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About the Book

A secret from the past threatens the happiness of a small West Country community...

Nell knows that she shares a very special past with her cousins, Edmund and Perry. In their young days in Gloucestershire they used to play, quarrel... and perhaps fall in love a little. When a strange young man arrives in their midst, Nell discovers with a shock that he, too, shares some of their past – and that it is connected with the mysterious, magical old railway coach in the forest where Nell’s parents first fell in love. But the forest still holds its secrets, and the uncertainties which Nell and her cousins come to experience can only be satisfied when the mystery is revealed.

Passion, loss, tragedy and new beginnings – a moving and heartwarming new novel from the well-loved and bestselling author of The Pumpkin Coach.
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One

Nell Ryecroft, sprawling untidily across one of the armchairs in the new conservatory at Lypiatt Bottom, thought how ridiculous her aunts sounded as they bickered over her. Like two fat cats patting a ball of wool and suddenly snarling and lashing out at each other. Even their names sounded funny. Aunt Hattie and Aunt Hester. And Hattie was really some sort of cousin though she was twenty-eight years older than Nell. Nell promised herself that one day she would work out how that had happened. Aunt Hattie was so crazy that she might have slipped into the family by the back door. Nell grinned to herself. Cupboards. Skeletons. She loved them.

Aunt Hester poured more tea and crossed her long, elegant legs as she sat back in her armchair. She was Dad’s sister, so she was definitely a proper aunt. No skeletons there, or... You never quite knew with Aunt Hester. She was not a fat cat physically; just materialistically. Money and possessions meant a lot to her. It was darling Aunt Hattie whose generous body spilled over waistbands, bras and the tops of tights. She too took her tea and sat back with it balanced on her bosom.

‘I’m not saying Nell is brainless, Hester. That is not what I meant and you know it. I’m just saying why should she push herself unnecessarily when she can float through teaching and have time to enjoy herself?’

‘Float. A good way of putting it, Hattie dear.’ Aunt Hester smoothed her linen skirt, her long fingers so rigid they were bent almost backwards. ‘I’ve always thought of you as floating through life, grabbing at spars and life rafts—’ She caught the flash of pain that crossed Hattie’s face then and stopped abruptly. It was over twenty years since Hattie had lost her baby daughter and for a time she and Uncle Percy had clung quite desperately to various life rafts. Never the same raft at the same time, however.

‘I didn’t mean... then,’ Hester went on, only half apologetically. ‘You had to float as best you could then. You were marvellous, Hattie. I always said you were marvellous. But I meant before... and since too. You float happily about, quite inconsequentially...’

‘You mean I am superficial.’ Hattie grinned, composure regained. ‘That means shallow, Nell. You see, your poor old aunt has a vocabulary after all!’

Nell grinned back. ‘I think I’m dropping the aunts.’ They both looked at her, shocked. ‘Not dropping you – of course not! But you shall be just Hattie and Hessie in future. It makes it less disrespectful when I tell the pair of you to shut up!’

Hattie bubbled with laughter; Hester tried to look fierce as she explained that a great many aunts would not care tuppence about their nieces, especially when one of them was a hoyden with no dress sense, in fact not much sense at all, who seemed to think that teaching was a part-time job with very long holidays when in fact it wasn’t a job at all: it was a calling.

Nell said, ‘It is for you, Hessie. I recognize that. I’m proud of you. You love your subject and you give it your all. But I haven’t got a favourite subject. And I want a bit of life for myself. Is that so dreadful?’

‘University would have given you that too, Nell.’ Hester looked almost pleadingly at her niece. ‘And it would have enabled you to find that favourite subject instead of this all-round thing. You are an English scholar, Nell, and you don’t even realize it!’

‘Maybe.’ Nell did not want to talk about it. Her course at the teacher-training college had not inspired her, she admitted to herself. It had not inspired many of the students. But the others had compensated by ‘finding themselves’. It was, after all, the start of the seventies; the sixties had produced free love, what would be next? Nell had a nasty feeling that she would find the answer to that only at the beginning of the eighties.

Hester was rabbiting on about the spaciousness of university life. ‘You’re given time, darling. Time not only to read, go to theatres, talk, but to think. To sit for long hours, thinking.’

To silence her once and for all, Nell swung her legs down from the arm of the chair with a decisive clunk.

‘And to have sex, of course,’ she said. ‘I think it happened for you at the end of your first year, didn’t it? I have to admit a deficiency there. Though that’s something to do with me personally, I’m afraid. Most of the girls in my education group have managed it. And with the lecturers too – it was your lecturer, wasn’t it, Hessie?’

‘Helena Ryecroft! How could you?’ It was Hattie who spoke. ‘Your aunt Hester is a private person and – and –’ she tried frantically to give Hester time to recover from the knowledge that Nell knew, actually knew, about her past. ‘Now if your remarks had been addressed to me,’ Hattie went on, ‘it would have been quite different!’

She laughed a little crazily. Nell, remorseful now, turned her gaze from Hester’s set face to Hattie’s over-made-up one.

‘Darling Hattie. I have to admit I feel a failure. Especially in this family – d’you know, Mum was only nineteen when she married Dad! Four years younger than I am now! And I’m still a bloody virgin!’ She mimicked Hattie’s crazy laugh and added, ‘Will it be all right if I seduce Perry this summer?’

Perry was the younger of Hattie and Percy’s boys. He was three years older than Nell but she always treated him as if he were still twelve.

Hattie threw her head back on a roar of laughter. ‘You’re very welcome, darling! Perry would probably think it was an early Christmas!’ She composed herself, dabbing at her lipsticked mouth, wiping her eyes. They all pulled themselves together and the aunts began to make preparations to leave. Hester accepted that Nell was sorry for her outspokenness; both aunts accepted that they must not give unwanted advice to their niece but knew they would do it again; after all, Nell was the only girl in the immediate family. Nell decided that Hattie and Hessie were anachronisms anyway. Everyone was amiable again as they negotiated Nell’s old doll’s pram, which was filled with spring flowers from the woods behind the house, on their way to the front door.

Hattie said ridiculously, ‘You’ll be all right here on your own till your mother gets back?’ And Hester replied for Nell, ‘Of course she will! She’s over twenty-one now, Hattie dear. You were a fully fledged entertainer at that age.’

That was a sop indeed. During the war Hattie had toured every dance hall and camp in the south of England, singing and dancing her way through air raids, buzz bombs and the dreaded V1s; but hardly a fully fledged entertainer.

Almost embarrassed, she pecked Nell’s cheek and said, ‘D’you know, I would have thought you would have wanted to seduce Edmund rather than Perry.’

Nell felt her face flame. The thought of seducing Hattie’s eldest made the tops of her legs tremble.

She hugged Hester and then said seriously, ‘Hessie darling... I might not be wrapped up in one subject but I just adore kids. And I noticed, when I was on teaching practice, that they quite liked me.’

