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One

‘Good girl. Nearly there now.’

The midwife’s mouth was pursed professionally as she watched the little green bleeps of the monitor. The room went quiet for an instant, waiting. The exhausted medical student glanced up too. Blearily he saw the strong green pulse of the foetal heartbeat tracing across the screen. Routine. Another routine birth. The ninth he’d seen in three days.

Baptism by fire, he thought, this part of the course. Or no, not so much fire as water, blood, and animal screams and yelps. Not for him, obstetrics. Much rather something serene, academic. Haematology, perhaps.

‘Ohhh.’ It was the girl’s first moan, and it came from low down in her throat.

‘Are you assisting at this birth, Mr Porter?’ The midwife’s voice was acid.

The student leapt forward, his face scarlet.

‘One more push now, if you can,’ he said, trying to sound both soothing and imperative. The lavender-pink perineal skin glistened as it stretched tight over the wet, black, impatient head of the baby. There was the flash of a hypodermic needle and then a sound like ripping canvas as the midwife made her slice into the muscle.

The moan came again, the uncontrolled jungle noise of an intent animal. The student shuddered in spite of himself. Thank God he was a man.

The girl was struggling upright, fighting against the junior nurses who held her. Her face, damp with sweat, looked even younger than theirs.

‘Brave girl,’ the midwife told her. ‘One last push and you’ll have your baby.’ There was no need for her instructions. The girl was utterly in control, riding the waves from her own womb.

‘Oh.’ Her voice was different this time, rising in triumph.

The baby’s head was born, and the student saw that it was the same, sudden, crimson knot of features that it always was. It punctuated his off-duty dreams. The other staff were still for a moment. It was just another labour and another baby, but the instant of birth never lost its impact. The delivery room door was still closed. No one had come in, but they were one more.

The baby’s body followed almost at once, streaked with blood and grey-white vernix. The eyes opened, very black and deep. Then the tiny chest fluttered, the mouth opened and there was a long, ragged howl of protest.

The midwife chuckled, deft and cheerful again. ‘A boy. And quite a little tiger. Well done, mum.’

The girl brushed aside her practised patter. ‘Give him to me,’ she said quietly. ‘Now.’

They glanced curiously at her as her arms reached out for her son. She drew him to her, slipping one shoulder out of the green hospital gown and offering him the small, puckered nipple. The baby’s head turned, searching for it.

‘There,’ she murmured. ‘There.’

The medical student saw that the look of extreme youth had left her. Her face was lit with a satisfaction as old as motherhood itself. He sighed, feeling the weight of his own cynicism.

This birth was different from the others he had witnessed because there was no tense, queasy father hovering at the bedhead. There was no beaming face to peer down proudly now when the midwife made her ritual insistence on the newborn’s likeness to his brand-new father.

This girl had nobody.

‘Come on now, dear,’ they were saying to her. ‘You can have him back in five minutes. We’ve got to attend to you, and clean him up for you as well.’ They took the infant out of her arms. The messy, painful business of mopping and stitching went on, but the girl seemed to be oblivious. Her eyes never left her baby.

At last they were finished with her. The machines and monitors were wheeled away and the baby in its white blanket was handed back. She gave a small, contented sigh as the bundle fitted against her. The baby was already asleep, one clenched fist against his cheek.

The student had dutifully performed the stitching under his tutor’s eye. His job was finished now. Normally he would have bolted in search of a few hours’ sleep before his name climbed inexorably to the top of the rota list and the whole thing started all over again. Yet this time something held him back, loitering in the way of the efficient nurses.

The girl smiled shyly at him.

‘Thank you,’ she whispered.

‘Thank you. You were terrific, you know. Made it easy for us.’

She had combed her fine, fair hair back behind her ears, leaving just a straight fringe like an earnest schoolgirl’s. But now, when she shook her head and grinned at him, it swung free again in a loose bell. She was pretty, he realized. He caught himself wondering how the pig of a father could have left her alone like this.

‘I didn’t expect it to be like this,’ she murmured to him. ‘I didn’t think that it would be so much.’

He saw the tenacious arms around the baby, and the light in her face, and knew what she meant. He nodded, silenced.

The girl lifted her face and kissed his cheek, as naturally as if he was her brother.

‘Thank you,’ she said again.

Lightly, he touched her shoulder. ‘Good luck.’ As he left the room he saw that her gaze was back on the puckered, sleeping face at her breast.

The delivery room was empty now except for one brisk woman in a sister’s blue uniform. She was sitting on the girl’s bed, counting her pulse against the little watch hanging at her apron front. As she finished, the baby stirred and the girl touched the tiny head with her fingertips.

‘Such a lot of black hair,’ she said to herself. ‘Like his father.’ She seemed barely aware that she was speaking aloud.

The sister looked shrewdly at her.

‘You’re on your own, aren’t you?’ Hardly more than a child yourself, she was thinking.

‘Yes.’

‘Are you going to keep the baby?’

The girl’s glance was shrivelling. ‘Of course. I want him more than anything in the world.’ Then, as if afraid that she might have hurt the sister’s feelings, she added, ‘I had no mother of my own. She died when I was born. I know how much mothers matter.’

‘Babies need fathers too. And you’re very young,’ the sister said gently.

The fierceness came back at once. ‘Mine doesn’t. I’m eighteen years old. I can manage.’

It was not a topic to be pursued.

‘Do you want to telephone anyone?’ The blue uniform rustled as she stood up. ‘I can wheel in the trolley for you. It’s more private for you here than up on the ward.’

The girl shook her head. ‘No. No, thank you, sister.’

‘All right. I’ll go and find a porter to help us upstairs with you.’ At the door, she asked, ‘What’s the baby’s name?’

‘William. William Owain.’

‘That’s nice.’

‘It’s a family name, you see. My father’s. If I’d been a boy, I would have been William too. Instead of just a girl,’ she added to herself.

‘That’s nice,’ the sister said again, automatically. ‘Now, where are those porters?’

Left alone, the girl looked down again at the unbelievable, delicate lids over her baby’s dark eyes.

‘Just us,’ she whispered to him. ‘But it won’t matter to us. I promise you. I’ll make it right for you. I will.’

As the tears pricked in her own eyes, she hugged the baby to her as if her love would break them both in half.

Yet, when the porter came clattering through the door with his wheelchair and his tired, labour-ward joke, she found a smile for him. Pretending was beginning to come naturally. Perhaps soon she wouldn’t notice it at all.

A day later she looked on from her quiet corner of the postnatal ward. She was breaking the rules in keeping the sleeping baby drawn against her, protected by the white wall of bedcovers. Twice the ward sister had told her that he should be left in the clinical glass crib at the bedside. The girl had said nothing, but the baby stayed in her arms. With resigned tact the nursing staff had begun to leave her alone and now, at visiting time, she lay in a pool of deepening isolation. The ward was noisy with clattering arrivals, exclamations and the pop and whirr of cameras, but she turned calmly away from it. She only looked up when the tap of leather soles on polished linoleum stopped at her bed.

‘Hullo, Anne.’

