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To my family




ONE

THE HOUSE WAS in a hollow, sunk between fortresses of cliff-rock and cushions of thrift, as if it might be sinking into one of the old tin-mining shafts which burrowed through this country like rabbit warrens. It was long and narrow with windows both sides but in spite of the constant sound of waves, no sea views; the front windows might well frame banks of flowers running downhill to the stand of trees, but on the other side the only possible aspect would be of ragged granite tops with sky above. One half of the building was derelict; the slate roof had collapsed in the middle and brambles grew from the broken windows. The other half had been re-roofed with corrugated iron; the windows were catching the evening sun and gleamed cheerfully and the front door was painted canary yellow.

Jack made a moaning sound in his throat.

‘Oh God, Ho . . . I am sorry. I suppose it had to be like this, so damned cheap. I should have guessed. I’m sorry . . . what can I say?’

But Hope, naturally optimistic like her name, was seriously enchanted.

‘Darling Jack. It’s beautiful. Tucked away like this – to protect it from the wind, d’you think? Look at that door. Imagine that welcoming you when it’s raining – isn’t it marvellous? Darling – I love it. I think you’re a genius to have found it!’

Jack refused comfort. ‘I didn’t find it, Ho. I told you. A chap in a pub knew someone who knew the Penhaileses at that farm where we left your car—’

‘I know, I know!’ She kissed him briefly. ‘Never mind all the talk – let’s have some action!’

‘Well . . . are we going to stay here? Actually stay here?’ He looked at her helplessly. ‘We’ve got enough cash for a couple of nights in Penzance.’

She was impatient. ‘Of course we’re staying! This is our honeymoon cottage! We’ve driven over two hundred miles to get here. We are definitely staying!’ She looked at him expectantly.

He said, ‘I suppose so. All right then. I’ll go back to the car and get our stuff.’

She detained him. ‘Not yet. There’s something you have to do first.’ She grinned at him. ‘That front door is open. I want you to carry me over the threshold!’

He looked at her. Her eyes, made up darkly to look like Elizabeth Taylor’s, were alight with laughter. Her hair, straight at the sides, a riot of curls on her forehead – also à la Taylor – was still lacquered into the shape that had accommodated her small pearl wedding cap. But the fashionable pale lipstick had long gone, the enormous stud earrings had been tugged off some time during the drive down here and the daring pleated mini-skirt of her going-away outfit was crumpled and lopsided. She looked like the girl he had fallen for only a year ago when she was just twenty and still at Miss Marchant’s secretarial school.

He said, ‘I can’t believe what’s happening. Are we really married?’

She nodded, suddenly unable to speak. Then she moved close to him, put her hands on his shoulders and her forehead against his throat. He stroked the crisply set hair and told her throatily how much he loved her. She nodded with difficulty.

‘Look at me, Ho. Kiss me.’

She shook her head with even more difficulty. But then she said, ‘I know I’ve always had my way. I know you think I’m spoiled. But those promises we made . . . you know, sickness, health, all that stuff. I meant them. I really meant them, Jack.’

‘I know. I know, my darling.’ He had told her once she should have been named ‘Hopeless’ because she couldn’t darn a sock or make a decent cup of tea. A week later she had been waiting for him outside the Inland Waterways office by the docks, with a Co-op carrier bag. From it she took three socks. ‘They’re Daddy’s. I darned them. Mummy made me unpick the first darn five times until it was neat. What do you think?’

He had examined them, pop-eyed with amazement because she had taken him seriously. Then he had said the wrong thing. ‘Don’t you know that it doesn’t matter that you’re hopeless? With your face and figure you’ll get anything you want. Always.’

He had not meant to be insulting but she stared at him, violet eyes filling, as if he had slapped her across the face. And then she went to the edge of the harbour and threw the socks into the murky water, turned and started to run back up towards Bearland.

He shouted, ‘Hope! What the hell – those are your father’s socks!’

She knew Gloucester like the back of her hand and had disappeared down one of the alleys that led into Westgate. He went back to the office, saw that the socks were floating just below the wall and shouted to one of the bargees to use his pole to fish them out. That night he washed them in the china basin at his digs, dried them in front of the popping gas fire and wrapped them in tissue paper. It had been his turn to present her with three socks. He had done so outside Miss Marchant’s the next afternoon.

She had taken them and said in a small voice, ‘I bought them for him. So that I could cut the holes in them.’

‘You’re mad,’ he said.

‘No, I’m not. And I can make proper tea now. I’m not hopeless. Not really hopeless.’ Like a child she was instantly ebullient. ‘Let’s go on a picnic on Sunday. Then I can show you. We’ve got a paraffin stove. I’ll bring the sandwiches.’

He looked at her steadily. ‘Who will make them?’

She stared back, then said, ‘Me. Of course.’

‘Where shall we go?’

She was delighted at his tacit acceptance. ‘Let’s go to the Forest. Cannock pool.’

‘How do we get there?’

‘I’ve got a car. Daddy bought it for me when I matriculated!’ She stopped speaking for an instant, then resumed. ‘Or we could go on the train to Speech House. Or a bus.’

But, of course, in the end they had used her car. Just as they had used it to drive down to St Buryan today.

He said now, ‘I meant them, too. The promises. Vows. I’m going to look after you, Ho. Properly. This . . .’ He gestured towards the cottage. ‘This will seem funny later.’

‘No.’ She moved her head against his neck again. ‘Not funny. We shall smile probably. But not at it. It’s waiting for us – welcoming us. We’ll never think it’s funny.’ She looked up into his face. ‘Dear Jack. This is the most wonderful surprise I’ve ever had. Thank you.’

‘You don’t have to say that—’

‘I’d like a kiss now.’ She closed her eyes and waited. Then she said, ‘Thank you. And now will you carry me over the threshold?’

‘The key—’

She wound her arms more tightly around his neck. ‘You weren’t listening. I said the front door is ajar. That’s what I meant about the welcome.’

So he scooped her up, staggered down the bank and shouldered the door wide. And then, of necessity, stood very still because almost immediately inside the small square room stood a table, covered with a snowy cloth and laid with cups, saucers and plates, a jug covered with beaded net, a teapot standing next to a fat tea cosy in a cat shape, a butter dish and a breadboard bearing an enormous cottage loaf.

Hope breathed, ‘Oh . . . goodness gracious!’

Jack let her slither to the floor and added, ‘My God! This is a proper welcome!’

‘You see?’ She turned to him exultantly. ‘Now will you just . . . be happy!’

And at last Jack grinned and then began to laugh. She laughed too. It had been a long day; they could not stop laughing. They reeled around the table to the range which held a kettle but no fire; that set them off again and they went on through a door at the side of the range into a scullery which was so dark it might have been carved out of the cliff itself. Here they discovered a shallow stone sink served by a small hand-pump and an orange box covered in American cloth and holding a primus stove.

Before he could think of, let alone mention, her mother’s kitchen at Horsley, she said, ‘It reminds me of the kitchen at home, Jack! Not the pump, of course, but the flagstones and the red check covering. Isn’t it pretty?’

There was a second’s hesitation while he registered that by ‘home’ she meant the Sandhurst cottage he’d managed to rent from the old harbour master.