She watched as the two of them got into Hester’s car, reversed on the gravel drive and chugged off down the lane. Hester rarely took her car out of third gear so it appeared to chug everywhere.

Nell closed the door and went back down the hall to where the long mirror appeared to double the length of the short space and throw more light into the dark corners. She stood and surveyed herself. Hessie was right, she did look hoydenish. Her long legs were scarred by the brambles in the woods – she had picked the pramful of flowers that morning. She wore tennis shoes, no socks, a very old cotton frock from her pre-college days, and her white hair was scooped into a pony tail with a rubber band. It was white too, though Mum always described her as a platinum blonde. She was practically albino, what with the pale blue eyes and spiky fair lashes and brows. No wonder Edmund treated her like a pet rabbit. Slowly she pulled out the rubber band and looked again. No better. He was so damned clever he knew the truth about her; that she was not clever, not interesting, certainly not beautiful. Whereas Perry – short for Persival, could you believe it, and not madly clever but much nicer than his brother – had said to her only last Christmas that she knocked Marilyn Monroe into a cocked hat. He came out with old-fashioned phrases like that sometimes. She smiled widely into the mirror and wondered whether it might be fun to try it on with Perry.

Hester Ryecroft dropped Hattie Westbrook off at Leckhampton House but would not stop long enough to say hello to old Granny Westbrook, who was stubbornly clinging to life until she received her telegram from the Queen.

‘The boys have been out – last game of the season,’ said Hattie, ‘and Percy has taken Enid to that outdoor concert in the Winter Gardens. Granny will be bored to tears and longing to see a different face.’

‘Hattie, I’m sorry. I’m in a hurry. And you know how she hangs on to people.’

Hattie made a face; she knew only too well. ‘Is Dickie Tibbolt coming down for the weekend?’ she asked, struggling to get her bulk out of the front seat.

‘I don’t know,’ Hester came back, repressively.

Hattie paused, one leg on the gravel drive, the other still in the car. ‘I can see you’re still upset about Nell’s teasing. Surely you don’t imagine that Dickie is a secret? My God, Hessie, he comes and goes to the flat most weekends. I should think everyone knows he’s your lover.’

Even Hattie realized what an awkward term that was; she looked over her shoulder and laughed apologetically. ‘I can’t call him a boyfriend, can I? He’s too old for that.’

‘He’s a friend, Hattie. A respectable friend from my university days who still lectures, who still has a family. I know his children and I know what handfuls they are. We talk about them. We talk about the latest Booker winner. We’ve got a lot in common.’

‘Of course.’ Hattie could see that Hester’s face was crimson. ‘So why get upset about Nell’s reference?’

‘Because she obviously knew when it started. I was just a child. He seduced me, Hattie. She probably knows that too. Ted and Doffie must have talked about it in front of her. Irresponsible, especially as they’re Nell’s grandparents! Such a pair of – of – blabbermouths.’

‘Oh, for goodness’ sake, Hessie. As if Nell would listen to her grandparents! I expect Val told her, in his sensible way. Probably she is wildly jealous. She expected something like that to happen while she was at college, and it didn’t. It’s as simple as that.’

‘Well, you would say that. You used to pop into bed with anyone who knocked on the door.’

‘Don’t start on me again! Let me tell you something now, Hester Ryecroft. I thought at one time you and Val might have something going. Your own brother! How does that sound?’

‘Bloody disgusting if you want to know!’ Hester could hear herself descending to the level of Hattie. Hattie was a Pettiford and the Ryecrofts and Pettifords had always had a love-hate relationship. Hester had liked to think that she was above all that pettiness. And that she had never felt anything for her brother except a perfectly natural sisterly devotion.

She said brusquely, ‘Don’t bother to phone me with an apology for that very unpleasant remark, Hattie. Now, as I’m in a hurry, perhaps you would get out of the car and let me be on my way!’

Hattie did so, then leaned back in to hug Hester impulsively.

‘Darling, I don’t know why I said that! For goodness’ sake, in spite of our differences, we’re still good friends. And we both love Nell. Forgive me?’

Hester said impatiently, ‘Of course. As usual. I would just say, Hattie dear, that if incest interests you, take a look at your husband and his sister. Percy has been consoling Enid for twenty-five years now. Quite a long time.’

Hattie stood up, surprised, and watched the car chug back down the drive. She had felt quite smug about that apology. Now she wished she had not made it.

Alice Ryecroft pedalled her bicycle between the pump and the lychgate of the church and turned up the lane towards the little row of pre-war houses that backed on to the bluebell woods. This had been her home, off and on, since she was six years old. She had been Alice Pettiford then, living from day to day, in a close relationship with God, scoffed at by her best friend, Hester Ryecroft, adored by her parents and grandmother... and now adored by her husband as well. She smiled as she dismounted and shoved the bike under the porch. She had been so lucky, so very lucky. And the best of it was, all that love had regenerated inside her and could now be poured out on almost everyone she knew. Especially Nell of course.

She opened the kitchen door and cooeed to Nell. There was no reply but a savoury smell coming from the brand-new cooker proclaimed her presence somewhere.

Alice went into the hall and flung her jacket over the banisters.

‘Helena Ryecroft! Come forth wherever you are!’

Nell’s muffled voice came from the bathroom. ‘Washing my hair – won’t be long.’

Alice smiled again and went back to the kitchen to look in the oven – a casserole of the beef skirt she had bought yesterday – and to put a match to the fire in the living room. It might be spring but there was very little warmth in the watery sunshine. She admired the doll’s pram full of daffodils, cuckoo flowers and half a dozen brazen dandelions – trust Nell! – found a hanger for her discarded jacket and then went to make tea.

Nell called from the top of the stairs. ‘Hattie and Hessie were here earlier.’

‘Hope you got the decent china out!’

‘I did. Honour of the family and all that.’

Alice poured tea into two mugs. ‘How was Hattie?’

‘Overdone. Too much of everything.’ There was a pause, then, ‘Will Dad be home soon?’

‘You know when he gets in. He’s got the car at Cheltenham so... about seven, I expect.’

‘I made a casserole with that beef. It’ll be ready too soon.’

Alice carried the two mugs of tea into the living room. Nell appeared to be sitting at the top of the stairs.

‘What are you doing? I’ve poured some tea and the fire is burning up well. You can dry your hair by it.’

Nell stood up and descended the stairs slowly. When she reached the hall she paused again.

‘Listen. I don’t want you getting in a strop. It’ll wash out gradually, it’s not a permanent thing. I just thought... you know... I’ve promised Hattie I’m going to make certain Perry falls for me this summer and how can I do that if I’ve got white hair?’

‘What on earth are you talking about?’ Alice put the mugs in the hearth and collapsed into Valentine’s chair. It held her comfortably, just as Val himself held her. Her smile widened as Nell came round the door. And then she gasped. Nell no longer had the same kind of hair as her father. It was bright red.


