin shoulders. But her face was still a perfect oval and though the eyes were closed they were set wide apart and he could see that they were long-lashed and large. She looked raw and scrubbed, yet beautiful in her plainness. The man’s hands clenched at his sides.

The sister said, ‘Are you a relative?’

He said in an almost awestruck tone, ‘No. I never saw her before.’

Sister’s surprise was evident in the sudden turn of her head. ‘Then why are you visiting?’

‘I know of her. We are … connected.’ He gave a quick sideways glance and added quickly. ‘It’s complicated.’

She smiled reassuringly; he was conventional enough. ‘I know how it is with big families.’ She continued to look at him although he turned back to the window. She said, ‘Do go in. You can wake her.’

‘Oh no.’ Suddenly he was decisive. ‘Oh no, she doesn’t know me. I simply wanted to see her.’

Sister frowned. ‘She had visitors at first, but now … please go on in. It will do her good. She needs …’

He smiled without amusement. ‘She doesn’t need me. I know that.’ He gave the still figure a last farewell glance and turned. ‘I am the very last person she would want to see.’

He began to walk along the wide corridor past all the other single rooms. He moved aside for a wheelchair and looked back once more. ‘Thank you so much for showing me where she is.’

And he was gone.

Three months before, on Wednesday 12 May 1993, on a showery, Hardyesque day of mild breezes and blown chestnut spikes, Helen Wilson, aged twenty-six and a bit, was involved in a car crash on the M5 and was subsequently paralysed from the waist down. She was a passenger in her father’s car, sitting behind him and next to her husband-to-be, Miles Gorman. Her mother was sitting in the front passenger seat. They were driving to Taunton where they intended to turn off to one of the villages on the Somerset Levels and visit a very special boutique owned by a friend of the Wilsons. Helen hoped to buy her wedding dress, and Miles was going because he couldn’t bear to be parted from Helen for a whole day. There was not much traffic on the road; it was mid-week and halfway between the May Day and the Spring Bank Holidays. Helen, who was a teacher, had an in-service training day and felt mildly guilty about using it for shopping, even though it was with the permission of her headmistress. Jock Wilson pulled into the outside lane to overtake an enormous delivery lorry and coming straight for him was an open-topped sports car decked with balloons. It was a driver’s nightmare: a vehicle on the wrong carriageway. There was nothing anyone could do. The central reservation was narrow at that point and Jock was hemmed in on his left by the high-sided lorry. The sports car turned onto the rough grass, bounced off the crash barrier and hit the Wilsons’ Rover head on. Miles, Barbara and Jock Wilson probably died instantly, certainly they would have done in the subsequent fire. Helen, who had not fastened her seat-belt, threw up her arms instinctively, was pitched forward onto her father’s back and slid upwards and through the sun-roof as if shot from a cannon. Afterwards she remembered it was a Safeway lorry … the flames were flame-orange but also black. The sports car seemed to burst like a balloon and spewed people everywhere. Afterwards, she did not care.

At first there was some hope for her. The spinal cord was not so much severed as misplaced; there was a kink in it where two vertebrae had been smashed against the roof of the car. She endured two long operations, then was put in plaster for the rest of the summer. Everyone else thought it was a poor summer; Helen found it stiflingly hot even when they wheeled her bed onto a covered verandah and she could look across Frenchay Common. She wanted very much to die and tried to starve herself, but the heat made her so thirsty and her treacherous body demanded more and more liquid. She asked angrily for plain water, but she was given fruit juices and milk shakes. When the nurses washed her flaccid legs, she saw with revulsion that the calves were still rounded and firm. Hockey-player’s legs, her mother had called them. ‘Don’t wish for the long thin kind, Helen,’ she had adjured when Helen bemoaned her appearance. ‘Your legs are good and strong. They’ll carry you till the end of your days and not protest.’ Helen recalled that in the middle of one of her sleepless nights and moaned aloud involuntarily. The nurse was with her instantly.

‘You in pain, dear?’ she whispered.

Helen said wearily, ‘How can I be in pain? I can’t feel anything!’

‘You will,’ the nurse said in the tone of voice Helen already recognized. Encouraging. There were two grades of encouraging tones. The treacly kind and the bracing kind. It was 2 a.m. so this was the treacly one.

‘Oh goody,’ Helen said. ‘Then I’ll be able to writhe in pain.’

The nurse actually started to laugh and then stopped herself. There was an embarrassed pause before she said, ‘Would you like a cup of tea?’

Helen managed to control the violence in her refusal. After all, how could this twenty-year-old be expected to understand? How could anybody be expected to understand?

The case was heard in August. The other car, an open-topped sports model, had contained three men returning from a stag party. Because it had hit the Rover sideways on, two of the men had survived, one of whom was the bridegroom-to-be. Helen, reading the newspaper reports, murmured, ‘Two bridegrooms … car crash … now there is one.’ It had the resonance of a playground rhyme. When she read later in a gossip column that the surviving groom had never, after all, married, she said slowly, ‘Two weddings … car crash … and now there are none.’

The insurance company made an interim payment immediately and there would be subsequent payments until the case was finally decided. The total sum promised to be a substantial amount; as far as Helen could tell from the solemn reports made by her social worker, it really depended on whether she made a recovery or died. Her consultant was called as a witness and he agreed, with ‘reservations’ that there was a hope Helen’s nervous system might one day ‘reconnect’.

Helen had a flurry of visitors. An aunt by marriage, a distant cousin. Her best friend and fellow-teacher who was to have been bridesmaid … other friends.

‘You’ll have to be very careful,’ her Aunt Mildred cautioned, after she had said that really now Helen was sitting up there seemed to be nothing wrong with her. ‘Money attracts the wrong kind, you know. When your uncle died it wasn’t long before my insurance agent tried to get his legs under the table. He knew what policies I’d got, of course. And the house was worth over three thousand, and in those days three thousand pounds was worth three thousand pounds.’ She spoke with enormous significance, tapping Helen’s knee with the handle of her umbrella. Helen felt nothing.

‘In your case …’ She raised her shoulders and brows simultaneously. ‘Well. It’s in all the papers. They’ll come from far and wide.’

Helen almost laughed. She and her mother had always laughed at Aunt Mildred. Her mother had bemoaned the fact that she would have to be invited to the wedding. ‘Uncle Ernie was such a lovely man. We must have her for his sake.’ And … here she was. Helen tried to take it all seriously. ‘I hardly think …’ She thought suddenly of Miles. Miles quibbling about wearing a topper. Miles laughing and then suddenly intently serious and unable to look away from her. ‘Auntie … I was engaged to be married. To Miles. You had an invitation. Surely you remember?’