He said, ‘I’m not sure about pretty. But it’s dark and it’s got an old-fashioned sink and is furnished with orange boxes. So I suppose—’

She pushed him quite roughly. ‘Stop it! It’s a form of self-pity, you know! Poor old Jack Langley. Got married today – some harridan he met in Gloucester park. Had to find a house for them to live in. Did that. Had to fix up a honeymoon. Did that. It’s a shame, isn’t it?’

She went on shoving him towards another door and he let himself go, flapping protesting hands, pretending to be cowed and then, suddenly, when she opened the door to disclose steep wooden stairs, roaring at her, scooping her up over his shoulder and charging at the stairs like a bull. She screamed and beat at his back as he crouched to go through a low doorway and then she was flying backwards, crashing on to a bed and he was kneeling above her grinning and the bed was protesting loudly but holding up.

‘You – you – devil!’ she panted, laughing.

‘Fine. If I’m a devil, you’re most certainly a she-devil!’

It was all so foolish and so sweet. The ’sixties had so far passed Gloucestershire by, and this was their first time. They treated it as a joke at first, something naughty they were doing in the equivalent of the bicycle sheds behind the docks. They imitated the scufflings and squeaks they had heard. And then, quite suddenly, it was serious and they held each other, clinging for dear life, supporting, helping and holding, he apologizing, she whispering fiercely, ‘Oh my darling . . . oh I love you – it’s all right. It’s all right.’ And, amazingly, in spite of their ignorance, it was all right and they lay exhausted but in perfect accord and let the old bed settle around them comfortably.

When she turned and looked at him, he smiled somehow. His mouth worked uncontrollably. She said again, ‘Oh Jack. It’s all right.’

And he nodded and whispered shakily, ‘With my body I thee worship. Makes sense, Ho. It makes such bloody good sense.’

And then she wept and so did he and they clung again and comforted each other. Years later, decades later, when she felt an old woman though she was in her forties, Hope remembered that time and thought how young they had been. Young and so innocent. Back then, it had not occurred to them to repeat that first successful lovemaking. That might happen again in the evening, or tomorrow, but for now they had to get up and go and fetch their stuff from the car and find out how the paraffin stove worked and eat together and walk together. Sex, that newly discovered delight, was only a small part of what was going to happen. Living together meant exactly that: laying tables, cooking and washing up in the tiny cottage, finding out how they could wash and brush their teeth. And more than that, too: learning to read the other’s expression, the way they sat in a chair, moved around a room, breathed, sneezed . . . everything. Sex was amazing, but it had its place and it was not everything. Then.

Mrs Penhailes announced she was ‘tickled to death’ by them. She opened a five-barred gate so they could drive through and bring the car and luggage much closer to the cottage.

‘Widdershins it’s called. That means it’s okkard.’

‘Okkard?’ queried Hope.

‘Okkard in every way. ’Gainst the sun, ’gainst the wind. The gaffer was going to let it all go back to the moor. You can see the moor nearly ’ad it . . . brambles growed inside as well as out! But then this young artist chap took it on for a season and we put a roof on the half of it.’ She grinned. ‘Mind, he couldn’t stand it for long. Too lonely, ’e said. But you two got each other, ’aven’t you? Reckon you won’t notice much else.’ She was a dark, stringy woman, sallow-complexioned with a sardonic expression.

Hope said enthusiastically, ‘We think it’s lovely! And the way you laid the table – oh, it’s just lovely.’

‘Plenty more where that came from. I got rabbit pie for your dinners tomorrow. And there’s plenty of fish in the sea.’

Jack looked hopeful. ‘Any chance of some fishing?’

‘The gaffer’ll take you out any time. I’ll send ’im down tomorrow. Not too early!’ She laughed uproariously, slapped the boot of the car as if it were a horse and began to close the gate. ‘You two!’ she called back. ‘Tickle me to death, you do!’

It was such fun settling in. Hope had to keep running outside to look at Widdershins from different angles. ‘You’re not a bit okkard!’ she sang to it when the moonlight bathed its granite slabs to the smokiest blue. Then she gave a small scream and dashed back in. ‘Jack! It’s on fire! That paraffin stove—’ She stopped mid-sentence. Jack was crouched in front of the range coaxing a small flame around paper and wood. He looked up, grinning.

‘I know we don’t need it, but it’s one of those things. D’you remember? Our picnic in the Forest? The Foresters could claim ground on which they built a house overnight.’

Her face felt soft and wobbly. ‘Between sunset and sunrise,’ she said. ‘And there had to be a fire in the hearth.’

‘So the crafty devils built the fireplace and chimney first!’

He put his face close to the bars and blew gently and the flame licked through the kindling and started on the logs and small coals. They sat quietly watching the fire grow and establish itself and then they ate supper. They had not eaten since the wedding breakfast and that had been a buffet affair of unfamiliar food. Now Jack hacked wedges from the loaf and topped them with cheese and Hope wiped the tomatoes given to them by the tickled Mrs Penhailes and they munched them like apples and washed everything down with the contents of the milk jug and then they watched the fire again until it died down and they went to bed.

Hope woke early and lay very still in the big brass bed, watching the patterns of shifting sunlight on the faded wallpaper. There must be a tree just outside their bedroom window because the sun and shadows danced across the ceiling and down the walls with surprising vigour. She worked out that the cottage faced the east so it was getting the morning sun, but she could not remember any trees until the little copse at the end of the cleft. She was consumed with curiosity and turned her head to look at her watch which she had hung from its strap on the bedpost. It wasn’t six thirty yet. There were small sounds to accompany the shifting light; she wondered whether a family of mice lived in the tumbledown half next door. She moved her head cautiously the other way. Jack was turned from her, his right ear just above the sheet, bright red, tender, folded miraculously against his head, surrounded by his brown hair and some darker stubble . . . She forgot the dancing shadows and the mice and stared at his head as if she had not seen it before. It was incredible to her. Perhaps because it was next to hers; actually on her pillow as well as his own. She reached behind her cheek cautiously; yes, she was supported by a flock-filled bolster. That made her feel less guilty about the possibility of waking him and she propped herself on one elbow to extend her view. Now she could see the jut of his forehead and brow over his closed eyes, his short straight nose; snub really. And his mouth was curly and good-tempered. She knew he got depressed, especially about what he called his ‘lack of prospects,’ but she had never seen him lose his temper. He always looked happily boyish. As if he ought to dress perpetually in cricket flannels and an open-necked shirt.

She smiled to herself at the ridiculous thought and then wanted him to smile back at her so she leaned down and nibbled his earlobe. It was unexpectedly fleshy and apparently dead because however hard she nibbled he did not move. She lifted her head slightly and blew right into the ear and he gave an almighty jump, turned on his back and opened his eyes wide.

‘What?’ he asked loudly.

‘Nothing. I was looking at you and I wanted you to look at me.’

‘The farmer hasn’t turned up? Penhailes? Wossa time?’

‘Six thirty.’

‘Six what? Six thirty? He’s not coming early. Don’t you remember, she said—’

‘I know. I know. Sorry – sorry, darling man boy husband. I’m a selfish, horrible, possessive . . . wife! Yes. Wife!’ She leaned down and kissed him. ‘I just wanted you to be awake with me.’

