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About the Book


Set against a backdrop of London, Paris and the unchanging English countryside, The Winter House is a dramatic novel of rare warmth and beauty.


For three girls growing up in the Fens in the tumultuous years between the First and Second World Wars, the Winter House was a special place of refuge and friendship. Winter or summer, they would meet at the old wooden house by the waterside to confide all the secrets and heartaches of childhood and adolescence. There was Robin, idealistic and clever, destined for Cambridge; Maia, the most beautiful and ambitious of the three, looking for a rich husband; and quiet Helen, living under the seemingly benevolent tyranny of her widower father, the local vicar. Adulthood separates the three girls, and Robin, abandoning ideas of university, goes to London to work amongst the poor, meeting there her first great love, the handsome but brittle Francis. Maia’s ideal marriage to a wealthy man ends in tragedy and Helen, meanwhile, kept in near-imprisonment by her obsessively protective father, has her very sanity threatened. Amid political and social upheaval, these three women must find their way in a world changed for ever. 



PART ONE


1918–1930


Chapter One

For the rest of her life she detested the snow. It started to fall before dawn, and by eleven o’clock, when the telegrams arrived, it had blanched the familiar London landscape.

Father and mother were out for the day, so no-one opened the telegrams. They remained on the hall table: menacing, threatening. Yet Robin’s routine continued just as it always did. Lessons with Miss Smith in the morning, lunch and rest and then an afternoon walk in the park. By the time she went to bed at half past eight Robin had reassured herself that everything was all right. How could life go on in its usual way if anything had happened to Stevie or to Hugh?

Afterwards, she always wondered what had woken her up. It could not have been her mother’s wail of grief – the house was too big, too solid, for her cry to have reached Robin’s bedroom. But, suddenly awake, she climbed out of bed and padded silently downstairs in her nightgown. The hall was deserted and dimly lit by a single electric lamp.

‘Stevie – Hugh – both of them—’ Robin hardly recognized her mother’s voice.

‘We shall leave for the hospital at dawn, dearest.’

‘My sons – my beautiful sons!’

Robin’s fingers slid from the handle of the drawing-room door. She walked back down the hallway, into the dining-room and out through the wide French doors that led on to the terrace. She did not stop walking: her small, bare feet tramped through the snow until she reached the bottom of the garden.

Standing amongst the rhododendrons and the remains of old bonfires, she looked back at the house. The snow had stopped falling at last, and the moon was a baleful orange-yellow in a black sky. The house that Robin had known all the seven years of her life was no longer familiar. It had changed utterly, bleached by snow, outlined by bronze light. She had a primitive realization that everything had altered, that winter had pushed its way through the bricks and tiles of the building, casting a frost over those inside.

They told her that though Stevie would never return from Flanders, Hugh would come home when he was well enough. Richard and Daisy Summerhayes left immediately for the field hospital in which Hugh fought for his life, leaving Robin in the care of Miss Smith. Later, the passing of time became marked by Hugh’s slow recovery. They lurched constantly between hope and despair. The blackness of the period immediately after the telegrams; the memorial service for Steven, to Robin a muddle of flowers and hymns and tears. Nothing to do with Stevie, her bright and beloved elder brother. Optimism when Hugh took his first steps, and when he came home from hospital. A return to darkness after he suffered his breakdown. Things changed after that second homecoming: the house became tidier, because disorder frightened and disgusted Hugh. Richard Summerhayes abandoned his political ambitions, and his old aspirations for his sons were transferred to his daughter. Robin – not Steven, not Hugh – would go to Cambridge and study Classics as Richard had done. The string of visitors to the Summerhayeses’ London home – for the madrigal evenings, the poetry readings, the political debates – was curtailed, because Hugh could not bear noise. Richard bought a motor-car in an attempt to entice his son from the cocooning safety of home. Their noisy, happy life diminished, becoming careful and quiet.

Yet Hugh did not really recover. His doctor emphasized to Richard and Daisy that what their son needed above all was peace and quiet. Richard Summerhayes began to search for another job, and was eventually offered the position of Head of Classics in a boys’ school in Cambridge. He accepted the post even though it meant a reduction in salary, because he had seen for himself the silence and emptiness of the Fens.

The ploughed fields were black, featureless squares. Grey shadows daubed the dikes and droves. Frost lingered in the sheltered banks and ruts, and the sun, if it had risen that day, had vanished.

The motor-car bumped and rattled along the road. Because the countryside was so flat, Robin Summerhayes saw the house long before they reached it. Her resentment deepened as the squat yellow building enlarged. By the time her father parked the motor-car, she had to bite her lips together to stop herself speaking.

Her parents’ concern was, as always, for Hugh. Determined not to fuss him, but trying to tell whether his shattered nerves had survived the journey. Robin looked up at the house. It was a square box of a building, with four windows and a front door, like a child’s drawing. Inside, the kitchen, dining-room, drawing-room, study and lobby branched from the dark, narrow hallway. Their furniture was already in place, but boxes containing china, linen, clothes and books cluttered every surface.