Her visitor was a broad, pink-faced man in a well-cut suit worn with an air of constriction. He was carrying a pyramid of red roses and a Harrods carrier bag. The girl he had called Anne looked up with the same smile that had sent yesterday’s medical student whistling out into the sunshine.

‘Jamie?’

He dropped the roses on the end of the bed and held out the Harrods bag. ‘Why didn’t you tell me? I called at your room to see if you were okay, and couldn’t find you. So I telephoned here and they told me. Let’s have a look at the little beggar.’

She turned down the covers for him to see the tiny red face.

‘God, why are they always so hideous?’

Anne laughed, quite certain that he was wrong. ‘William isn’t. To me he’s just like … well, just like I knew he would be.’

Jamie proffered the carrier bag again and she rummaged in the tissue paper like a child with a birthday. The present was a classic, fat, golden-yellow teddy bear with a pale blue ribbon round his neck.

‘Thank you,’ she said simply. ‘And for the flowers. They’ll all stop looking sympathetically at me now I’ve got some too.’

Jamie glanced up the ward at the scenes of family celebration beside every bed, and the pinkness of his face deepened. He put one finger up to ease his starched collar.

The silence between them became embarrassed, the sign of people who don’t know each other very well caught in a moment of unwonted intimacy.

Jamie broke it at last, apparently steeling himself to say something that might seem not quite polite.

‘What are you going to do now? Now you’ve got the baby, I mean?’

Anne’s face contracted with anxiety.

‘I was afraid that’s what you’d come to ask. I want to go on working for you, if you’ll let me. Please, won’t you? William can come with me for a bit. He can sleep in his Moses basket. He won’t be in the way, I promise. I need the job, Jamie.’

He nodded slowly.

‘You cook like an angel. You know that. You can go on working in the restaurant as long as you like. But it’s hardly a life for you, is it? Long hours, and nothing at the end of it but a bedsitter and a baby who won’t be the joy of your life for every single minute. You aren’t trained. You can probably earn just enough to feed yourself and him and keep a roof over your heads. But what kind of future does that give you, or him?’

Anne bent her head. Her hair swung forward to leave the nape of her neck bare and Jamie thought with resigned irritation how vulnerable she was. The offer he was about to make was crazy, but he knew that he was going to have to make it just the same.

‘I know all this,’ Anne whispered. ‘But I’ll make it work, somehow.’ She was echoing her promise to the baby. ‘Just help me by letting me keep the job, will you?’

‘Hear me out, please,’ Jamie said. Resolution made his voice sound brusque. ‘I’ll make you a business proposal. You’re an instinctive cook, good enough to be exceptional if you’re trained properly. You won’t get that training where you are now in Pierre’s kitchen because he hasn’t the time to devote to it. Listen, will you?’ He was impatient with her for trying to insist that yes, she could pick things up as she went along.

‘You could use part of what I pay you now – more than you’re worth as it stands, incidentally – to pay your way through cookery school. Wait. That is if, if, you’re not paying huge sums in rent for some poky room.

‘Now, I live in a mansion block off Sloane Square. At the end of the corridor I have an empty room with another, smaller room opening off it. The maid used to live there, so don’t think it’s grander than it is. Both rooms are full of old tennis racquets and mackintoshes now, but I can clear them out for you. You and the baby can move in and live there rent free during the time that you are training – provided that you also continue to work at Duff’s part-time as you do now, and for some specified period that we can agree between us when your training is complete. I’ll be happy with that as a bargain if it suits you too.’

He was on his home ground now, fluent and lawyer-like, negotiating an out-of-court settlement. He stopped expectantly, and then something else occurred to him. ‘No strings, of course. It’s just a business arrangement.’

‘You didn’t have to say that,’ she told him quickly. ‘Of course I didn’t think you wanted …’

‘Well?’ he interrupted, heading off their embarrassment.

‘Do you really want to clutter up your domestic sanctum with a part-time chef and a baby?’

‘Not at all. But I’m away a good deal, and it’s a large flat. The offer stands, anyway. But first, will you promise me something?’

‘Anything. No, anything reasonable.’ He hadn’t seen her perky humour before, and he was surprised how different her face looked without the preoccupied anxiety that had marked it during the last weeks.

‘Will you think seriously about going home? Back to your people? I know you’re not a real waif, even though you turned up at my restaurant like one. Are you sure, Anne, that you and the baby wouldn’t be happier back where you belong?’

She looked past him and the shiny, pale green hospital walls vanished. Instead she saw the haphazard cluster of low grey stone and slate houses against the curve of hillside. The sun of her imagination went in as a door opened and a man, older than his years, came out into the familiar street. She heard the exact sound of the door latch, and smelt coal smoke thick on the mild air. The house behind him was empty, and the street was empty, and the fields beyond it across the few miles to the other house were empty too. They would stay empty for her, however full they were of other lives.

‘No,’ she said, ‘I wouldn’t be happier. We don’t belong, either of us. See, I’m even getting used to being called Anne.’

‘I can’t pronounce the other,’ he complained, not for the first time.

‘Angharad,’ she said. The soft r curled and brought out the Welsh lilt that she usually struggled to suppress.

‘Angharad,’ he repeated, and laughed. ‘When I say it it sounds like a patent rotary clothesline.’

‘Doesn’t matter.’ Her smile came back. ‘Anne is a fine London name. But I’ll keep the Owain, because that’s his name by rights too.’ She stroked the downy head and at once everything else was forgotten.

Her visitor stood up.

‘Okay then. Make sure you give me a ring when they say you can come home, and I’ll see someone from Duff’s picks you up. Better put your roses in some water before they die of thirst.’ He nodded at her casually and went away up the ward.

Thank you, she whispered under her breath. Thank you, funny English inhibited Jamie Duff. You see? Her finger touched the baby’s cheek. It will all be all right. Trust me, won’t you?

The girl in the next bed looked across at her, relieved to see some signs of normality about her odd neighbour.

‘Was that … was that him?’ she asked inquisitively.

Anne stared back astonished.

‘My baby’s father? Oh no.’ She began to laugh at the idea. ‘Oh no. His father is nothing like that at all.’

And she turned away again to look through the green hospital walls into a landscape that lived on inside her head.


Two

Nothing had changed.

The way home was almost unbearably familiar. Over the last two miles, after they left the main road and began to climb the lane to the village, Angharad knew the outline of every patch of moss on the stone walls, and the branched pattern of every tree showing through the last ragged leaves.

She peered sideways at her father. He looked the same too, but she was aware that there was a difference between them. They had driven the long way from school in almost total silence. That was nothing new in itself, because her father always drove with a concentration that reflected his mistrust of machinery. But in the old days Angharad would have filled the silence with chatter that didn’t call for an answer. Now an uneasy shyness kept her quiet. She wasn’t sure how much she had changed in the long weeks she had been away, and she was afraid that her unhappiness would show and disappoint him.

She caught herself wondering how she should present herself, as a happy schoolgirl coming back for her first visit home, or as forgivably homesick, and the very thought silenced her. Only weeks ago she had just been Angharad Owain, and there had been none of these uncomfortable avenues of possibility ahead of her. Now she felt severed from her father and from her old self. She had counted the hours to this half term, yet here she was coming home almost as a stranger.