He smiled slowly and then took her by the shoulders and rolled her on to her back, kissing her as he did so. She was going to protest and ask him to lie and watch the sun dappling so crazily and now a bird – a blackbird? – singing fit to burst somewhere near at hand. But then she knew she mustn’t. She wondered, even as she let herself become aroused, how it was that she was suddenly so wise. Perhaps it was also because she knew that she was spoiled and selfish and probably hopeless. It might be guilt. It might be a form of over-compensation. She didn’t care. She wound her fingers into his short crisp hair and hung on for dear life.

Farmer Penhailes appeared at ten thirty with another pitcher of milk, a fresh-baked loaf and the promised rabbit pie.

‘There’s a rill goes down through that thicket. ’E’s always cold. Stick the milk jug in ’im – wedge it with some stones, mind, and keep ’en covered – and the missis says there’s turnip and potato, onion and carrot in the pie so you don’t need more. An’ I’m a-going out tomorrow at six. Be in the cove then if you want to come.’ He was talking to Jack and though it had not occurred to Hope to go fishing with Jack, she might have been slightly piqued at her exclusion had she not been so delighted with everything else. She had never heard the word ‘rill’ actually spoken before and was enchanted with that. The rabbit pie was still hot from the oven and its heavenly smell almost, but not quite, masked the wonderful aroma of new bread.

Jack, more practical, asked about the paraffin stove and they all went inside where Hope had been trying to wash up the supper and breakfast things in cold water. They watched as the little Cornishman – half the size of his wife – lit the wick and adjusted it carefully.

‘See you lit the range last night,’ he commented. ‘Chimney all right, was it?’

They looked at each other guiltily then nodded.

‘Well then. There’s your ’ot water supply.’ He pointed to a witch’s cauldron at the back of the range. ‘Fill ’en up and keep ’en just over the grate like. Still be warm in the morning. You won’t want no baths with the sea just over the cliff. I got some sea soap if you need ’en.’

‘Sea soap?’

‘It do lather in the salt water.’

‘Oh how marvellous.’ Hope smiled ecstatically. ‘Thank you so much, Mr Penhailes. Everything is just . . . marvellous.’

The dour old man smiled right at her. He was short on teeth but uninhibited about the smile. ‘Don’t be calling me Mr Penhailes like that, my maid. Peter. That’s me. Peter Penhailes. You en’t going to forget that, are you? Peter Penhailes.’ He chuckled as he scraped past the table. ‘They used to call me Peppy at school but then the missis said it sounded as if I was some foreigner and she did always call me the gaffer. But everyone else had to call me Peter. And when she says a thing, then it’s so.’ He glinted at Hope. ‘Don’t forget. She said, no other vegetables with the rabbit pie. Woe betide if she finds you in St Buryan buying cabbage or spuds!’

He laughed and departed and once again Hope skipped around the room, into the kitchen and back again as if unable to believe that the cottage was real. She was delighted with everything and Peter Penhailes was top of the list.

‘He’s lovely!’ she carolled. ‘A rill! Did you hear that? A rill in which to cool the milk! Okkard . . . okkard my foot! This is Arcadia!’

Jack, on his knees again, lighting a fire in the range, smiled into last night’s ashes and remembered when he had seen her first, one among a gaggle of ex-schoolgirls coming out of what the elderly Miss Marchant insisted on calling the Gloucester Commercial College. It was as if that one girl had been surrounded by an aura of light, shining like a lamp, making the tatty old spa buildings look like something from ancient Greece. He registered she was dark with violet eyes and then tried to dismiss her. All the girls at Miss Marchant’s were barely out of school, at least six years younger than he was. And he wasn’t staying here in Gloucester anyway; nothing to keep him; dead-end job, National Service over, brother in Australia . . . He had held out against her . . . what a fool he had been . . . he could have lost her and his life would have stayed grey and anxious always. He said, ‘He fell for you, Ho. I watched it quite objectively. He was holding out against you until you told him how marvellous everything was. Then, plonk, he went.’

She laughed. ‘What rubbish. But I was right, wasn’t I? Everything is marvellous?’

‘You were right,’ he said soberly.

But the flames were a long time dealing with the whitened embers and Hope, impatient to be off, flitted around him like a butterfly.

‘I want to see the rill! Come on – we can do that later!’

He had arranged a trellis-work of wood and coal. He stood up. ‘Let’s fill the hot water system and then go and find this blessed rill!’ he said with mock disgust.

They found the rill and named nearly all the trees in the thicket. Henry was the tallest; an elm housing a shabby rookery. The blackbirds apparently lived in a stand of alder – christened Marble Arch – around the rill. There were birds everywhere, mostly seabirds swooping and screaming above them and disappearing over the cliff; a heron standing solemn and unafraid, one leg held delicately clear of the water.

They went back for towels and set out to discover the cove. The rill tipped over the cliff edge at an impossible height, but there were paths either side of it and by taking the one that seemed to be dropping, they discovered a rough flight of steps hacked out of the granite and leading down to a small cove, sandy, rock-strewn and pierced in rather a sinister way by the entrance to a cave.

‘Look, the tide comes right up to the cliff.’ Jack was in his element, like a Boy Scout. ‘See the wrack caught in the mouth of the cave? It’s dry sand beyond – oh and there’s the Penhaileses’ boat, I suppose.’

Hope came up to the cave and looked in rather apprehensively. A large scow-like boat took up most of the space. It looked robust enough but she had expected a jetty and life-belts.

‘It’s all a bit . . . amateurish,’ she said doubtfully.

‘Must be a devil to launch. Tide’s going out so I suppose it’s high at six tomorrow. Look at the tyres. They’re fenders of course. Must take some beating against the side of the cliff.’ He lifted one of the tyres to reveal ‘PZ’ (for Penzance) and the name of the boat: the Mirabelle.

‘You don’t suppose . . . ?’she said.

‘No. Bessie or Nancy. But not Mirabelle.’

She giggled. ‘Gladys.’

‘Helga.’ Jack grinned. ‘I just hope Mirabelle was his mother. Don’t fancy incurring the wrath of Mrs Penhailes!’

He let the tyre fall back and some flakes of paint drifted to the sand. Hope was apprehensive.

‘Is it safe? I wouldn’t want to come. Not that I was asked . . .’

‘You didn’t mind? I thought you would rather lie on the beach. Or something.’

‘I didn’t mind at all. I can’t see what the attraction is.’

‘I want to bring home a catch!’ He flung his arms about and pretended to be Tarzan. ‘I want to provide for my woman! From the land – from the sea – from the air!’

‘The air?’

‘Birds. Probably Peter P has got a gun. An ancient fowling piece—’

‘We can’t eat birds! Rabbits, OK. Although I hope Mrs P will deal with them. Fish . . . I think I might cope with fish. But birds, definitely not. And ancient fowling pieces even more definitely not.’

They laughed for no reason, hugged each other, decided on a swim. In spite of his catcalls she undressed behind a rock and, emerging in her new swimming costume, noticed that he was behind another. They ran hand in hand into the small summer waves.

There was no time to watch the sun and shadow dance the next morning. She cut sandwiches for him while he got the range going, then she pulled on a shirt and cotton skirt to go with him to the cove. The tide was indeed lapping at the foot of the cliff and she stayed on the steps and watched as Peter Penhailes instructed Jack on how to manoeuvre the ‘old girl’, as he called the boat, through the tangle of weed to where it could wallow helplessly in half a fathom of water.

