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About the Book

The twins were born in war-torn Plymouth in 1944, two little girls whose parents – touring actors – didn’t altogether want them. Their unorthodox childhood, first as evacuee babies in Cornwall, then at boarding school, then living with their Aunt Maggie, made them grow up uniquely self-sufficient. They didn’t need anyone else. They had each other.

Miranda was the vibrant, flamboyant one, determined to be an actress, determined never to conform or be dull and conventional. Meg was quieter, more self-effacing. But it was Meg who always knew when anything bad was happening to Miranda.

As they grew up, the bond between them held – until Meg went back to Cornwall to buy a house, to paint, to fall in love. And for the first time events conspired to drive a rift through their special relationship. Their lives shifted – for Miranda found herself trapped into domesticity, and Meg – feeling herself betrayed – had to seek a new path that ultimately took her to unexpected success.

But the link was still there, in spite of all that was to happen, in spite of violence and tragedy, and finally it led to happiness that came when they had ceased to expect it.
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DAUGHTERS OF THE MOON

Susan Sallis


Prologue

The gallery was so crowded that people were being admitted at intervals. It was unusual to find such a quantity of work in a retrospective exhibition but when it became known that the proceeds were going to the disaster fund, owners brought their pictures from far and wide. Over three hundred paintings were hung on the dead-white walls of the Bond Street gallery, and the queue of viewers moved very slowly indeed.

An old man, sitting opposite the group of portraits corporately titled ‘Girl with Red Hair’, watched and listened avidly as people came and went.

‘Amazing.’

It was a word used often when all the jargon of the art critics failed to describe the dozen portraits in the collection.

‘Look at this one! It’s as if he painted each individual hair separately!’

‘And what about this one? It’s the same girl. But it’s so … erotic!’

‘And this one could be called “Chastity”. There’s a purity about it—’

‘The one on the end … she’s not hiding behind her hair any more. He knows her now. Completely.’

‘Amazing.’

A woman, obviously alone, stood for a long time in front of the pictures, then looked round, saw the sofa and sat on it in evident relief.

‘Feet,’ she explained to the old man.

‘Quite,’ he nodded sympathetically.

She said, ‘Have you seen the seascapes?’

‘Yes.’

‘Amazing, aren’t they?’

‘Amazing.’ He nodded.

‘But it’s this girl. She must have had a dual personality. I had to come back and look at her again.’

They sat quietly, examining the twelve portraits, listening to the comments, smiling occasionally in agreement.

And then another man arrived: tall, powerful-looking, with a face that seemed to have lived several lives already, though its owner could not have been fifty.

‘We’ve got the car outside, Edward,’ he said in a low voice to the elderly man.

‘Fine.’

The man stood up with difficulty and leaned on a walking stick. He smiled a farewell to the woman and then hesitated and leaned over her.

‘Actually,’ he said quietly, ‘the portraits are of two girls. He knew them both. Very well.’

She stared after him and then looked back at the pictures.

‘Amazing,’ she murmured after a while.


One

EVEN IF TERENCE and Amy Patch had lived to maturity, they would never have been in the Donald Wolfit class. But they did have their own repertory company and they kept going all through the war, doing performances of Shakespeare in village halls and school classrooms; on village greens in the summer and barns in the winter. They took the Wessex Players all over the lower third of England, from desolate Exmoor to lush Wiltshire, bouncing over the dusty roads of Dorset in their converted charabanc, finding suitable lodgings in places that had never heard of theatrical digs. They believed in themselves and the importance of what they were doing and they gave performances in spite of bombing raids, food shortages and freezing venues. They never had to contend with apathy. The quality of their performances, the tattiness of their costumes, the shakiness of scenery and props, mattered little to their audiences. Winston never actually used the words ‘The show must go on’. But it had to, and to the best of their ability the Patches made sure it did.

The twins were born in war-torn Plymouth at two-twenty on October the thirteenth, 1944. The European campaign was going well, and Eisenhower’s smile, avuncular, reassuring, seemed to hang over the country, disembodied, like a Cheshire cat’s. Amy, most definitely a woman of her time, smiled similarly with closed lips for courage. She had taken two weeks off before this birth and intended being back on the boards again in another two weeks. She had been furious to discover she was pregnant, but once reconciled to it, had found endless possibilities in imminent motherhood. And now, unexpectedly, the possibilities were doubled.

She sat up in the narrow hospital bed just a few hours after the delivery and said proudly, ‘I’m a real traveller. Could have had them by myself behind a hedge if Terry wasn’t such an old fuddy-duddy!’ As Terry was sitting on the end of the bed at that precise moment, in full Hamlet make-up – and the Patches were heavy on make-up – the term fuddy-duddy cut no ice with the other visitors. They laughed, as they were meant to. Terry’s middle-aged brother, Cedric, slipped an affectionate arm around Amy’s shoulders and told her she was marvellous. Terry’s middle-aged sister, who was the only one to have looked in on the babies in the nursery, smiled uncertainly and wondered what their future would be. The female members of the cast, who had a concerted thing about Terry, kept looking intensely right at him. The male members, who were either too old for the war or had bad hearts, tried not to look at Amy’s distended breasts and thought their own thoughts.

It was Terry who said, ‘What are we going to call them, darling? Are we sticking to half of what we said?’

They had decided that a boy would be Orlando and a girl Ophelia. They had to bear in mind that whatever sex it turned out to be, it would certainly go on the stage and they had wanted it to have a flying start.

Amy said, ‘If only they’d been a boy and a girl we could have stuck to the whole thing, sweetheart. But what goes with Ophelia, for God’s sake?’

Terry racked the brains behind the carefully coiffeured hair. ‘Octavia?’ he hazarded. ‘Antony and Cleo if I’m not mistaken.’ He knew very well he was not mistaken so they all forgave him for sounding smug.

Amy was appalled. ‘Darling! Imagine being lumbered with a name like Octavia! Anyway the phonics are all wrong. I mean O-phelia. And Octavia.’

Cedric settled himself more comfortably on the pillow so that Amy was practically engulfed in his large frame.

‘How about Mary and Margaret?’ he asked. ‘After dear old Ma and Maggie here,’ he nodded towards his sister. Margaret, who hated being in the limelight, coloured slightly and made murmuring noises.

Terry was adamant. ‘No offence intended, Sis. But listen to it.’ He dropped his voice to a dull monotone. ‘Mary Patch. Maggie Patch.’

One of the girls laughed with her mouth slightly open. Amy said quickly, ‘I like Margaret. And we’ve always said the family name could be slightly lengthened.’ She lifted her voice and spoke musically. ‘Margaret Passmore.’

Cedric’s appreciative squeeze dug uncomfortably into the bandage-things they’d strapped around her till her milk came in. She sighed and dropped her voice again. ‘Darlings. Do you mind? I’m so frightfully tired.’

Terry was up like a shot. ‘Anyway we’re on stage in an hour, everyone!’ He put his forefinger on Amy’s full lips and pressed slightly. He would not risk his make-up with a proper kiss and anyway did not want to be seen competing with Cedric.