Angharad looked fiercely up at the oak tree that hung over the road as it curved into the village. She had perched in the branches as a little girl, playing the forbidden game of aiming pebbles at the tops of rare passing cars.

It looks the same, she thought bitterly, but it isn’t. Nothing is, any more. They turned the corner and came into the long, straggling street. It was as familiar to Angharad as her own face.

Most of the houses were grey stone, roofed in Welsh slate that was spotted with whorls of yellow lichen. Others, dropped haphazardly in between, were newer, shiny red Ruabon brick with yellow facings around the windows. The doors almost all opened straight on to the pavement, and Angharad knew the families behind each one and all their histories. Against the grey-white sky hung low billows of smoke from each house. It was mid-afternoon and fires were being lit before children came back on the school bus. There was no school in the village now, because there were too few village children to attend it. Angharad’s Aunt Gwyn lived in the Victorian schoolhouse and grew geraniums in tubs in the girls’ yard.

The car stopped in front of the last house in the street.

‘Home,’ Angharad said, savouring the word.

Angharad had always been pleased that she lived in one of the grey stone houses, with a door in the middle and two windows on either side like a house in a child’s drawing. It had once been the vicarage, and it was a shade larger than the other houses. Angharad had always considered this appropriate too, because, after all, her father was different from the other men in the village. Beyond the house was the low wall of the churchyard, a fat yew tree, and the grey church tower rising among the gravestones. The Methodist chapel, hideous in red brick, sat trenchantly at the opposite end of the village.

Beyond the houses and the church were open fields, dipping and rising to the skirts of The Mountain. It was only one of the range that ran from the sea down into the heart of mid-Wales, but it was The Mountain in the village, to Angharad and everyone else, and its homely outline dominated the horizon. The summit of it was brown now with dead bracken, and the lower slopes were dark squares of symmetrical Forestry Commission conifers.

‘Home,’ her father repeated. ‘Are you pleased to be back?’

‘Yes.’ Angharad forgot the constraints of the drive. ‘Oh, yes.’

The car door slammed open and she scrambled out, transformed back into the child who had been driven so reluctantly away in her scratchy school uniform. The air surprised her with its milky sweetness, overlaid with the distinctive drift of coal smoke. For a second it was so quiet that Angharad could hear the stream trickling in the hollow beyond the churchyard. She ran the few steps to the front door, clicked the old-fashioned latch and it swung open. It was never locked.

‘It may be 1965, but you’d never know it in Cefn, thank God,’ her father was fond of saying. ‘When it’s time to lock the doors against your neighbours, it’s time to move somewhere else.’

The door opened straight into the square room that was the centre of the house. Her father’s study was off to the right, but this room was where they lived. It looked smaller to Angharad after the echoing linoleum spaces of school, but otherwise just the same. The rugs and the few pieces of battered but solid furniture stood in the same places on the flagged floor. The alcoves were lined with books and a grandfather clock with the sun and moon painted on its face ticked solidly. The scrolled top touched the black beams of the ceiling. A new fire smelling of freshly chopped sticks crackled in the stone hearth.

Angharad listened to the sounds of the old house for a moment and then shouted, ‘Aunty Gwyn, are you here? I’m home!’

Gwyn Owain came out from the kitchen at the back of the house. Angharad beamed at the sight of her in her perennial tubular tweed skirt, snagged pullover and laced-up brown shoes worn with man’s grey socks. Her intelligent face was lined and puckered, and her faded hair was cut short with a firm consideration of convenience and none of style.

Angharad had never known her own mother, and her father’s spinster sister had mothered her uncomplainingly from birth. Gwyn Owain was too independent to live as part of her brother’s household, even for the sake of his orphaned daughter, but she lived close enough for Angharad to love her and depend on her as if she were her real mother. She had taken her aunt’s forthrightness, and her occasional eccentricity, for granted for the whole of her life. Gwyn wiped her hand absently on the best white tablecloth she was holding and then wrapped her arms around her niece.

‘Welcome home, pet lamb.’ Then she blinked, and looked at her again. ‘What’s happened to your lovely hair?’

Angharad’s hands flew up to her bare ears, and back came the memory of the bleak school bathroom and the knot of giggling, jeering girls around her.

It had been her dormitory initiation.

‘Plaits?’ they had said incredulously. ‘No one wears plaits any more.’ There had been a metallic click as the scissors were lifted, and two jagged bites that wrenched her head back as the twists of hair were cut off. In the sudden, slightly awed silence that followed she heard the tiny crinkling noise as the hair unwound from the stumps of her plaits and frizzed into abandon.

‘I cut them off,’ she said quickly. ‘None of the girls had plaits, Aunty Gwyn.’

After they had gone away and left her alone, another girl, a tall girl with very clear eyes, had come in and found Angharad staring at herself in the mirror as if at a stranger.

‘What did they do?’

‘They said it was my initiation.’

The image in the glass in front of her, her own round face with the ridiculous sawn-off hair and the dark, oval one above it, had blurred with tears. The dark girl had made an impatient noise and gone to fetch her own scissors. She had made Angharad sit on a bathroom stool, and with her black eyebrows drawn together in a frown, she had evened up the ragged ends. She snipped and trimmed decisively until she had turned Angharad’s ravaged hair into a smooth bell.

When Angharad dared to look at herself again she stared in disbelief and then in dawning gratitude.

‘How wonderful. You’ve made me look just like everyone else.’

The dark girl had said, drily, ‘Well now, aren’t you lucky.’

To their surprise they found themselves laughing.

The dark girl’s name was Laura Cotton, and Angharad had loved her from that moment. Somehow, the awkward scholarship girl and the elegant, aloof Laura, seemingly older by years than her contemporaries, had become friends. Laura had made the lonely privation of school endurable for Angharad.

Gwyn was clicking her tongue in disapproval.

‘I’m surprised at you. Why do you have to look like everyone else? What do you think about it, Will?’

William Owain looked vaguely surprised. ‘I hadn’t noticed. She always looks nice to me. Surely she’s old enough now to decide about her hair for herself?’

Angharad went to him and kissed him. As her lips touched his face, she felt how the skin of his cheeks was loosening into folds. Her father was getting old, here on his own without her.

A sudden touch of grown-up fear came to her. Everything was changing, and she couldn’t stop it. Angharad hugged her father with a fierce, possessive love. Their separation made her see him more clearly. Externally he was a mild, preoccupied man, uninterested in conventional achievements and happy in his beloved Welsh countryside. But Angharad knew that her father’s mildness was deceptive. There was a passionate streak in him that could make him flare into anger, sometimes irrational, and it made her afraid of him as well as loving. Angharad understood too, without ever having explored the idea, that her father had never overcome his bitterness and grief over his young wife’s loss. His daughter had always known that his feelings for her were shadowed by that memory, and that her physical likeness to her mother was a pain as well as a pleasure to William. Her cautiousness towards him had taken her running instead to Aunty Gwyn with all the problems and pleasures of her childhood.