‘Hold her steady, m’boy! Dun’t want her slamming against that cliff, fenders or no!’ They were both waist deep, obviously straining every muscle.

Hope muttered aloud, ‘How does he manage when he hasn’t got Jack, then?’ She watched with some trepidation while Peter scrambled aboard, leaving Jack to hang on to the stern and push it away from the cliff. ‘He could be crushed! What do they think they’re doing?’ she asked in anguish.

But then the engine roared into life, making Jack splutter helplessly, and the boat moved away and suddenly Jack was swimming and Peter was leaning over the side and hauling him aboard. The sandwiches, wrapped in greaseproof paper, bobbed into the cave.

‘Damn!’ Hope said loudly.

‘See you tonight, darling!’ Jack yelled, obviously thrilled to bits.

‘You’re wet through! Come back!’ Hope yelled.

Peter and Jack laughed uproariously, then Peter unlashed the wheel and they headed straight out to sea.

Hope stood and watched them helplessly. ‘Well, I’ll be . . . blowed,’ she said.

She was cold so she went back to bed until the fire got under way. She felt rather peculiar without Jack; she’d had him by her side for forty-eight hours and they had grown together already. She wasn’t exactly lonely; she was strangely at a loose end. The light patterns weren’t the same and when there was a rustling next door she was certain it was mice and leaped out of bed hastily and conversed with herself quite loudly.

‘I’ll find out what tree is sending these patterns on to the wall. Then it will be low tide so I can look for firewood. I wonder if the dry seaweed burns? I bet it does. I’ll collect that as well. Then I’ll go for the milk. And I might take the car into Buryan and get some fruit. I’d like an orange. Or a banana. And some pop. I’d love some pop.’

There were no trees around the cottage and she came to the conclusion that the patterns were made by the fronds of fern which edged the hollow like the crochet around the milk-jug cover. She made up the fire and filled the cauldron with water and then wandered rather aimlessly to the beach. It was almost mid-morning and the tide was ebbing fast and had left half a dozen charred spars on the sand. She gathered them up and went into the cave to pick up dried seaweed. It was eerie in the semi-darkness and she left there quickly and clambered laboriously back to the cottage armed with her firing. Then she cleaned the tiny scullery from ceiling to floor and opened the windows on to the rock face to dry it out. She had never done any real house cleaning before and she surveyed her work from the middle door with much pleasure. She wanted to go upstairs and make the bed and wash the windows in there, but that would mean walking on her pristine floor so she left that and retreated to the range where she took some of the ‘hot water supply’ and made tea. Unfortunately neither she nor Jack had remembered to replace the milk in the rill last night and it smelled slightly tart. She poured some more tea and drank it black, screwing up her face, determined to enjoy it.

The sun was hot outside the front door. She poured more tea and took a chair on to the front path. She said aloud, ‘It’s like those cottage teapots and this is the spout leading down to the rill.’ She tipped the chair against the bank and laid her head on a cushion of sea pinks. Some time later, when the sun had dipped behind the house and the lip of garden was in shadow, she roused. It was four thirty by her tiny square watch. She jumped up and went indoors. The fire was out and though the scullery floor was dry she thought there probably wasn’t time to clean the bedroom. She would do it tomorrow. She needed some food for the evening meal; certainly milk. She found her handbag and looked at her face in the mirror of her compact and did some quick repairs. How could she have wasted the whole afternoon? She dashed out of the door and began climbing to the top of the cliff. It was tempting to take the car but that seemed too hopeless for words, so she tramped along to the Penhaileses’ farm, walking now straight into the eye of the setting sun.

Mrs Penhailes was in the yard crouched over a barrel of apples, transferring them individually and with great care into shallow boxes. ‘Shouldn’t be doing this now,’ she said, straightening her back with some difficulty. ‘Could smell ’em. There’s a rotten one here somewhere.’ She looked down grimly. ‘Always one in every barrel and if you don’t rout ’n out, the whole barrel’s done for.’

Hope said eagerly, ‘Let me.’ She knelt on the old flagstones. The smell was heavy and sweet and very slightly rank.

Mrs Penhailes said that it was Monday so it was no wonder her back ached and she was a fool to start on the apples but then everyone knew she was a fool. She had started on the washing as soon as that Peter left this morning; the washhouse warmed up quickly with a good fire going under the copper. Plenty of sun, plenty of wind so everything was dried before she could heat the irons. All afternoon it had taken her because she did the overalls for the colly-cutters too, but she’d be finished and everything put away before the gaffer got in. That was the way to deal with a Monday.

Hope nodded but did not really understand. Her mother had had a washing machine very soon after the end of the war. She had recently installed a dryer as well. Any day of the week could be washing day and there was a girl in the village who came in to do the ironing.

‘Oh dear.’ She looked up. ‘Think I’ve found it. Mushy.’

‘Good girl. Into the pig pail with it and let’s have the others all nicely spread out.’

They sorted the apples between them and then Mrs Penhailes led her proudly into the dairy which – she boasted – was scrubbed out every day. Along the marble slabs were metal bowls, one of which contained butter the colour of sunshine. They both washed their hands at the shallow stone sink and Mrs Penhailes showed Hope how she patted out the butter between two wooden boards and then gently impressed their acorn mark on each pound. ‘I don’t often have to weigh it,’ she boasted. ‘I knows ’zackly how much to pat out each time.’ She demonstrated. ‘Look at that,’ she said, setting her load on to greaseproof paper and then transferring it to the hanging scales. ‘Couldn’t be nearer if you tried, could it?’

‘It’s perfect,’ said Hope. Then, ‘What time will they get back, d’you think?’ she asked, wondering what she could get for supper and how quickly she could light the fire in the range.

‘On the tide. About six thirty, I’d say.’ Mrs Penhailes was laconic. She wrapped the butter and put it alongside a cloth-wrapped loaf in a basket. ‘Use some of this when you do cook your mackerel,’ she said, indicating the butter. ‘There’s a dish in the cupboard by the range. Lay them nose to tail, bit o’ salt, bit o’ pepper. Parsley will have grown out – you can take a bunch with you—’

‘Mackerel?’ Hope queried.

‘That’s what they’ll bring back most likely. But whatever it is, you can cook it the same. When you gut the fish, press ’en down like this . . .’ She demonstrated on the marble slab in front of her. ‘That way you’ll loosen the backbone and draw it out before cooking.’

Hope blinked. She had heard Jack saying he wanted to supply them with food but somehow it hadn’t occurred to her that they were waiting on his success. The thought of a real fish with eyes and tail and . . . ‘guts’ . . . was not reassuring.

‘Keep a good fire in, then the oven will be hot and they’ll take no more than half an hour.’

That was something she could do. She walked back briskly carrying the basket, trying not to stumble as she descended the tussocky path which rimmed Widdershins. She loved going through the front door and edging around the table; everything was beginning to be so familiar and dear. Jack would be home within the hour: she longed for him to see the spotless scullery. She began to lay the table. It looked wonderful. ‘The hunter home from the hill,’ she murmured, seeing it through his eyes. Plates, knives, forks – no such things as fish-knives but who cared. The salt was in an open cellar with its own little spoon. She knocked some on to the cloth and pinched it up to throw over her left shoulder – not that she was in the slightest bit superstitious but when you were living in a cottage called Widdershins it might be as well to propitiate the god Pan.