However, Cedric did a proper job and Amy did not object, because for the last three months she’d been playing dame roles while the girl with the laugh did Viola and Hermia and Portia – Amy had refused to allow Romeo and Juliet to be performed until she was able to resume her Juliet to Terry’s Romeo. Therefore she allowed Cedric’s kiss to come to its end and patted his cheek as if she’d actually enjoyed it.

‘Farewell, Thespians all!’ She extended her arms in an adieu which effectively removed him from her neck area. Terry paused at the door of the ward and made an elaborate bow before disappearing. The others drifted out, already thinking of other things. Margaret said, ‘Will you be all right, Amy? Is there anything you want?’

Amy suddenly felt like crying out, ‘Yes, I want my mother!’ But of course her mother was long dead, so she smiled and shook her head charmingly. Cedric said, ‘We’ll see you tomorrow then.’ He looked very serious. ‘Take great care of yourself now.’

‘And the babies,’ Margaret said.

Amy maintained her smile. ‘I will. I will.’

The door closed and she fell back on the pillow and spent ten frantic minutes trying to get beneath the bandages for a good scratch. Then she composed herself, crossed her hands on the bed covers and looked saintly. She did that for all of another ten minutes. Then she looked at her watch. Six o’clock. She was convinced it was an hour since Terry had left, which meant that he’d been lying: because of double summertime they didn’t go on until seven o’clock. And if he’d been lying it followed that he wanted to get away from her.

She turned her head and wallowed in self-pity, then the door flew open and the first cot trundled in, closely followed by the second. She was surprised; rather alarmed. For a moment she had forgotten that at lunchtime she had given birth to twin girls.

‘Hello, Mother!’

A buxom nurse, older than Amy, parked one of the cots and took up her station at the side of the bed. The other nurse said, ‘And he said to me – all Americans aren’t the same, honey.’

The first nurse pushed Amy forward, pulled up her nightie and began to undo the bandages.

She said, ‘Don’t trust him. My sister believed every word—’

‘What are you doing?’ Amy bleated.

The bandages were released and she fell back on the pillow; two surprised faces came into view.

‘Teatime, Mummy,’ explained the buxom one.

‘I had tea with my visitors! Surely it’s supper—’

Both nurses threw back their heads for a hearty laugh.

‘Babies’ teatime!’ they said practically in unison.

Amy was absolutely horrified. ‘But there’s nothing there! It said in this book – and anyway the doctor told me—’

‘They have to learn to suck, dearie.’ The buxom one stuffed an extra pillow behind her head. Pillows appeared at her elbows. She was trapped by pillows. It was like a nightmare. ‘And you have to learn how to handle two babies!’ The laughter grew to mammoth proportions.

But it was not funny. For one thing the small moist objects wedged into Amy’s arms reminded her forcibly of piglets; and for another she did not take kindly to the nurses manhandling her poor breasts in quite such a businesslike way.

‘Oh dear,’ said the buxom one when she began to cry. ‘We’ll have to take them one at a time. It’ll take ages, but—’

‘I have to get off at seven-thirty sharp.’ The other nurse looked at her fob watch, no longer amused at the situation. ‘My boyfriend is picking me up at eight.’

The buxom nurse removed one of the piglets who let out a wail of distress, and fixed the remaining one firmly in position. The baby sucked mightily; the pain was intense.

‘I told you, don’t trust them. Not any of them,’ said Buxom. Her tone altered to one of doting admiration. ‘Look at this one – she knows which side her bread is buttered on.’

‘It hurts,’ Amy bleated. ‘And she’s getting nothing.’

The other baby continued to wail like a lost soul.

‘I haven’t got to – I can’t – no, really—’

‘Just a few minutes. On the other side.’

But the second twin wasn’t a quick learner and could not manage to connect. Amy sat forward to be rebandaged, then sank among the pillows thankfully.

‘Aren’t you going to take them back to the nursery?’ she asked above the wailing as the nurses made for the door.

The buxom one showed her teeth professionally. ‘Just an hour with Mummy!’ she trilled and was gone.

Amy stared at the two cots, both vibrating as their inmates brought the house down. After a while her own tears dried on her face. She pushed back the bedclothes and very cautiously swung her legs to the ground. The edge of the bed was hard and she pulled a stitch somewhere down there and gave a yelp. But then she stood up and felt better. She held on to the cots and stared into them, appalled and revolted. The babies were wrapped like mummies, just their heads showing. They had fronds of hair sprouting here and there from large scalps. The hair was pink. Both sets of eyes were lost in folds of loose flesh. The noses were buttons, the mouths holes. She could detect no difference between them. But then one of them – the one she had fed – suddenly gave a Sir Toby-like belch and shut up. And then the other produced a shoulder and an arm from its swathings and reached for something only she could see.

Amy leaned closer. ‘You can be Margaret,’ she said softly. ‘You might not always get what you want, but by golly, you’ll keep trying!’ She turned to the other cot which no longer trembled passionately. A kind of smile hung on this baby’s mouth. Amy found herself smiling in return. ‘Yes.’ She nodded as if in congratulation. ‘You’re like me. You’ll always get what you want.’ She thought of Terry and made a moue. ‘It’s finding just what you do want, isn’t it, little one?’ She actually laughed at that. Because of course she knew what she wanted. Fame. Just fame. And Terry too if he could get it for her.

She said, ‘You shall be Miranda. Margaret and Miranda.’

Margaret reached again, with desperation, and yelled lustily and Amy’s laugh died.

‘But I can’t be doing with either of you,’ she mused. ‘This feeding … the whole thing. It’s one enormous bind.’

She was still staring at them when the door opened and supper arrived. The trolley was pushed by a squat girl with greasy hair. Amy turned on her charm.

‘How heavenly! But I simply cannot eat anything in the midst of this frightful din!’ She leaned towards the girl and smiled. ‘Do you think you could possibly trundle the darlings back to the nursery for me?’

The girl was mesmerized. ‘You’m that actress. Married to that bloke what looks like Tyrone Power.’

Amy maintained her smile with difficulty. ‘Yes,’ she cooed.

‘’Sever so romantic, innit?’ The girl left her trolley and stared down at the children. ‘An’ you ’avin’ to give it all up cos o’ these little dearies.’

‘Give it up? I wouldn’t dream of giving up the stage.’ Amy put a hand to her throat, another to her forehead. ‘The show must go on, you know!’

The girl’s face sharpened. ‘Then you’ll have to send ’em off by themselves like. Wun’t you?’

‘Send them off?’ Amy had had visions of nannies.

‘’Vacuate ’em. Eff you don’t go with ’em, they’ll ’ave to go by theirselves. Can’t keep ’em ’ere. Not in wartime.’ She glanced up from the cot and ran her gaze over Amy. ‘Wun’t want to feed ’em neither. So you’ll need a safe place and someone ’oo knows what they’re doin’.’

Amy met the calculating eyes and said, ‘I suppose I shall. Pity you don’t live in the country, isn’t it?’

‘My auntie do. She were a nurse. Takes in chillun for the duration.’

‘Fosters them?’

‘No.’ The voice was almost scornful. ‘They’m billeted on ’er like. It’s all official. She ’ad a letter from the Queen congratulatin’ ’er on ’er war work!’

‘Did she now?’ Amy murmured.

She sat on the bed and did not notice the pulling stitch. She arranged her face in a half-smile.

