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ONE

It was natasha’s mother, Mary Barkwith, who mooted the idea that the staff from Markhams should meet again. A reunion. Natasha had returned to England from the States in the spring; she had brought her daughter Hilary with her and enrolled her at Chudleigh School as a weekly boarder. She did not mention her divorce for some time. When Hilary announced that she wished to spend the summer holidays in Maine with her father, Natasha had taken her back to the apartment in New York. Mary Barkwith had hoped very much that Natasha and Harvey Nolan would patch things up and she would receive a phone call to say that Natasha was also spending the summer in Maine. But Natasha returned home alone, and was obviously unhappy. It emerged that Mary Pressburger, Harvey’s secretary, had been invited to Maine in Natasha’s place. Mary Pressburger was the very serious Other Woman. The thought of her frolicking with Harvey – and therefore with Hilary – made Natasha feel so ill she had run from it and come home to her parents’ house at Nortons Heath in  Warwickshire, where, it seemed, she might quite easily die of boredom.

In order to alleviate the dullness of life at Thatch End, she had already arranged a brief affair with Ron, the plumber who was working on her father’s latest craze: a swimming pool in the garden. She had tried to make it torrid. In her mind she had called him her ‘bit of rough’ – he might well be something to tell Harvey about if ever they saw each other long enough for one of their almighty rows. But Ron had eyes like her old spaniel, Ferris, and had seemed determined to fall in love with her. She finished with Ron, and then there was nothing: a sort of limbo.

Mary Barkwith said, ‘Darling, I am not trying to get rid of you! But you’ve made it all too plain that bridge and tennis are not for you—’

‘I play them all the time back home,’ Natasha informed her mother bleakly. She knew only too well she wasn’t fitting in with anything in Nortons Heath.

Her mother said acutely, ‘That’s when you’re with Harvey, darling. Don’t you remember how Ida Wainwright was? For years? She just had to work her way through it.’

‘Mummy, Ida was widowed! Her husband died!’

‘She was bereft. And you are bereft. She had to learn to live on her own. So do you. In some ways it’s more difficult for you.’

‘Because I know Harvey is living it up with Mary Pressburger?’

Mary looked distressed. She made an obvious effort to rally both of them. ‘Listen. You’ve always kept in touch with Pru—’

‘Christmas cards.’

‘And letters. You know she’s living in that commune in Cornwall. You’ve got an address. And you could send a letter to Rachel care of the House.’

‘With a capital aitch?’ Natasha snorted a laugh. ‘She’d kill me!’

‘Well, see what Pru says.’ Mary sighed deeply. ‘Darling. Can’t you see that you’re in between two worlds? Go back to the old one – hear what has happened to Pru and Maisie and Rachel and Evelyn and that other dear old soul …’

‘Edith,’ Natasha supplied with deeper gloom. Edith had told her once that she would come to no good. She was right. Of course. As usual.

Pru’s voice had not changed; it was deep, slow and hesitant.

‘I think it would be good,’ she said consideringly. ‘How long? Lunch? Weekend? And where?’

‘I haven’t given it a thought.’ Natasha was phoning from her father’s study where she could watch the gardeners who were now landscaping around the pool. None of them had Ron’s broad shoulders and narrow flanks. They all looked like starving hippies. ‘I suppose if you and I could foregather over – say – a week, it would give the others the opportunity to come when they had the time.’

‘Sounds sensible.’ Pru made some noises. It became apparent she was looking through a diary. ‘Um … let me see … yes. I could manage the last week in August. How about you?’

Natasha turned sideways to look at her reflection in the heavily framed mirror at the side of her father’s desk. She was still darkly attractive even without make-up; but since arriving in England at the beginning of the summer a line had appeared  either side of her mouth. Both lines turned down towards her chin. She made a hideous grinning face at her reflection and forced the lines almost up to her eyes. That was no better.

Already the idea of a reunion was going cold on her. She thought of Pru, willowy, beautiful, subtly mysterious, who had suddenly gone native in Cornwall. If there had been an unhappy love affair or a death or … anything … Pru would never say. And in spite of – or perhaps because of – Pru’s terrific reticence, Natasha knew she ought to be likewise. British dignity and all that sort of stuff. And the whole point of seeing Pru would be to offload her own peculiar state of affairs. Pru had always held everyone at arm’s length and Natasha could tell from her voice that she had not changed in this.

She said heavily, ‘Well, any time suits me. Hilary and I are living back home now. She goes to Chudleigh Girls. Boards in the week. She’s spending the summer with her father. Not back till mid-September.’

Pru said, ‘I see.’

‘Yes.’ Natasha made another face and then turned away from the mirror. ‘I expect you do. Never mind, huh? Next question – are you in touch with any of the others?’

‘You sound so American!’ Pru laughed her deep, amused laugh. ‘Well, I saw Maisie two years ago. And she keeps in touch with Evelyn.’

‘What about Edith?’

‘She died. Two years ago. I went to the funeral. That’s how I know where Maisie is. She was there too.’

Natasha said violently, ‘Oh God!’

‘Listen.’ Pru abandoned her diffident tone and  became suddenly forceful. ‘I’m not sure about Rachel, but I think this would be a good time for you and me and Maisie to meet. And as a matter of fact, there is somewhere we can go. Not a hotel – I couldn’t stand a hotel, could you?’

Natasha thought of hot showers and cooling fans and a bar where they knew how to mix a proper martini. ‘No,’ she sighed.

‘I’ve inherited a house! I don’t know a thing about it. And anyway I don’t want it. I’m going to sell it eventually. But it will be ideal for us to have a little hol. Our old stamping ground, too.’

Natasha opened her eyes. ‘Not the Malverns?’

‘Yes. We can take the train to Malvern Link like we used to and get a taxi. I think it’s about four miles. Too far to walk – with luggage. What d’you say?’

Natasha remembered their rambles in the high hills on the edge of Worcestershire. She bit her lip. She and Harvey had done their exploring there too. Was it quite the place in which to forget him?

Pru said, ‘I’ve been scurraging around through my address book while we talked and I’ve just come up with Rachel’s number. If I ring Rachel, will you do Maisie? She’ll know about Evelyn. And there were those two temps—’

‘We don’t want any of the temps. Just the six of us. Sorry, five.’ Natasha turned to the mirror again. She had been biting her bottom lip and could see an ooze of blood. She had been biting her lip a lot since the divorce. There were times when she actually hated Harvey. She said, ‘I’m not sure about me contacting Maisie. I haven’t seen her since I came home to have Hilary and she was in the middle of a rather passionate affair—’

Pru interrupted. ‘I know about that. But that’s fifteen years ago and she went back to her husband.’

Natasha said, ‘She went back to her husband because of me. That was the trouble. Pru, I don’t want to contact her, can’t you—’

‘She’d always do anything for you,’ Pru swept on, apparently not hearing. ‘Her number is Lennox 4050. And her married name is—’

Natasha said grimly, ‘Davenport. I’m not likely to forget. He made all those glass units for the shop – that’s how he met Maisie. And anyway, my father built a factory for him.’