Two

Valentine Ryecroft had changed very little since he had dropped out of university thirty years ago and joined the Great Western Railway. His tall lankiness had solidified into a leanness that emphasized a kind of whipcord strength; his face was longer too and he was lantern-jawed; but his hair was still the colour of bleached straw and his pale blue eyes always seemed to be looking at something other people could not see. His daughter said to him once, very fondly, ‘You’re too clever for your own good, Daddy.’ She had been taken aback by his sudden look of pain and had added quickly, ‘I simply meant that there are no challenges left for you, dear old Popsy! You’ve sorted out British Rail. You’ve worked out a coordinated road and rail scheme to solve the transport problems. You’ve even advocated reopening the canals.’

He was laughing at her, shaking his head as if in despair. ‘Don’t you realize, oh perfect daughter, that none of my wonderful schemes have ever been implemented? Oh, I get all the praise I can take – too much, when I know full well that none of my oh-so-clever plans will ever come to fruition. The branch lines continue to be closed down. Stations become derelict. People stop using them because there are no connections, so the lines are redundant... You know all about that too, I’m sure.’

‘Well, that’s everyone else’s loss, Daddy. Not your fault.’ She was indignant for a moment then saw that she would not be taken seriously so she changed tactic. ‘I completely forgot to mention that you have also won for yourself a perfect wife, who then produced a perfect daughter. You’ve got a halfway decent sister—’ He rolled up his newspaper menacingly and she retreated before him. ‘I was going to mention your in-laws, the Perfect Pettifords, but I can see you’re not really in the mood for all this praise—’ The conversation had ended when Alice brought in a casserole, the dish swathed in a towel, steam emerging as if from a volcano. Nell had dodged back, spluttering giggles. ‘Sorry, Mum. It was Dad. He was attacking me.’

Val had simply grinned. Since the day of her birth she had been the apple of his eye. Sometimes, as she was growing up, he thought he had the best of so many worlds. Alice as she was now and Nell as Alice must have been before he really knew her; when she was just his sister’s best friend; the daughter of Doffie and Ted Pettiford; the granddaughter of Patience and Will Pettiford, one of the most respected railway families in the Forest of Dean.

Val took his daughter’s sudden change of hair colour better than Alice had. He arrived home that spring evening while Alice was still clasping her hands and wailing, ‘What have you done – oh my God, what have you done, Nell?’

He took one look at the brazen figure reflected in the long mirror at the end of the hallway and said calmly, ‘Hello, you two. I say, Nell, I like the hair. Is it henna? Indian women use it a lot, you know. Makes you look very interesting.’

Nell, shrinking inside herself, hating the hair, said, ‘You need not be kind. Say what you really think.’

He pressed Alice to him warningly. ‘I’m not being kind, darling. Anyway, what’s for supper? I could eat a horse.’

Alice swallowed and said, ‘I’m not sure that’s on the menu tonight. How would Nell’s casserole of beef suit you?’

‘Down to the socks.’

They all trailed into the living room. Nell said, ‘I just want to be noticed. I’m like a ghost wandering around. No colour anywhere. And I’m determined to make an impression on Perry before I get a job. And I mean an impression! I don’t stand a chance if he can’t even see me!’

Val stirred up the fire and squatted by it easily. ‘Take it from me, Perry notices you.’

‘Well, Edmund doesn’t. He’s so bloody lofty and almost as clever as you, Daddy. It gets on my nerves. He deserves to fall for someone who will lead him up the garden path and drop him like a hot brick.’

Val became very still. Alice said, ‘That’s not a bit nice, Nell. It doesn’t sound like you at all. You’re all scratchy tonight.’

Nell gave her mother a look and said something about scratchy is as scratchy was. Alice laughed. ‘Take no notice of my initial reaction to the hair, sweetie. I shall like it by next week. Just a case of getting used to it.’

‘Same for me,’ Nell admitted, looking sheepish. ‘Seemed such a good idea at the time. The really awful thing is, I stole the stuff. From Hattie this afternoon.’ She waved her hands at her mother’s appalled expression. ‘Hessie and Hattie were going on and on – you know how they do – and there was Hattie’s bag with the stuff sticking out of the top – two bottles, so I’m not depriving her or anything.’

‘She would have given it to you – you know that!’

‘Quite. No fun being given stuff. I wanted to steal it. Shock you all. One way or another.’

Val stood up at last. ‘Well, you’ve done that. Was Hattie all right?’

‘Of course. Isn’t she always?’

‘No.’ Val spoke decisively. ‘What about Hester?’

‘Fine.’ Nell made a moue at her father. ‘So were you when you came in. Now you’re not.’

‘Yes, I am. A lot on my mind.’ He smiled sideways at Alice, who was looking suddenly anxious. ‘It’s all right, Allie. I’ll tell you later when this strange redhead has departed.’

‘Where am I departing to?’ Nell asked, wide-eyed.

Val leaned forward and kissed the tip of his daughter’s exquisite nose.

‘Your godmother invited you to the theatre to celebrate the end of your course. Had you forgotten? She will be collecting you at seven pip emma and driving you to Cheltenham. Afterwards I gather there will be supper at the Queen’s.’

Nell did not look thrilled. ‘Will Uncle Edward be there?’ she asked.

Edward Maybury had been superintendent of the Gloucester Division of the Great Western Railway when there had been such a thing. Both her parents had great respect for him.

‘Of course. As will another guest.’

Nell said glumly, ‘Someone else Aunt Helena has taken under her wing, like that girl from the flower shop. And like me too, I suppose.’ She went to the stairs. ‘I’d better not have any of the beef, Mum. And when I think how I slaved over that hot stove...’ She gave a yelp as her father began to roll up the newspaper, and leaped up the stairs two at a time.

Alice flapped the cloth over the table and made for the kitchen. She spoke through the open hatch. ‘I know what Nell means, Val. It’s because Helena had no children. She is always adopting some stray or other. And she spoils Nell to bits.’

‘Everyone does.’ Val straightened the cloth absently and fetched the cruet from the sideboard. ‘How did work go today? Have you broken up?’

Alice was one of the many secretaries at the new college on the outskirts of town.

‘The students have gone down, of course, but we’re supposed to keep going in for the next two or three weeks. Get all the records straight.’ She strained a saucepan of potatoes and glanced through the hatch. ‘What about you?’

‘Frustrated. As usual.’ He grinned at her reassuringly and placed knives and forks with precision. ‘I popped in to see Ted tonight. I’d asked him to do something for me and I went to hear the result.’

‘You’re being very mysterious. What’s it all about?’

He took the plates that appeared at the hatch; they were hot and he huffed and puffed as he set them on their cork mats. Alice came through the door with the casserole. He went behind her and closed the door to the living room, came back and closed the hatch. Her eyes followed him, widening all the time.