‘You’re right, of course. We play in a lot of cities as well as … yes, you’re right. Children must come first. It wouldn’t be fair to drag them along with us.’ She met the girl’s dark eyes and put a hand to her head again. ‘Oh dear. Oh dear. I don’t know what to think.’

‘En’t goin’ to faint, are you? Look, I’ll take ’em down nursery now. Then I’ll give you the name o’ my auntie. She d’live in Keele. Right down there by Land’s End. They’ll be safe there. An’ she’d put you up for a weekend whenever you wanted to see ’em.’

Amy watched through her fingers as the girl manoeuvred the cots through the door. She liked the idea of quiet Sundays by the sea. A wonderful excuse to get away from the others. She smiled down at her knees and thought that she would ask Cedric to go and give the place a recce. Yes, he’d like that idea. And it would get rid of him from the side of the bed.

Her smile widened. She stood up quite briskly and went over to the trolley. There were ten plates of limp salad stacked there, each with its single slice of Spam. She picked on one and shovelled its contents on to another. She was suddenly ravenously hungry and after all she needed to eat for two, she was probably the only person in Plymouth to have had twins that day.

She tucked in with a will.

Keyhole was a tiny village huddled around one of Cornwall’s coves to the south of Land’s End. The harbour was almost landlocked by the two jutting arms of its piers, and within their protection two small girls could play in the pools at low tide without supervision, with a glorious sense of freedom, and the instinctive knowledge that everything they saw, touched, smelled, belonged to them.

Mrs Roe, known locally as Mrs Hitler, adored small babies. She had doted on them until they could walk and talk, and then, quite suddenly, like a mother bird, she wanted them out of the nest.

The war was over, but there was no place for Miranda and Meg with the Wessex Players. Amy and Terence visited them often in the winter, hardly ever in the summer. Amy taught them to swim – they were never allowed to forget that – Aunt Maggie taught them to read and arranged which school they should attend when they were five, but mainly they were educated by the place itself: shouted at by Mrs Hitler, fussed over by older girls who earned sixpence by keeping an eye on them, knocked by the sharp rocks around Lannah Cove, soothed by the salt water and foamy surf of the Atlantic.

They needed no friends: they had each other; they complemented each other. Miranda would tackle anything, surging into the next experience like the Cornish luggers breasting the swell of the sea. Meg was not so much cautious as curious. She wanted to look, to touch, to explore. She was always turning pebbles over to see their undersides; and she would put them back as she had found them.

Miranda laughed at her carefulness but understood it.

‘You gotta put ’em back like they was,’ she explained to her sister as if Meg did not know why she was doing these things. ‘Cos that’s the side for our foots.’

Meg, fitting her instep around a smooth pebble, nodded in perfect agreement. The girls often spoke each other’s thoughts; mostly they did not need to vocalize them, they were simply shared wordlessly.

The harbour walls were steep, the boats moored to the rails by long ropes, some fitted with pulleys. When the tide was in, the men would often use these pulleys to coast down to their craft rather than use the steps. There were accidents and Meg never watched them do it. Miranda watched and yearned to try it herself.

Terence and Amy had been down the week before to tell them about boarding schools and how they would be expected to behave: the need to wear shoes all the time, to eat with a knife and fork, to speak ‘properly’. Aunt Maggie had talked to them before about school and told them they would manage very well because they could write their names, speak poetry by the ream and had each other. They had understood and appreciated that. Amy’s adjurations were more difficult to accept and she had implied that they might not see Keyhole again. Ever.

Miranda stood by the harbour and watched the tide flood the cove and imagined herself as Amy.

‘Farewell, and then farewell!’ she murmured, unconsciously placing a hand on her heart.

A voice said, ‘You’re the tadpole kid, aren’t you?’

The voice was different, not local. She looked up and saw a boy who was obviously a ‘visitor’. Open-necked shirt, khaki shorts, dark hair falling into one eye.

She said, ‘None of your business.’ And resumed looking out to sea. He did not know much because she wasn’t the tadpole kid at all, she was one of the tadpole twins.

The boy said, ‘I asked about you when I saw you swimming at Lannah. They said you were called the tadpole because you swam like a tadpole.’

Miranda was not quite five and ostensibly a child of nature, but she was also a child of Amy and Terence Patch, so she said precociously, ‘How obvious.’

The boy grinned appreciatively and Miranda almost smiled back.

He said, ‘You’d like to go down one of those ropes like a commando, wouldn’t you?’

‘What do you know about the commandos?’ she asked, still truculent.

‘More than you do. I can remember them when they were stationed at St Ives. They used ropes to go up and down the cliffs.’

‘How old are you, then?’

‘Fourteen. How old are you? Three?’

She was so angry she almost hit him. But then she was glad she hadn’t because he said, ‘Come on. Let’s have a go.’

She swallowed. ‘Now?’ She looked around. No-one was about.

‘’Course. I go home tomorrow.’

‘I go to school,’ she said sadly. It was a bond between them.

They walked along by the rail and chose a boat low in the water, well ballasted, steady. The boy took hold of the pulley with both hands.

‘See. It’s like a bosun’s chair. You’ve seen them practising from the lifeboat, haven’t you?’

She nodded, trembling with excitement. It looked a hundred miles down to the lugger beneath them. They’d crash on to its deck and be smashed into pieces.

‘Well?’ said the boy. ‘You scared?’

‘No.’

But she was. She had difficulty in fitting her hands between the larger ones of the boy. Then they had to clamber over the rail and position themselves so that she was standing between his legs and he was crouched to match her height.

They might not have launched themselves off even then, but someone shouted at them from the window of the Lobster Pot and, startled, the boy turned too quickly and the next minute they were soaring down towards the all too solid deck of the lugger.

Their lack of expertise was their salvation. The boatmen swung themselves over the last few yards of slack rope; the boy had not seen that. They hung suspended over the sea on a rope which now climbed upwards towards the lugger.

Furious shouts came from above. Miranda waited no longer. She dropped like a small pebble into the water with hardly a splash and swam beneath the boat to emerge unseen at its stern.

The boy, floundering in full view, was the one who got into trouble. The furious voice belonged to his father who said very loudly that if they had not been going home tomorrow they would certainly have been going home tomorrow! The boy’s shorts were hung with seaweed as he was dragged up the steps by this very angry man. But he was smiling. And Miranda never forgot that he did not mention his companion.

The strange thing was, that Meg met her at the entry to Mrs Hitler’s house with dry clothing.

‘How did you know?’ Miranda asked, fumbling her way out of her sundress and into the glorious warmth of a jumper.

Meg said, ‘Well, I just knew. But more than usual. There was a boy. And you were very happy and very excited.’

Miranda said, ‘Yes. Yes. Yes.’

And then they started to laugh because for the first time they realized and fully appreciated their connection.

Meg and Miranda sat in the taxi on either side of Uncle Cedric. They had been to Plymouth every school holiday since leaving Keele two years ago, but they knew it wasn’t really ‘home’. It was where Amy and Terence were based but, as Terence frequently told them, the world was their home. Roots meant loss of freedom. So the idea was not to stay long enough anywhere to start growing them!