‘Well done, Nash!’ Pru sounded like the head girl at Natasha’s old school. ‘And I’ll make sure Rachel turns up. She thinks she’s running the Liberal Party. I’ll put her wise!’ She laughed so that Natasha could not voice any more objections, then went on more seriously. ‘I’ll ring you with directions and so forth. I’ll have to organize someone local to go in and polish the place up a bit.’

‘So you’ll be in touch?’

Pru said she would be. Then she said she’d have to go because she was on kitchen duty and it was nearly lunchtime. She put down her receiver. Natasha swivelled her father’s chair and made another face in the mirror. Edith gone. And Maisie … Did she feel betrayed? She replaced her phone and said aloud, ‘Damn!’

The door opened and Mrs Mayhew came in. She was the Barkwiths’ cleaner. She held out a man’s sock as if it were a dead toad.

‘Found this under your bed,’ she said.

Natasha took it. She would have liked to tell Mrs Mayhew that her brief fling with Ron the plumber  had finally ended before she took Hilary back to the States three weeks ago, which meant that Mrs Mayhew had not cleaned under her bed in all that time. But it wasn’t worth it.

She beamed. ‘Thank you so much, Mrs Mayhew,’ she said. ‘Could you possibly pop it in the bin for me? One sock isn’t much good to most people, is it?’

She picked up the phone and dialled the Lennox number before Mrs Mayhew could open her mouth again. At least the woman had forced her to do Pru’s bidding though it was a fruitless mission; Natasha knew that Maisie would not accept any invitation from her.

She half hoped one of the Davenport household would pick up the phone. But of course it was Maisie. The voice was the same; the childish lisp, the slight Brummie accent she had tried so hard to lose.

‘Lennox 4050. Maisie Davenport speaking.’

‘Maisie.’ Natasha swallowed. ‘It’s me. Natasha.’

There was a scream of joy from the other end. ‘Nash! My God! It can’t be you! You live in America!’

‘Came home last Christmas. I got Hilary – my daughter, you know – into Chudleigh. That’s my old school.’ Natasha couldn’t believe it; had Maisie forgotten what happened fifteen years ago?

‘I remember Hilary. She was about four weeks old when I saw you last.’ There wasn’t a trace of bitterness in the childish voice. Natasha turned her father’s chair right round and stared at the door behind which Mrs Mayhew was banging about with the vacuum. Maisie said, ‘Listen. Can I come and see you? No. Better not. Edward isn’t keen on me going out alone. Come here. Can you? Will you?’

‘Better still. Pru’s got a house. In the Malverns. She wants us all to meet up. Last week in August. A grand reunion. What do you say?’ Blurt it out. Get rid of it.

There was a hesitation from the Davenport end. Maisie was going to turn down the invitation. Natasha had known she would, but it hurt all the same. Suddenly she wanted to see Maisie again. She wanted Maisie to like her still, to expiate all that guilt.

Maisie said slowly, her accent stronger, ‘You see, the thing is, Nash, Edward likes me to be at home. With him and the children.’

Of course. He must have found out about Maisie’s affair with Tom. He’d never risked it happening again. But dammit, that was fifteen years ago.

She said heavily, ‘How many children, Maisie? I seem to remember you had two.’

‘Yes. I was expecting then – I didn’t mention it. Then I had another two. Five altogether.’

Natasha was horrified. ‘Five children? Maisie! You’ve had your work cut out!’

Maisie lisped lightly, ‘Mark is nineteen and Jess eighteen now.’

‘Grown up.’

‘They’re both at Edinburgh. They wanted to be vets and that was the place to go, it seems.’ She paused and added, ‘They like animals better than people.’

Natasha frowned. ‘Yes. Well. Lots of us are like that.’

Maisie’s voice quickened. ‘The last two are still at home. Edward said they could go to a day school.’ She laughed. ‘It would give me something to do.’ She almost hiccoughed in her eagerness to tell  their names. ‘Simon and Ian. Simon is fourteen and Ian is thirteen.’

Natasha’s frown deepened. ‘Maisie! And you’ve left out the middle one! She must be almost the same age as Hilary. So you had three children in three years!’

‘Yes.’ The laughter had gone. ‘She was a boy, actually. Tom. He’s at boarding school. Like the older two.’

Natasha felt her heart contract. Tom. That had been the name of the man. Tom. Tom McEvoy. Suddenly a lot of things Maisie had said began to connect.

She said urgently, ‘You’ve got to come, Maisie. We need to talk. Properly.’

Maisie accepted instantly that Natasha understood. She said in a small voice, ‘It’s no good, Nash. I’d love to come but Edward won’t allow it.’

Natasha was appalled. She said, ‘Listen. I’ll come and talk to him. Persuade him.’

She heard her own words. They were almost the same as she had said before when she had talked Maisie out of running off with Tom McEvoy. She stopped speaking and gnawed at her lip.

But Maisie did not seem to make any connections; she certainly made no objections either.

‘Well, you could try, I suppose.’ Her tone became self-reproving. ‘Don’t get the wrong idea, Nash. Ted is a wonderful man. Really wonderful. It’s just that …’

‘He’s possessive?’ It sounded like an insult but Maisie accepted the word almost gratefully.

‘That’s all it is. A lot of people who are insecure are possessive. Aren’t they? And he’s old-fashioned too. A wife’s place … all that, you know.’

‘When shall I come?’

‘Let me pave the way. Tell him you’re home. I’ll ring you. OK?’

Natasha replaced the receiver again and sat still, looking down at the desk. She thought of Tom McEvoy. She’d been right; he wasn’t good enough for Maisie. Even without Natasha’s persuasion, he would eventually have dropped her.

Even so …

The door opened and Mrs Mayhew stood there flourishing the sock.

‘Found another one!’ she announced triumphantly. ‘Inside your pillowcase this time!’

Natasha forced another grin. ‘What a relief! Thanks, Mrs Mayhew. Could you put both of them in the laundry basket? Daddy will be so pleased!’

She waited until the door closed before swivelling the chair so that she could look in the mirror again. She ran her fingers through her hair so that it stood out from her face. The way she had worn it when she was twenty-five; when she was beautiful; the mid-Sixties. Tom McEvoy had not stood a chance. But, as it turned out, neither had Maisie.

She noticed that her bottom lip was bleeding again and her eyes were too bright. She thought: poor Maisie … she must have told her husband about the affair; she must have told him about the baby. Natasha vaguely remembered Ted Davenport and his assiduous courtship of Maisie in the shop. And her father had told her things about him too.

Natasha bit her lip again as she worked things out. Tom McEvoy’s child must have been born the winter after she’d had Hilary. A year later there had been another baby. And a year after that, another. She said aloud to the mirror, ‘Poor Maisie.’




TWO

Maisie was obsessed with the idea of the reunion. After Nash phoned, she went straight to Mrs Donald, the cook-housekeeper, who knew all about everything and apparently understood.