Then came the fire. She riddled out the dead ash and laid paper and kindling with great care. On top of that she placed some of the dried seaweed and then some smallish logs. She lit it and grinned delightedly as flames crackled around the weed, popping the little bladders and licking the wood in a most heartening way. Once the small stuff had burnt through, it died a little. She went back and forth to the scullery with a jug filling the cauldron, then threw on some more seaweed and watched as the flames leaped around it. More logs. More weed. It was going really well now. She glanced at her watch and decided to go down to the cove to meet the boat. From the front door the cottage looked so satisfying she almost chortled aloud. The table was so inviting, the fire more so, the cauldron beginning to sing. She almost ran down to the rill and then the cliff and then the path and then the amazing zigzag through the rocks to the cove. And there, coming up to meet her, looking like someone from the Old Testament, was Jack.

She almost knocked him flat with her welcome.

‘Oh darling, you definitely pong! It’s lovely – fish and more fish!’ He was laughing at her, kissing her saltily, trying to save his line of mackerel from falling off his shoulder. ‘Where’s the boat? Where’s Mr Penhailes? Peter?’

‘Steady. If this lot goes back in the sea you’ll have your first sight of a strong man in tears!’ He adjusted the fish. ‘Peter says we can smoke the ones we don’t want. Smoked mackerel, Ho! Our very own smoked mackerel!’

‘Lovely. Wonderful. Where is Peter? And the boat?’

‘It’s a lugger, darling. A Cornish lugger. We got her into the cave and up on the dry stuff and he’s hosing her down. Told me to get on. You’d be anxious.’

‘I haven’t been. I’ve been so busy, Jack! Like a proper housewife. I thought at first it was going to be a long day but it hasn’t been half long enough! I’ve done the scullery and I wanted to do the bedroom but there wasn’t time. What about you, darling? Has it been hard?’

‘I missed you.’ They were at the top of the cliff now and he held her against the mackerel and kissed her. ‘It was a long day for me. It’s exciting when you get a catch but there are lots of hours when you don’t!’ He kissed her again. ‘You must come next time, Ho.’ He laughed suddenly. ‘I see what you mean about the pong. I couldn’t smell it on myself but I can smell it on you!’

‘You rotter!’ She dashed off and he chased her and kissed her again and she knew that for two pins he would have made love to her there and then. It made her feel all-powerful, as if she could do anything in the world. But as she was wondering what to do about it, there came a shout from across the rill. They looked at each other wildly and then tore through the coppice and into the little lip of garden. A man was standing outside the front door; a stranger. He was choking. From every window and crevice of Widdershins, smoke and soot poured like black liquid. He recovered gaspingly just as they arrived.

‘Christamighty,’ he panted. ‘Are you trying to kill me? I wasn’t doing any harm! Just sleeping over for a coupla nights. Putting seaweed on that fire when that chimney haven’t been used for God knows how long – that’s asking for it!’

He pushed open the door. The little living room that had looked so welcoming less than an hour ago was blackened with soot. Everything on the table was the same. As Hope gave a moan of despair, so another fall filled the grate and rose in clouds around the cauldron.

Jack said, ‘Oh my God!’

The man took pity on them both. ‘’S all right. The soot fall has put out the fire. It’s just smoke and soot. But it came through my half and near choked me, I’m telling you!’

Hope was too stupefied to comment. She rushed in and picked up the milk jug. The net had held back most of the soot but underneath it a film of what looked like black oil floated on top of the milk. The butter was unrecognizable. She gathered it and the loaf in her arms and went into the scullery. The soot was in there too. She wept then, dusting the loaf into the sink helplessly.

She heard Jack say, ‘What the devil d’you mean? Your half ?’

‘I came back coupla nights ago. Heard you in residence and guessed the Penhaileses had let the place to someone else. So I went in with the brambles!’

It was the last straw. She remembered the old bed and its unquiet accompaniment as they made love. This man had heard them. Heard them making love. Something that had been sacred and wonderful was suddenly tarnished and cheap.

She put the bread into the soot-filled sink, lowered her head and cried enormous tears. And when Jack held her and told her it didn’t matter at all and they would soon clear it up, she refused to be comforted and would have gone to bed except that the tiny grate in the bedroom had also belched a layer of soot over the counterpane.

So the three of them laboured through the twilight and the stranger – the invader, who turned out to be the artist and was called Jem Trewint – cleaned the fish in the rill and made a fire in the garden and by the time they had scraped the butter, swilled the bread under the pump and skimmed the milk, the fish was ready to eat.

Jack, who was getting on well with Jem by this time, said, ‘You’ll have to join us, old man. The place might have burned down if you hadn’t been here.’

Jem grinned, shaking his head. ‘I told you. The soot put the fire out. And the chimney’s clean now.’ He squatted on the grass looking as comfortable as a cat. ‘You can light the fire in the morning. Hang the rest of the fish in the chimney and smoke ’em. You all right now, little lady?’

‘Hope.’ She was eating the fish with her fingers. It was delicious. She was beginning to feel better. ‘I’m sorry about . . . that. It’s just that I’d cleaned up so nicely and laid the table . . .’ She felt tears choking her throat again and stopped.

He nodded. ‘I heard you. I’d have come and given a hand but I might have given you a heart attack instead!’

She remembered her bad habit of talking aloud and blushed deeply.

He said, ‘You’re very beautiful. I expect you know that. Would you sit for me?’

‘Well. We’re rather busy, you see.’

‘We’re on our honeymoon,’ Jack said, suddenly direct and not quite so friendly.

Jem Trewint rolled back on to the grass laughing helplessly. ‘I might have guessed it!’ he crowed. ‘And you wouldn’t want your wife taking her clothes off for me. So the answer is no. And you’d rather I wasn’t next door.’

Jack said, ‘Much.’

Hope was enormously hot. She chewed busily and looked at her bare legs ending in sandalled feet. She pulled her skirt down to her ankles.

‘Ah.’ Jem Trewint still grinned but he began to stand up. ‘I’ll just get my paints and stuff. Bella will let me sleep in the barn tonight.’ He held out a fishy hand to Hope. ‘Goodbye. Perhaps we’ll meet again and you won’t feel quite so embarrassed by my presence!’

Hope put her own greasy hand into his. ‘I’m so sorry, she stammered. ‘Will you be all right?’

She asked the same question of Jack after the artist had disappeared at the top of the cliff.

Jack was brusque. ‘Of course he’ll be all right. He’s one of those hippies.’

‘How do you know?’

‘Didn’t you notice his hair? He looked like Jesus.’

‘Oh Jack. He was here first. And we’ve turned him out.’

‘Did you want him to stay next door listening to everything we said and did?’

‘Of course not. But . . . he was so helpful. Clearing up and cooking and everything. And you liked him at first.’

‘That was before he asked you to take off your clothes!’

She looked up at him. ‘He didn’t actually say . . . oh, you’re teasing! Oh Jack. I’m so sorry. I’ve spoiled everything, haven’t I?’

He told her she had done no such thing; he kissed her fishy mouth and told her she smelled wonderful and suddenly they were laughing again. She spluttered, ‘Mrs Penhailes must be called Mirabelle! He – the painter man – called her Bella, did you hear?’