They’d laughed at that because they laughed at most things their father said. Miranda had wrinkled her nose and said, ‘Anyway, I wouldn’t want to grow in Plymouth! It’s too noisy!’

Amy kissed the small face that reminded her so much of pictures of Ellen Terry, then spread her arms wide and said, ‘Doesn’t it make you tremble inside to think of Plymouth being reborn after the Blitz?’

And this time they did not laugh because the pneumatic drills did indeed make their stomachs vibrate inside.

They had talked about their parents in bed that night – actually only four weeks before – marvelling that they were called Amy and Terence, never Mummy and Daddy, and that they were ‘citizens of the world’, which made it handy for something called income tax and something else called rates.

Meg had said, ‘Keele was digs too, was it?’

Miranda nodded. ‘Yes. Like Plymouth. And that place before …’

‘Exeter.’

Miranda said, ‘Wherever Amy and Terence get a job they have digs.’

‘We didn’t have a job at Keele.’

‘No. But it wasn’t home.’

‘That was cos of Mrs Roe.’

Miranda brought a strand of frizzy hair to the front of her head and arranged the end beneath her nose. She deepened her voice to a growl. ‘You vill do exactly vot I tell you!’ she intoned.

Both girls were convulsed with giggles. Then Meg said, ‘But I liked the place in spite of Mrs Hitler.’

Miranda dropped her plait. ‘You mustn’t! You might start growing there like Terence said!’

Meg nodded in agreement. Then she said sadly, ‘We’ve got nowhere to ask anyone for the holidays.’

Miranda was unworried. ‘We’ve got each other. We don’t need no-one else.’

They snuggled down in bed. The sheets were not theirs. Neither was anything else in the room. But then it had always been like that. Mrs Roe had told them often, ‘You take care of my things, you girls!’

Meg said sleepily, ‘You said that all wrong.’

Miranda, who had hoped her error had gone unnoticed, sighed deeply and corrected herself. ‘We don’t need anybody else.’

Meg murmured, ‘Or – “we need no-one else”.’

She got her thumb ready to insert in her mouth and added, ‘D’you want to sit in my lap tonight?’

They arranged themselves accordingly and in two minutes were fast asleep.

But sitting either side of Uncle Cedric only four weeks later, removed abruptly from school in mid-term, with Amy and Terence suddenly called ‘your dear parents’, their rootlessness was a great disadvantage. And the pneumatic drills that were everywhere, that spring of 1951, made them shake inside with sheer terror. Because hadn’t Uncle Cedric explained that a pneumatic drill piercing a gas main had caused the explosion which had killed Amy and Terence?

The cast gathered round them. Without a script they did not know what to say. A girl whose mouth seemed unable to close cooed, ‘I was there the day you were born. Terence did not know what to call you. You were nearly Octavia and Ophelia.’

Miranda said, ‘Yes. Amy told us. She chose our names. Margaret is Henry the Sixth. And I’m The Tempest.’

The girl with the open mouth laughed as if Miranda had made the best joke in the world, then sobered suddenly and said, ‘You were marvellous. Both of you. Coming to the funeral. Bearing up.’

Meg said, ‘Amy said religion was just drama. We were in a play.’

‘Oh my God.’ The girl turned away. Meg glanced at Miranda, asking a silent question. Miranda murmured, ‘Not yet. Wait till Aunt Maggie comes.’

They had already decided they wanted to spend their holidays with Aunt Maggie. But Uncle Cedric said it was difficult because she wasn’t married. Mrs Roe/Hitler hadn’t been married either, so that made no sense, and they assumed it was an excuse Aunt Maggie was using to get out of having them.

They drifted across the hotel room towards the buffet. They were always hungry and did not realize that grief was supposed to make food unacceptable. Someone said, ‘Look at them! It’s the hair perhaps? Or the way they do everything in perfect unison.’ The owner of the voice bore down on them. ‘Listen, darlings. I am going to absolutely insist on you eating something. How about a nice salmon sandwich?’

They looked surprised. Then amenable.

‘Such brave girls,’ said the voice as they crammed sandwiches and cakes into their mouths as fast as they could.

And then Aunt Maggie came in and stood in the doorway, looking down at them. They stopped chewing and let their eyes fill up with tears. Then they turned towards each other and the crinkly red hair mingled. They spent a concealed moment swallowing desperately, and then they began to sob.

But Maggie had been going to do her duty anyway and offer her nieces a home with her. And now, suddenly, it wasn’t such a duty. She had only half-known her baby brother; his theatrical ambitions had been a mystery to her. And Amy had not been the sort of wife to keep his feet on the ground either. But now, seeing the theatrical tears of these two small girls, she understood her brother and sister-in-law better than she had in life. She saw that part of their aim had been to have fun – and they had succeeded in that.

So when she crouched before the twins, she was laughing.

‘Meg. Miranda. I gather from the tears at my appearance that either you loathe the sight of me or you want to come and live with me. Which is it?’

The girls were flabbergasted. Neither their acting nor their twinship had blinded Aunt Maggie. She talked to them as if they were grown-up, honest, and reasonable.

The tears dried up magically. Miranda glanced at Meg who was cautious, and saw her own thoughts mirrored in the sky-blue eyes. She said, ‘We’d like to live with you, Aunt Maggie.’ And Meg, unexpectedly, added, ‘Very much. Please.’

Maggie said, ‘Well, I’d like that too. But there might be snags. I’m single, you see, and I live in a flat. Quite a small-flat.’ She stopped smiling and looked thoughtful. ‘There is a man I could marry. He’s a solicitor. With a house.’

Miranda said, ‘Is he nice? Do you like him?’

‘Yes, but not enough to share our lives with him. I’ll have to think of something else.’ She stood up. ‘Listen. I’m going to load some plates with food and we’ll go to my place and have a conference. Is that all right with you?’

Miranda smiled and Meg said lovely. If Aunt Maggie hadn’t been using both hands, they would have held one each. As it was they kept very close to her until she asked someone to call a taxi.

They solved the problem by sharing Uncle Cedric’s house. It wasn’t ideal because Uncle Cedric had been in the Navy and had been invalided out with a dicky heart. They had to be quiet and they had to be cuddled. Uncle Cedric was a great cuddler. Many of the elderly gentlemen who called on him were cuddlers too. They grumbled about noise; about the house being overrun with women, Miranda’s declamations as she learned lines for the latest school play, Meg’s painting things in the attic, even Aunt Maggie’s books which crept from her room into the study and from there into every part of the house, even the bathroom. But a cuddle, a kiss on the top of a bald head, and all was well. It was when the girls were discussing Uncle Cedric one night that Meg discovered the very first difference between herself and her sister.

Miranda was laughing about the sudden increase in their allowances. Every holiday it was the same: he would listen to their pleas for more money, glance at Maggie who kept her gaze studiously on whatever she was doing, and shake his head.

‘You girls cost me a fortune as it is. When I was a boy I was lucky if my uncle slipped me a sovereign once a year! Everything is provided for you at that posh school of yours! You get more money than my mess allowance before the war! Not a penny more, my dears, and that is definitely that.’

Aunt Maggie invariably cut short further pleas by a firm ‘Having got that little matter out of the way, shall we eat up. Mrs Marks has made one of her steak and kidneys specially for your first day back, my loves!’