‘Your bedroom, Robin,’ Daisy Summerhayes said brightly as she opened an upstairs door.

The room had, like the rest of Blackmere Farm, the cold, sad look of a house that has been empty too long. The wallpaper had faded, and none of Robin’s familiar furniture seemed to fit properly.

‘It needs a coat of paint, of course,’ added Daisy, ‘and I shall run you up some new curtains. What do you think, darling? It will be lovely, won’t it?’

She wanted to shout, It’s horrible! I hate it!, but she did not, because of poor Hugh. Mumbling gracelessly, ‘It’s all right,’ Robin ran out of the room.

Blackmere Farm had neither electricity nor town gas nor running water. The scullery shelves were lined with rows of oil lamps, and the single tap in the ceramic sink was fed from the outside well. Throwing open the back door, Robin thought savagely that in saying goodbye to London, the Summerhayes family had said goodbye to civilization.

Outside, she gazed gloomily at the garden, at the wide, overgrown lawn, and at the bedraggled flower-beds. The distant horizon was low and level, the blackness of the fields merging into clouds. Robin ran towards a thin strip of silvery grey. The long grass soaked her shoes and stockings. When she reached the river she paused, looking down through the reeds into clear, dark water. A small voice in her head suggested how lovely it would be to swim here in the summer. Robin disregarded the voice, and thought of London. She had loved the noise and bustle. This house seemed to be marooned in a great, empty desert. No – not a desert, because here everything dripped, or squelched. A marsh, then. When she looked around her, she could see neither another person, nor another building.

Yet that was not quite true. A large wooden hut stood downriver. Robin began to trudge along the bank towards it.

The roofed verandah of the hut jutted over the water, where the river had gathered in a deep circular pool, studded with reeds. Robin climbed onto the verandah. Ivy wreathed around the rails, twisting and turning along the lapped wooden planks, curtaining the window. Rubbing at the dusty glass with her sleeve, she peered inside. Then she turned the handle of the door. Rather to her surprise it opened, with a creaking and tearing of ivy tendrils. Cobwebs festooned the doorway, clinging stickily to Robin’s hair as she stepped inside. Something small and dark scuttled across the floor.

She had thought it a summerhouse, but she knew instantly that it was not. There was an iron stove in the centre of the room: Robin, kneeling in front of it, opened the rusty door and a runnel of ash trickled onto her lap. Summerhouses did not have coal stoves.

The wall behind the stove was lined with bookshelves. A fly-spotted mirror, framed with large, flat shells, hung on another wall. Robin, looking into it, had the fanciful notion that a different face might look back at her, the face of the person who had slept in the iron bed that stood against the wall, who had warmed herself with the wood-burning stove. But she saw only her own reflection – dark brown eyes, light brown hair, a grey smudge of cobweb along one cheekbone. Sitting on a corner of the bedstead, Robin pulled her jumper over her knees and propped her chin on her hands. She heard in the distance her father’s voice, and Hugh’s, and her thoughts were dragged back to that awful day in 1918. Six years ago now, but she still remembered it with perfect, awful clarity. The day they had received the telegrams. So much had grown from then: both Richard Summerhayes’s and Robin’s pacifism, and this exile. Her anger ebbed and, hearing footsteps outside, she rubbed her eyes on her sleeve.

‘Here you are, Rob.’ Hugh peered round the door. ‘I say – what a frightful hole.’

Hugh was a foot taller than Robin, his wavy hair blonder, his hazel eyes deepset in a thin, high-cheekboned, eagle-nosed face.

‘I’d like it to be mine.’

Hugh looked dubious. He glanced at the stove, the bed, the verandah.

‘This must have been built for a consumptive. She’d have lived out here all year long, poor thing.’

Robin noticed that Hugh, like herself, assumed the former occupant of the hut to be female. The mirror, perhaps.

‘It’s a winter house, isn’t it, Hugh? Not a summerhouse.’

Hugh grinned, but he looked tired and pale. ‘It should be dismantled and burnt, Robin. After all … tuberculosis …’

‘I’ll clean it. I’ll scrub every inch of it with disinfectant!’

One of the tiny muscles beside Hugh’s eye was twitching. Robin took his hand and led him back out onto the verandah.

‘Look,’ she said softly.

The world was laid out before them. Frost had fringed the reeds, making tiny pennants of every seed-head. Sun gleamed through the thinning grey clouds, and the dark expanse of water beyond the verandah reflected reeds, sun and sky like a looking-glass.

‘In the summer,’ she said, ‘we shall have a boat. We shall sail for ever. We shall lose ourselves.’

Hugh looked down at his sister and smiled.

Exiled, she collected things, arranging them in the winter house. Baskets of pale shells; jam jars bristling with long tail feathers; a snake’s shed skin, brittle and dry; a rabbit’s skull, all papery white bone. She collected people too, her curiosity, her need to know how other people passed their lives often earning her Daisy’s reprimands. It’s rude to stare, Robin. Such questions! The woman who came to clean, the man who collected withies from the river and made them into eel traps, the pedlar who, shell-shocked and one-legged, ambled from village to village selling pegs and matches, she talked to them endlessly.