‘I heard.’

They were still laughing as they cleared away the remains of the meal and went upstairs to the sooty bedroom. And it was all right. Everything was all right. But it wasn’t the same. Before, they had not known they could be overheard. Before, it had just been the two of them.

Jack Langley had no parents, they had been killed when he was three and his brother, Giles, was ten. The two boys had been brought up very strictly by grandparents and Jack’s childhood memories were coloured largely by furious rows between Giles and his grandfather, after which an icy silence would include Jack himself. Giles had done his National Service during the Korean War and had confessed to Jack that it had been ‘a piece of cake’ compared with life with Grandfather. When the armistice had been signed he had come home and got a job in the Shire Hall at Gloucester but he hadn’t stuck it for long. Apologizing profusely to Jack, he had emigrated to Australia in 1956. ‘I can’t take it here, old chap,’ he had said. ‘I had a few Aussie mates in Korea and from what they told me it’s the place of the future. They call the immigrants ‘‘ten pound Poms’’. That’s what I’m going to be.’ He had grinned. ‘You’ve only got a couple of years before you do your National Service and then you can join me. How does that sound?’

It had sounded all right. But, strangely enough, life without Giles in the small terraced house in Brook Street had not been as bad as Jack feared. Grandfather frowned a great deal but he took Jack to football matches and had him measured for a suit when he got the job at the docks. When both grandparents died during Jack’s peace-keeping stint in Korea, he had genuinely grieved. But, like Giles, the travel had burst his horizons wide open, and until he met Hope he had fretted at the narrowness of his job and had constantly toyed with the possibility of joining Giles in Australia.

He still toyed with the idea. He was imbued with his grandparents’ notions of prideful independence and the fact that Hope was giving up so many of her material comforts to marry him was irksome to put it mildly. In his grandfather’s day, the men had been the providers and he was determined that was how it was going to be in his own marriage. That was why he so loved bringing home his catch from the sea; why he had gone shooting with Peter Penhailes for rabbits; even accompanied him to the abattoir when the Penhaileses’ lambs had been slaughtered – ‘Painlessly, Ho. I promise you that.’ The honeymoon venue, which had seemed so unpromising at first, was turning out to be ideal. He could play at being a pioneer and he did it quite successfully.

There had been an odd sort of pleasure in finding that Hope had almost wrecked the cottage in his absence. He had enjoyed comforting her, taking over, putting everything right. After the first shock of discovering that Jem Trewint had been camping out almost within arm’s length of them, he found the whole situation quite comic; something to tell the lads about at work. Even the bit about him wanting to paint Hope. Jack was proud of himself for being so forthright in his refusal. He had been defending his wife. That was what he wanted to do now: he wanted to look after Hope and, if need be, defend her.

They went to bed that night laughing at the pervading smell of soot. He held her close, quite certain that nothing would ever destroy this happiness. They were all right and they would always be all right.

Hope was only too happy to be ‘looked after’. Somehow, during the caring she had received all her life, she had come to the conclusion that she was not one of life’s copers and Jack’s protectiveness was exactly what she needed. She was a typical child of older parents, perfectly content, happier with adults than with other children. When Jack had first looked at her across the heads of the other girls at Miss Marchant’s, she had not dared to hope he was attracted to her. He was an older man, which meant he must have done his National Service, probably in the Far East. It set his age group apart, made them special. When he was waiting for her in the park the next day, she was overjoyed. She knew immediately she loved him and she would never love anyone else. She had never been certain of anything much before; but she knew she loved Jack.

Her parents, Edward and Milly Marsh, had moved to Horsley when a new branch of the Three Counties Friendly Society had opened in Ledbury. Edward had been in the City all through the war and the old-fashioned Three Counties snapped him up to launch their new branch. It was 1945, the war was over, and at fifty-five Edward was thinking of retirement. Horsley House was to be their retirement home. It was as if the house and village had been waiting for them and they had settled into their ways within a month of moving. Milly joined the Women’s Institute and they both took up bowls. On Saturdays they drove into Gloucester and shopped. On Sundays they attended morning service at the grey church with its squat Saxon tower. Milly took up petit point and Edward began collecting old maps.

Then like a bolt from the blue, Milly, twelve years younger than Edward but looking forward to retirement just as avidly, became pregnant. They could not believe it. Milly was under the impression she had started ‘the change’ and did not see her doctor until her stomach began to swell and she thought she had a growth.

The doctor was young and jolly. ‘Well, you’ve certainly got that, Mrs Marsh! But no need for any operations. I would say you will be losing it in about three months.’ He was amused by her complete bewilderment. ‘You are expecting a baby, Mrs Marsh.’

‘But I can’t be!’ Milly wished she could see her old doctor in London. ‘I’m too old!’

Dr Booth studied her card. ‘Forty-three? That’s not too old. My goodness, you’re still in the prime of life!’ He could not imagine being forty-three; anyway, the threat of a National Health Service would doubtless be the death of him.

‘My husband will be retiring in five years!’

‘This will be quite a sho – quite a surprise . . . for him, then?’

‘Absolutely.’

‘No other children, I see.’ He kept his eyes on her card. He wanted to laugh but gathered it was not a laughing matter.

‘We tried. We would have loved children but we accepted it was not to be. And then of course, during the war, it would have been wrong to bring a baby into the world.’ She swallowed. ‘I really am too old, Doctor.’

‘You are perfectly healthy, Mrs Marsh. There is no reason on earth why anything should be wrong.’ He reached for a prescription pad. ‘Listen. I’m going to prescribe some vitamins. And if you would like to see an obstetrician . . .’

‘A what?’

‘A specialist.’

‘Well. No. I don’t think so. After all, you are qualified.’ She sounded doubtful and he looked up and grinned, nodding. ‘I’ll see what my husband has to say. Oh dear.’

‘He’ll be as pleased as Punch, you’ll see.’ Dr Booth had an account at the Three Counties and knew that the manager was generous with overdrafts.

Edward was not only pleased, he was delighted. And frightened too. They did not choose a name or buy a thing, crossing their fingers and making sure they never walked under any ladders. When a perfect girl baby was born without any trouble at all, it was he who said, ‘She is our hope for the future, Milly.’

Milly said, frowning slightly, ‘Hope? It’s rather an old-fashioned name, Edward.’

‘I meant hope with a little h. But . . . sweetheart, it’s a beautiful name. Shall we?’

And Hope had fulfilled all their hopes, as beautiful as a dream, not clever but not stupid either. And when she fell in love with Jack Langley, they were pleased. He was older than her, determined to look after her. They admired his stubborn, independent streak; he was not a money-grabber. Edward Langley had met a lot of money-grabbers in his line of business, so this quality was important to him.

Hope was not spoiled. But she was cherished. She was never pushed; she was always told that her best was good enough. When she met Jack Langley and he told her she was hopeless, it brought her up with a jolt. But then, gradually, she saw that he liked that quality in her. Perhaps so much approval made her too trusting.




TWO

WHEN THEY GOT back to the Sandhurst cottage which was as unpicturesque and as inconvenient as Widdershins had been, they were still like children playing at house. Hope’s parents had driven from Horsley village to arrange the bits of furniture, clean the sink and the awful old gas cooker and make up the bed. Wedding presents gleamed unexpectedly from walls and shelves; a brand-new toaster sat oddly on the soggy wooden draining board and the tablecloth still retained its creases.