No-one liked Mrs Marks’s cooking, but Aunt Maggie’s school broke up well after the twins’ so they had to put up with it for a few days until she could take over. Anyway, they recognized their aunt’s ploy. Whatever rise they needed in their allowances would be made up by her. She hated haggling about money.

But there was never any real need for Aunt Maggie to bale them out. Because whenever Miranda needed a sub, she would take Uncle Cedric his hot toddy before she went to bed, and sit on his knee.

‘It’s killing!’ she chortled to Meg. ‘He knows what I’m after and he says – “it’s no good you trying to get round me, young lady” –’ she deepened her voice to a very near semblance of Cedric’s. ‘But after half an hour—’

‘Half an hour!’ Meg sounded horrified.

‘Well, it’s not much to give the old darling, is it?’ Miranda replied, making Meg feel mean. ‘You could take over half of that if you like!’

‘No thanks!’

‘Quite, absolutely quite.’ This time Miranda sounded exactly like Amy, only neither girl knew that. ‘It’s because I know you’re not keen on the cuddly bit that I take it on! You should be grateful!’

‘I am.’ Meg was suitably contrite. She imagined at that moment that she and Miranda were still tuned into each other. If she hated Uncle Cedric’s cuddles, then so did Miranda and she was being self-sacrificing. She laughed at herself. ‘It’s the way he calls me Nutmeg that really finishes me off! If I’m a nutmeg then he’s a grater!’

They were convulsed at this. Then Miranda spluttered, ‘The best of it is, when he agrees to up our allowance, he always begs me not to mention it to Aunt Maggie! So of course I promise that I won’t if he won’t!’ She spread her hands and used the latest term they’d learned in physics classes. ‘Ergo, we get two rises for the price of one!’

And suddenly Meg felt the schism between them. They weren’t really cheating Uncle Cedric; he was cheating himself. But they were cheating Aunt Maggie. And Meg loved Aunt Maggie who treated them with respect as well as love and never asked for anything in return; not even cuddles.

But Miranda did not see or feel the schism and Meg said she had to go to the lavatory and made a quick exit. She couldn’t bear the thought that there was even a moment when she was not in tune with Miranda. She pulled the flush vigorously, then realized she was cheating again and sat down to spend a penny. And tried to forget it all.

Cedric had enough of Terence in his blood to enjoy the role of beleaguered male. He loved being cajoled by the two small editions of Amy. He never noticed that Meg avoided being alone with him, and he continued to call her Nutmeg and snatch a kiss whenever she passed. He grew fat and ruddy-faced and could not wait for the holidays to come round.

They were happy, all of them. Maggie felt like a career woman instead of a spinster schoolteacher, the girls brought their friends home and wondered what Terence had meant all those years ago when he had said something about never putting down roots. Putting down roots was fine. Absolutely fine. That first year, 1951, Uncle Cedric took them all to London to see Swan Lake at the new Festival Hall, then on to the Tate to see some of the Hepworth sculptures. Two years later he managed to get a ‘window’ to view the Coronation and he bought them a camera each so that they could take their own photographs.

Miranda said, ‘Sometimes I feel quite, quite dreadful about enjoying everything so much since Amy and Terence died.’

Meg thought about it carefully. ‘We didn’t know them that well, did we?’

‘No. But they were our parents!’

‘They were very ambitious. I don’t think they wanted to be parents.’

Both girls were aghast at this mutual discovery. Meg had voiced it, but it was one of their shared experiences. They stared at each other, their pale blue eyes wide. Meg said slowly, ‘They wanted to be actors first. That’s all I meant. That was why they sent us to Mrs Hitler.’

‘Yes. I know. Of course.’ Miranda nodded quickly. ‘Well, that’s OK with me. I mean, I feel the same way. About acting.’

‘Do you?’ Meg looked doubtfully at her sister. She knew that she wasn’t very pretty with her funny apricot-coloured hair and fishy eyes. And everyone said she and Miranda were identical so that must mean Miranda wasn’t very pretty either.

Miranda got the message. ‘I know Amy was beautiful. But acting is about making people believe lies.’

‘I wasn’t thinking … that.’ But Meg flushed guiltily because obviously Miranda was privy to most of her thoughts. ‘I was thinking it’s nice being private. Like those painters and sculptors and all. Nobody knows anything about them. But they’re acting in a way. They’re making people believe things that aren’t true.’

Miranda nodded. ‘All right,’ she said comfortably. ‘You be a painter and I’ll be an actress.’

Maggie, coming in at that moment, said humorously, ‘Doesn’t anybody want to be a schoolteacher and have piles of books to mark every night and go to camp with the first years?’

They laughed and Meg said, ‘We’ll make lots of money and you can stop being a teacher and live with us.’

‘Darling, the best thing about being a teacher is that I get a pension. And I shall be retiring in two years’ time and living on it. Won’t that be marvellous?’

The girls applauded frantically.

So Maggie retired and things got even better. She could come to all the plays and events at school. She brought Uncle Cedric in her new car and all the girls thought he was a ‘pet’. They were a bit wary of Maggie, but when they came to stay in the Plymouth house they appreciated her much more. In large doses Uncle Cedric could be a crashing bore and Aunt Maggie knew this and made certain the doses were quite small.

In 1956, after the Hungarian débâcle, she insisted on housing a couple from Budapest. They had the dining room and downstairs bathroom and the back bedroom above. It meant that the girls moved into the attics, which they loved. But it also meant that for a year there was no room for their friends. What was worse was that Maggie took the brunt of the refugees. She drove them to other houses to keep in touch with fellow refugees. She was always cooking them meals and trying to teach them English. She found them jobs and eventually a flat. Then she went to the doctor.

She never told anyone what he had said. But her loss of weight soon made it obvious anyway. She died in the late summer of 1958, just before the twins’ fourteenth birthday.

Uncle Cedric, suddenly old and frail, got a housekeeper with a small child. Mrs Jenkins was a good enough cook and a good enough cleaner, and there it ended. The house was not the same; there was no more laughter, no more treats, no more anything much. Maggie had left her money in trust for the girls when they became twenty-one and Cedric missed her domestic contributions. There could be no summer holiday this year; he suggested that they should invite a couple of friends and show them Plymouth.

They invited one friend. Her name was Pamela. She was one of the girls who had called Cedric a pet. She was blonde and pretty and she had definite breasts so she thought she was one’ up on the others.

‘I’m going to bring happiness into this household!’ she announced at supper the first night. ‘Life must go on – you two should know that after losing your parents.’ Pamela did not believe in dodging issues. She often referred to the twins as ‘the orphans’.

She lifted her glass of water. ‘Come on! Let’s drink to happiness!’

It sounded marvellous somehow, like a rallying cry. Miranda drank her water in one gulp and suddenly turned round and threw the empty glass into the grate. Pamela gave a shout of laughter and did the same. After a startled second, Uncle Cedric followed suit. Meg put her glass back on the table. The set had belonged to Aunt Maggie. She glanced at her sister and forced herself to laugh with her. But it was perhaps the second time that she had recognized a difference between them.

Uncle Cedric did not come with them on their tours of Plymouth. So every evening Pamela would insist on going into his room to tell him exactly what they had done and how wonderful it had been.