‘Nash is an amazing girl,’ she explained, producing an old and faded snapshot. ‘If anyone can persuade Ted it’ll be Nash.’

Mrs Donald studied the photograph carefully. She was making Mr Davenport’s favourite fruit cake and continued to stir it gently with her other hand.

‘Or …’ she said judiciously, ‘she might put him off entirely.’

Maisie thought about it and nodded. She was not frightened of Edward Davenport; she had known when she told him the truth about her third pregnancy that he would punish her for the rest of her life. She accepted that that was just; it was hard, but it was just. And his punishment included the possessiveness Nash had mentioned, and Maisie did not mind that. She knew she was what he called ‘a hopeless case’, and his all-pervading presence in her life stopped her being hopeless.

Mrs Donald handed back the snapshot and began  to scrape the cake mixture into its prepared tin. She passed the spoon to Maisie for her to lick clean and said, ‘If you were to ask him, he might say no, but that would be that. If he thinks you’ve put your friend up to anything …’ She passed over the empty mixing bowl for Maisie to scrape out and opened the oven door. They had never openly discussed Edward’s violence – it hardly ever erupted these days – but Maisie knew exactly what Mrs Donald meant.

She said loyally, ‘Oh, I don’t think so. But it might be better for me to talk to him. Yes. I think you’re right.’ She flashed Mrs Donald a smile. ‘As always!’

Mrs Donald flushed slightly. She was older than Maisie by ten years, her dark hair swept Brontë-like over her ears and into a knot halfway up the back of her head. Her features were not classical enough to take this severity and when she first arrived, not long after Tom’s disastrous birth, Maisie had thought of her as another Mrs Danvers from the film she’d seen of Rebecca. But then, when Ted had come upon Maisie breastfeeding Tom, it had been Mrs Donald who intervened and took one of the blows on her face.

Maisie had expected her to resign immediately, but she had not. Her involvement in the family row had seemed to make her one of the family. The bruise on her high cheekbone had highlighted her dark eyes, giving them some kind of light and life. Until it faded she was beautiful and tragic. And Maisie, still childlike with her mop of golden curls and her china-blue eyes, looked on her as the mother she could not remember.

Mrs Donald laughed to cover her embarrassment.  ‘Get along with you,’ she said, just like a mother might do.

Maisie laughed too. ‘It would be so lovely to see them all again. Rachel is married to a politician now – it was what she always wanted. And Nash has got the most gorgeous husband, Harvey Nolan – he’s terrifically rich – American.’ She giggled. ‘I always remember realizing he was serious about Nash. We’d gone for one of our tramps in the hills and he just arrived – I mean, it was obvious he’d followed her, but as far as we were concerned he just popped out from behind a hedge! Nash’s face was a picture! Up till then he’d just been one of our American clients – he made passes at her in the showroom all the time because she modelled jewellery for him. But they all did that. And then, quite suddenly, he was smitten. It was amazing – he was everywhere. There was no way she could stand against him – not that she wanted to, I’m sure.’ She stopped giggling, remembering that Nash was quite capable of standing against any man if she wished to. Not everyone was like Maisie. Maisie, who had not been able to make a stand. Ever.

Mrs Donald finished washing her hands and went to the roller towel.

‘She probably fell head over heels in love with him,’ she said as if reading Maisie’s thoughts. ‘Like you did with Mr Davenport.’

Maisie nodded vigorously and took the bowl to the sink to wash up. She still did the washing-up and other mundane jobs just as she had at Markhams. She enjoyed them. If she’d made Ted’s cake, she’d be on pins in case it wasn’t just right.

Mrs Donald said gently, ‘He’ll be home for lunch today. Why don’t you tackle him then. Get it off  your chest.’ She did not add that she would also be at lunch, whereas this evening, after supper, she always went to her own room to watch television. Edward Davenport had never been violent in front of Mrs Donald since the incident when he had roared, ‘Breastfeeding? You never breastfed Mark or Jess! This one is special, is he? This one must have the best!’ And had torn the baby from her and almost thrown him into his carrycot. But Maisie had never blamed him: she should not have confessed about Tom McEvoy. She should have kept it a secret just as Pru had told her to do.

She said heavily, ‘Yes. All right. Lunchtime.’ She held the mixing bowl under the hot tap to rinse it and added, ‘What is for lunch, Mrs Donald?’

Mrs Donald hesitated. The doctor had suggested that Edward ought to lose some weight and she had been producing salads for lunch. He hated salads.

She said, ‘I’ll do brains on toast and plenty of afters to fill him up.’

They smiled at each other and Mrs Donald went for her summer jacket to drive to the village in her own little car and call at the butcher’s shop.

Maisie looked across the round table in the breakfast room and thought how handsome Ted was. More so than when she had first known him when he had just inherited his father’s rundown factory, and came to Markhams to convince Mr Edgar that new shopfittings would double their display area besides being more convenient and ‘classier’. Mr Edgar had visibly winced at the word, but when Ted produced sketches and did complicated mathematical problems in front of Mr Edgar – then and there – he was impressed.

‘The man knows his business,’ he said to Mr Delano later.

‘He’s pushy,’ Mr Delano objected.

‘He’s a member of Rotary. He organized the last charity drive.’

Mr Delano did not mind this kind of discussion in front of Pru who did all his Rotary correspondence and was as discreet as a clam, but Rachel Strang was hovering by the door with a message and he knew full well she would report back to the other girls.

‘All right. If you think he should refit the showroom, I’m quite happy about it.’

Ted had done all the measuring himself and had accepted many a cup of tea from Maisie’s small hands. She recognized his strength of will; she knew from the beginning that it would be useless to stand against that. When he asked her to go out with him, she did not like to say no. When he insisted that she should sleep with him, she knew that in the end she would give way, so she said yes immediately. When she became pregnant with Mark she had been eternally grateful to Ted for marrying her. And, really, there was no reason to stop being grateful. Not really.

He looked up from his plate and caught her looking at him.

‘Know me next time, will you?’ he asked, sounding just like the boys who had chased her years ago in the playground of Chamberlain Street School.

She flushed guiltily. ‘I was just thinking … you haven’t a grey hair in your head. You …’ she felt his eyes hard on her, pressing almost physically ‘… you’re still very goodlooking.’

‘What are you after, Maisie?’ He liked the compliment;  his voice was jocular. It was unfortunate that she did in fact want something and now it would sound false.

‘Nothing.’ She held his gaze for as long as she could and then picked up her glass of water. He laughed.

‘Come on. Out with it. You’ve seen a dress? A pair of shoes?’

That was unfair. She rarely bought clothes. Before her sterilization he had bought things for her himself. Mostly underwear in which she dressed up in the evenings. She had liked that. It made her feel so special. Now, since she was barren, their lovemaking was infrequent. She understood that too.

‘It’s just that … I had a phone call this morning.’