Hope viewed it all ecstatically then ran outside while Jack carried the cases upstairs, returning with a bunch of dandelions and buttercups. She arranged them in a cut-glass vase donated by the Women’s Institute back in Horsley, and placed the vase in the middle of the table.

Jack nodded appreciatively but still asked, ‘Is there any food?’

‘I expect Mummy got us a loaf and some milk. Somewhere.’ She opened cupboard doors vaguely and found plenty of supplies. ‘There’s everything! What would you like for supper, darling? I’ll cook whatever you like! There’s a fondue set somewhere and plenty of cheese here. Or pancakes? With cheese filling?’

‘I’d love a stew,’ Jack said. ‘With carrots and plenty of dumplings.’

She stared at him, aghast, and he burst out laughing and held her against his shoulder and told her that cheese anything would be wonderful.

‘You’re a devil,’ she said contentedly, sniffing the salt which still clung to his neck. ‘It doesn’t have to be cheese. There are tins.’ She looked up at him. ‘Hey – there might be some stewed steak somewhere!’

‘No. I’d prefer cheese.’ He frowned slightly. ‘Your mother must have spent a month’s housekeeping on stocking us up.’

‘Oh – please don’t go all independent on me now. Let’s make a pot of tea and sit by our lovely flowers and just . . . be married!’

Those first few summer weeks were idyllic. The river running almost past their door was chocolate brown, turgid; a workaday river full of boats and barges. They were less than a mile from the docks. Traffic and goods for Tewkesbury and Worcester still used the waterways occasionally. Up beyond Wainlodes a grand house was being restored and barges of Bath stone went past daily during their first month. Milly and Edward bought one of the new colour television sets and tried to persuade Jack to accept their old black-and-white one. It was Hope who told them thank you very much but they did not want a television set because there was so much to do and see in Sandhurst. And then, at the end of September, when they went to Horsley specially to watch the new QE II being launched, Hope began to be sick every morning.

Everyone was apprehensive at first. It was so soon and really they had relied on Hope’s salary for the nest egg that would eventually become a deposit on a house. But, as Milly said, ‘When it happens like this, God must have had a hand in it – after all, think how surprised we were when you came along, my darling.’

Jack said, ‘Well. We really have pushed the boat out, haven’t we?’ He was delighted, his face wreathed in smiles.

Milly said, ‘Oh Jack, you are witty. I take it that’s a sort of pun based on the launch of the new liner?’

They all stared at her. Edward Marsh said gently, ‘I don’t think so, my love. It’s a current phrase, actually.’ And then they burst out laughing which made the unintended joke really funny.

The sickness came and went. Hope made herself a couple of rather elegant smocks and a wrap-around skirt for later but she did not tell many people about the baby. She kept her worries about money to herself. Jack seemed to take it all in his stride.

‘You must give up work immediately, Ho. We mustn’t risk anything.’

‘Darling, I don’t want you to make a fuss, I want this to be a perfectly natural thing. No one will know at the office for at least four months. And the extra money will be so useful.’

He shook his head violently. ‘We’ll be getting the family allowance. And if you stay at home we shall actually save money. You’ll be able to get the cheaper cuts of meat and make nourishing stews – you know it’s my favourite meal. And I can walk to work – need not take the car out at all. In fact we might as well sell it.’

She felt a small pang about that but nodded anyway. ‘Yes, I suppose that’s sensible. We must do some sums, darling. Mummy and Daddy will want to get us a pram—’ She saw his face and added hastily, ‘Grandparents always do that. And you mustn’t be too prickly about them, Jack. They will want to share this so much—’

‘Not to the extent of paying for every damned thing!’ he protested immediately. ‘All right, the pram. But that’s it. I’m perfectly capable of providing for my wife and baby!’

‘Oh darling.’ She went to him and sat on his lap. ‘I’m going to love it when you get all patriarchal.’ She lifted his silky brown forelock and kissed the forehead beneath it. ‘You’ll be such a lovely father, Jack. I never thought of it before, but now . . .’

‘Just say you’ll give in your notice on Monday,’ he whispered. ‘Please, Ho. I do so want to come home and find my dinner waiting!’

She started to giggle and bite his ear quite hard and he screeched and stood up, lifting her easily. Later he told her how happy she made him. All the time.

In November the Petersens came on the scene. Mandy and Henrik Petersen were from Norway and had submitted plans for a Severn barrage to supply giant generators. Norway knew all about hydro-electric power and already public opinion was cautious about the new nuclear power stations, so in a small way the Petersens were VIPs. Everyone in Sandhurst knew about them. They’d bought Salmon Cottage further along the bank and ‘spent a fortune’ having it done up. The landlord of the pub reckoned they’d have a big house-warming party and invite all the village, but when they didn’t, the rumour went round that they weren’t married at all; he had a wife and sixteen children back in Bergen. Oh, they had parties all right, more like orgies on the lines of the fast London set. Drugs and sex and all. That’s how they were going to get their plans passed by the notoriously slow Inland Waterways, not to mention the City Council and the Docks Authority. But they were hoeing up the wrong furrow there; they’d have to have more than a few crazy parties to get past that lot.

Jack would come home and report all this in his best rustic accent. Hope would laugh, inordinately grateful to the Petersens for providing light relief. Now that she was pregnant her mother frequently spent the day with her. Jack wasn’t keen on that. Jack wasn’t exactly possessive. It was simply that having no family of his own he did not understand Hope’s need for hers.

And then one Sunday at the end of that dreary month, when she and Jack could have spent the day at Horsley but he had said they should be together properly – Hope had come close to asking him snappily what on earth he meant by that – there was a knock at the door and there were the Petersens. Hope knew who they were because they drove past the cottage in their Volvo car at least twice every day. She smiled widely and said, ‘You’re our new neighbours. Welcome. Will you come in?’

Jack leaped up from his chair and held the back of it for Mandy to sit down. She was exquisitely beautiful. Blond and blue-eyed and very Nordic. Possibly almost thirty. She made Hope feel like a gawky schoolgirl.

‘How sweet of you!’ In spite of her Scandinavian looks, her slight accent marked her out as a Londoner. ‘We thought it was about time we made contact with someone. I’m Mandy and this is Henrik and we live in Salmon Cottage – as you know – and we’re walking down to the pub for lunch. We thought you might join us.’

Jack and Hope were amazed. They never ate Sunday lunch ‘out’, nobody they knew did.

‘Do they do lunches?’ Jack prevaricated.

‘Oh yes. We eat there most days. It’s easier than looking for a proper restaurant and anyway Gloucester doesn’t seem to have many.’ She turned her dazzling smile on to her husband. ‘Henrik, my lambkin. Tell them. Insist.’

Henrik was older than his wife, probably by about ten years. He was rail-thin and distinguished looking and very definitely from Norway.

‘Certainly I will try to persuade them.’ He turned courteously to Hope. ‘We would be so pleased if you would accept our invitation. Because afterwards I would like to show your husband my plans. I understand he works for the Inland Waterways and he might be able to share his local knowledge. Which would be most helpful to me.’