Yet it was William she had missed, painfully, in the weeks away from Cefn village.

Her father stroked her smooth hair now and said, ‘Go and help your aunt with the tea. I’ve got some work to finish. You can tell us everything about school while we’re eating.’

The last sun of the afternoon was striking through the kitchen windows at the back of the house. Angharad saw that her busy lizzies on the windowsill had been faithfully watered, and were a mass of bright scarlet flowers. There was a fire here too, in the old tiled range, dulled to a sullen red glow by the bright sunlight. A fat white cat was asleep in the rocking chair.

‘Eirlys.’ Angharad pressed her face into the soft fur and the cat stretched lazily in its sleep. ‘I have missed you all.’

Gwyn had taken a pot out of the oven and was prodding at the contents.

‘Lamb hot-pot,’ she said unenthusiastically. ‘Nothing like as good as yours.’

Neither her aunt nor her father was interested in cooking, but Angharad had been fascinated for as long as she could remember. She took the dish from her aunt, with a sudden memory of herself as a solemn eight-year-old, sitting at this same square scrubbed table. She had had a recipe book propped up in front of her while she wrestled with a mass of dough for puff pastry.

‘It’s fine,’ she said now, tasting the hot-pot. ‘Needs more salt, that’s all.’

‘I’ll do it, if you lay the table.’

Angharad went automatically to the drawer in the dresser and took out the cutlery. She set three places, touching the thin silver gently as she laid it down. She was dimly aware that these delicate spoons and bone-handled knives, and the forks engraved with the entwined ‘WO’, were somehow part of her father’s past, and didn’t properly belong here in the little stone house any more than her father did himself.

Her new, uncomfortable perspectives made her suddenly aware of how little she knew, and how little she understood.

‘Is Dad all right?’ she asked abruptly.

‘What, lamb? Your Dad? Oh yes, I think so. He’ll be finished with his book soon, and he’s been lucky with other work lately.’

William was an historian, once a teacher, but he had retreated years ago to his study to write scholarly books on remote Welsh history. The negligible income from that was supplemented with book reviewing, and occasional pieces on Welsh culture or characters for magazines. There had never been any money, and Angharad had never thought about it until confronted with her shaming lack of it by her new contemporaries. They had laughed, not quite behind her back, at her clothes and her unsophisticated tastes. Except for Laura, who had told her that clothes were peripheral – although her own were beautiful – and that she should be proud of having won her free scholarship.

‘I didn’t mean that,’ Angharad said now, frowning. Nothing was simple, any more. ‘I meant … what will happen to him while I’m away? When I grow up, and he gets old?’

‘He’s younger than me,’ Gwyn said cheerfully. ‘I notice you’re not worried about your poor old aunt. Quite right too, and you shouldn’t worry about your father either, because he can look after himself. You enjoy yourself while you can. Now, go and call him in for his tea.’

So I’m still not old enough for a serious answer, Angharad thought, as she walked through to the study. Old enough to go away on my own, old enough to cut my own hair, but not old enough to know anything about anything.

None of the questions that were beginning to ferment inside her would be answered yet.

‘Not tea-time already is it?’ her father said, as he always did. It was getting dark outside, and Gwyn drew the check curtains at the window. They sat down in their accustomed places at the best white tablecloth.

‘Well then.’ Her father peered over his spectacles and his eyebrows drew up into peaks. ‘Let’s hear all about it. You didn’t say much in your letters.’

Angharad looked from one face to the other.

They were proud, and expectant, and anxious for her happiness. The words of complaint dried up on her tongue, and she swallowed the truth back hurriedly. ‘It was strange to begin with. It’s so big, and noisy, and there are so many people.’ She was careful to keep her voice light, as if none of these things mattered to her now. ‘And my uniform, and books, aren’t quite the same as … everyone else’s. Not that it matters, of course.’ Her free-scholar’s books and uniform were second-hand, and bore the marks of it. In spite of Laura’s dismissiveness she still minded. Angharad rushed on before she gave herself away. ‘The lessons are okay, quite easy really, and I’ve started to do Latin …’

‘Good. You’ll need that to get a University place.’ Her father nodded approvingly.

‘… And French, and European History. The only thing they don’t have is proper cookery classes, only stupid lessons where you learn about flower arranging and table setting and how to make tea. Home management, it’s called.’

‘You can’t earn your living at cooking,’ her father said briskly. ‘You concentrate on your Latin instead.’

Aunty Gwyn winked at her.

Angharad cast around for something else to say that wouldn’t betray her loneliness, and her bewilderment, and her hatred of the whole ugly, strange-smelling turmoil of school. Except for Laura. Of course, she could tell them about Laura.

‘There’s a girl I’ve made friends with. Different from all the other stupid ones.’

Laura led, and Angharad followed without question. Laura had an uncompromising intelligence that Angharad admired, and if she was sometimes sharp-tongued, Angharad understood it was because her cleverness made her impatient. Angharad was clever in her own, much gentler way, and that was a bond between them. But their closest link was forged when Angharad discovered that Laura was from Wales too, and that under her cool exterior she was as homesick as herself.

‘I wish I was proper Welsh, like you,’ Laura had said once. ‘Not just born there, but from Welsh people for generations. My father came from Lancashire. Do you think I count?’

‘Of course you do,’ Angharad said, in all the security of her own firm roots. ‘If you believe that you’re Welsh, then you are.’

‘Talk some more Welsh to me,’ Laura commanded, and Angharad did as she was asked, teaching her simple words and laughing as Laura tried to get her stiff tongue around the soft, liquid sounds.

Gwallt, Laura repeated doggedly, llygad, trwyn. Angharad taught her to pronounce her own name with the soft, throaty ‘r’ that spoke so clearly of home.

In her turn, Laura talked of her own home. She came from a place called Llyn Fair, describing it as ‘an old, old stone house, beside a secret lake in a hidden valley.’

Angharad had never heard of it, although it was not many miles from Cefn.

‘It’s beautiful,’ Laura told her. ‘The most beautiful place in the world.’ And after a little pause, when Angharad judged that she was being evaluated all over again, Laura said, ‘You must come and see it. You’ll meet my brother. He’s … my best friend. The only friend I wanted, until you. You’ll like him, Angharad. It would be odd, and nice, to be three instead of only two at Llyn Fair.’

Laura’s eyes shone, and her face glowed, and she looked beyond the clamorous school dining-room to somewhere Angharad couldn’t follow. Jealousy bit at her.

‘What’s his name?’ she asked, not wanting to know. She didn’t want to share Laura with anyone.

‘His name is Harry.’ Angharad had seen the pleasure that it gave Laura just to say his name aloud, and she had turned away, biting her lip.

She became aware now that William and Gwyn were waiting, watching her with curious expectancy.

She smiled at them happily.

‘Her name’s Laura. She’s older than me, and much cleverer. She’s going to go to Oxford after she’s left school, and then to London to be a television producer. The best thing is that she’s Welsh too. Only honorary Welsh, she calls it. She lives quite near here, at somewhere called Llyn Fair.’