Jocularity faded. ‘If Tom is whining again about his school, let him whine. He’s got to realize that life is not a bed of roses, even when you go to the most expensive boarding school in the whole damned universe!’

Maisie shook her head, unable to speak. The thought of Tom, homesick, made her so unhappy she never could speak, not even to Tom.

Edward lifted his brows. ‘Not Simon’s bloody headmaster? God, Maisie! I knew we should have sent them packing as well! Just because you were all broody and couldn’t have any more kids, I agreed to them going to a day school! And look what it’s done for them!’

Mrs Donald came back into the breakfast room trundling the trolley ahead of her. There was summer pudding, a sorbet and a cheese board. She began to relay the table.

Maisie said in her small sibilant voice, ‘It’s not  Simon. And actually, Ted, they’re both doing ever so well. Simon’s art work is quite amazing.’

Ted said, ‘Art! He’ll probably want to go back to the hippy days of the Sixties or something just as useless. Heaven knows where he gets all that from.’

Maisie recalled the mid-Sixties when she had met Tom McEvoy. He had wanted her to throw up everything, leave her husband and children and just take to the road with him. She might well have done – again unable to say no – if it hadn’t been for Nash. Perhaps … she should have gone with him. She thought of Tom’s birth and then the violence of Simon’s conception and his birth less than a year later; and then again with Ian another year later. And it would have gone on except that something went wrong and she had the sterilization in 1970.

She said, ‘Anyway, it wasn’t anything like that, darling. It was from someone I used to work with in Markhams. Natasha Barkwith. D’you remember Natasha?’

‘How could I forget any of them? Interfering little bitches. Don’t think I never knew that they tried to talk you out of marrying me.’

Mrs Donald put a plate in front of him and pushed the puddings and cheese in a semicircle around him like a palisade.

Maisie was genuinely astonished. ‘Why on earth would you think that? They thought it was wonderful for me – Rachel – I remember Rachel actually saying she was green with envy!’

Partially mollified, he cut a piece of cheese. ‘That stuck-up Prudence Adair never liked me. And the other one—’

‘Nash? She was always for it.’ Maisie let her tongue run away with her. ‘My God, Nash was  always for it! If it hadn’t been for her—’ She stopped suddenly, realizing where she was going.

He said grimly, ‘If it hadn’t been for her you’d have left me back in Sixty-five – is that what you were going to say?’

She forced a laugh. ‘You know full well I would never have left you. I will never leave you.’ She looked into his dark, veiled eyes, tried to hold them in a gaze that would convince utterly. They knew each other’s pain, understood things the world never could. She wanted to make contact at that level, just as she had done so often … before. And just for an instant it worked because he said shortly, ‘I know that,’ and then looked away.

There was a short pause. She knew this was her opportunity to ask him about the reunion, but hard on the heels of what had been nearly a declaration of her total commitment to him, it seemed manipulative. He forced her to continue.

‘Well, what about the phone call from the Barkwith girl? No … Nolan now, isn’t it?’

She swallowed. ‘Fancy you remembering.’

‘Her father did the plans for the new factory. I heard quite a bit about the precious Nolans. The apartment in New York – view of the Empire State – holiday place in Maine – money, money, money, that’s all they think about.’

It was such an unfair accusation that again Maisie was silent. Edith had always ‘kept tabs’ on Natasha’s new life in the States, and it had been obvious that though Harvey Nolan made a great deal of money in a great many ways, he used it to enjoy life. Ted made money too; making money was definitely his driving force. But there the similarity ended.

Maisie sighed and Ted snapped, ‘What?’

She said without apparent relevance, ‘I miss Edith.’

‘Edith Manners? The one who died last year? That old biddy?’

‘She was always fond of me. Kept in touch. Actually she died two years ago. She was a kind of—’

He was suddenly contrite. ‘Mother? Surely not?’

She smiled, accepting that Edith had not been maternal. ‘I was going to say a maiden aunt. And she wasn’t that old either. Fifty-four it said in the paper.’

‘My God. I remember her in the shop back in 1963. She seemed old then.’

‘Well, you know. The black dresses.’

‘Yes.’ They actually smiled at each other. Mrs Donald gathered up dishes and went out of the room.

Maisie said, ‘Nash was ringing about a get-together. Evelyn and Rachel. Maybe Pru if she can be spared from that commune place. What do you think?’

He lifted his shoulders. ‘Why not? You could invite them here for a lunch or something.’ He wrinkled his nose. ‘Must admit I can’t see Prudence Adair here somehow.’

‘I don’t think she’ll come. Not when she knows I might be there.’ Of course they were going to stay in Pru’s house so that was a ridiculous thing to say. And anyway, she was no longer afraid of Pru. It was all forgotten, all done with.

‘Well, you’d have to be there if it was your lunch.’ He grinned, then frowned. ‘I thought you two got on like a house on fire.’

‘It sort of drifted away. She was, well, superior to me. Obviously.’

He was angry on her behalf. ‘What rubbish! Frumpy old maid like her, superior to you! What did she say to you – was there a row?’

‘No, of course not. It was a feeling I had, that’s all.’ In her eagerness to turn the talk away from Pru, she blurted, ‘Nash thought we might go walking in the Malverns. Like we used to.’

He became wary. ‘You’d be out all day. You’d have to go early in the morning …’ He noticed Maisie’s sudden flush and said, ‘Hang on. Are you planning to stay overnight in a hotel or something? Talk till midnight? All girls together? Run down your husbands – discuss your sex lives – oh no, my girl! That’s not going to happen!’

She managed another laugh. ‘Of course it’s not! As if I would discuss any of my private affairs with people I haven’t seen for fifteen years!’

‘Fifteen years?’

‘Well, of course I see Evelyn. Quite often, because she is lonely now that Edith has died. But—’

‘I remember you went to see Natasha Nolan after she’d had her kid. I know she talked to you. Christ, how you can bear to see her again, I don’t know!’ He cast his eyes to the ceiling, then looked at her. ‘But you saw Prudence Adair as well? And Rachel Strang?’

‘They came to Thatch End to see baby Hilary. It was only natural—’

‘So they all know about Tom? Christ – I was the laughing stock of Markhams, was I?’

She gave a cry of despair. ‘Of course not! Oh, Ted – you know it wasn’t like that!’

‘You said yourself you wouldn’t have come back to me if it hadn’t have been for Natasha!’

‘That’s not true! That is just not true! I would never have left you, Ted! I’ve told you over and over again how bitterly I regret …’ She put her hands to her face. ‘Ted it was a mad fling. I’m sorry. I’ve tried to show you how sorry—’

He stood up and she thought he was going to come around the table and strike her. She stayed erect in her chair, her hands still over her face, refusing to cower.

He stood so close she could smell his familiar smell. She longed to put her arms around him and tell him that it was all right. But she knew from past experience that it would be the wrong thing to do.

At last, when she was at screaming point, he said heavily, ‘It’s no good talking, is it? It’s always there and always will be.’

‘Oh my God. Ted, I’m so sorry!’