Nobody had asked Jack’s advice before. He stammered, ‘Most pleased . . . you are very kind.’ He glanced at Hope. ‘We would be delighted . . . I think . . . yes, Hope?’

It was a gift from heaven; suddenly the dreary Sunday afternoon blossomed. ‘Oh yes,’ she said, beaming at Mandy. ‘But lunch . . . I’m not sure . . .’ She had not wanted cooked food for some time.

Mandy leaped from the chair, clasped Hope to her sweet-smelling shoulder and kissed her cheek. She seemed to know about the pregnancy although Hope had been careful not to tell anyone in the village.

‘My dear girl. How rotten. We’ll settle that. I’ve got some special coffee at home. Henrik will go back, fetch it and bring the car.’ She held up a hand as Hope and Jack began to protest. ‘I won’t hear a word against it! My coffee will settle you instantly. You drink it black. It is bitter but it works! Afterwards, we will drive you to the inn, you will eat a large lunch which will be delicious because you have not had to cook it beforehand, then we will go back to Salmon Cottage and while the men are looking at their dull papers, we will drink tea and gossip!’

It sounded delightful. Henrik was already walking smartly back along the towpath.

‘I don’t want to be a trouble,’ she murmured, glancing at Jack. But he was smiling, not minding a bit that Mandy had appropriated her completely.

Mandy said, ‘Now listen. Pop upstairs and throw up. Wash your face and come back down a new person!’

Hope was to learn that Mandy never used terms like sickness or nausea. She referred to vomiting and throwing up. Often. She made Hope feel part of the brave new world of the ’sixties and after a few months it was hard to remember that she and Henrik had not always been around. The really good thing about the Petersens was that Jack did not resent them. If he arrived home and found Mandy there, he was positively pleased about it. ‘Nice of you to keep Ho company,’ he would say. And Mandy would come back with something pert. ‘Henrik threw me out,’ or ‘I came for a cup of sugar . . .’

Hope was pleased by his reaction. ‘After all, when you get home from work you’re tired and entitled to have your home to yourself.’

‘I don’t mind Mandy. She doesn’t share a past with you.’ He realized that was an implied criticism of Milly and went on quickly, ‘Besides which, Ho, Henrik’s plans are absolutely marvellous. And I think he’d like me to take more than just a passing interest in them.’

‘Sounds exciting.’

‘It is.’ He grinned. ‘I feel full of hope in more ways than one!’

The old jokes on her name often failed to amuse, and her smile was more by way of encouragement. The trouble with expecting a baby was that you gave up something . . . was it identity? Or control? Mandy was a help with that too. She insisted that Hope should ‘go into pants’. She took her into a small maternity shop in St John’s Lane and showed her how they worked.

‘You see, honeybun, they’re called kangaroo pants because the flap allows your tummy to ooze out of the line of cut. Stand sideways. Put your smock – and by the way I have to admit it is gorgeous – over the flap. Now do you see? The line of the pants is not interrupted.’

Hope had to agree. ‘It’s a bit like that king in the fairy story who had a golden patch put on his slippers to make room for his bunion. Or corn. Or whatever it was.’

‘Quite, sweetie.’ Mandy signalled imperiously to the sales assistant. ‘We’ll take two of those. And—’ she indicated Hope’s smock which was in corded velvet with a mandarin collar and wide sleeves, ‘—that is an original Hope Langley. Would you care for something similar for the window display?’

The assistant looked flustered. ‘I’d have to ask the manageress. She is on holiday at the moment.’

‘Very well. I do feel that a so-called boutique should stock some designer clothes. A maternity boutique more so than most.’

‘I’m sure you’re right.’ The assistant surrendered to Mandy’s obvious superiority and was won over by Hope’s wide smile. ‘I will certainly mention it to Mrs Bagnold when she comes in.’ She slid the maternity trousers into a bag and picked up a pen. ‘What was the name again?’

Hope wanted to giggle; she busied herself with her horrible wraparound skirt while Mandy continued with her act. Not that it was much of an act. Mandy Petersen swept through life like a combine harvester. Everything was dealt with and packaged in one fell swoop. She was in the process of packaging Hope.

They left the maternity shop and went for coffee in the Tudor Tearooms. ‘I’d like to take that place over,’ Mandy said, fitting a Russian cigarette into her holder. ‘It’s in a decent position. People coming out of Marks and Spencer’s can’t miss it. But what a name! The Maternity Shop, I ask you.’

Hope adjusted her lump surreptitiously and recalled that Mandy had liked her smock. ‘But that’s what it is, Mandy. How would anyone know if it was called . . . I don’t know . . . Mandy’s Smocks?’

Mandy made one of her perfectly hideous faces and Hope giggled at last.

‘Well, I wouldn’t think anyone would be cretinous enough not to know that Mandy’s Smocks referred to pre-natal wear!’ She inhaled luxuriously, narrowed her eyes and let the smoke trickle from her nostrils. ‘What about – Expectancies? Just the one word. Full of excitement and anticipation.’

‘Gosh. Yes.’ Hope gazed admiringly at her friend. ‘You could do it too. Not that there’s a call for two maternity shops in Gloucester. The big stores have got maternity departments.’

‘Will you stop using that word over and over! It sounds so puddingy, I can’t bear it. Maternity is at one end of the scale and ladies in waiting at the other. One stodgy, one so pretentiously twee it makes you want to throw up!’

Hope laughed in outraged delight. She remembered when Mandy had first made contact last November. When Jack had eventually thanked her for calling, she had said to both of them, ‘My dears, I don’t call on people, I make contact with them. I have wanted to make contact with the two of you ever since Henrik and I arrived.’ Even though Hope had been feeling so dreadful in the first weeks of her pregnancy, she had noticed that Henrik and Mandy Petersen had not moved in: they had arrived.

Now Mandy accepted her black espresso with a curling lip. ‘One of the many things that make me want to throw up is espresso coffee,’ she said. ‘Unless you have that frothy milk effort like yours, espresso is a dead loss.’

‘Well then . . .’ Hope said blowing her froth aside and inhaling with closed eyes.

‘Well then. I have to watch my figure like a hawk. Something you know nothing about!’

‘I know I’m a fat lump but—’

‘You also know I was not referring to Lump. You are naturally slim. I am not. It’s sad but true.’ She leaned forward. ‘Darling, seriously now, when you told me you were running up your own smocks, I had no idea. If that girl talks her Mrs Peabody into displaying it, you’ll have a business on your hands!’

‘Mrs Peabody?’

‘Whatever her name was.’

‘I think it was Bagnold.’

‘What a suitable name for the manager of a boutique! Mrs Bagnold! What is the world coming to? Well, obviously it will always be the Maternity Shop. Someone with a name like Mrs Bagnold couldn’t reach for anything higher.’

‘Anyway, Mandy, she’s not likely to agree to displaying anything I make, is she? That ancient hand-sewing machine on the kitchen table . . . all the seams are raw and just look at my buttonholing!’ She poked a finger through one of them, caught her nail in a thread which puckered the whole of the front edge. ‘Now look what I’ve done!’ Hope grinned. ‘That’s all your fault!’

Mandy sipped her coffee and narrowed her eyes again as she studied her friend. Then she said, ‘You’re still doing it, aren’t you? When I said I
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