There was a sudden, icy silence.

The chill of it spread from the circle of light bathing the table out into the shadowy corners of the room. Startled, Angharad looked from one face to the other. Gwyn, after her first shocked gasp, was looking away from her, down at the edge of the tablecloth. She lifted the corner of it and began to pull so fiercely at the hem that Angharad was sure she would tear it. When she turned to William, she saw that his face had darkened with anger, and there were sharp lines beside his mouth. It was an expression she knew, and feared.

‘What did you say her name is?’

‘Laura.’

‘Laura who?’

‘Dad? Laura Cotton …’

Her father’s cup smashed down into his saucer. The force of it made the spoons and plates rattle. Angharad stared at him, bewildered.

‘How many girls are there at your school?’

‘Why? What …?’

‘How many, Angharad?’

‘Six hundred and twenty.’

‘And out of six hundred and twenty girls, you have to choose to make friends with a Cotton child?’

The sarcasm in his voice bit into Angharad and she shrank into her chair.

‘William, she couldn’t know …’

‘Be quiet, Gwyn. Listen to me, Angharad. When you go back to your school, you will make friends with someone else. Anyone else you please. I don’t want to hear you mention anyone called Cotton from Llyn Fair again. Understood?’

‘But …’

‘You heard what I said, Angharad.’

Her father jerked to his feet and swung away from the table. They heard the door to his study close behind him and silence fell again. There was a brown stain on the best tablecloth where William’s tea had slopped over. Angharad stared dully at it for a moment and then raised her eyes to her aunt’s.

‘What have I done wrong?’

‘Come here, my lamb.’ Her voice sounded heavy. Angharad stumbled to her and buried her face against the knobbly grey shoulder. Tears of shock came welling into her eyes and she shook with fright.

‘It isn’t your fault,’ Gwyn soothed her. ‘Your father isn’t angry with you. He’s angry about something that happened long ago, before you were born, and your friend’s name and … and the place where she lived reminded him of it.’ Gwyn’s hands tightened on Angharad’s arms, and her voice grew firm, and stern in a way that Angharad had never heard before. ‘But he’s right. You should find yourself another friend. There must be dozens of nice girls to choose from.’

‘There aren’t,’ Angharad sobbed. ‘They are all horrible except Laura. They only talk about clothes and boys and kissing.’

She would have gone on, if she hadn’t felt that her aunt’s thoughts were elsewhere. She was thinking about something so cold and unwelcome that it took all the kindliness out of her face.

‘Clothes and boys?’ Gwyn repeated at last, with a visible effort. ‘Darling, that’s normal and natural. Girls of your age are starting to be interested in things like that, and so should you be. It’s part of growing up. You’ve been too much on your own here with only your father and me for company. Being with all the other girls will be good for you. You’ll see, you’ll soon start to like them.’

Angharad knew, with unshakeable conviction, that she never would.

‘But I’ve got friends here,’ she said desperately. The thought of going back to school, with even the solace of Laura’s friendship mysteriously denied her, was unbearable. ‘Friends I’ve had all my life.’ She counted the names off on her fingers, children from the village who had sat next to her at primary school and who lived behind the doors down the street. She knew everything about them, as they did about her. Weren’t they good enough any more? Why was the world suddenly so complicated?

‘I know, I know.’ Gwyn was smiling. ‘And they’ll stay your friends, I’m sure. But truly, you’ve always preferred your own company, or ours, haven’t you? You see, your father doesn’t want you to stay here all your life. He’s proud of you, and he wants you to make something of yourself. You’ll learn things at your school, in classes and out of them, that you’ll never learn here.’

That’s true, Angharad thought bitterly. About French kissing, and pop records.

Laura was the only person who had shown her anything she really wanted to know. She thought back over them, all kinds of things.

‘Haven’t you read Jane Eyre?’ Laura had said. ‘You should.’

Angharad had dutifully picked it up, and it had swept her into another world for three whole days.

‘Yes, the Beatles are good,’ Laura had agreed. ‘But listen to this.’ It was the Pastoral Symphony, and Angharad was entranced. There was music at home, but listening to it with Laura made it quite different.

Laura had even shown her how to tame the elastic tentacles of her suspender belt so that Angharad’s blue woollen stockings were as smooth as her own. She had wound the ends of her hair on to big spongy rollers for her, so that they curved elegantly inwards to frame her round face.

And now their friendship was forbidden.

Why? It made no sense. And Angharad liked to have answers to things. Her deep-seated instinct was to obey her father, but the rest of her cried out against it.

‘Aunty Gwyn,’ she said carefully, ‘why can’t I be Laura’s friend? You’d like her, and Dad would too. I know you would.’

Gwyn sighed and stared over Angharad’s head. At last she said, ‘I’m going to tell you this because suddenly it seems to affect you. There would have been no need otherwise. Old bitterness is best forgotten. It happened a long time ago, just after your mother and father were married. A man called Joe Cotton, your friend’s father, cheated our family out of something that was important to us. And as a result of that, something else happened that hurt your father and me deeply. That’s all you need to know. Your father has never forgiven him, and it hurts him still to this day. Hearing those names again, and from you, was a shock to him. Do you see?’

Angharad said nothing. She was struggling to take in Gwyn’s words. Laura’s father? Laura was real to her, vivid and important, but her father was less than a shadow. Angharad couldn’t recall Laura even having mentioned him. She frowned, trying to remember. Laura talked about her mother, in passing, and about her brother in moments which flattered Angharad with their intimacy, even though jealousy still pricked her. But never her father. What could he have done, so long ago but so damagingly, to cause so much turmoil now?

‘Cheated us out of what?’ she asked.

Gwyn shook her head. Her lips were pressed together.

‘That doesn’t matter now. It’s all past. Just do as your father says, and make friends with someone else. For his sake, Angharad.’ Clearly the conversation was at an end. Angharad pulled away from her aunt and mechanically set about clearing the tea-table. The leftovers were put away in the cold stone pantry, the dirty dishes stacked beside the deep, old-fashioned sink, just as always. She knew that Gwyn was watching her but she kept her face averted. She felt heavy, and cold, and cut off. It was strange to feel lonely in this warm, homely place.

‘What is it, lamb?’ Gwyn asked at last. ‘Is this girl so important to you? Aren’t you happy at your school?’

Something in Angharad, a little secret reserve of pride, as well as anger that her aunt wouldn’t trust her with her father’s story, kept the truth locked inside her.

‘Of course I am,’ she said stiffly. ‘I love it. It took a little bit of getting used to, that’s all.’

They finished the washing-up in silence. Angharad, staring into the greasy water, felt the first ache of her dilemma. Part of her wanted, and needed, to obey her father. But another, the new Angharad who was emerging out of the shell of being a little girl, dictated differently.

Laura was her own friend. Neither of them owed anything to the distant past. It doesn’t matter, she thought fiercely.

But Dad … She remembered how she had felt the loose skin masking his face like an old man’s. And he had never asked her for anything before. Nothing that would cost her anything to give. The realization settled around her like a heavy weight. Of course she would have to do as he asked. Somehow, when they sent her back to the brass bells, and the dust and chalk smells, and the relentless unprivate monotony of school, she would have to turn her back on Laura too.