‘We stood where Drake stood. I mean, we actually stood on the same spot! Can you imagine it?’

Cedric looked up at her as she paused in her constant movement around his room. She was vibrant with life; just like Miranda and Nutmeg had been before Maggie … he swallowed fiercely and held out his glass for her to fill it.

‘You old drunkard!’ she said fondly, in the frank way she had. ‘What are we going to do with you!’ She danced back to the desk to replace the bottle. ‘You sit here all by yourself all day long wallowing in misery! Yes, I mean it!’ She shook her finger under his nose. ‘Wallowing!’ She danced away again and went to the darkening window. ‘Why don’t you come with us?’ She peered briefly into his telescope. ‘Oh, I suppose you can see it all from here—’

He said mournfully, ‘Dear Pamela. I’m nearly seventy, child! It was different when Maggie was here to drive me around the place—’

‘There you go again!’ She was back, behind his chair this time, her fingertips glancing off his polished pate. ‘Self-pity! That’s what it is, you know!’

He felt tears on his cheeks. ‘You don’t understand, child. I hope you never will understand!’

She was wonderfully contrite. She cupped his head, moved around the chair, held him against her gingham shoulder.

‘I do understand. I feel I can be honest with you, Uncle Cedric. Because I’m so close to the whole family, I can say exactly what comes into my head. It’s a compliment, you know. My father says I’m very mature for my age and I think that’s why I can say the things I do.’

He snorted a watery laugh, but she was insistent.

‘I mean it!’ She took the glass from his shaking fingers and sipped delicately. It was revolting but she managed to control a shudder.

‘You see?’ She put the glass down on a side table very quickly. ‘Anyway, if I can say anything to you, surely you can say things to me? Talk to me about your feelings. Your real feelings.’

It was better than Truth and Dare really. She could be rude to him and he had to respond by telling her his innermost thoughts. She slid round on to his lap.

He said hoarsely, ‘The girls aren’t close to me any more.’

Pamela nodded. She had noticed that Meg and Miranda had gone into themselves since the bereavement. It was all right for them, of course; they had each other.

She said, ‘Listen, Uncle. I have come here to make things all right for all of you.’ She saw herself as a light brightening their darkness. ‘I am close to you. Can’t you see that I have been trying to make it up to you?’

He sobbed suddenly and put his forehead down again on to her frail shoulder. Her bones were like a bird’s; like Miranda’s; but he knew that both girls were as strong as horses in reality. Stronger than he was. Certainly stronger than poor dear Maggie. He put his arms around Pamela’s waist and held on to her as if he might drown.

She felt a wonderful sense of power. She was standing in for Meg and Miranda in their hour of need. She was comforting this poor old man, who surely did not have much longer to live. She’d already saved him from the demon drink by sipping at that glass and then removing it. She held his head hard to her chest and kissed the awful sweaty baldness on the top and thought she must be quite saintly. And his right hand moved down from her waist.

Meg and Miranda were sitting with Mrs Jenkins’s small boy while she was at the pictures. In spite of the heatwave, he had a cold, which meant that when he tried to suck his thumb he was unable to breathe. Meg was rubbing his chest with camphorated oil while Miranda read to him from one of her own nursery books. They too were in role; Meg had cast young Adrian as neglected semi-orphan, herself and Miranda as fellow orphans in a cruel world. Miranda saw them as a combined Florence Nightingale and hardly noticed the snuffling patient.

His eyes were beginning to droop when Pamela’s screams thrust up from Uncle Cedric’s room. He sat bolt upright and joined in. Miranda dropped the book and said, ‘It’s Uncle Cedric!’ And Meg continued the thought, ‘He can’t have died too!’ And they left Adrian to his screams and ran out on to the landing to meet a sobbing Pamela climbing upwards.

Probably if Maggie had been there it would never have happened; but if it had happened, she would have smoothed everything down. Neither Miranda nor Meg, nor for that matter Uncle Cedric, knew what the fuss was about. When Pamela’s father arrived Uncle Cedric wept again and said, ‘But all I did was cuddle the child! She was comforting me and—’

‘That’s how you cuddle a child, is it?’ Pamela’s father was coldly furious. ‘You put your hand on her bare buttocks, do you? Is that your usual—’

And Miranda, thinking she was helping Uncle Cedric, cried out, ‘But he does that to us, doesn’t he, Meg? It doesn’t mean a thing! We don’t mind!’

Pamela’s father was horrified. He said no more but he insisted on taking the twins back home with him that night and he rang the Welfare people the next morning.


Two

IT WAS MR BRACKNELL who came to the rescue.

Uncle Cedric died quite suddenly in the middle of all the ‘fuss’ as the girls called it afterwards, and it seemed Mr Bracknell was their sole remaining trustee. He and Uncle Cedric had been in charge of Aunt Maggie’s bequest, and now Mr Bracknell took on Uncle Cedric’s last will and testament too. And that was that after the house was sold and everything paid up, the girls should have what was left when they were twenty-one. Mr Bracknell made it very clear that it would not be a great deal, there might be as much as fifteen hundred for each of them. But, added to Aunt Maggie’s bequest, it would certainly be enough to ‘set them up’ in some way. He assumed they were too young to imagine just how they would like to set themselves up, but of course they weren’t. They knew exactly what they wanted to buy with their money. Miranda wanted a course at drama school. Meg wanted to buy a little house in Keyhole where they had been so happy, and paint pictures all day.

Meg was shattered by the ‘fuss’, Miranda defiant and angry. They were to be in the care of the local authority until they were sixteen, and the social worker who took them under her wing believed that twins should seek their own identity as early as possible, and should therefore be separated; different homes, different schools. Mr Bracknell could do nothing to dissuade her from this course, but he arranged for Meg to go to a hostel in Higher Compton, run by a fairly philanthropic couple called Dora and Matthew Penwith. From there she could go to an elderly grammar school where she stood a chance of winning a scholarship to Plymouth Art College. With such a carrot ahead of her she settled down immediately to blend into her background. She was good with the smaller children, totally reserved with the older ones. Dora looked on her as a daughter; she never ever looked on Dora as a mother.

Miranda presented a harder problem. There was something wild and wayward about her which defied Mr Bracknell’s common sense and outraged his dignity.

He visited three possible foster homes on her behalf and suggested to the social worker that a couple who lived near the theatre might be suitable. The wife was a cleaner in the theatre and the husband took a turn at the stage door.

The social worker reported back tersely. ‘She told me to stuff it. Says she wants to be an actress not a skivvy.’

Mr Bracknell went to see Miranda in the council’s children’s home in Stoke.

‘Be reasonable, Miranda. Meg is quite prepared to make the best of things in Higher Compton with a view to getting into art college later—’

‘Let me go to Higher Compton with Meg then,’ Miranda said swiftly. ‘You know I’ll be OK if you let me stay with Meg.’

‘My dear, the authorities have a point. When you two are together you don’t make other friends—’

‘We had Pamela and look where that got us!’ Miranda interpolated bitterly.

Mr Bracknell said unhappily, ‘You know very well what I mean, child. I have told Meg that if she works hard she will get a place at art college. I am telling you that—’

Miranda’s interruption was passionate this time. ‘I cannot wait that long, Mr Bracknell! You don’t understand! Amy – my mother – left school at fourteen and joined a theatre company immediately! My father—’

‘Miranda, I know about your parents.’