‘I’m going back to work. Just one thing. You will not be seeing your old colleagues. Not ever again. Is that clear?’

She took her hands from her face. He had moved to the door. His anger had solidified into a hardness she recognized. It had been better when his temper had flared and he had hit her. There were reconciliations then.

She nodded slowly. It didn’t matter. It really didn’t matter.

He said, ‘Good.’ And was gone.

After they had cleared lunch, Mrs Donald, silently sympathetic, said, ‘Are you going to the cricket match this afternoon, Mrs Davenport?’

‘Cricket match?’ Maisie shook her head to clear  it and then nodded. It was the last day of the summer term at St Martins where Simon and Ian went to school, and they always had a cricket match to wind up the school year. ‘Of course. I’d almost forgotten.’ She glanced at her watch. ‘I’d better change.’

‘Shall I drive you there?’ Mrs Donald offered. Edward Davenport had never agreed to Maisie taking driving lessons.

‘No. No thank you. I’d like to walk.’

Maisie went upstairs and changed into the frock she planned to wear for the boys. It was sky blue with large white daisies printed on a heavy linen. The boys were both going through the stage of ignoring her unless it was absolutely necessary to acknowledge her, but she knew they liked the daisy dress.

She walked slowly down the short avenue of elms that led straight onto the Birmingham road. Ted liked the accessibility of the big house on the A38 yet it meant that they rarely had casual callers. Schoolboy friends could not drop in for a game of football on the immaculate lawn. When Maisie went to Edinburgh to stay with Jess she loved the way her daughter’s room was always filled with people. Ted preferred to put up at a hotel and take Mark and Jess out for meals. ‘Their places are like railway waiting rooms,’ he complained. Maisie laughed. ‘Not a bit, Ted! Nobody speaks in railway waiting rooms!’ And he had laughed with her and agreed. ‘Babel, then,’ he amended. ‘Thank God for one-four-eight.’ That was the number of their house; it had no name.

Maisie touched the gateposts as she went through; they were metal so it was not a conventionally  superstitious act but a personal thing; if she touched certain objects she would return to them. She remembered touching the filing cabinet at Markhams, warding off possible dismissal. She had wanted to stay there for the rest of her life like Edith and Evelyn. In the end she had resigned in order to marry Ted and have Mark, but that was even more wonderful than Markhams.

And it still was, of course. She had gone hopelessly wrong with her lunchtime negotiations – as usual. She smiled wryly to herself. She was disappointed about Malvern; but she had half-expected it anyway. What made her cross – with herself – was that she had also scuttled the opportunity of having the girls for a meal at one-four-eight. Somehow she had put them all in the light of interfering Nosey-Parkers, and nothing could be farther from the truth.

She passed Dr James’s house and recalled his kindness about the sterilization. She had told him again and again she didn’t mind, five children were quite sufficient, but he must have known what it would do to Ted. She sighed and shook her head and leaned over to touch his lemon verbena and send a heady scent around the dusty laurel hedge. She moved on, smiling in spite of everything. After all, she had the children and Ted, and she had managed without the girls for fifteen years. And it had been a shock to see Pru at Edith’s funeral. Yes … she had almost forgotten the difficulty with Pru. Maybe it was all for the best.

Inside the school gates she saw two or three women whose boys had gone to primary school with Simon and Ian. They walked across the asphalt to the playing fields, talking about special coaching  for university entrance exams. They could well afford it. ‘I look on money spent on educating Adrian as money in the bank,’ one of them said didactically. Maisie nodded. It was early days for Simon and Ian, but Tom was another thing. He was fifteen and unhappy; he was not going to do well in exams. He missed his brothers badly. If only he could come home and go to St Martins with them, it might help. Now that was something worth fighting for. She might bring it up this evening. After one of his spats, Ted was invariably contrite – not that he would ever admit it. But in the old days he would massage her neck for her and they would make love. These days he might bring her flowers and chocolates. She promised herself that if he did that this evening she would talk about Tom.

Simon ran over to her after his innings.

‘Mum, don’t wait. Ian and me have volunteered to do some clearing up. We won’t be home till about six. OK?’

‘OK.’ She smiled. She would have an hour alone with Ted before supper. She began to work out cogent arguments for Tom starting the autumn term at St Martins.

She was almost back home when one of the cars coming towards her began to flash its lights. She stopped, frowning. It wasn’t Ted, in any case Ted used his horn rather than his lights. It wasn’t Mrs Donald.

And then the indicator went on and the car drew into the middle of the road – daringly rather than dangerously – and Maisie could see a cloud of dark hair and the kind of sun top that could be worn by only one person she knew. Her pleasure swamped all the other feelings of the day. She had expected  another phone call or a letter. Nash had phoned this morning and was here now!

‘Nash!’

‘Darling!’ Nash parked against the flow of traffic and received a blast from someone’s horn. ‘Hop in and remind me where you live – I must have passed it – I remember a forbidding rank of elms—’ She pulled Maisie into the car, hugging her at the same time. She smelled of lavender. She had always worn flower perfumes. Maisie had thought she was wonderful. Still did.

‘You’ll have to turn somewhere.’ She was giggling like a schoolgirl. Nash always made her giggle. ‘There’s a roundabout just up here.’

‘I know. I’ve been around it twice …’ Nash was looking in her mirror and spoke to the reflection there. ‘Are you going to wait for me … no? Then you’re an utter bastard!’ Maisie’s giggles accelerated with the engine note. ‘But you are going to wait?’ Natasha continued. ‘You darling man!’ She blew a kiss out of the window and rejoined her line of traffic. They swept around the roundabout and back to one-four-eight. ‘Oh yes, of course. I saw the elms without leaves and now they’re all glorious …’ They swept around the front of the house. ‘It’s still a grim old pile though, Maisie. Why don’t you get Ted to move out to the Lickeys somewhere? Barnt Green?’

‘Oh, I’d love it. I could join the WI and things.’ Maisie felt young and helpless again. She turned and studied Natasha. ‘Oh my God. You’re even more beautiful. Look at you – wanton and wonderful!’

‘Maisie!’ Natasha giggled now. ‘What a thing to say! How did you know about my plumber?’

‘What?’

‘Nothing. Now. Before we go in, feed me my lines. Have you mentioned the Malvern week to Edward?’

‘Yes.’ Suddenly Maisie could not tell Natasha that Ted had given it the thumbs-down. Thank goodness he was still at the factory otherwise Nash might well be sent packing. She said, ‘He’s thinking about it.’

‘Thinking about it? As if you’re a good little girl or something!’

Maisie said defensively, ‘It’s not like that. The boys will be home for the long holiday. If Jess comes, so well and good. She would cope. But if not …’

‘So it’s up to you really, is it?’

‘I suppose so.’

Natasha stared at her for a long moment. Then she said, ‘Tom will be home, I suppose.’

‘Yes.’