‘What on earth—’

‘Read this while the food cools slightly.’ He waited till she had settled herself in her chair then spread a letter in front of her. It was from a firm of solicitors in Cheltenham. Alice glanced at him apprehensively; solicitors usually meant trouble. ‘Go on. It’s interesting,’ he said.

She read the letter quickly, gasped, looked up at him, then went back to the beginning and started again. She was a long time at it. She turned it over, looking for more information, checked the date, peered at the heading on the paper.

Then at last she said slowly, ‘These are the solicitors Joe went to when he heard that he had inherited the railway coach from his mother. Back in – in...’

‘Nineteen forty-nine,’ Val supplied.

‘Yes. So really, behind these solicitors, Joe is writing to you.’

‘That is how I see it,’ he agreed. ‘Joe has instructed them to sell the railway coach and its site and I – we, of course – are being given the first option.’

‘The only ones likely to be interested.’ She dropped her gaze to the letter again. ‘After all this time... all this time.’

‘Not quite the only ones. Hester would be interested. She and Dickie Tibbolt go there still, you know.’

She put her hand palm down on the thick paper and stared at the steam coming from the vent of the casserole. She murmured, almost to herself, ‘It was all he had of his mother. And now it’s going.’

Val took the lid off the earthenware dish and placed it carefully on one of the mats. He began to serve Alice. She watched him though he knew that she did not see him.

She said at last, ‘Why did they write to you? It’s addressed to you. And you took it to show Dad. And you said nothing to me until now.’

‘Are you angry?’ He spoke with a kind of objective curiosity.

‘I’m not sure. I think I should be. Perhaps I feel... piqued. Perhaps I think that if anyone should have been told about this sale, it was me. Not you.’

‘Yes. I thought that. But before you went there with Joe, I took you. And, actually, Allie, I was the one who found it. So I saw it before you did – before Joe himself saw it.’

He looked across at her. She was moving her hand slightly on the single sheet of paper; as if... as if it could put her in touch with Joe. He blinked, telling himself that all that – all that had happened – was twenty-five years ago now.

She gave a small smile and said quietly, ‘And later... when we wanted Nell so much... we went again. It was our magic place.’

He was holding the ladle, full of gravy and carrots and swede, poised above his plate, ready to tip. And there it stayed because their eyes met and held. They could not look away.

It had not happened for some time. She had used to call it a merging of their spirits; Val had always teased her and called it ‘soul sex’. However much they tried to explain it, it remained indefinable, unexpected and totally precious. This time, with the letter reminding them of so much in the past, perhaps it was even more precious. They sat there, almost falling into a void together, the ladle still poised, the steam rising, sounds of banging from Nell’s room above, the fire suddenly falling in, sparks flying up the chimney... Then she reached for his hand, her eyes full of tears, and he put down the ladle quickly and carried the hand to his face and she went to him and held his head against her.

They had almost finished their meal when Edward and Helena Maybury arrived to pick up Nell. The letter and its contents had been temporarily shelved and they were both smiling as they tried to reconstruct the moment when their daughter, newly qualified and full of ideologies, had decided to steal hair dye from her aunt.

They opened the door together.

Helena in her mid-fifties was elegant and fine-boned, her thick brown hair in what she called a ballerina bun, her clothes from Jaeger in Cheltenham’s still chic Promenade. She entered in a flurry of perfume.

‘Don’t you love the lighter nights – summer is definitely on the way... oh Alice, my dear, did you pick these flowers?... Nell? She’s got your eye – and in a doll’s pram too! Edward, don’t you just love this hall? Hasn’t Val done wonders with it? That mirror is just right, Val.’

Edward said, ‘You’re having your meal. I do apologize, Val. No, in any case we can’t stop. We’re meeting one of Helena’s misfits outside the theatre and he doesn’t know Cheltenham at all, so... Alice my dear. You are looking well.’

Edward Maybury had retired five years ago, leaving his beloved railway work without regrets. ‘I’ve had the best of it. Time for someone else to try their hand.’ Already he seemed to be from another age, his manners courteous in the extreme – he unobtrusively walked on the outside of the pavement, doffed his hat when he greeted someone, opened doors for his companions, shook hands but never hugged in public. He told Alice that he did not mind the constant swearing but there was one word he could not stomach: modernization.

Nell came downstairs in what appeared to be a black satin petticoat covered by a grey angora cardigan she had knitted herself. Helena, in an obvious quandary about whether to mention the outfit or the hair colour, suddenly found the right words. ‘You are like a burst of sunshine, Nell! Oh, we’re really going to enjoy this evening! I rather like these variety concerts, don’t you?’

Nell grinned, pecked her godmother on the cheek and said, ‘Well... I suppose if one turn is dreadful, there’s always the hope that the next will be worse!’

Edward guffawed. Helena said, ‘Stop being blasé, it doesn’t suit you.’ Alice said, ‘Honestly, Nell!’ And even Val remonstrated. ‘A little appreciation wouldn’t come amiss.’

And then they were gone, Edward’s French car taking the rutted lane smoothly past Mrs Mearment’s house and disappearing towards the Cheltenham road.

Val closed the door and followed Alice back into the living room; she sat down and picked up her knife and fork then said, ‘Well, obviously Joe must mean it. Otherwise he wouldn’t have done it so officially through a solicitor. And anyway, it sounds as if he is unloading it rather than giving it away.’

Val smiled; the awful nostalgia had gone. ‘What are we going to do?’ he asked.

She lifted her shoulders. ‘We don’t want it, surely? If you seriously think that Hester would like it... I mean, I’d hate it to be broken up, the lease cancelled... Obviously it means nothing to Joe now. But I think of his mother.’ She turned down her mouth. ‘It was hers, Val. And she had such a rotten time.’

He finished his meal and sat back. ‘If Hester has it and uses it as a love nest... which was why it was put there in the first place, remember... would that be all right, d’you think?’

‘I think so. Wouldn’t it? I mean... it wasn’t just a love nest, Val. It had magical properties. And – and...’ She looked slightly embarrassed. ‘My grandfather was often there.’ They rarely spoke of Alice’s ability to contact her dead grandfather.

Val did not even smile. ‘He was in the cathedral too, wasn’t he? In fact he and Gran are never that far away.’

She smiled at him ruefully and for a while they were silent, remembering their first years in this family house when they had looked after Gran and let their marriage build into something strong and indestructible.

Val said, ‘The thing is, if Hessie has it, it will continue to moulder away. It’s been there sixty years now. It might go on another sixty years – though I doubt it – but the point I’m making is that it’s going downhill all the time.’

She opened the hatch doors and put their plates through.

‘You’re leading me somewhere, Val. Just tell me what you’ve got in mind, for goodness’ sake!’

‘It – it’s something rather big. Enormous. I don’t want you to be shocked into instant rejection.’

She looked at him. ‘You want to buy it and resell to some development firm. You’ve already heard of someone. A builder. A new village, accessible to Gloucester, Bristol – oh Val!’