‘Oh I know, my dear. And your heart is still with him. Of course. That is natural and right and how it should be. But in a year’s time …’ Aunt Mildred leaned forward. ‘You’ll be fed up with this place, Helen dear. If someone – someone very nice I daresay – someone good-looking too – offers to make a home for you and look after you … for a price …’

Helen said nothing.

Mildred went on, ‘I’m going to leave you my number, dear. When this money comes through, just give me a ring and we’ll arrange for you to share my house. And I will look after you. Myself.’ She wrote carefully, precisely, then tucked the piece of pasteboard – obviously brought for this reason – into Helen’s bag.

‘I won’t let you feel beholden, Helen. You can buy half the house and there will be plenty of money to employ nurses and things.’

Helen said, ‘So you would not, in fact, look after me yourself?’

Mildred smiled understandingly. ‘Of course I would! But all the … you know … washing and things. You wouldn’t want me doing that. I think the impersonal touch is so much better, don’t you?’

‘Oh yes,’ Helen said. She bore Mildred’s continuing smile for as long as she could, then said, ‘When can I expect the men?’

‘Men?’

‘The insurance men. Who might want to get their legs under my table … or wheelchair.’

Mildred flushed slightly. ‘Helen … are you teasing your old auntie?’

‘Absolutely not. It sounded rather fun. I wondered when I could expect it to happen.’

Mildred’s lips disappeared around her dentures. ‘I simply wanted to put you on your guard, child. It’s a great deal of money and men are unscrupulous as we well know …’

Helen had thought she was enjoying the exchange. Suddenly the little spark of anger disappeared and she was infinitely tired again.

‘Just go, Aunt Mildred. And please don’t come back.’

‘If that’s how you feel … only trying to fill the shoes of your dear …’

‘Don’t say it!’ Helen’s voice sharpened uncontrollably. ‘Just leave!’

Visibly bristling, Mildred did so.

Sister said, ‘You look better tonight, Helen. That little spat with your aunt did you good. Put colour in your cheeks.’

Helen remembered that she too had almost relished it for a while.

Sister said thoughtfully, ‘Anger need not be a negative emotion, of course.’

Just for a moment Helen’s eyes met the other woman’s. All she said was, ‘Oh.’ But Sister pursued her theory no further.

That night Helen allowed herself to remember. The night sounds of the hospital were all around her. Further down the long ward, male voices chaffed the nurses. One voice sounded like her father’s. She had a sudden vivid mind-picture of him, glancing sideways as he drove that day; smiling conspiratorially at Barbara because they both knew what the silence from the back seat meant. Somehow she had felt embarrassed by that look and had pushed Miles away and looked out of the side window at the flat fields of the Levels. Miles had reached for her hand and squeezed it gently to let her know he understood. He had always understood. They had known each other for one short year but he had known her, understood her, better than her parents even. Miles … with his round English face, slate-grey eyes and snub nose, brown hair which flopped across his eyes and made him look like a schoolboy … how he had endeared himself to her. He had insisted that their eyes had met across a crowded room and he had known instantly that they were meant for each other. Had it really been like that?

She closed her eyes. She had allowed herself the agony of remembering, only to find she could no longer remember.

The door opened and Sister said, ‘I’m going to give you something, my dear. You need a night’s sleep after all the excitement.’

As if it had been a party seeing Aunt Mildred … what had Jock always called her? … Aunt Putrid.

Christmas Day came and went. There was no physio; but there were balloons and carols around a tree and the Queen on the television. The old rituals trundled on as if nothing had happened. Halfway through the afternoon Helen wondered what would happen if she started to scream and did not stop. Could not stop. Instead she closed her eyes and pretended to be asleep.

The new year of 1994 brought another social worker. This one was called Dorry Latimer. She was short with mousy hair, small, humorous brown eyes and a rosebud mouth. She had been sent to plan Helen’s future because the National Health could not afford to keep her in the hospital for much longer and of course she would want to be as independent as possible.

‘There are various sheltered housing schemes,’ Dorry said. ‘But you may well prefer to look through some brochures and find something for yourself.’

‘After all, I can afford it,’ Helen said.

Dorry smiled without embarrassment. ‘Quite,’ she agreed.

She produced brochures, all brightly coloured and very shiny. Helen rolled a corner of the cover between thumb and finger; the paper had a pliancy all of its own. The sort of paper ideal for sculpture. She had enjoyed paper sculpting with Year Five at school. Art and craft had been her speciality. It was how she had met Miles.

‘What you must decide,’ Dorry exchanged the brochures and smoothed down the rolled corner carefully, ‘is whether you want to be somewhere with a mix of abilities. Or whether you would prefer to be with other disabled people who would understand your problems.’ She turned a page to show a purpose-built block of flats, single-storeyed, notched with an abundance of concrete ramps. ‘The everyday world is still pretty difficult for wheelchairs. A new functional development like this one has its advantages whatever one might think of segregation.’

A whole hideous new world seemed to yawn at the step of Helen’s wheelchair. Segregation. A word connected in her mind with South Africa. And now … was she to be segregated?

She said abruptly, ‘I don’t want to think about it. Make decisions.’

Dorry just saved the pile of brochures from falling to the ground. She sat back with them on her lap. ‘Yes. It’s a bit much, isn’t it? We’ll take it slowly.’

Helen actually managed to laugh though it sounded more like a snort. ‘I haven’t been rushing about these past eight months,’ she said.

‘Not even inside your head?’ Dorry asked.

‘Especially not inside my head. I’m in no man’s land.’ It was the furthest Helen had ever come to revealing her feelings. And to this dumpling of a woman with button eyes.

‘You mean you never think of Jock and Barbara? Miles Gorman? Your wedding day?’

Helen was staggered at the woman’s complete lack of tact. She stammered, ‘How do you know the names of my parents? And Miles?’

Dorry said prosaically, ‘I’ve read your file. Obviously. And I’ve talked to the Gormans. And your fellow-teachers at Barton Primary.’

‘You’ve what?’

Dorry began to repeat her list. Helen said fiercely, ‘How dare you? How dare you?’

‘Because it’s my job. How can I help you if I don’t know anything about you? And my predecessor’s notes are scant to say the least. You haven’t been very forthcoming!’

Helen hissed, ‘Does that not tell you anything? Does it not indicate – just slightly – that I want to be left alone? That I don’t want – need – any help from anyone?’

Dorry shrugged. ‘Sorry. Whether you want it or not doesn’t really matter. It’s my job and I’m going to do the best I can. So I’ve called on your friends and asked them to tell me about you.’