Unfair.

Hot tears stung her eyes again and Angharad had to duck her head to hide them from her aunt.

Gwyn opened the back door and the sweet, damp night air spilled into the kitchen.

‘I think I’ll go back home,’ she said. ‘Unless you’d like me to stay and keep you company?’

Angharad knew that she could still have called her back, and let herself be comforted, but she didn’t.

‘No,’ she said. ‘I’m just going to read for a while.’

The house was very silent after Gwyn had gone. Eirlys, the white cat, was still asleep in the rocker. Angharad walked through and looked at the closed door of her father’s study.

She thought of running in and climbing up on to his knee, as she might have done years ago, and telling him that it was all, all right. She would do whatever he wanted, however mysterious or hurtful it seemed, because she loved him.

But the study door stayed shut, and after a moment Angharad turned away. Up in her bedroom, with the little square sash window looking out over the street, Angharad stared at the shelf of battered children’s classics over her bed. Alice in Wonderland. The Wind in the Willows. What Katy Did. There was nothing to solace her there now.

Angharad ran back downstairs to the alcove shelves. Towards the top, on the left-hand side, under her father’s meticulous classification, she found something that drew her hand. Next to Jane Eyre there was a fat book with a worn, brown spine. She peered at the dim gilt title. Wuthering Heights. Angharad took the book upstairs with her, undressed, and drew the blankets over her head to make a protective cave. The book fell open at the first page and she began to read.

In the morning, when he came down, William said nothing about the night before. Angharad didn’t expect that he would. The storm had subsided, for this time, and provided that he was obeyed her father was his normal, calm, kindly self again.

Angharad laid the breakfast table and they sat down together.

‘It’s a beautiful day,’ William said. ‘What are you going to do with it?’

‘I don’t know.’

Angharad had got up early, her eyes still gritty with reading late. She had stood barefoot on the stone doorstep, looking away down the street. The day was clear and sharp, smelling of leaf-mould and damp earth. The sky over the shiny, wet slate roofs was duck-egg blue, unsmudged with smoke before the day’s fires were lit. Elfed the Milk rattled round the corner under the oak tree in his pick-up loaded with crates, and he had waved to her as he began clinking the bottles in pairs on to the doorsteps. As she had watched him, she had asked herself the same question, what she should do and had been disconcerted by it. She had never needed to think about filling her days at Cefn before.

‘I’m going to St Winefride’s Well,’ William said. ‘Would you like to come with me?’

William was not the man to put his arms around his daughter in an open attempt at reconciliation. This invitation was his own way of putting things to rights. It took Angharad back at once to their times together before she had been banished to school. They had often gone off on expeditions to historical sites, and she had stood at his side half-understanding his explanations and wholly enthralled by his company. Those were the best times with her father.

She weighed it up now, balancing her pride against her unhappiness at being at odds with him.

‘Yes,’ she said awkwardly. ‘I’ve never seen it. I’d like to come.’

The well was half a dozen miles away, and they drove through the narrow lanes at first in silence and then, slowly, picking up the threads of inconsequential talk.

Angharad wondered if this was what being grown-up was like, talking about things that didn’t matter while all you could think about were the things that did.

But when they reached their destination on the outskirts of the little local town, the awkwardness between them fell instantly away. William left his old car just where it stopped, at an angle to the kerb, and strode across the narrow street into the shadow under the wall of the old monastery. Angharad scrambled after him, at once a child again, ready to enter into the world that he was always able to recreate for her.

‘Look,’ William said, pointing up to the façade that Angharad had passed dozens of times yet somehow had never seen before. She saw the simple Norman arches and the solid pillars within, and the hollows in the stone steps worn so deeply that the centre of the step was almost gone.

‘Can you imagine the pilgrims, columns of them, with their cloaks and bundles and their dusty feet, shuffling patiently up these steps? There has been a holy place here since the twelfth century.’

Angharad followed him in under the round arch, and into the cold dimness of the shrine. They came down some more hollow steps and ahead of them was a column of light. The shrine opened to the sky and Angharad saw green water enclosed by mossed grey stone, and on the slabs at the bottom of the pool the glitter of coins. William looked down at them.

‘This is where the pilgrims came. Look, there are votive offerings to the saint, even today. Pennies thrown in with a wish, just the same as lighting a candle with a prayer.’

They sat down on the steps and Angharad felt the chill of centuries-old shadow, and the invisible press of pilgrims all around her. It was her father’s special talent to bring such places alive for her.

‘Do you know the story?’ William asked.

‘Tell me.’

‘Winefride lived in the seventh century. She was the daughter of well-to-do parents, and the niece of Saint Bueno. Winefride was a devout girl, promised to a nunnery when she came of age.

‘One day a local princeling came to her home, hot and thirsty from a day’s hunting. It would have been Winefride’s special responsibility, as the daughter of the house, to offer the welcome of their home to any traveller who needed it. That was the Welsh tradition. She would have brought the prince the best food they had, and offered to wash his feet or play the harp for him. Can you see her, bringing the dishes in, in her white veil over her dark cloak, with plaid wraps over her shoulders?

‘She would have kept her eyes on the floor, never looking once directly at her guest. But the prince saw at once how beautiful she was, and he wanted her. Perhaps there was a struggle. Maybe the veil was torn off, ripped between them and trampled in the mud from the hunting field. Somehow Winefride broke free and ran to sanctuary in the church. But the prince caught up with her on the threshold, drew his hunting sword in his rage, and hacked the girl’s head from her body.

‘Saint Bueno came out of the church and saw his beautiful, mutilated niece at his feet. He cursed the murderer, and the ground opened at once at their feet and the prince was swallowed alive. The saint knelt and prayed for the girl’s life to be restored, and it was. She came back to life, and the only sign was a thin white line around her neck. On the spot where her head had fallen, a fountain sprang up. Just here, Angharad.’

Angharad looked down into the water and saw the tiny crystal bubbles rising. Winefride was as real as herself.

‘What happened to her?’

‘Winefride lived for fifteen years. She became a nun, as she had promised. Her shrine here slowly gathered a great reputation as a holy place. The sick came on pilgrimages, and so did hundreds of thousands of ordinary people. Great men came too, even Kings. Henry V was one, and Edward IV. James II was the last King to come here. And Henry Tudor chose Winefride as one of the stone saints who guard his tomb in his chapel at Westminster.’

They sat in the little square of light within the thick walls. The bubbles rose endlessly from somewhere deep in the rock, up through the still water, and escaped at last.

Twelve hundred years, Angharad thought.

The unimaginable time had the effect of sharpening her own small fear and loneliness instead of diminishing it.

She turned and rested her head against the comforting solidity of her father’s knee.

‘I miss you,’ she said. ‘Can’t I come home again?’

Her father stopped looking at the old stonework and the crude decorative carvings over the arches and smiled down at the top of her head.

‘Do you think that I don’t miss you?’