‘No. Anyway, can you see the Freeminers allowing that to happen? They still own the lease, you know. It will be sticky getting them to agree to anything. But there’s a chance...’ He looked at her. ‘Your father thinks it might work. He has said he would come with me to talk to the old miners.’

‘So Dad knows all about your plans?’

‘I have to admit he is cautious. But he would give it a try.’

‘Val, just tell me. Please.’

‘Well...’ He bit his bottom lip, then smiled at her. ‘We’re railway people, Allie. And the railways are driving me mad. And you’re not exactly thrilled with your job at the college. How would you like to rebuild a light railway? Own it, Allie. Get it running again like it did back in the eighteen-hundreds. Find an old steam loco somewhere and get it working. Open a network of lines in the forest and take people on rides. They’ve done it in Sussex. They’re working on it down in Somerset. D’you think the Pumpkin Coach would extend its magic and help us to do it in the forest?’

Alice stared at him. She had not seen this enthusiasm for a long time. She smiled slightly.

He said, ‘It won’t be easy, my love. We shall have to borrow money and maybe sell this house and live in the coach for a while... I don’t know whether it can be done and whether we should do it.’ Her smile widened. He said warningly, ‘You’re simply seeing the romantic side of it, Allie. And it won’t be romantic in the middle of winter when we’re having to sweep the lines clear of snow and – and—’

Her smile nearly split her face in half. She said, ‘It sounds romantic all the same. An adventure, Val. A real adventure. After all, we’re quite good at adventures.’

He started to laugh, got up and took her in his arms.


Three

The precinct of Gloucester Cathedral was very quiet that early Friday evening in April. Crocuses flew their small orange and blue flags here and there on the sward and starlings congregated in the ivy that clothed Hester Ryecroft’s house. She lay supine on her bed listening to them. She thought they made the sexiest sound she had ever heard. She reached to her left, found Professor Tibbolt’s hand and placed it on her breast. He chuckled deeply.

‘What?’ she asked.

‘You. You are insatiable.’

She was almost offended and riposted with, ‘Now you’re in your fifties, sweetheart, I feel I have to give you a helping hand now and then!’

He rolled on to one elbow to look down at her. She had undone her long rope of dark hair and it lay luxuriantly over her right shoulder. He moved his hand so that he could run his fingers through it. His former wife’s breasts had been firmer than Hester’s but she had never had – no one he had ever known had had – such hair.

He said softly, ‘Hessie. Why won’t you marry me?’

She tried to shrug. ‘I see no need.’

‘Don’t my needs enter into it? I need to be married to you.’

‘Why?’ She was genuinely surprised.

‘So that we can live together all the time. Not just go to bed together.’

‘But, Tibbolt, we do other things. We go to the theatre. Art galleries. We have meals together, walks in the country. We go to the Pumpkin Coach.’ She reached up and traced his eyebrows; they were still thick but no longer dark. He had gone prematurely grey twenty years before. ‘Darling, would you like to go to the Pumpkin Coach? We could pick armfuls of daffodils and fill it. Lie on them. Swim in the pool afterwards.’

‘It will be freezing!’

‘Yes.’ She shivered with delight. ‘We shall have to think of something to get us warm afterwards.’

He sighed. ‘Do we have to go to the coach ever again? Sorry, darling, I know it has magic properties for you but it’s damp and cold and usually dark. And the pool is supposed to be bottomless and filled with dead babies.’

‘Tibbolt!’

‘All right, that’s probably legend. But I can never understand why all your family feel the need to swim in it at the drop of a hat.’

‘You have to immerse yourself in the whole ambience of magic! It has – it has – properties. Surely you can see that?’

‘For someone who learned everything by rote in order to get her honours degree, you are exhibiting the strangest symptoms of – of—’

‘Of what?’

‘Of sentience, I suppose. All this business about magical properties, Hessie. It’s not you. I can understand Alice – my God, she actually talks to dead people. And Val – well, he would go along with anything Alice thought, did, said. Even the ghastly Hattie, practical in nearly everything, waxes fey at times. But you? Don’t tell me that my wonderful, commonsensical, sexy mistress – well, that’s what you are, for God’s sake – yes, you are – simply because you won’t marry me.’ He held her down without much difficulty and stopped her vocal protests with his mouth. When she became still he lifted his head and whispered, ‘If you want to go to the bloody Pumpkin Coach, then we’ll go. But will you do something for me in return?’

‘I thought I did.’

‘Oh dear Lord. Of course you do. All the time. But this is something else.’

She thought she knew what it was; he was going to make a bargain. The Pumpkin Coach for her marriage vows. She closed her eyes, smiling blissfully. After all, why not? They had been together for years now, though sometimes there were breaks when he discovered another student who needed his expertise. But he always came back to her.

She murmured, ‘Oh, very well then. Anything to have another weekend at the coach.’

He lifted his body slightly to look at her. ‘Would you talk to the twins?’

Evadne and Tobias – Eve and Toby – were his children, legally taken from him by his wife, Hermione, when she decided that ‘all men were the same’ and made a permanent home in Provence with another woman artist. Eve and Toby had grown up ‘naturally’ and become wild children of the sixties.

‘Your kids?’ Hester was shocked out of her blissful state and arched her neck like an angry swan. ‘What can I say to them, for God’s sake? They’re both over twenty-one. If they choose to live like tramps and smoke pot all day—’

He stopped her again with a kiss. Then said, ‘Sweetheart, they listen to you. You know they do. Because you are this strange two-sided person, living with a foot in two worlds...’

She struggled to sit up. ‘What the hell are you talking about, Tibbolt? I am head of the English department at Whitsom Hall School. That’s all they know!’

He caressed her for a moment and she subsided.

‘All right, they know about you and me. They probably think we’re rather unconventional not to get married and set up house. Even so—’

Richard Tibbolt rolled on top of her so that she could not move.

‘Darling, darling girl. Think about it. Think about the past.’

For a moment she was puzzled. ‘Is this something to do with my father? Surely I cannot be more approachable because my father died in a hospital for the insane?’

He sighed. ‘Eve and Toby are living together. They are living together, Hessie.’

She was still, looking into his clear grey eyes so close to hers. His eyes had always made her melt... That first time in Provence when she had been an eighteen-year-old student and her professor had taught her the meaning of life... a life that was not dominated by her sadistic father.

He had rescued her and she had repaid him with a kind of half-relationship; no commitments from either of them. It had seemed fair but she knew it was not. She tried to speak, to justify her caution which had been far more than simply caution. She had enjoyed being in charge, dominating him. Rather as her father had enjoyed dominating her mother. She swallowed the lump in her throat and he kissed her, little butterfly kisses all over her face. She must not cry and let him taste her tears.

He lifted his head and spoke quietly. ‘You had a brother – I never had a sister. You understand how it could be... might be.’

He was right, of course. She would have gone mad if it hadn’t been for Val.