‘Go away!’ Helen heard her voice escalating and was surprised at its force. It was so long since she had raised it past a monotone. ‘I don’t want to see you again! Do you understand?’

Dorry picked up a briefcase and began packing away the brochures. ‘OK. But they’ll only send someone else. I am, after all, the devil you know!’ She smiled and her rosebud mouth flowered, showing good square teeth.

Helen rested her elbows on the arms of the wheelchair and put her head in her hands and fought not to cry. She hadn’t cried. At all.

Dorry said gently, ‘I will go. But I want you to try something. Keep a diary. Put anything into it. The weather, whether Sister is smiling or miserable. The day you see the first snowdrop. Visitors. Anything.’

She stood up and gathered her umbrella, case, gloves and scarf.

Helen said, ‘I don’t get visitors. Not any more.’

Dorry pulled on her knitted hat. ‘So I gather.’

‘The Gormans … Miles’ parents … they’ve never been.’

‘No.’ The scarf went round once, twice.

‘D’you know why?’

‘Not really. They were very … discreet.’

‘Discreet?’ Helen looked up. ‘There’s nothing to be discreet about! Anyone would think …’

Dorry pulled on woollen gloves and went to the door. ‘Would you like to see them?’ she asked.

Helen wondered whether she would like to see anyone, do anything, think anything … ever again.

She said, ‘Yes.’

‘OK,’ said Dorry and left.

A week passed. It rained every day. The railway line from Exeter to Newton Abbot was closed because of flooding. The hospital chaplain asked if she would like Eucharist and she said no. A sore appeared on her heel and wept plasma copiously. She could not feel it but it gave the nurses something else to do.

She wrote these things on pieces of notepaper, dated them and pushed them to the back of her writing case. All they did was to reinforce her realization of the pointlessness of her existence. She was strangely disappointed. She had wanted Dorry Latimer to be right. But, just like everyone else in the world, she simply did not understand. And her powers of persuasion could not be that good either, because the Gormans did not appear. Helen had not wondered about this before; now she did. Grief and horror must surely have eased enough for them to visit their dead son’s fiancée.

On 10 January when the flooding was at its height, Dorry Latimer appeared again. The rain had got through her anorak and her hair was plastered to her small round head. Her eyes looked more like buttons than ever and her small mouth was screwed into a tight bud of discomfort.

She took off sodden gloves and placed them over the radiator, then draped her anorak over the back of her chair where it dripped miserably.

‘Sorry about all this. Messing up your room.’

Helen was surprised to hear herself say, ‘I like it. The rain.’

‘Do you?’ Dorry sat on the edge of the chair, well away from the anorak. ‘Funny. I had you down as a summer girl. That blond hair under a straw hat … flowery cotton dresses, all Laura Ashley.’

Helen made a face. ‘Yes. That was me. Now, I like this weather. The summer … the sunshine … it seems cruel.’

‘It is. Uncaring. The rain is easier for you to bear.’

‘Yes.’ Helen said, still surprised.

Dorry said, ‘Would you like to go out in it? I could wheel you down to the verandah and there’s a ramp there—’

‘No!’ Helen interrupted violently. ‘Never! I don’t want to go out. Ever!’

Dorry said comfortably, ‘That’s because you’re at last beginning to feel some sense of place in here. That’s excellent. Soon it will be a stepping-off place for somewhere else.’

‘I told you – I don’t want to think about that. Don’t produce those brochures again, for God’s sake. And where are the Gormans? You said you’d ask them to come and see me. They haven’t been.’

‘No.’ Dorry frowned and sleeked back her wet hair. ‘It’s odd that. They sort of buttoned up when I suggested it. Had there been a row? Anything?’

‘Of course not.’ Helen frowned too, forcing herself to remember. ‘I didn’t have much to do with them really. I mean, they were all right. Miles said they were shy but they liked me. That’s all that seemed to … matter.’

Dorry nodded. ‘You were an only child. You had always had what you wanted. It never occurred to you that the Gormans might not approve?’

Helen said, ‘How can you be so – so callous? Do you dislike me so much? Why can’t someone else do your job – I don’t want to speak to you again!’

Dorry was surprised. ‘Helen … I didn’t mean to be callous. Forgive me … I was trying to work it out. The Gormans seemed a nice decent couple, they are slightly bitter perhaps … I’m not sure. I was simply trying to work out why they seem unwilling to visit you. That’s all.’ She leaned forward. ‘I’m very sorry. I simply talk to you as if you were a friend. Directly. Honestly. I mean it as a compliment.’

Helen did not reply. Her colour was better than it had been since the accident.

Dorry said, ‘Look. We should talk about a great many things. Practical things. Like, where you go from here. I know the brochures were unappealing. So think about your own home. The kind of help you would need. What you can do for yourself. Whether you want to live locally or move right away …’

Helen felt terror surge inside her like nausea.

‘I couldn’t look after myself! What are you talking about? A nurse or companion or something? I should absolutely hate it!’

‘Haven’t you a friend? A cousin or maybe an older relative?’

‘My aunt.’ Helen laughed briefly. ‘Lord preserve me from my aunt!’

Dorry grinned. ‘I’ve got one like that too. My father calls her old Horseface.’

‘Mine was known as Aunt Putrid – for Aunt Mildred,’ Helen said, her hard laughter softening slightly.

Dorry said quickly, ‘Was that your father’s name for her?’

‘Yes,’ said Helen. Her laughter died and she looked at Dorry and said, ‘And I am not going to reminisce about my parents. Is that part of the treatment?’

‘No. I was curious.’ Dorry stared back. ‘Funny. Your eyes have gone dead again. Sorry.’

This time Helen did not take umbrage. She leaned back in her chair wearily.

‘I should have died too. Back there in the car. I feel … my presence here … like an insult.’

Dorry made a sound of protest, quickly cut off. After a moment she said very flatly, ‘I think there’s self-pity there somewhere. But it won’t last, Helen. Please believe me. You’re going to be busy again. Not thinking about how you feel – accepting what has happened.’ She suddenly put out a hand and covered Helen’s thin knuckles. Her voice lifted. ‘Do you know something? You’re going to be happy again!’

Helen said nothing, did nothing. After a while Dorry withdrew her hand and reached inside her bag.

‘I brought you a diary.’ Suddenly she sounded tired. ‘Try to record something each day.’

She placed a large desk diary for 1994 on Helen’s lap where it immediately began to slide to the floor. Helen roused herself and grabbed it. She looked at Dorry standing there, wet and dishevelled.

She said, ‘I did write things down. On notepaper.’

Dorry’s face was transformed. She dug her arms into the wet anorak and reached for her steaming gloves.