He had known Cedric and Maggie very well; Terence had been much younger. The black sheep of the family really. The wild and wayward one. Mr Bracknell sighed deeply, recognizing the connection and not knowing how to deal with it.

‘In your mother’s day everyone left school at fourteen—’

‘And I am fourteen now!’

‘And in the care of the council.’

‘You are my trustee!’

‘I am entrusted with your inheritance, Miranda. I have a certain influence which I have used in your case.’ He dropped his voice deliberately, remembering dear Maggie and how much she had loved these girls. He must not sound even faintly irritated. ‘Listen, child. Just try to settle with the Brimmingtons. The fact that they are connected with the theatre will be a bond between you.’

‘I cannot stick living with strangers until I am eighteen!’

‘Will you stick it until you are sixteen?’

Miranda stared at him mistrustfully. ‘What will you do then?’

‘You will have taken your end-of-school examinations. There are courses at some of the technical colleges—’

‘Technical colleges!’

The words were spoken with disgust.

Mr Bracknell waited silently, he had shot his bolt, but he did not enjoy watching her as she searched her mind for other possibilities and found none.

And then she did something which upset him a great deal. She smiled quite suddenly, perched herself on his knee and kissed his cheek.

‘All right then. Till I’m sixteen. Then I know you’ll think of something. I could come and keep house for you.’

He stood up, almost spilling her to the floor. He knew now how it had happened for Cedric. Poor Cedric. And poor Miranda. It would never have happened if Maggie had been alive, of course. Poor Maggie.

He said, ‘Make the best of it, Miranda. As Meg is doing.’

She walked to the door with what dignity she could muster. He and Uncle Cedric had served in the Navy together, but he wasn’t like Uncle Cedric. He wasn’t going to help her any more. She was on her own. And how could she be like Meg if she wasn’t with Meg? None of them understood.

She slammed the door fiercely as she left. And immediately began to make plans to manipulate the Brimmingtons.

But the Brimmingtons had no feeling for the theatre. Ernest had come out of the army in 1946 and taken a job in the dockyard. Unskilled labour was easy to come by, but the drudgery of it had eaten into Ernie Brimmington’s soul and when he heard of the theatre job he took it to get away from the welding yard. He liked the unsocial hours of the theatre, the feeling of being almost his own boss. He liked it better still when Elsie took the cleaning job. It meant he hardly ever saw her; she worked during the day and he worked in the evenings. By the time he got home she was too tired to nag him about starting a family and they’d been told three years ago they were too old to adopt a baby.

Fostering was different. It was lucrative, and if they fostered a school-age kid, Elsie could keep on her cleaning job too.

Miranda was their first and last foster child.

She did her best. When Elsie plaited her frizzy orange hair into two plaits, she put up with it. After all, Meg wore her hair in a plait. But when Elsie then plaited her own greasy black hair, stood next to Miranda’s mirrored reflection and said, ‘Anyone would think we were sisters, wouldn’t they?’ she had gone too far. Miranda unplaited her hair then and there and smiled at Elsie.

‘I don’t think so.’

Her voice was quiet and pleasant enough, but Elsie recoiled as if Miranda had spat in her face.

As if giving her a chance to recoup, Miranda then suggested – kindly – that Elsie might ‘get her in’ for a performance of Romeo and Juliet which was being put on by the Northcott the following week.

‘When you’re a bit older, perhaps, dear. Some of the things they put on are a bit … well, you’re not old enough yet.’

Miranda knew already that Elsie was narrow-minded, she now knew that Elsie was going to insist on treating her like the ten-year-old she really wanted. Miranda decided to tackle the silent, morose Ernie as she had tackled Uncle Cedric.

‘Let me make you your cocoa,’ she insisted on Saturday morning when Elsie had gone to work. ‘I know how you like it. Milky with two sugars.’

Ernie stared at her suspiciously.

‘Thought you was anxious to get up to see your sister?’

‘I am. I want to give her a treat. A surprise.’ She set the cocoas on the table and drew up a chair next to his. ‘She’s doing Shakespeare at school. Well, we are too, but she goes to a good school. You know, posh.’ She hated herself for talking like that; she was acting a part, that was all.

‘Stupid, I calls it.’

‘What?’

‘Shakespeare. They does it down the theatre. Can’t understand a word.’

‘Well, there you are. If I could take her to see the play it would help us both to understand it.’

‘You? Go to the theatre?’

‘Yes please!’ She sparkled at him, put her knee against his, lowered her lashes.

‘Not on your life, my girl! You’re in our care, you are! I won’t say no to the pictures, but the theatre – never!’

His reasoning – if he had any – escaped her. She was baffled and frustrated.

‘But – it’s important. Exams. Shakespeare—’ She was stammering with temper. She had forced herself to sit by him, make his damned cocoa and she was getting nowhere. ‘It’s such rubbish at the pictures—’

‘It’s not real people. That’s the thing. Theatre people – they’re all no better ’n what they should be! I know. I was in the Army for four years—’

‘What the hell has the Army got to do with Romeo and Juliet?’

‘Don’t you swear at me, my girl!’

‘But I can’t get through to you any other way! You’re not listening to me! My sister and myself –’ she enunciated very clearly, ‘are doing Shakespeare at school and need to see a proper—’

‘I’ve had enough of this. Fluttering your eyelashes at me. You’re no better ’n what you should be either! Wait till I tell Elsie what you been up to!’

She was so angry she nearly hit him. Instead she smiled right at him and said softly, ‘Wait till I tell her what you been up to, Mister Brimmington!’

But even the dawning realization and horror on his face did not console her. She went up to Higher Compton and spent the rest of the day with Meg, fuming furiously about the Bloody Brimmingtons. Meg, white-faced and introverted, told her to stick it out somehow. But Miranda could not. She knew that once Ernie and Elsie had talked together she would be out, and working on the principle that it is better to leave under one’s own steam rather than wait for the sack, she set fire to her bed that night while Ernie was still at work. She thought of it as going out in a blaze of glory, but it wasn’t easy; she used a whole box of matches on the blankets and still produced mere scorch marks. But then, halfway through a second box, she decided to slit the mattress. Inside was a wodge of horsehair. It crackled delightfully as it burned. She wandered into Elsie’s room and said brightly, ‘I say, did you know the house is on fire?’

Rena and Paddy Barnes were next on the list. Mr Bracknell had thought them too rough and ready for Miranda, but after the psychologist had dithered about a ‘treatment centre’ both Bracknell and Miranda gladly accepted the still-open offer of a home for her, and she moved into the cramped terraced house in North Street during the spring of 1959.

Rena and Paddy had six children of their own and envisaged this new teenager as an unpaid baby-sitter and washer-up, contributing in many ways to the family besides being the reason for the monthly cheque from the Children’s Department.

Miranda tried her Uncle Cedric approach with Paddy, only to be smacked hard on the bottom and told to ‘wait another year or two, you saucy bitch!’ Paddy told Rena openly what had happened and Rena shrieked with laughter and said that perhaps later they could share him between them. There was never any acrimony in the house. There were rows known as ‘shouting matches’ thoroughly enjoyed by both parties, but if Miranda tried to get out of a chore by outrageous behaviour or by conniving with one against the other, she was usually greeted with gales of laughter or a suffocating hug and a promise of ‘a nice cup of tea’ to make her ‘feel better’.