‘Let me get up, Tibbolt. I can’t think with your weight on me – get off!’

‘No. There’s a chance you’ll agree to help me if I can pin you down! Come on, Hessie. Commit yourself to this at least. Just try...’

She tried to laugh. ‘Hattie said something...’ She could not quite remember what Hattie had said earlier but it had made her angry at the time.

‘Ah.’ He smiled slightly. ‘I thought you were more defensive than usual! What did she say?’

She tried to shake her head. ‘Nothing. You’re right, I have got a brother and when we were children we were close. I depended on him a great deal. He was the only thing that made life worthwhile when Father was going mad and torturing Mother and our house was full of fear! No wonder I was glad to get to university! No wonder I fell into your arms that first summer! My God, you must have seen me coming a mile away. Clutching Virginia Woolf to my chest and gazing into the middle distance.’

He started kissing her again. ‘All right, all right. I was a lecherous hound and should have known better. But admit that you have now got me exactly where you want me and you’re afraid things might change if you married me!’

It was horribly true; she saw that now.

‘I’ve known for a long time,’ he said. ‘It makes me love you more, not less.’ The kissing was incessant; she could not stop the tears. ‘Don’t cry, darling. It’s good. It’s excellent.’ He began to caress her and she sobbed.

‘Oh Tibb... I do love you. Honestly. I do.’

‘I know, Hessie. I know.’

He made love to her tenderly while the starlings chattered outside. Then he got up and made tea and dried her tears and told her how beautiful she was.

Ted Pettiford gazed out of the oriel window of the enormous first-floor flat in Northgate Street. He and Doffie had moved out of the house in the little village of Lypiatt Bottom with few regrets. Ted had cycled back and forth to the office for quite long enough; they both had to go into Gloucester for work and it was four miles away. And anyway, they had started married life in the dirty old city and were more than happy to return there. It had been a joy to see Alice’s face when they handed over the house to her; she and Val had moved there to look after Gran and had settled in immediately.

Doffie had half an eye on the television, where there were the usual arguments going on about the Common Market. The other half was following a knitting pattern from Woman’s Weekly. Yet she still said, ‘Ted, come away from that window. You’ve been brooding there for almost half an hour!’

There was no reply and he said nothing and continued to gaze sightlessly at the deserted evening street. Doffie sighed and concentrated on her knitting. There was a time when his silence would have infuriated her and she might have provoked a row to break through it. But now she had to accept that it did not always mean he was displeased about something; sometimes it simply meant his mind was elsewhere. She murmured to herself, ‘After all, he’s seventy-one now. And I’m not much younger.’

Though her voice was barely audible above the commentator on the television, Ted picked it up this time and said sharply, ‘What’s that?’

‘Nothing.’

‘I heard you say my age. I’m not seventy-one till next month. And even then I’m not exactly senile!’

‘Possibly a little deaf,’ Doffie said sweetly. ‘At least when you want to be. Selective hearing, I think they call it.’ She knitted into the slipped stitch, then put her wool aside. ‘Come on, Ted. Sit down, for goodness’ sake. There’s nothing out there to see.’

‘More than on that thing.’ Ted jerked his head at the television. ‘I was thinking of the times that Alice must have stood just here. This was the office where she worked – you remember! – and the box files were kept on the oriel window ledge. She must have looked out so many times and thought of Joe Adair.’

‘Yes.’ Doffie got up, switched off the television and joined Ted at the window. It had been a promising spring day but now the light was going and somehow it was bleak. She shivered slightly. She remembered Joe Adair during the short time she had known him: the quintessential English schoolboy, snub-nosed, with honest brown eyes. And Alice had been forced into marrying Valentine Ryecroft.

Ted put an arm round her shoulders. ‘You never really cared for Val, did you, Doff?’

Surprised, she said, ‘Maybe not at first... I hoped it didn’t show.’

‘He couldn’t help being the son of his father, you know.’

‘Of course not.’

‘I sometimes think you have never really got over the shock of what happened that day.’

‘When Reggie Ryecroft attacked me, d’you mean? Honestly, Ted, I hardly think of it. And strangely enough I never think of Val as being Reggie’s son. He might look like Reggie but his ways are his mother’s ways. I loved Dorothy Ryecroft, she was like an older sister.’

‘He’s certainly got her brains.’ Ted glanced down at his wife’s head. He hardly saw the grey; for him she would always be strawberry blond.

‘Nell’s got some of them too.’ She smiled down at the street, where a sudden outflow of people from the Catholic church hall meant that Friday night’s bingo session was finished. ‘Imagine, little Nell a teacher. She’s only a child herself.’

‘She’s going on twenty-four, Doffie.’

‘I know.’ She leaned hard against him. ‘Sometimes it frightens me.’

She felt him shiver but he said nothing and she knew he was thinking of his parents and his wayward sister and life in the small country station house at Leadon Markham and his long career working for the old Great Western Railway.

She said very gently, ‘We must never let the past become a weight we have to drag around, Ted.’

There was another pause; that typical Pettiford silence.

She said, ‘Wear it proudly, my dear. Like a – like a—’

He grinned suddenly. ‘A mink coat?’ he suggested.

‘You know what I mean!’ She turned and punched him gently.

‘Actually I was thinking of Valentine’s latest scheme. D’you think it might come off? Or shall we all end up in the workhouse?’

‘You sound like your mother! She would never believe that workhouses had gone for ever.’ Doffie released herself and made for the kitchen. ‘I’m going to phone Alice. Then we’ll have a cup of tea.’

‘Alice might not know about it yet, Doff,’ he warned. ‘Val was planning to tell her tonight.’

‘I’ll sound her out. We can’t do anything until she knows about it.’

‘Why? It might be better to wait until Val has sounded out a few other people.’

Doffie shook her head decisively. ‘Alice is the important one.’ She gave her husband one of her very straight looks. ‘And you know why, so don’t pretend you don’t!’

‘I don’t. Doffie, I seriously do not. Val need not worry Alice for some time yet—’

‘He is going to tell her as soon as he thinks it’s halfway viable.’ Doffie paused by the heavy door and gave him another look. ‘You know very well that Alice is the only one who can talk to your father.’

His voice became a bleat. ‘For God’s sake, Doffie, Dad died when Alice was six years old!’

She went into the hall. It was time for her to be silent. She knew that Ted would never admit that at least three times in her life Alice had been in touch with old Will Pettiford. And if anyone knew a thing about the railways of Dean Forest, it was Will Pettiford. He would have something to say about this scheme of Val’s. Ted might not admit it, but he knew it.

Nell had felt strange all evening. It was probably the hair; or the fact that Helena and Edward kept referring to her ‘achievement’ at successfully completing four very boring years of teacher-training. It could well have been that the variety show was completely awful, or that she very much regretted not wearing a bra because the black satin petticoat hid nothing, absolutely nothing. But she knew it was none of those things. It was Helena’s latest misfit. He was like a thorn in her side, a stone in her shoe, a hangnail, a pimple on her face, a... a... and of course he was male! Helena had not produced a male misfit before; they had always been women who were down on their luck. Well, this one certainly seemed to be down on his luck. He had that in common with Helena’s usual cull.