‘No,’ Angharad said, and then corrected her sulky tone at once. ‘Yes, I know you do. That’s why it doesn’t make sense. Let me come home again.’

‘It will take you a little while to get used to being away,’ William said, in the unarguable voice that Angharad dreaded. ‘But it is the best possible thing for you. You need the company and influence of other women because you’ll be a woman yourself soon. We can’t go on here on our own together.’

‘Why not?’ she asked, mulishly.

‘Because it isn’t suitable, that’s why.’ Angharad could see that her father was smiling, but it was a thin smile, devoid of happiness. ‘Don’t argue with me, Angharad. And do one more thing to please me. Find yourself another friend. That shouldn’t be too difficult, should it?’

Yes, she wanted to say. Impossible, because I know that there isn’t anyone like Laura.

‘Mayn’t I know why?’ she asked, with a meekness that she didn’t feel.

There was a long pause, and Angharad counted the bubbles as they soared upwards. William’s thin smile cut bitter creases into his face, and he made a defensive gesture over her head as if to fend something off.

‘It’s past. There isn’t any need,’ William reiterated.

Angharad didn’t answer, and she felt the divide between them as thick as the old walls themselves.

At last William said heavily, ‘I’ll just go and collect the documents I need.’ They left the green light behind, and the brief moment of closeness that Winefride had brought them, and went out into the traffic once again.

Back home once more, Angharad wandered through the little house. She had the chilly feeling of not belonging anywhere, any more. As soon as the thought came to her, she frowned and shook herself. She would go out somewhere, just as she would always have done.

Angharad found her wellingtons, still caked with the mud of the last rainy days of the summer holidays, and her old coat with the darned woollen gloves in the pocket. She scrambled over the low point in the churchyard wall and swished through the long grass between the headstones. The short-cut led to the back lane that wound in turn towards The Mountain. As she came down the lane she could see that there were children moving round a huge clump of red-brown brushwood in the centre of the field. They were her friends from the village street, building the annual Guy Fawkes bonfire. Angharad could see the tangle of orange-red curls belonging to Jessie Rhys, and the Williams twins beside her, Dicky and Gareth, and the others she had played with across these fields for as long as she could remember. She hesitated, and then stopped. Once she would have run to join them, but now she felt that she didn’t belong here any more than she fitted in at school. Angharad stuck her hands in her pockets and turned away, staring up instead at the long summit of The Mountain. Beyond it, somewhere, was the mysterious place Llyn Fair. She wondered what Laura was doing, and thought that Laura wouldn’t care about being left out of the building of a stupid bonfire.

I wish I was like Laura, Angharad whispered.

A heavy, cold weight pressed on her, as it had done ever since last night. It was much worse than not being part of the Guy Fawkes preparations, and worse than not knowing what to do with herself now. Almost as bad as being at odds with her father. On Sunday night she was going to have to find some way of telling Laura that they weren’t friends any more. She pictured Laura’s cool, inquiring stare, then miserably shut her eyes on it.

There was nothing to be done.

Angharad went for a long walk. She followed the deserted lane and pushed herself harder as it petered out into the track past Pendre Farm and began to rise with The Mountain. There were deep tractor ruts in the dried mud, and a ridge of coarse grass between them. The slope grew steeper and Angharad found herself panting for breath. She strode on, frowning unseeingly at the path in front of her, deliberately thinking of nothing but the effort of climbing on upwards.

It grew very still and silent as the avenues of dark conifers closed around her, then suddenly they dropped behind and she was out on close springy turf with the wind clawing her hair back from her face. This was open grazing land, and a flock of wiry, grey sheep scudded away in front of her. Angharad kept her eyes on the skyline until she reached a little hollow just below the high point of The Mountain. She sank into its shelter out of the wind, and turned to look at the view.

In the far distance on one hand was the flat grey line of the sea, and on the other the undulating ridges of other low summits like this one. In front of her was the uneven green and ochre patchwork of farmland, laced with hedges and little belts of trees. Tiny grey or white oblongs of farmhouses stood between the bigger red-brown barns, and when Angharad screwed her eyes up she could pick out tractors inching through the winter ploughing.

Beyond that the land flattened, perceptibly richer, and rolled towards England. The village was a haphazard tumble of little grey blocks directly ahead of her, with the blue smoke hanging above it. As she stared she saw the sun glint sharply off a car turning down towards the main road. Her own home was hidden, but she could see Aunty Gwyn’s old schoolhouse a little to one side, and almost pick out the white-painted fretted board that ran under the gables.

Her eyes began to water with the effort of staring, but still the absence that she had noticed with the very first glimpse nagged at her. It was very beautiful, but it might have been any picture-postcard view, anywhere.

Chillingly, the hills and hollows no longer reassuringly read home to her.

With a small, angry noise Angharad scrambled out of her sheltered spot and ran the last few yards to the summit. The wind up here took her breath away. It was rising in the west and sweeping with it top-heavy clouds that meant heavy rain. Angharad let herself hang against it, poised as if she wanted to swoop down away from the village and into the wilder landscape on the other side. Here the peaks were jagged and the valleys between them darker and narrower. The mountains rose sharply, grey under the grey sky, into splintered ridges that were blanketed in cloud.

Angharad quartered the wild scenery with her eyes, wondering if one of the houses isolated by folds of rock and turf might be Llyn Fair. A heavy raindrop drove against her cheek and a glance at the sky told her that an autumn storm was breaking over the mountains. It was time to turn back.

She scrambled and ran down the same steep tracks, pursued all the way by the rain. Cae Mawr was deserted and the bonfire already darkened by the deluge as she passed by. By the time she reached the old schoolhouse, she was soaked.

Gwyn’s door stood wide open and the rain was making dark pockmarks on the stone passage floor. Angharad slammed it behind her and made her way through to Gwyn’s studio in what had once been the infant classroom. Her aunt was humming in her blue overall, oblivious as she pinched and moulded clay.

‘Aunty Gwyn, the door was open. And the floor was getting all wet.’

‘Mmm? Wet? Why, is it raining?’ She peered out of the window in surprise and then back at Angharad. ‘Cariad, you’re all wet yourself.’

‘I’ve been up The Mountain. Got caught in the rain.’

Gwyn’s air of preoccupation vanished. She bustled Angharad into one of her own shapeless jerseys, then sat her down in the warmest corner with a mug of hot tea. The room was still heated by the old pot-bellied classroom stove inside its tall barred fireguard. All winter Gwyn fed it with coke, and sometimes it got so hot that the old cast iron glowed red.

‘What are you making?’ Angharad asked. Gwyn was a potter, and the studio was furnished with a small kiln and a kick-wheel. Her interest lay in creating strange, fragile, sculpted shapes in translucent porcelain, looking oddly unlike herself, but she made her living by selling souvenir pottery to the tourist shops on the coast and in the more picturesque local towns.

‘I had a lovely big order from Y Gegin Fach for these.’ Gwyn pointed to a tray of brown jugs and bowls, slip-glazed in white stripes and the wobbly words ‘siwgr’ and ‘llaeth’. ‘Aren’t they hideous?’