Natasha bit her lip. Maisie could see this was a habit; a little bubble of blood appeared. ‘So. That makes it hard for you, darling.’ Natasha shrugged. ‘Maybe just a couple of days then?’ She looked into Maisie’s china-blue eyes and added quickly, ‘Just a day would be better than nothing. Pru particularly wants to see you.’

Maisie felt a little nerve jump in her stomach lining. She said, ‘I’ll have to see. Listen, why are we sitting here? Come on in and Mrs Donald will make us some tea and you can show me some snaps of Hilary.’

Natasha said wryly, ‘And you can show me fifty of Mark and Jess and Tom and Ian and Simon.’

Maisie was delighted. ‘You’ve remembered all their names!’

‘Yes.’ Natasha raised her brows, perhaps surprised by herself. ‘Yes, I have, haven’t I? This whole reunion thing must be more important to me than I realized.’

‘And to me,’ Maisie said earnestly, leading the way into the cool of the house. ‘Since Edith died I’ve thought so much about our time together at Markhams.’ She went into the sitting room and they both made themselves comfortable on the sofa. ‘D’you know, Mr Delano and Mr Edgar have hardly changed. Ted took me in to choose an anniversary present and they had us up in the office for sherry and biscuits – the girl who brought them in was very smart and efficient.’

Natasha laughed. ‘They were both born elderly, weren’t they?’ She opened her bag, took out a cigarette case and began the business of lighting up. ‘I wonder if they’re queer?’

‘Queer?’ Maisie was horrified. ‘What a dreadful thing to say, Nash! Especially as Mr Edgar is in love with Mrs Adair!’

‘Nothing ever comes of it though, does it?’ Nash snorted smoke through her nose like a beautiful dragon. ‘Could be a jolly good cover-up.’

They dallied with that idea, then the idea that Evelyn might marry Mr Delano, then how Rachel had so amazingly married her Liberal Member of Parliament.

‘I mean, he was married already,’ Maisie said. ‘And I thought she wanted to be the power behind the throne, not alongside it!’

‘She probably found out that her father was sleeping with his secretary,’ Nash said casually. She leaned forward. ‘Oh, Maisie, try to come to Malvern. It would be great. We can gossip into the  small hours and walk all day and eat like pigs – oh do come. It won’t be at all the same without you.’

‘Of course it will,’ Maisie demurred.

‘It won’t. Honestly. You were always the one who bound us together. You were the kid sister none of us had. We knew life had been hard for you and we sort of bonded together to make it better.’

‘Did you?’ Maisie flushed with pleasure. ‘Well, it worked. I was so happy at Markhams. Nobody ever grumbed at me when I couldn’t find a file or spilt the tea or something. Oh it was wonderful.’ She laughed. ‘I modelled myself on you, Nash.’

‘The funny thing was, you were slightly older than we three. Yet you still look so young – like a kid.’

‘It’s my hair. It won’t sit down.’ Maisie felt embarrassed. She hated being the subject of conversation. ‘Listen, I’ll go and round up some tea. Put your legs up.’

‘Say you’ll come!’ Natasha held out dramatic pleading arms as Maisie stood up. ‘Please Maisie dear. Please—’

‘Oh … stop it!’

But Maisie wished she could go. How wonderful it would be to be … well, herself again. She sighed and went into the kitchen. There was no sign of Mrs Donald, she must be having a lie-down. Maisie laid a tray and made a pot of tea and then, unexpectedly, heard a groan.

She froze and listened so hard her ears began to hum. It came again and it was from Mrs Donald’s room. With her heart in her mouth she moved swiftly and silently down the passage. Were there intruders? Was Mrs Donald tied up in there, unable to move, unable to do more than groan?

The door was tightly shut and Maisie was wary of opening it on to, perhaps, a burglar. She went back to the kitchen for a chair; placed it gently in front of the door and stood on it to look through the transom.

After perhaps ten seconds, she got quietly off the chair and took it back to the kitchen. Then she carried the tray back into the sitting room and put it on the low table by the window.

‘I’ve been thinking,’ she said carefully as she poured the tea. ‘I’ll telephone Jess – make a point of asking her to help me out. She won’t mind. And I’ll come to Malvern for the full week.’

Natasha sat up on the sofa and stared, astonished. ‘My God! I never thought you would! Oh terrific – well done, our Maisie! Well done!’

Maisie passed her a cup of tea and sat down by the table. She wondered whether to ask Nash if she could come and stay at Thatch End until then, but decided against it. There was too much to do, too much to think about. And Tom would be home tomorrow.

She said, ‘I think it will do us all good. Like you said. And the Malverns will be cooler.’

‘Yes.’ Nash stared over the rim of her teacup. ‘Has something happened, darling? No, don’t answer that. Just come to Malvern and we’ll tell each other. Everything. What do you say?’

‘I say – marvellous.’ And Maisie smiled.




THREE

Prudence had taken Natasha’s call in the conservatory of Telegraph House. She did not immediately ring Rachel; she was on gardening shift this morning and had been in the middle of picking raspberries for this evening’s meal. She stood for a moment staring through the patterned glass at the enormous view, absorbing it without really seeing it, letting it soothe her as it always did. Her grey eyes, narrowed against the sun, seemed gradually to pick up the colour of the sea and sky; they glinted as if she were suddenly excited, and she closed them momentarily, trying to regain her usual calm. She had not removed her straw sunhat and her long fair hair straggled beneath it, mingling with the frayed weave, indistinguishable from it. She wore jeans and a man’s shirt; the svelte figure turned out by her Swiss secretarial school had long gone.

The thought that she might be seeing Maisie again filled her with piercing joy in the front of her mind, grey foreboding at the back. Pru always thought of her head being in two sections; the front was the part which revelled in the sea and the sun and picking raspberries and being part of  this small community. The back was different. The back dealt – or rather, did not deal – with things that were unbearable. And Maisie’s fear of her was completely unbearable.

She rubbed the palms of her long hands against the sides of her jeans and turned purposefully for the door. Meg Simmonds, on indoor duties because it was ‘that time of the month’, paused in watering the plants.

‘Are you leaving us, Pru?’

Meg was often ill and got no help from the medical profession, who saw the community as a problem. She was always told to ‘get out and lead a normal life’.

Pru shook her head. ‘Not for long. It’s this house of mine, Meg. As you know it’s up for sale and I need to go and see it – sort things out. I might meet some old friends there. They could help. Perhaps.’

‘Worcestershire, isn’t it? Will you drive?’

‘I haven’t thought. Probably.’

‘I could come with you. Help you with the driving. It’s a long way.’

Pru had no difficulty in saying frankly, ‘My dear, thank you. But these friends are from a long time ago. Before this.’ She waved her elegant hand around the conservatory.

Meg nodded and said, ‘Of course.’ They all had their old lives to contend with now and again. Sometimes it helped to have support from the others, sometimes it did not. Pru’s mother always acted as if everyone at Telegraph House were unclean in some way. Support from any of them would have been seen by her as aggressive.

Pru smiled, ‘They’re not like my mother. At least, I don’t think so.’