‘Good! Copy it all into the diary. And then go to it.’ She was still grinning as she zipped herself up vigorously. ‘And … I’ll have another go at the Gormans. Perhaps they’re feeling guilty. Embarrassed. You might have a job with them. Are you sure you want to see them?’

Helen had not wanted anything since the accident except death.

She said, ‘I think so. Yes.’

‘Right,’ said Dorry. ‘See you soon.’

Helen copied her notes into the diary because it kept on raining and gave her something to do which stopped people talking to her. She read her entries. The chaplain had called. She wondered vaguely what his name was. It could be Oswald. He looked like an Oswald. Her foot had been sore. She glanced down at it. They insisted on putting slippers on her feet although there was no sense of heat or cold. She wondered – still vaguely – how the sore was now. She had eaten a poached egg for her supper two days before. And it had rained.

The weekend passed by and on Monday it was suddenly bright and blustery. Helen stared out of the window and shivered because a new spring and a new summer were approaching and there was nothing she could do to stop it. If only Miles’ parents would come today … perhaps they were ill. Grief made some people ill. She wondered how she had survived. Surely no-one’s grief could be worse than hers? The Gormans had each other; she had no brothers, sisters; no parents; no Miles. She shivered again. Why wasn’t she ill … properly ill … dying or dead?

The door opened and Sister said, ‘You’ve got a visitor, Helen. Are you decent?’

A visitor? A single visitor. Perhaps Mrs Gorman had come alone. Unexpectedly, Helen felt her heart race. Miles was so like his mother. Brown hair and grey eyes, round face … typically English.

She said, ‘Of course. I think so.’ She looked down at herself. She was wearing an Aran sweater which sapped what little colour there was in her skin. Track-suit bottoms covered her useless legs. And the slippers looked enormous. But she was decent enough. She wasn’t supposed to look anything but decent.

Sister came in and pulled out the visitor’s chair, so rarely used now. Behind her came a woman, certainly not Mrs Gorman. A young woman, younger than Helen probably, with luxuriant red hair and brown eyes that picked up the same colour and glowed in her freckled face.

Helen’s heart stopped racing abruptly. This was surely another social worker. Someone with terrific verve who was going to jolt her back to life. Helen closed her eyes momentarily.

‘I’m Peggy,’ the girl said. Helen heard her settling herself in the chair. The door closed behind Sister. The girl gave a small, unamused laugh. ‘I see you’ve heard of me. Miles doubtless referred to me as Piggy. He could be very … unkind.’

Helen’s eyes snapped open. The girl had opened her coat and was obviously plump. But she was pretty. More than pretty; striking. Those freckles highlighted a thick creamy skin … one of Barbara Wilson’s old saws had been ‘freckle said as he went in, I’ll never enter a tawny skin.’ Helen swallowed audibly.

‘I’m afraid …’

The girl said, ‘Please don’t be embarrassed. I haven’t come to make things worse.’ She laughed again. ‘They couldn’t be much worse, could they?’ She opened her bag. ‘I’m not going to stop – I can see it’s hard for you. But … well, May can’t bear to see you. And I felt you deserved something. So I’ve brought some photographs. May said I could have them. Frankly, I don’t want them. But you might.’ She put an envelope on Helen’s locker. ‘They’re of Miles. Of course. School groups. Things like that.’

She waited for some response and when none came she closed her bag and stood up. ‘Sorry. I know it’s all impossible. But when that nice Miss Latimer said how much you would like to see May … and Alf too … well, I knew she wouldn’t come. And I thought I would.’

Helen was in a complete fog. She grasped at the one fact that might be clarified by a question.

‘Why won’t Mrs Gorman come to see me? Is she very … you know … grief-stricken?’ For the life of her Helen could not think of an alternative to that hackneyed phrase.

‘She’s bitter. That’s what it is.’

‘Against me.’ Helen accepted the blame unprotestingly. After all, if it hadn’t been for her wedding dress none of them would have been killed. ‘We met twice. I didn’t think she liked me. But Miles said she was very reserved.’

‘I don’t think she likes or dislikes you. She told Miles he was doing the wrong thing. She is bitter about him.’

Unexpectedly Helen flushed. ‘Miles was a grown man! If she had no objection to me I really cannot see why she thought he was doing the wrong thing!’

Peggy opened her eyes suddenly and her mouth formed a perfect circle.

‘Oh! Oh my God! You don’t know about me, do you? I’m Peggy Gorman. Miles’ wife! We were divorced of course. But I had nowhere to go and there was Rosetta and so I sort of stayed on in the flat in the Gormans’ house. And Mrs Gorman – May – seemed to think that meant we were still married – she is very narrow-minded really.’ Peggy put up a hand and covered her mouth. ‘Oh, I am so sorry! Miles said he had told you. He really did. We all thought you knew. I … I don’t know what to say!’

Neither did Helen. She stared at Peggy, her own mouth clamped tight; she felt her eyes were burning back into her head.

At last she whispered, ‘Rosetta?’

Peggy visibly swallowed. ‘Our daughter. My daughter now, I suppose. She’s four. She’ll go to school next September and then perhaps I can … get myself together.’

‘I see.’

Amazingly, Helen did see. Miles was so sweet, so easy-going. As assistant to the Chief Education Officer he had been a governor of the school and had first met Helen when she applied for the reception teacher’s post. He had said it was a look across a crowded room. Actually there had been the chairman of the governors, the head teacher, the local rector and another governor besides Miles himself in the room. But those famous looks … they had gone in for looks in a big way, deliberately meeting each other’s eyes, shutting out whatever was happening.

And he had shut out his wife and daughter.

‘It was sexual. Just sexual.’ She spoke aloud, remembering the long looks which she had always thought of as a meeting of their souls. When Peggy frowned, she asked quickly, ‘When were you divorced?’

Peggy nodded, knowing the importance of the question. ‘The final papers came through almost exactly a year ago,’ she said. ‘It was all legal.’

But only just. They had probably got engaged before the Decree Absolute. So naturally Mrs Gorman thought Helen had deliberately split her son’s marriage right down the middle.

Without thinking she said, ‘Thank you.’

Peggy fidgeted where she stood. ‘No. I should thank you. For being so understanding. I didn’t dream you – you …’

Helen said steadily, ‘I didn’t know Miles very well. Not really. It was a sexual attraction. Oh I suppose we talked about the films and plays we saw. But not for long.’ She smiled. ‘And now Miles is dead and I haven’t got any sensation below the waist. So sex seems pretty ironic, doesn’t it?’