‘They are, rather.’ Angharad laughed with her. The comfortable companionship took her back to the times when she had played all day in here, picking up discarded lumps of clay from under the table and rolling them into animal shapes before trying to bake them hard on the stove top. She remembered how she had chattered endlessly while Gwyn had worked and listened. Or probably not listened, Angharad thought now. But the undemanding warmth made her want to talk again.

‘I saw Jessie and the others at Cae Mawr finishing the bonfire. Only I won’t be here for the Fifth and I couldn’t see the point of helping.’ She picked up a piece of clay and began to twist it aimlessly in her fingers. Gwyn glanced at her from under her thick eyebrows, but said nothing. ‘So I went up The Mountain for a walk. Looking out over this side I thought … I thought just for a minute that it was nothing to do with me, as if I’d never seen it before. Then I went up and looked the other way. There was wind and the clouds racing along, and all that space. I felt like jumping off and sailing down into it. As if it was there I belonged. Not here, any more.’

She looked up at her aunt for her reaction, and saw that she was frowning.

‘That’s just fanciful, Angharad.’ The word surprised her. She had never heard her aunt use it in a derogatory way before. ‘Here’s where you live. This is your home and where you belong, with your Dad and me. Don’t talk any more nonsense. Of course you have to go away, to school and then to your own life with some future in it afterwards. You don’t want to stay here and end up a solitary old duck like me, do you? But you can always come back home. Never forget that. No one can take your home away from you.’

Angharad saw Gwyn turn sharply away and look out of the windows again.

‘Not now,’ she added.

In the silence the coke hissed in the stove, and the rain drummed bleakly against the glass. Angharad had a sudden insight, and was shocked by her past blindness.

‘You’re lonely too, Aunty Gwyn, aren’t you?’

‘Everyone is sometimes. You’ll have to learn that, pet. I have been, although not so much now. I’ve had you, and your father, after his own fashion, after all. But I’m ordinary enough to have wished for a husband and a family of my own. There was nobody for me here, and I never managed to get away anywhere else. Perhaps I should have made the best of it and married Twm Ty Coch after all.’ It was a family joke that the local coal haulier had been in love with Gwyn since their schooldays. ‘You take your chances, Angharad. You’ve everything in front of you.’

Everything? Angharad thought savagely that if everything meant the regimented school life that she hated, then the world could keep it. She would rather stay here and turn into an old duck, whatever that was.

If Laura hadn’t been forbidden her, it would be different.

‘I don’t like school,’ she said in a small voice.

‘I know,’ Gwyn said gently, smiling at her. ‘But won’t you try to, just for a little while longer?’

After a moment Angharad nodded submissively. But her docility hid a little ripple of resentment. She would do as they wanted her to, but only because there was no alternative.

‘Look,’ she said at last in a different, brittle voice. ‘I’ve made a sheep.’ She held up the lump of clay to show Gwyn.

‘A better one than I could manage,’ Gwyn encouraged her. ‘Leave it and I’ll fire it for you in the next batch.’

The offer would once have delighted Angharad. Now she shrugged and said ‘Not worth it.’ The little sheep was crushed back into a shapeless mass and tossed with the other pieces under the table again. Angharad stood up and took her steaming coat off the stove guard.

‘I’d better go.’

Gwyn watched her. It was several minutes before she turned with a sigh back to her work.

For the rest of the longed-for weekend, the passions of Cathy and Heathcliff were more real for Angharad than her own dull discomforts. She wrapped herself in Wuthering Heights and insulated herself within its drama.

The grey house was very quiet. The ticking of the grandfather clock was the single sonorous counterpoint to the crackle and hiss of the fire. Angharad and her father were gently courteous to each other when they met, steering their talk through neutral channels that increased Angharad’s first understanding of adult ways of saying things and meaning something quite different.

When the time came for them to make the long drive back to school, Angharad was relieved as much as reluctant. As the old car trundled down the street, she looked back once at the double row of houses, the windows decently veiled with lace curtains, and at Gwyn with her hand still raised in a wave. Then Angharad jerked her head round again and set her face firmly forward.

The grey school quadrangle was oppressive.

In the moment or two of silence after they parked at the end of the row of parents’ cars, Angharad waited for her father to qualify his prohibition. Without being quite aware of it, she longed for him to reward her for this painful emergence from childhood with his trust, and his secret, whatever it was.

But the silence lengthened and her father’s hands remained tensely on the wheel. At last she whispered, ‘It’s time for me to go in.’

Her father took her suitcase off the back seat and handed it to her.

‘Remember what I said.’ His voice was stern, unwavering.

Angharad kissed his cheek and turned sadly away. The impression that he was beginning to stoop like an old man clung with her.

She went heavily up the steps and the echoes of the high, bare corridors closed around her.

Laura was sitting on the floor of the bathroom at the end of their dormitory, where the other girls had cut off Angharad’s plaits. She was leaning against a tall, ridged radiator with her legs stretched out in front of her and her hands loosely folded in her tunic lap. She had been looking ahead of her, her expression remote, but when Angharad came in, her head turned so quickly that her dark hair swung around her face.

‘I’m so glad you’re back,’ she said. ‘I can’t bear it here.’

Angharad dropped to her knees beside her so that their faces were level. It was important to say what she had to say now, at once.

‘Laura. My father wants me to find someone else – anyone else – to make friends with,’ she blurted out. ‘He said … he said it doesn’t matter who, so long as it isn’t a Cotton from Llyn Fair.’

Laura and Angharad heard only the silence that followed, not the endless hiss of steam in the old pipes overhead.

Angharad saw that Laura flinched a little, only a little, and then the welcoming glow faded from her face, leaving it set and pale. Don’t, she wanted to say, I’m still your friend. I don’t care what happened years ago.

At last Laura asked, ‘Am I allowed to know why?’

‘He wouldn’t tell me. He was very angry, I don’t understand why. It’s something that happened before I was born, even. I asked Aunty Gwyn, and all she would say is that … your father cheated our family out of something that belonged to us, and my father has never forgotten or forgiven him.’

The dark curves of Laura’s hair swung to hide her face as she bent her head. ‘That doesn’t surprise me.’

Angharad stared in astonishment. In her rehearsals of the scene she had imagined Laura leaping angrily to her father’s defence. She had assumed that they would quarrel and so the breach would be made. But Laura’s quiet acceptance nonplussed her.

‘My father does do things like that. I’ve know it since I was quite small. But I can’t hope to change him, can I?’

‘I suppose not,’ Angharad said faintly.

‘Do you think your father’s right to dictate whether we should like each other or not?’

As she thought, Angharad did hear the clank of the pipes and the insistent dripping that reminded her of the night of her initiation. Laura had rescued her.

She felt the stoop of her father’s shoulders that suddenly brought him almost down to her own height, and the corded skin of his face as it touched her own. Not infallible, she thought. Surely he is wrong, this time? Laura had recognized her own father’s fallibility when she was a little girl. Was that part of being grown-up, then, too, seeing the tall fixtures of childhood foreshortened by wider perspectives across which the cold winds blew?
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