Meg smiled too. ‘You read my mind!’

Pru opened the door and held aside one of the heavy grape-laden vines. ‘Probably. It’s one of the joys of belonging here.’

She walked slowly back to the fruit enclosure, thinking about the community and all its blessings. It was a haven for Pru, a haven from life with Mr Delano or Mother; certainly from Maisie. But havens were temporary. Outside the community, outside this house perched on the cliffs above the entry to the first underwater cable to America, was another life. It was dangerous, its highs nearly always followed by lows. But it was exciting and real. Pru shivered slightly in the blazing sun and pulled her straw hat over her ears as if she were cold.

She began to pick again, never squashing the fragile fruit, and she thought of Markhams and the six of them who had become friends as well as colleagues. Would they be able to pick up that friendship after so long? She had not seen Nash or Rachel for fifteen years and Maisie had been very wary of her at Edith’s funeral. Pru had looked covertly but carefully at her as she bowed her head during the service; there had been no bruising that she could see. But then, Maisie was draped in scarves up to her ears. Neither of them had been able to have more than a few words with Evelyn, who was completely grief-stricken. Maisie had said in a low voice, ‘Don’t worry, I’ll keep in close touch with her.’

They knew so little of each other any more. Three spinsters and three married women. Two with children. And now, Edith dead. And Nash divorced. And Maisie still in thrall to one of the three men who had been kind to her. And the only one who had stuck by her.

She flinched slightly as a small thorn from the raspberry cane went into her thumb. She straightened and sucked it out vigorously, wanting it to hurt. And the back of her mind came to the front unawares and she remembered fifteen years ago, going to see Natasha’s baby and talking properly to Maisie … probably for the last time.

She remembered saying, ‘Leave him! For God’s sake, leave him – stand on your own feet for once in your life! Men aren’t the answer to everything – your bloody brother or your awful husband or this … Tom McEvoy … whatever his bloody name is!’

That was when Maisie began to look frightened, because Pru never swore. ‘You don’t understand, Pru—’

‘Of course I understand! I had access to the personal files, remember! I’m the only one who understands!’

Maisie blanched and Pru had been forced to reassure her. ‘Don’t worry, I tore up that bit. Not even the Markham brothers knew. Don’t look like that – please, Maisie!’ She tried to put a long arm around Maisie’s shoulders but Maisie dodged as if from a blow. Suddenly Pru knew that she had done that before.

Pru said quietly, ‘Does he hit you? Does Edward Davenport hit you, Maisie?’

Maisie ignored that. ‘He knows. Ted knows. Ted understands and forgives me. He’s loyal and true. He’ll never leave me. I shall tell him about Tom McEvoy and the baby and he’ll, he’ll …’ she began to cry.

Pru waited, breathing deeply. When the storm had passed she repeated emphatically, ‘Either you  must leave him. Or you must never tell him about this hippy medical student. Do you understand me, Maisie – are you listening?’

‘Of course I’m listening. It’s you who is not listening! Ted and I – we’re honest with each other. Yes, he’ll be angry – I deserve that, don’t I? But he’ll always be loyal – he won’t leave me—’

‘And therefore you cannot leave him,’ Pru said drily.

Maisie hiccoughed on her tears. ‘You make it sound like a punishment.’

‘It is. That is exactly what it is. You don’t love this man – you didn’t love this Tom McEvoy nor Roly.’

‘I’ve got two children by Ted! They’re beautiful and clever – how can I leave them?’

‘You’d bring them. To this house I’ve got in Cornwall. It’s wonderful, Maisie. A few like-minded people are already there and others will follow. We shall be self-supporting – grow our own food, maybe make our own clothes. Weaving … I’m going to be a potter. I’ve always wanted to be a potter!’ She saw the change in Maisie’s face and asked gently, ‘What have you wanted to be, Maisie?’

‘A mother,’ Maisie said simply.

‘Well then. Bring your children and come with me. The new baby will be born in the house, she – he – will belong to all of us and yet will be solely yours.’

Maisie said slowly, ‘Ted would not allow it.’

‘Let me talk to him. Go and pack. Now. When he comes in I will tell him.’

‘No.’ To Pru’s amazement, Maisie was suddenly very calm and assured. ‘No. It’s not what I want, Pru. Nash showed me what I want. I want the same as she wants. The very best for the children. Security  and comfort. Nice holidays.’ She shrugged slightly. ‘I know it sounds money-grabbing but when you’ve had nothing—’

‘Don’t compare yourself with Nash. She’s had everything she ever wanted.’

‘You’re jealous,’ Maisie said wonderingly. ‘My God. You are – you’re jealous. Were you in love with Harvey Nolan?’

Pru let out a mighty laugh at that. ‘No,’ she said emphatically. ‘But perhaps I am jealous. You’ve always admired Nash, haven’t you? And Nash dissuaded you from going off with your hippie. But you won’t let me persuade you to come away and live in Cornwall. Maybe I am jealous.’

Maisie laughed uncomfortably. ‘Don’t be silly, Pru.’

Pru shrugged and said lightly, ‘Yes, it is silly. I love you and you love Nash.’

And Maisie said, suddenly relieved, ‘Oh … here’s Ted now! Don’t worry about me, Pru. You wouldn’t understand. We’re very much in love.’

Whether she had meant to wound, Pru would never know. But it wounded.

Rachel’s voice on the other end of the phone was crisp yet defensive. Pru assumed that she was protecting her husband from unwanted callers. Duncan Stayte was a Liberal Member for somewhere in the East Midlands. Pru frowned, trying to remember. It had been in Rutland but since Rutland disappeared it was … Leicestershire perhaps?

‘It’s Pru. Pru Adair. Markhams. D’you remember?’ She felt strange about this call. It was not being made from the conservatory but from the small lobby outside the dining room. People could hear  if they wished to. They had all left their ‘old lives’ behind them, and when they cropped up, as they did from time to time, it was always an intrusion.

Rachel’s voice changed and squeaked with pleasure. ‘Pru – how could I forget! I modelled myself on you, remember! How are you?’

‘Very well. What about you?’

‘Worn to the bone. But loving every minute.’

Pru smiled at someone as they passed by with an enormous dish of raspberries. ‘Isn’t that wonderful? You have got exactly what you always wanted. And more.’

‘Yes.’ Rachel tinkled a laugh down the wires. ‘The power behind the throne and in front of it!’

Pru did not know how to respond to that. She cleared her throat and began to tell Rachel about the house in Malvern.

‘It was bequeathed to me by one of Mummy’s boyfriends. I think they worked it out together. Hoping I would come back to the Midlands and live there.’

‘And won’t you?’

‘This is my life now, Rachel. I’ve got a pottery in the cellar. My pots are one of our income sources. We’re almost entirely self-supporting, you know.’

‘How … marvellous.’

‘Yes, it is. It really is.’

Rachel made an effort to understand. ‘A sort of retreat? A refuge even?’

‘Yes, in a way.’

‘But … it doesn’t sound very exciting.’