Peggy drew in her lips and gripped them with her teeth for a long moment, then let them go in a sob. She picked up her bag. ‘I really am … so sorry,’ she gasped, making for the door. ‘I hope the snaps … I hope they …’ She was gone.




TWO

COINCIDENTALLY, THE FLOWERS started to arrive the next day. Helen did not think it was a coincidence at all. She thought they came from Peggy Gorman and were sent from a sense of pity. She watched Nurse Gillings arrange them by the wash basin; Nurse Gillings was small and round and very brisk. She split each stem with great care and shook in the powdered preserver from the packet. ‘Someone thinks a lot of you,’ she said archly. ‘These are from Blooms Best just outside the hospital – they’re terribly expensive.’

Helen thought of Peggy. Somehow she had exuded hard-upness. Why else would she be living with Miles’ parents?

The nurse went on, ‘It’s exciting not knowing who sent them, isn’t it? Like a guessing game.’

Could it be Dorry, in that case? It was the sort of thing she might do to force Helen into thinking of something – anything. Especially if she had known about Peggy and Rosetta all the time. Helen narrowed her eyes. Dorry had visited the Gormans. She must have known about Peggy. Had she engineered the whole thing? Just the suspicion made Helen feel sick. She had lost Miles twice … no, not even that – she had never had Miles in the first place. He had been married to Peggy. He had a daughter called Rosetta. Oh God. Somehow she had thought Dorry was on her side.

She said, ‘Perhaps the card was in the wrapping. Could you just look in the bin – to check?’

Nurse Gillings checked. There was no card.

‘They’re probably from Dorry. My social worker.’ She tried to smile at Gillings who had turned her mouth down in disappointment. ‘She’s giving me something to put in my diary. That was another of her ideas.’ She laughed lightly. ‘She’s full of ideas.’

She was surprised at how hurt and angry she felt, as if Dorry had betrayed her. The next time she came Helen intended to ignore her completely. She intended to retreat into her shell again and not come out for anyone. But it was difficult to resurrect the shell now that Dorry had breached it and Peggy had smashed it completely. Even when she managed to get it halfway up, she found herself having furious conversations inside it. Sometimes with Miles. More often with Dorry. And during one of her confrontations with Miles she discovered that she could not afford to re-erect the shell. Not yet. She must still communicate with the outside world because there was something to be done.

Dorry arrived two days later. The rain had stayed away and it was still blustery, but colder and sunny. Dorry wore felted knitted gloves and a matching hat. She pulled them off, turning her short brown hair inside out and revealing chapped fingers.

‘Chilblains,’ she said briefly. She went to the radiator. ‘Shouldn’t warm them really. They’ll start to itch.’ She grinned at Helen. ‘Any luck with the Gormans?’

Helen took a deep breath. She had rehearsed the invective with which she intended to annihilate Dorry. She hadn’t allowed for the chilblains. The trouble with Dorry was that she was so ordinary. She let the breath go quite slowly and said, ‘Oh God. Did you know – please tell me the truth – did you know that Miles was married? Did you ask his wife to visit me and let the cat out of the bag?’ She watched Dorry’s eyes widening and repeated flatly, ‘I just want to know. That’s all.’

Dorry too took a breath and said explosively, ‘What sort of person d’you think I am? Christ – he was married? What the hell was he doing with you? I don’t get it!’

Helen felt her heart lift, just a little.

‘He was married. He got a divorce when he met me. So I suppose the Gormans thought I’d broken up his marriage. They disapproved of what he’d done. They must have hated me. Though Peggy said they didn’t.’

‘Peggy?’ Dorry continued to stare incredulously. ‘Peggy! I’ve met her. She was there when I called once. Red hair. Freckles.’ Helen nodded. ‘Why didn’t they tell me? Why didn’t someone tell me?’ She spread her red hands, her face seemed to fall apart. ‘And she came to see you? Oh God, Helen, I’m so sorry. What kind of support have I turned out to be!’ She waved her hands helplessly. ‘I’ve met her! Nobody said a word! Nobody even introduced her! Nothing in your file! I should have found out about her … Helen, I am deeply sorry.’

Helen smiled properly for the first time since the accident. ‘I’m not. I thought you were up to something. Shock therapy … you know. I’m glad you’re—’ She searched for suitable words and spoke her previous thought. ‘I’m glad you’re on my side.’

Dorry stared for a long moment, then pulled a chair towards the wheelchair and sat down. She did not take her eyes off Helen. ‘How do you feel about Miles now?’ she asked directly.

Helen shrugged and her smile disappeared. ‘I don’t know. I wanted to shut myself away again. I mean, I’ve been living in a fool’s paradise, haven’t I? Looking back now, all that wedding business. It was so ridiculous. I just wanted to hide.’

‘From who?’

‘Miles? Myself? You? The Gormans? Peggy and Rosetta?’

Dorry frowned. ‘Rosetta?’

‘Their daughter.’ Helen smiled again, this time at Dorry’s expression. ‘She’s four and starts school soon.’ She dropped her head. ‘Miles was a bit of an amateur Egyptologist, you know. He must have named her after the Rosetta Stone.’

Dorry groaned aloud then burst out, ‘He must have been an absolute … prig!’

Helen sighed. ‘Probably. He said he chose me because my CV mentioned I had specialized in classics at college.’

‘Chose you?’ Dorry’s voice escalated still more.

‘He was a governor of the school, remember. He was on the interview panel.’ Helen shook her head. ‘He wasn’t as bad as you think. He also said he thought I looked like a fairytale princess and the little ones would all love me.’

‘Condescending,’ Dorry condemned.

Helen thought of Miles; he had not been condescending. He had been besotted with her. And he had been weak too; that was why he could not tell her about Peggy and Rosetta.

She said, ‘I thought he was perfect husband material. That was the trouble. He thought if he told me he was so recently divorced, I would be totally disillusioned.’

‘Would you have been?’

‘I don’t know. I might have been.’

‘I think you would.’ Dorry sat back suddenly. ‘My God, Helen. You couldn’t talk like this if you loved him. You’d be cut to ribbons over this whole business. Oh I know it’s pretty bad – one more thing on top of all the other things. But surely it’s your pride that is hurt? Be honest with me now.’

Helen shrugged helplessly. ‘It could be. I simply don’t know.’ She looked at Dorry ruefully. ‘I haven’t talked to anyone like this – at all in fact – since the accident. I feel strange. As if I’m … sort of … free.’

Dorry spoke carefully. ‘Is that good?’

‘It’s not bad.’

Dorry relaxed further against the hard back of her chair. With her hair standing on end and her small eyes gleaming, she looked an odd creature. Helen thought she was beautiful.