Nell shook his hand but kept her distance. He wore jumble-sale clothes, which Nell had affected often while at college – all the girls did. But hers had always been washed if not pressed. The double-knit pullover and serge trousers worn by Mo Checkers still had the aura of their last owners blended with the dust from the church hall where the jumble sale had been held. And Mo Checkers? What sort of a name was that?

‘Mo is from the east,’ Helena said as they took their places in the dress circle.

That explained a lot. He was shorter than Nell and his hair was exceedingly black, his brown eyes very brown and almond-shaped.

Helena went on serenely as if it were the most natural thing in the world. ‘We found him sleeping in the old station buildings on the Honeybourne branch... well, Edward found him. Not quite four-star accommodation but adequate.’

Nell tried to smile but it was difficult. There was something about this Chinese boy that she did not trust. Which was terrible as China was going through such a frightful time. He’d probably got on a sampan or something and rowed to Hong Kong. Or did she mean Singapore? He did not say a word so probably did not know any English at all. How on earth had Helena and Edward communicated with him?

Nell smiled again and with much more warmth. ‘Poor thing,’ she said to Helena. ‘He looks half-starved.’

Helena pursed her lips to check a grin. ‘He ate fairly heartily at lunchtime, darling. And with a knife and fork.’

‘Oh... good.’ Nell released his hand and sat down. He pushed past her and sat on the other side of Edward. Which was a great relief, what with the language and the smelly clothing. But... but did it mean he did not like her? She hoped she wasn’t like Hattie, who needed to be liked by absolutely everyone. Even so, most half-starved, young male refugees would have chosen to sit by her rather than by Edward, who, though a darling man, was definitely old hat. That was when she looked down and saw her nipples clearly outlined in black satin. She hugged her cardigan round her.

The show was nearly all appalling. At the end of the first half they struggled to the bar for drinks and it became apparent that Mo Checkers spoke English.

Edward said, ‘What is your tipple, young man?’ and he replied, ‘Rum and ginger, please, sir.’

Mortified, Nell tried to remember what she had said to Helena. And then she was cross. They had all been playing a joke on her. They often did it and it could be endearing. But not now.

She said, ‘I’ll have a gin and tonic, please, Edward.’

He looked surprised, then nodded. ‘And coffee for you, darling? As usual?’

‘Lovely.’ Helena beamed at Nell. ‘I’ll go and help Edward while you two have a chat.’ She leaned into Nell. ‘Sorry, darling. But I rather think there’s more to him than meets the eye.’

She was gone. And there was this undersized Chinese refugee who could say rum and ginger without a trace of an oriental accent – whoever heard of an Oriental ordering rum and ginger anyway? – and there she was, obviously much too tall, in an unsuitable dress and with newly dyed hair, doubtless looking like a prostitute if you came from a country where women wore uniforms.

The simply awful thing was, he said not a word. And she really did not know what to say. So they stood there while people jostled around them and waited for Helena and Edward to return. And when they did, irony of ironies, Helena said happily, ‘I’m glad you’re getting on. Mo is going to stay with us while he looks round Gloucestershire, so you can teach him to play tennis, Nell. The court is never used these days but it won’t take you long to mow it and set up the net.’ She raised her coffee cup. ‘Here’s to you, Nell. Our very special goddaughter. Congratulations on getting your Bachelor of Education...’ Edward was hear-hearing and the ghastly Mo Checkers was looking at the front of her dress and she wished she was home.

But the really strange part was yet to come. The last turn of the second half featured a comedian as a country bumpkin going through a routine that relied heavily on loud and grating ‘Aaaars’ at the end of each joke – ‘to remind us to laugh’, Nell whispered to Helena. But after fifteen excruciating minutes, he suddenly whipped off his hay-rick wig, stood humbly before the mike and began to sing. He sang two very sentimental songs, probably from the First World War. One was ‘Roses of Picardy’ and the other was ‘April Showers’. Unexpectedly, staring down at the small man standing in the spotlight, so ridiculously dressed, singing his heart out, Nell found her eyes filling with tears. She had gone often with her parents to hear music at the cathedral; she had seen the effect it had on them, apprehended their emotional involvement without understanding it. Suddenly, somewhere during these two stupid songs, she understood. It was so ridiculous. She leaned back in her seat, feeling for her handkerchief, furious with herself. A movement caught her eye and she glanced to her left. Mo Checkers was leaning back too. He turned and looked at her. Just for a moment their eyes locked in. And then she pulled away.

After that, the after-theatre supper could not really be more embarrassing. Both Helena and Edward had picked up on the atmosphere and rather than force the two ‘young people’ together they tried to find a topic of conversation that would interest everyone. Obviously, being Edward and Helena, that was the state of the railways.

‘I was talking to your grandfather just the other day, my dear. We can remember only too well when the whole of Gloucestershire was serviced by a network of lines. There was not a village that did not have its station. Its station house. Its station master. Its gardens. Its—’

‘When your mother and I were working in the general office, Nell, we could pick up the phone and talk on the old bus line to half a dozen different railway stations at once. It was such a good way of collecting and collating information—’

‘D’you mean listening to the latest gossip?’ Edward asked quizzically.

‘That too, darling. It’s important, you know. We were able to welcome in new babies, grieve when old railwaymen passed away.’ They went into a spate of reminiscences that Nell had heard before. She glanced at Mo Checkers, met his almond eyes, looked quickly away and began to button her cardigan.

‘Ready to go, Nell? I suppose you’ve been racketing round all day visiting your college friends, congratulating each other on the results.’

‘There are no actual results, Edward. We have simply completed the course.’

‘Your mother told me that your thesis was well received, Nell.’

‘So modest.’ Edward beamed. ‘I’ll fetch the car round to the front. We’ll have you home before midnight, Cinders!’

She wanted to explain that the outside examiners had not even seen her thesis yet and it was simply her personal tutor who had ‘received it well’.

Helena was saying confidentially, ‘Isn’t it amazing, Nell, that your grandparents are actually living in our old office? Of course Edward just loves it. It means whenever he visits Ted he can wander through the building and see what is happening. I wish you could have seen it then, darling.’ She turned to include the boy. ‘The toilet facilities were atrocious, Mo. One small triangular basin and one closet for all of us. Men as well as women. Can you imagine that now?’

Mo Checkers looked mystified. As well he might, Nell thought. Helena must be losing her marbles completely

He – he being Mo Checkers, of course – scrambled into the back seat next to Nell. She kept a space between them but the space itself burned with a life of its own and she knew if she turned and looked at him she would not be able to look away.

Her parents had waited up, needless to say. They were drinking cocoa and looking... different. Either cross or excited; difficult to say which.