‘Excitement is where you find it, don’t you agree? To stand and watch the sun drown in the sea is more than just exciting. It becomes a spiritual experience.’

‘And there is no … well, quarrelling? Surely people get on each other’s nerves … even the six of us did sometimes. At Markhams.’

‘We talk each evening. Anything that has happened to hurt or offend us in any way is discussed. And healed.’ It sounded a bit pi. Prudence laughed. ‘All that business about experiencing pain to know what pleasure truly is … that’s rubbish. I’ve proved it.’ She squeezed against the wall as a trolley of used dinner plates went by. ‘You should come down sometime, Rachel.’

‘Oh no.’ Rachel was quick off the mark. ‘No, it’s not for me. You were always one on your own, Pru. You had a sort of calm solitariness even when the shop was heaving with customers and Mr Delano having kittens.’

That had been the Swiss school. They had taught Pru how to control herself physically; to hold her awkward limbs still, to keep her thoughts to herself. She remembered the Swedish gym instructor. ‘You are in your own space bubble. No-one must intrude. Within that space you are safe. Do you understand?’ She had understood very well. When you knew you were different from everyone else, you needed your space bubble more than ever.

She said, ‘Yes. You needed to keep calm at Markhams. Mr Delano could become almost … hysterical … at times.’ And she smiled because although that was another thing right at the back of her mind, when it did crop up it never hurt. In fact as the years went by it became funnier and funnier. Mr Delano had not been tall like Mr Edgar, which meant his balding head barely reached Pru’s ear. She had merely had to hold out her long arms and brace the palms of her hands against his shoulders.  She could see him now, flailing helplessly to get near her. ‘Just let me hold you, Miss Adair, I adore you – I’m offering you marriage and—’ Poor Mr Delano. He should have known her Swedish gym instructor.

Rachel said, ‘I did wonder at one time if you and he might make a match of it.’

‘Rachel!’ But Pru was laughing. ‘He was twenty-five years older than me and five feet six and he had about three hairs on his head!’

‘Yes. And if your mother had agreed to marry Mr Edgar, it could have been awkward!’ They were both laughing helplessly. Pru had forgotten that Rachel had made her laugh. It would be good to see her.

She said, ‘Listen. Nash rang. Between us we’re cooking up a reunion. A Markhams reunion. This house of mine is in the Malverns where we used to go. Remember?’

‘Oh yes!’ Rachel sounded unexpectedly nostalgic.

‘Last week in August? I shall be going down beforehand to get it ready and Nash will want the full week. You could come when you were able.’

‘Ah. I’m not sure. I’ll have to look in the diary. Can you hang on?’

‘Not really. Other people might want the phone. Listen. Come if you can. How’s that?’

‘Yes. OK.’ Rachel paused then added, ‘I will make a real effort, Pru. I’d love it. It’s just that …’

‘I know. Other commitments.’

‘Is Maisie coming?’

‘Don’t know. Nash is dealing with Maisie and Evelyn.’

‘What about Edith?’

‘She died. Two years ago.’

‘Oh my God! I didn’t know! Oh, Pru.’

‘Yes. It makes it more important somehow, doesn’t it?’

Another pause. ‘Yes. It does.’ Rachel drew a trembling breath. ‘Give me some directions. I’ve got a pen and pad right here.’

Pru told her where the house was then she rang off. Meg was hovering nearby and they changed places. Meg murmured something as she dialled a number and as Pru went back into the dining room she heard her anxious voice say, ‘Mummy? Oh I’m so glad it’s you …’

She finished her meal and helped with the washing-up, then drifted into the sitting room where the others were already discussing what had happened during the day. Four of them had taken goods and produce into Truro to various outlets who bought their stuff. Two others had dealt with a blockage to the cesspit and had arranged for the sewage lorry to empty it the following week. The cooks needed supplies of flour and were still pushing for a cake stall once a week.

‘We don’t want people coming here,’ Pru objected as she always did.

‘They wouldn’t come anyway.’ It was Meg, appearing from the lobby, her small face set in lines of pain. ‘The villagers are scared stiff of us. The only people who would come are tourists visiting a different kind of zoo.’

Everyone looked at her because the outburst was so uncharacteristic. She remained standing, holding onto the back of one of the armchairs, her knuckles white.

Pru said, ‘What has happened?’

Meg said, ‘I’ve just telephoned my mother. My father has agreed to have me back home.’ Her lower lip trembled. ‘I’m leaving Telegraph House.’

There was an outcry. People had left before, but usually after a short trial period. Meg was one of the originals. She bowed her head over the chair back and began to cry. Pru, still standing, went to her and held her close.

The babble died down. Someone stood up and indicated her chair. Pru led the weeping girl to it and crouched by her.

‘Talk to us, Meg.’ Pru’s calm and gentle voice was infinitely reassuring. ‘We’re sad that you have come to this decision – help us to understand.’

Meg controlled herself with difficulty. ‘Sorry. Sorry, everyone. I was only eighteen when I came here. Now I’m thirty-two. I can’t imagine being anywhere else.’ She forced a watery smile as she looked round at them. ‘This is my home.’

Several voices asked her why she was leaving in that case. Pru said, ‘If it’s something at home you don’t want to talk about, then all right. You know you can come back when it’s sorted out.’

Meg was suddenly very calm. She said, ‘I’m going to tell you, then I’m going to bed. Tomorrow I’ll ask one of you to take me to Penzance for the train home. I don’t want to talk about it. I’m sorry but that’s how it is.’ She took a breath. ‘I’ve been to see a specialist. I’ve got cancer of the uterus. I thought I wanted to die here. And then I found I didn’t.’ She smiled. ‘That’s it.’ She turned to Pru. ‘You were the one who bought the house and got us started. When my father turned me out, this place was … everything. Thank you, Pru.’

She got up amid an awful silence, and left the  room. Someone half-stood and Pru held out her hand. ‘Don’t. In the morning she might talk again. Let her rest.’

They all looked at each other. Margaret James, who had dealt with the problems at the cesspit, said, ‘Everything else seems pretty pointless. Anyway, we’d finished talking, hadn’t we?’

‘I think so.’ Pru looked around. ‘Does anyone want to say anything?’

‘Only that this is bloody awful,’ said Marion Jeffort, the cook.

They all nodded. Nobody made a move. The ringing of the phone made them all jump. Pru hurried into the hall to answer it; it could be Meg’s mother.

It was Natasha.

‘Darling, is that you? You’ll never guess. She’s coming! I didn’t think she would. I went round this afternoon and spent hours there! Only just got back home!’

In spite of what had just happened, Pru could not help a small jump of pleasure. Maisie. Maisie was coming to meet her. Perhaps she was no longer afraid.

She said, ‘I’m glad. But, Nash, I can’t stop now—’

‘I must just tell you how amazing it was. She’d been to a cricket match at the school and was walking home and I picked her up. Same old Maisie – thrilled to death to see me, but immediately I mentioned the
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