She said, ‘Can you do something for me?’ Dorry nodded automatically and Helen rushed on, ‘All that money. I don’t need it. And I think Peggy is hard up – I got the impression she has to stay with the Gormans and she isn’t that keen. Can I give her some money? After all, she has lost Miles too.’

‘The award was to provide you with a home and help,’ Dorry reminded gently.

‘Yes. But there’s more than enough. Will you see her for me, Dorry? Sound her out?’

‘All right. But your solicitor will have to be brought in. I can’t do more than make the suggestion.’

‘I know. Of course.’ Helen too seemed to relax. There was a curious ache running from her abdomen to her chest. She said nothing; the thought occurred to her that sensation was returning.

Dorry said, ‘You look tired. Such a lot has happened. Shall I go?’

Helen hesitated, then said, ‘All right. Will you come again soon?’

‘Of course. I’ll call on Peggy today.’

Helen nodded, well satisfied. ‘And thank you for the flowers,’ she said.

‘Flowers?’ Dorry glanced at them appreciatively. ‘They’re lovely, aren’t they? Hothouse of course. But I didn’t send them. Gifts, one way or another, are frowned on!’

She left. And Helen let her head fall back and closed her eyes, forcing herself not to think of Miles or Rosetta, or anything about the accident. Instead, she wondered who had sent her the hothouse carnations.

The next day the ache was in her shoulder and unconnected with her legs. She felt a strange lassitude and it was mid-afternoon before she could bring herself to write in her diary. The events of yesterday and the previous weekend now seemed less incredible and she wondered dully about the sense of freedom they had given her. The bright cold weather continued. The staff seemed ridiculously cheerful. Helen huddled into her wheelchair and asked for another blanket around her shoulders.

The next day she thought was going to be exactly the same, but mid-morning brought some more flowers. This time freesias, a small sheaf of them encased in a cellophane sheath, oozing fragrance. Nurse Gillings could hardly contain herself.

‘A secret admirer! Isn’t it exciting?’

Helen explained with chilly brevity that she had no secret admirers and that her old friends had other things to do with their lives now. She thought, momentarily regretful, of Jan who had been so excited at the prospect of ‘bridesmaiding’ … of Meg who had been at college with her, of the many people invited to the wedding. Family friends, schoolfriends. She had seen their helplessness and told them not to visit her any more. Jan had insisted on coming in spite of Helen’s coldness, but then she had got a job in Brussels … Meg was engaged herself … Helen cleared her throat and said, ‘There’s only one person who could have sent them. And she can’t afford it. But …’ she recalled the fiercely red hair and freckles. ‘It’s a nice thought.’ She stared at the flowers ranged either side of the door. It was as if Peggy was a reminder of Miles’ fallibility. They had that in common.

On Thursday Dorry arrived after lunch. She went through the usual business of taking off hat, gloves and scarf. She had had a haircut and looked more like a boy than ever.

‘Did you see Peggy?’ Helen asked immediately. It was the one thing left from all the revelations of last week: her gift to Peggy.

‘Yes. I rang for an appointment. I didn’t want May or Alf around when I passed on your suggestion.’ She turned her mouth down. ‘It’s no good, I’m afraid, Helen. She turned it down flat.’

That had not occurred to Helen. Her eyes opened with astonishment. Before she could begin to protest, Dorry went on. ‘The court awarded her maintenance for the child, Helen. And I believe there is more than just maintenance. Money in trust … Anyway, my dear, even if there hadn’t been, what did you expect? Really? Put yourself in her position.’

‘But she must need the money? Why is she still living with the Gormans? Dependent on them?’

‘They’re the closest she has to a family. And in a way, she does them a favour … it’s their grandchild.’

‘Rosetta. The little girl is called Rosetta.’

‘I know.’ Dorry shook her head. ‘Peggy is quite like you. She’s got a lot of pride—’

‘And where does that get you?’ Helen was unaccountably disappointed. She had wanted to do this … the first thing she had positively wanted since the accident. Except death.

‘All right, not pride. Self-respect. I think … talking to her … Peggy lost most of her self-respect between Miles and the Gormans.’ Dorry sat down; Helen registered that she looked tired. ‘She wants to get a job and a flat as soon as Rosetta goes to school. Be independent for the first time since she met Miles.’

Helen flinched. Dorry went on quickly, ‘Let it go, Helen. The whole thing. You can’t help Peggy. And you’re so dissimilar. There’s nothing you can do for her and nothing she can do for you.’

Helen shrugged and the ache in her shoulder was a sudden pain. She said, ‘She is doing something for me. The flowers.’

‘Are you all right?’ Dorry was sharply anxious. ‘Pain?’

‘I’ve pulled my shoulder in some way.’ Helen looked into Dorry’s brown eyes. ‘It might be … mightn’t it? Sensation. Returning.’

‘Is it anywhere else?’

‘No,’ Helen admitted reluctantly.

‘Take it day by day.’

Helen closed her eyes. ‘I know what you’re saying. I’m not going to get better, am I? These kinks don’t put themselves right. I’m going to stay like this all my life.’

Dorry leaned forward. ‘Listen to me, Helen. There are many ways of getting better. You are completely different from the person I met at the beginning of the month. You are already getting better. We couldn’t have talked like this at the beginning of the month. Could we?’

‘No,’ Helen said again. ‘But you know what I mean. I’m going to be in this bloody chair for ever.’

‘You don’t know that. There are people who have to accept their disablement however bad it is. For you, there is hope.’ Dorry sat back with an air of finality. ‘Meanwhile I think you should have some physio for that shoulder. I’ll mention it on my way out.’

‘Are you going?’

‘Not yet.’ Dorry reached for her bag. ‘We’ve talked enough about the Gormans. Let’s leave it until we’ve both had time to think again.’ She brought out more papers. ‘What is concerning me is where you go from here.’ She darted a humorous look upwards at Helen’s low groan and went on briskly, ‘Listen. One day you’re going to wake up and not want to stay here a minute longer. So at least know what your options are.’ She held up a folder. ‘Stuff from house agents. You’re not keen on hotels, residential homes, et cetera et cetera. So how about setting up your own place?’

Helen felt the old weariness coming upon her. ‘Who sees to my catheter? Who lifts me into bed? Puts me on a commode? Changes all the padding?’ She drew a breath. ‘For God’s sake, Dorry! What choices do I have? Really?’

‘Well, of course you can’t live alone—’

‘A trained nurse? I think I might kill her in the first week.’

‘Someone congenial. Someone you could even like!’ Dorry rolled her bright eyes incredulously.

Helen felt a tiny surge of interest. ‘You? Would you come and live with me?’ she said and then could have bitten her tongue at Dorry’s expression.