It was like punching a pillow. She tried arson again and was abetted by Rena who said they could get a new mattress out of the insurance. She demanded her own room.

‘Why?’ Paddy was astonished.

‘I’m nearly fifteen! I get periods!’

Paddy raised his brows at Rena and said, ‘Course you do, stupid bitch! We’d have you at the doctor tomorrow if you didn’t. What’s that got to do with having your own room?’

‘I need the privacy!’ Miranda could have wept at their joint obtuseness.

‘But you only got the two babbies in there! Christ, you couldn’t get more private than that! Think they watch you when you change your towel?’

The fact that Paddy spoke those words rather than Rena nearly crucified Miranda. However brazen she was, he could always outdo her.

That night she ran away and shared Meg’s bedroom. She turned up at North Street for her breakfast and was galled to discover neither of the Barneses realized she had been missing. Piqued, she said nothing, but continued to sleep with Meg for two weeks until her absence was discovered by the social worker who called one evening in response to a report from a neighbour.

‘They’re not fit to have me,’ Miranda said scornfully. ‘They think in a year or two I’ll share their bed!’

The social worker was horrified and there was a big meeting with Mr Bracknell, the child psychologist and the head teacher of her school besides the bewildered Barneses and Miranda herself. Unfortunately, Meg was not invited.

‘We was joking!’ Paddy explained.

‘We thought she was joking too!’ Rena enlarged.

‘She is of course emotionally disturbed by what has happened in the past,’ said the psychologist.

‘D’you mean the Uncle Cedric fuss? Because if so just say it straight out.’ Miranda wished she had the strength to bundle them all out of the oh-so-cosy private room in the council offices, down to the Hoe and into the sea. ‘If you think I was worried about Uncle Cedric – Christ, he was a poor old man—’

The Head got his oar in quickly. ‘Her language is what worries the staff most at school—’

‘Paddy says Christ all the time,’ Miranda explained.

Mr Bracknell looked at her. ‘Obviously you wish to leave North Street, Miranda,’ he said quietly. ‘In which case I think your alternatives have run out.’

She saw the pit she had dug for herself just in time.

‘I don’t want to leave North Street at all!’ Her voice rose childishly. ‘I just want everything sorted out a bit! I have to see Meg more often—’

‘Christ, you can go up there every day if you like!’ Paddy said. ‘She can come down to us. If that’s the only problem there’s no problem!’

Mr Bracknell said incredulously, ‘You’re still willing to foster Miranda, Mr Barnes?’

‘’Course we are. Aren’t we, Reen?’

‘If she’s willing to be one of the family, then …’ Rena hadn’t yet told Paddy but she was almost sure she was pregnant again. She would need Miranda.

‘I’m only baby-sitting once a week,’ said Miranda as if she could read Rena’s mind. ‘And you should pay me, really.’

Paddy was shocked. ‘If you’re one of the family, Randie, you do things like that for love.’

‘But I don’t love you,’ Miranda said, her voice well under control again. ‘So once a week. And don’t call me Randie!’

Mr Bracknell spoke to the psychologist. ‘Perhaps a quiet word between the four of us while Miranda and the Barneses work things out between them?’

And in the end Miranda got her own room and did some grudging but unpaid baby-sitting, and for a whole year she put up with Rena and Paddy and they did not even realize how hard it was for her.

She could have left school at fifteen but if she had done that she would have had to take a dull job somewhere, or stay at home and help with the new baby. So she stayed on, though there was no hope of getting any of the new O levels. She enjoyed history lessons and the newly qualified history teacher; her favourite class was English Drama. She could quote yards from Shakespeare plays in spite of Ernie Brimmington’s discouragement, and declaimed Portia’s and Miranda’s speeches to the goggle-eyed Barnes children instead of reading them stories. At weekends she went up to the hostel; the social worker drew down her mouth sadly. It was obvious there was no separating these two.

And then in the early summer of 1960, Miranda’s enforced patience was rewarded. A note was sent from school to say that on Wednesday of the following week the top class would be taken to see an outdoor performance of A Midsummer Night’s Dream. A packed lunch was required.

All forty-five of them were herded into a bus at Lara and taken to nearby Newton Abbot, then marched in a ragged crocodile on to the moor. Natural outcrops of rock made a rough semi-circular arena; the backdrop of branches hung with ivy, the cubes of packed straw, the carefully arranged logs were all the scenery necessary.

It was a ragged, fey production, performed with a great deal of dramatic gesture. But nobody forgot their lines and every word could be heard.

They called themselves the Arbitrary Group and as Miranda watched she had an enormous sense of déjà vu. Perhaps her mother had been almost sixteen when she saw the Wessex Players for the first time. Whatever it was, Miranda knew that destiny was on the move; the Arbitrary Group was practically heaven-sent. She recognized the various types from faint memories of the Wessex Players of long ago. There was a Terence, adored by the female cast, seeing himself as another Sir Laurence Olivier, never knowing when he was acting and when he was not. She could not pick out an Amy-type; the girls who took the parts of Helena, Hermia and Titania were too subservient to Lysander, Demetrius and Oberon. Amy had made certain in all her performances that she was the leading lady.

Miranda, hanging around for her turn to talk to the actors afterwards, chewed her lip thoughtfully. If Amy’s position was vacant, could she fill it?

The girl who had played Puck, still plastered with real leaves and twigs, gave a little jump and landed in front of her. She waved her hands in the air and pushed her face towards Miranda’s.

‘“How now spirit! Whither wander you?”’

Miranda felt like saying in Amy’s disgusted tones, ‘Oh for God’s sake!’ but she had got right out of the habit of showing her real face in public. Instead she too looked coy and quoted, ‘“Over hill, over dale, thorough bush, thorough brier …”’ She stopped, crestfallen, and added, ‘Sorry, I don’t know any more.’

But Puck was amazed. ‘Hey! You listened. You actually listened!’ She turned her head. ‘Lysander! Over here!’

Lysander, definitely a Terence-type, detached himself from a small knot of girls with autograph books, and, blowing kisses at them, moved away calling, ‘“I will be with thee straight!”’

Puck grinned puckishly. ‘“Follow me then to plainer ground.”’ She bowed low. ‘“One of the fairies I will swear.”’ She laughed up at Lysander. ‘Honestly, Brett, don’t scoff. This child – this nymph – actually listened to the play!’

Lysander-Brett looked at Miranda while hugging Puck to him very hard.

‘Really? What makes you think so?’

Puck nodded violently at Miranda and without thinking she said, ‘“By my modesty, the jewel in my dower, I would not wish any companion in the world but you.”’

He stared, nonplussed for just a moment, then he said slowly, ‘That is not from the play we have just performed.’

She blushed furiously. She knew lots more dialogue from Midsummer Night’s Dream. What had possessed her to quote from The Tempest? Then she knew why.

She lowered her aquamarine eyes – she always thought of her eyes as ‘aquamarine’ – and looked at the toes of her
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