Her mother raised her brows and her father waited.

Nell said, ‘OK. So it was a boy. Chinese. He did not speak a solitary word to me – and before you jump to the wrong conclusions he could speak English and probably understand it too. The show was terrible. Amateurish. Just terrible. Some man singing “April Showers”—’

‘Al Jolson,’ her mother murmured.

‘I suppose. It was just so boring and awful. I hope I never see him again.’

‘Helena will make sure of that, don’t worry. She is so tactful—’

‘She has arranged for me to go up there next week, mow the bloody tennis court, fix up the bloody net and play bloody tennis with him.’

‘Oh dear.’

Her father stood up. ‘Let’s go to bed and sleep on it. All of it.’

‘Why? Has something happened here? I thought you looked funny. Hattie left Percy at long last?’

Her mother frowned. ‘Stop talking like this, Nell. You sound like a student. D’you want some cocoa?’

‘No, thanks. I had a gin and tonic during the interval and another one during supper. Probably that’s why I’m so – so – bloody... unhappy.’ She looked at them both, shocked by her own self-revelation. Then she put her hands to her newly red hair and burst into tears.


Four

Alice took an afternoon off and met Val at Cheltenham. He had been to Swindon, where the long-term plans for closing the railway engineering works were already being discussed, though nothing had been put on paper as yet. Alice went the long way through the lanes, remembering the number of times she had cycled this way, first to school, then to work in the superintendent’s office in the old Bishop Hooper buildings where her parents now had their spacious flat. She smiled and thought sentimentally how life came round in a circle if you waited long enough. Was it really going to loop the loop now and return to the old railway coach almost buried in the foliage of Dean Forest? How could it? She and Val rarely visited the coach now and Hester, who went there more often, reported that it was in an advanced state of decay.

Alice turned right on to the Tewkesbury road and got behind an open-topped Triumph. The driver was a girl not unlike Nell, blond hair streaming behind her. Alice’s smile became rueful; poor Nell, after four years at college her immediate future must seem rather an anticlimax. And that awful visit to the theatre the other night... Alice intended to have a word with Helena. She really must not foist her down-and-outs on poor Nell. It was so inconsiderate.

The little Triumph continued towards Tewkesbury when Alice turned right again for Cheltenham. She almost gave it a farewell wave as she slowed right down and made the wide turn by a sign that told her she was entering the Garden Town.

She wound down her window; it was warm for the beginning of May and she wondered whether they would have a decent summer this year, and then why on earth Joe Adair was trying to saddle her with the undoubted burden of the Pumpkin Coach. And then she thought of Joe...

Hester Ryecroft enjoyed Fridays. She had a free period at the end of the day, which meant she could tutor the university entrants, mark the Upper Fifth’s Hardy essays or go home. That particular Friday she went home.

It was a glorious day, absolutely right for the Pumpkin Coach. Of all the people who had been captivated by the secret history of the old railway coach, Hester was the most unlikely. She was the best teacher of Eng. Lit. Whitsom Hall School for Girls had ever had; her photographic memory never forgot the name of a character, the plot of a book, the connections with other books. Probably she would have made a brilliant scientist, but Alice Pettiford had adored English when they were at school together and what Alice did Hester had usually done as well. And better.

That was why the Pumpkin Coach had intrigued her in the first place. If Alice could find true love there – twice over apparently, because hadn’t she gone there with Joe Adair as well as with Val? – then so could Hester.

She went through the small house in the cathedral precinct like a dose of salts, tidying, folding, laying out her books for Monday across the dining-room table, twitching the slippery bedspread into position. All this domesticity was no indictment of the aptly named Mrs Marvel, who had ‘done’ the little house from top to bottom that morning. It was as if Hester had to reclaim it for herself. And once that was done she took her weekend bag from the wardrobe and began to pack a few things. Just for one night. Nobody actually slept overnight in the ancient sleeping coach. That was why they called it the Pumpkin Coach. As with Cinderella’s coach, slippers, dress, the magic disappeared at midnight.

But Hester had been adamant when she telephoned Richard Tibbolt. This was her way of showing him that he was wrong about her and her brother. That was one thing she did not want to share with Alice and she had to prove it. She was not in love with Val. Somehow the Pumpkin Coach would convince her of that, and once she knew it, surely Tibbolt would know it too.

Val was thinking of Joe Adair while he sped towards Cheltenham on the London train. He watched the familiar Chalford valley drift like a summer dream past the windows and remembered Joe Adair and that terrible day over twenty years ago when Joe and Alice had said goodbye. At the Pumpkin Coach.

Val closed his eyes tightly, then opened them wide as if forcing himself to face the truth. Surely the truth – as dear old Gran Pettiford would have said – was in the proof of the pudding. And the pudding was their marriage. The tenderness and the caring and the intimacy of their exchanged glances. Soul sex. He recalled his own words and smiled.

Chalford platform whipped by; the station canopy was already hung with baskets of flowers. That’s what the economists forgot: the personal commitment of the railway staff. Someone, the station master, a porter, a signalman, had resurrected the old wire baskets from the lamp store, cleaned them up, lined them with moss and planted them. It was a way of life that was disappearing fast. Val shivered; he knew he could not stop it from disappearing. His acclaimed schemes for a national transport system would end up, like so many schemes, with the waste paper. Unless... unless this strange request from Joe Adair could be used in some way... There would be a kind of cosmic justice about it. The Pumpkin Coach, planted there so long ago as a love nest, would come into its own.

The train was approaching Cheltenham and Val stood up abruptly as if to escape the particular memory. That day... that terrible day when his father had finally fallen into the abyss of madness and attacked Alice’s mother... when poor Hattie had lost her baby girl... when Joe and Alice had gone to the Pumpkin Coach and said goodbye... that day, if Alice had not already been married to him, and if Joe had not had a wife waiting for him in Newcastle – what would have happened then?

The Mayburys’ gardener had mowed the tennis court but the net still sagged on to the grass and the wire was almost rusted through. Aunt Helena had given them lunch in the kitchen but she and Edward hadn’t eaten anything because they were going to some function at Cheltenham Town Hall.

Helena was wearing a serviceable pinafore over her flowered summer dress; she poured ice-cold milk from the fridge into tall glasses and added straws as if they were still children. Helena had always wanted children; a big family. And she had to make do with other people’s.

Nell said, ‘This reminds me of when I was about ten and you thought I was lacking calcium.’ She tried to make it sound humorous but everything was so difficult with the awful Mo Checkers around.

‘You make me sound like a dragon godmother!’ Helena smiled. The daughter of a signalman, she had been a typist in the Great Western Railway’s divisional office in Gloucester and had married the superintendent. Yet she had always looked like an aristocrat. In her garden-party dress and linen summer hat she could have been a duchess. ‘As a matter of fact you always adored cold milk – nothing to do with calcium!’ She hugged Nell from behind and kissed the
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