‘My dear … I couldn’t. Oh, I’m sorry – did you think I was leading up to that?’ She was genuinely distressed. ‘Helen, I’m married and my husband works from the house. He’s an osteopath. I’m so sorry.’

‘Please – it’s me again. I think the world should stop for me.’ Helen was horrified to discover tears of disappointment in her throat. It could have worked. She was certain it could have worked.

‘Don’t be silly. You’re entitled to make enquiries – in fact you must if you are to find someone who would help. And I’ll be around.’ Dorry bit her lip. ‘Listen – we seem to be capable of honesty, the two of us. Tell me, if I had been free and able to come and help you, would you have been interested in setting up your own home?’

Helen swallowed. She was going to say no. For her stubborn pride’s sake, she was going to say no. But instead she said, ‘I might have been. I’m not sure.’

‘Come on. Think about it. You and me in a flat. Or a country cottage even. People going by. The seasons changing right outside the window. Sunsets, daily walks, Christmas trees.’

‘Stop it.’ The tears were there again, making her voice hoarse. ‘What do you think?’

‘In that case …’ Dorry sat up straight. ‘We’re halfway there. You’ve thought of something you would like. We now take each problem as it happens. And we deal with it.’

‘You’re supposed to be practical.’

‘Well, if you can’t see that I am being practical—’

‘The problems are insurmountable. Surely that is being practical?’

‘They would be more problematical, if you did not have funds. As it is, a house can be adapted so that you are no longer disabled. Someone congenial can be found to help you.’ She smiled almost smugly. ‘It will happen, Helen. Next Christmas I’ll come with you when you do your shopping. How’s that?’

Helen said, ‘Time you went. Supper will be here at any moment and presumably you have to cook yours.’

‘Yes.’ Dorry put the folder on Helen’s locker and stood up. ‘I’ve got a slow cooker and it’s been cooking away all day.’ She drew on her gloves. ‘I can recommend them. And of course microwaves are useful too.’ She wound her scarf diligently. ‘Don’t discard the houses because of the stairs either. Those stair lifts are marvellous—’

‘Dorry. Stop,’ Helen said, and there was no mistaking the weariness in her voice. ‘It’s just too much.’

‘Sorry.’ Dorry rammed on her hat. ‘I can’t help getting carried away. Tom says it’s because I prefer to live vicariously than face up to my own life.’

Tom must be the husband. Helen hoped he realized how lucky he was. She said, suddenly curious, ‘How many people do you have … on your books? Besides me.’

Dorry was sniffing the freesias. ‘Hard to say. People come and go.’

‘Except me,’ Helen pointed out.

Dorry grinned. ‘Except you.’ She opened the door. ‘You know, those flowers are jolly expensive. Peggy must have liked you. A lot.’

Dorry almost ran down the corridor; she had two more clients to visit before she could get home to her slow cooker and Tom. A man was coming towards her carrying – self-consciously – a nosegay of snowdrops. Dorry slowed and then stopped in front of him. She knew she was a fool; wasn’t Tom always telling her about rushing in? Nevertheless she said, ‘Forgive me. Are those for Helen Wilson?’

He was wearing a woollen cap rather like her own; he was dark-complexioned, his eyes almost black. She was used to seeing this kind of face; it was an unhappy face. Even so, it smiled gratefully.

‘Oh yes. Would you take them?’ He glanced over his shoulder almost convincingly. ‘I’m just visiting. Someone handed them to me.’

Dorry smiled. ‘How mysterious. Man or woman?’

‘Woman. Thank you so much. I’m in rather a hurry—’

Dorry’s smile widened. ‘Same here! She’s number fourteen. On the right.’

She sped on; the swing door whipped behind her and she dashed to one side, breathed carefully, then risked a look through the porthole window. He was standing where she had left him, obviously waiting for staff to appear. Everyone was busy with the supper. Dorry hugged herself. He’d have to go and deliver the snowdrops himself. Who was he? Had he sent the other flowers? Peggy Gorman wasn’t the sort to send flowers regularly. Then the trolley arrived at the top of the corridor and he moved purposefully towards it. Dorry muttered her disappointment. She could ask Sister of course, but this man was not going to give anything away. She rushed through the foyer praying that her car would start. It really was cold.

Helen did her best. The days began to lengthen imperceptibly. She watched the television when Torvill and Dean won the gold and she duly entered it into her diary. She began to read again: Dorry brought her old favourites from her schooldays and then tried to interest her in contemporary fiction. A spell of dry frosty weather seemed to clear up the ache in her shoulder and in a strange way she was disappointed because she had wondered whether pain – any kind of pain – could be the beginning of sensation returning. Dorry suggested viewing some of the houses in the lists she kept bringing. They were all disappointingly inaccessible. ‘You could have a ramp put at the front door—’ Dorry began. Helen cut her short. ‘I simply don’t like it. I can’t see myself there.’

The flowers kept coming and at last when British Summer Time began on 27 March, Helen wrote a letter to Peggy Gorman. It was difficult and she made several attempts. She intended to thank her for the flowers but ask that they should now stop. She wanted to wish her well so that any peculiar guilt between them could finish. She wanted to send good wishes to Rosetta and hope that she would enjoy school next year. Finally she said none of those things. Instead she wrote, ‘Dear Peggy, I hope you are well and have found yourself a job. I would so much like to see you again if you have time. Thank you for the flowers. Yours sincerely, Helen Wilson.’ It looked a strange note, written in thick black biro in the large writing she had developed for the blackboard. She gave it to Sister before she could change her mind. She knew that she had written the truth: she did want to see Miles’ wife again.

Peggy Gorman arrived on Tuesday afternoon, the same day she must have received the letter. Helen watched her, her head framed in the window of the door as she exchanged a few words with Sister. She was attractive in a vibrant, vivid way. It was very easy to understand her attraction for Miles.

She opened the door diffidently. Seen full-length she looked distinctly shabby. Her cotton skirt and double-knit cardigan were obviously home-made and were too thin for March. As if pre-empting any such thoughts, she said immediately, ‘My goodness, it’s hot in here. Hospitals are always much too warm, aren’t they? So unnatural.’

‘Yes.’ Helen forced a smile. ‘I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked you to come.’

‘Oh, I didn’t mean … I wanted to come. I just felt rather awkward about the money. It was nice to get your note because I wondered if you were annoyed. I had to say no about the money. I’m twenty-three! I must begin to look after myself! But it was ever so kind of you. Honestly.’

Helen was thrown by the girl’s frankness. And she was only twenty-three.

‘Well … I just wanted to help. After all, your loss was the same as mine.’

Peggy looked shocked. ‘Oh no! How can you say that? You’re stuck there and I’m here.’

No-one had been so direct before. Helen pressed her lips together for a moment in case they trembled, then nodded.

‘I meant Miles. We both lost Miles.’

Peggy sat in the visitor’s chair and drew her full skirt well over her knees as if ashamed of her legs.

‘Well … yes. But of course, I had lost him before. Really.’

Helen listened for resentment but could hear none. She said tentatively, ‘Perhaps. But I feel now as if I never really knew him. So in a way, that was a loss.’

There was a pause. Peggy bit at her lip. Lipstick came off on her top tooth. ‘I never thought of it like that. He should have told you about me.’

‘His parents should have told me.’ As Helen spoke she realized the full truth of this. ‘Someone should have told me,’ she said emphatically. ‘Miles, of course. But if he didn’t, then—’

‘I didn’t know he hadn’t told you!’ Peggy said defensively. ‘Anyway, it wasn’t up to me to say anything, was it? If he was that ashamed of Rosie and me, who was I to—’

Helen was horrified. ‘Peggy! I didn’t mean that you should have said anything!’ In her anxiety she leaned forward and put a hand on the girl’s knee. She thought with another part of her mind that this was the first time she had touched someone of her own accord since … since it happened. The knee was plump beneath the thin cotton covering.

She said, ‘It just seemed so incredible that I didn’t know. Somehow.’

There was a little silence and she sat back in her wheelchair. An audible crack came from the area of her hip bone and she was aghast. But it must have been inside her own head because Peggy made no comment. Instead her creamy, freckled face coloured.

‘Sorry. Didn’t mean to let fly. Miles always said I was a typical redhead. Mouth before brain, he said.’

‘Did he?’ It sounded a horrible thing to say to this young, strangely innocent girl. But then, she had known such a small part of Miles Gorman.

It seemed Peggy was intent on frankness; she rushed on, ‘He had to marry me, you see. I was only nineteen when Rosetta … started. He had a good job in the Municipal and he used to come over the road for his lunch.’ She gnawed her lipstick again and added, ‘I was a waitress. I couldn’t go on when I started to show. And anyway, he loved me then.’

Helen could no longer stop the tears; they flooded her eyes. Peggy said, ‘I’m sorry, Miss Wilson. I didn’t mean to say that. But … well, it wasn’t just because of Rosie that he married me. I want you to know that. Even if it does hurt you.’

‘It doesn’t hurt. Not in the way you mean. It’s just that … you were so young. And probably if I hadn’t arrived on the scene two years later, you and Miles and Rosetta would still be together.’

Peggy tightened her full mouth and frowned, thinking about it. ‘I don’t think so,’ she said at last, almost judiciously. ‘He was a good father up to a point. I mean, he put her name down for St Margaret’s and used to do all kinds of work. Voluntary.’

Her eyes were earnest with sincerity and Helen nodded and murmured agreement. A sudden traitorous thought occurred: Miles had been a good father outside his home, away from his daughter.

Peggy’s voice dropped. ‘But we didn’t talk much. When he wanted to name the baby after some stone, I said that was awful. But then Rosetta grew on me. And I wasn’t all that keen on Tracy anyway.’

Helen started to laugh and wipe her eyes. Peggy might be naïve but her directness was a kind of relief. As Dorry’s was in a different way. Peggy smiled too, a little reluctantly, and pulled her skirt down again. ‘You sound much better,’ she observed.

Helen sobered and thought about it. ‘I am,’ she discovered. ‘Dorry was right. I am better.’

‘Dorry? Is that Mrs Latimer? She seems nice. May doesn’t like her. She says social workers always interfere.’

‘Dorry doesn’t interfere,’ Helen said definitely. She hesitated then asked bluntly, ‘Aren’t you fed up living with your in-laws? When Rosetta goes to school and you get a job, will you be able to afford a flat on your own?’

‘I hope so.’ Peggy made a face. ‘I hope I can get a job full-stop. I don’t want to leave Rosie with a child-minder or anything. She’s all I’ve got. I could stay at Farnsworth Avenue – they want me to because of Rosie. But May will spoil her when I’m not there.’ She sighed. ‘It’s going to be difficult.’

Helen nodded slowly. ‘Yes. Why don’t you go and see the head at St Margaret’s? Mrs Whitaker. She’s so easy to talk to. If you could get a job as an assistant – something with school hours—’

Peggy’s fox-brown eyes shone. ‘D’you think they’d consider me? That would be wonderful. Besides, we’d be sharing something. Rosie and me.’

Helen made up her mind quickly. ‘Listen. I’ll write a reference for you. And a note to Mrs Whitaker.’ She rubbed at the blanket covering her knees. ‘They all came to see me at first. When it happened. I wasn’t nice. I told them I didn’t want to see anyone.’ She sighed. ‘But they must have understood. I’m sure if Mrs Whitaker can help, she will.’

Peggy seemed to sparkle with excitement. ‘It would be great – absolutely great! I can’t thank you enough—’

‘Hang on,’ Helen warned. ‘If there’s no job available, that will be that.’

‘Yes, but you’re trying to help! I can’t get over it! Why on earth should you want to help me?’

Helen almost admitted the real reason. Guilt. Then she said, ‘Well, look how you’ve helped me.’ She smiled as she indicated the banked flowers. ‘My goodness, once a week, twice a week sometimes. You shouldn’t do it, Peggy. Please don’t any more.’

‘The flowers? I wondered what you meant in your note.’ Peggy gazed, surprised. ‘I haven’t sent you any flowers, Miss Wilson. I never thought of it. I’m sorry … I wish I had.’

Helen too was surprised. ‘Oh! But then, who …?’ She shook her head. ‘Don’t be silly. I’m glad they’re not from you. I worried that you were spending too much anyway and with Rosetta to look after … Listen. Please don’t call me Miss Wilson. If you come again, call me Helen.’

‘I will come again. If you don’t mind.’

‘No, of course not. I’d like to see you.’

‘All right then. Helen.’ Peggy smiled self-consciously, then brightened as she stood up. ‘And I always call Rosetta, Rosie. Unless you’d rather … probably you would. Miles always called her Rosetta.’

‘Rosie is much prettier.’

They smiled at each other and then actually shook hands. Peggy waved through the window and was gone. And Helen reached for her diary and frowned at the flowers in complete puzzlement. The fact that Peggy had not sent them did not alleviate the sense of guilt. She just hoped Mrs Whitaker could find Peggy a job; that might help. She began to write and then stopped and stared at the flowers again. If Peggy hadn’t sent them and Dorry hadn’t sent them, who had?
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