And Helen and Maia. Robin met Maia Read in her first term at school, and Helen Ferguson the following summer, when she was cycling in the Fens. Maia was dark, beautiful, elegant even in her dreadful school gymslip. Sharp-witted and quietly subversive, she was not remotely interested in the politics that was Robin’s passion. Helen lived in the neighbouring hamlet of Thorpe Fen. When Robin first saw her, walking from the bus stop to her home, she was dressed in a white frock, white gloves and the sort of hat Robin vaguely remembered her mother wearing before the War. Helen said politely, ‘You must attend St Luke’s, Miss Summerhayes. It’s nearer to Blackmere, I suppose.’ Robin, wheeling her bicycle along the rutted drove, declared, ‘We don’t go to church. We’re agnostics. Religion’s only a means of keeping social order, you know,’ just as Helen, red-faced, reached a large, yellow-bricked house and pushed open a gate lettered with the words The Rectory.

Somehow, against the odds, the friendship survived and prospered. Maia and Helen were absorbed into the busy fabric of the Summerhayes household. A compensation, Robin often thought, for the awfulness of the Fens.

In the warm spring of 1928 they lounged on cushions on the verandah of the winter house, and looked forward to freedom.

‘Only one more school term,’ said Robin. Leaning against the wall she clasped her arms round her knees and chewed a stray lock of hair. ‘We’ll be grown up. No more lacrosse. No more ridiculous rules and regulations.’

‘I shall marry a rich man,’ said Maia. ‘I shall live in an enormous house with a dozen servants. My wardrobe shall be vast – Vionnet, Fortuny, Chanel …’ Maia’s light blue eyes were half-closed, her exquisite profile emphasized by the shadows and the sunlight. ‘Men shall fall in love with me all the time.’

‘They do already,’ Robin said tartly. It was disconcerting to walk through Cambridge with Maia: heads turned, delivery boys fell off their bicycles. Shading her eyes, she squinted at the water. ‘I’m going to get my bathing costume. I’m sure it’s warm enough.’

She darted through the garden, and into the farmhouse. In her bedroom, Robin threw off her clothes and pulled on her school bathing costume, black and baggy with ‘R. Summerhayes’ embroidered across its back. As she ran back across the lawn, Helen’s voice floated over to her from the verandah.

‘I’d like a little house of my own. Nothing grand. And children, of course.’

‘I shall never have children.’ Maia had unpeeled her stockings, and was letting the sun toast her bare legs. ‘I can’t bear them.’

‘Daddy says we are to let go of Mrs Lunt. She has a habit. I think Daddy would be quite glad if she took the pledge, even though it’s rather low church.’ Helen’s voice was subdued. Robin ran up the wooden steps, two at a time. ‘Daddy says I’m old enough now to run the house. After all, I’m eighteen now.’

‘But you can’t just …’ Robin, staring at her, was horrified. ‘I mean … dusting the ornaments … running bazaars and all that. You couldn’t, Helen. I couldn’t. I’d rather die.’

‘It won’t be for ever. Just until we sort ourselves out. And I quite like doing the letters and things. Daddy said he might buy me a typewriter.’

‘We mustn’t lose touch.’ Robin ducked under the wooden rail of the verandah, and stood poised for a moment above the dark, glassy water. ‘We must promise to celebrate together the important milestones of a woman’s life.’

She released her grip and dived into the water. The cold almost took her breath away, and when she opened her eyes she could see the dim green shimmering light above her. Breaking the surface of the water, she emerged into the sunlight and shook her head, sending out a crystal circlet of droplets.

Maia said, ‘We must celebrate our first jobs …’

‘Marriage.’

‘I don’t plan to marry.’ Robin, treading water, tossed back her wet hair.

‘Losing our virginity, then,’ said Maia, grinning. She pulled her pinafore dress over her head, and draped it over the verandah rail.

‘Maia,’ whispered Helen, watching her. ‘You can’t—’

‘Can’t I?’ Maia unbuttoned her blouse and, folding it neatly, placed it beside her dress. She stood on the verandah, tall and long-legged, wearing only her camiknickers.

‘You do plan to lose your virginity, don’t you, Robin?’

Helen looked away, pink and embarrassed. Robin began to swim backstroke across the pond.

‘I expect so. If I can find a man who won’t expect me to wash his shirts and sew on his buttons just because he’s sweet on me.’

Maia’s dive was clean and curving, hardly breaking the surface of the water. She swam towards Robin. ‘I don’t think any man would expect that of you, Robin, darling.’ She flicked the loose button that dangled from the shoulder of Robin’s complicated bathing garment.

‘Well then. Losing our virginity. And finding our first job. What else?’

‘Travelling abroad,’ said Helen, from the verandah. ‘I’d love to travel. I’ve never been further than Cambridge.’

Robin felt a rush of excitement mixed with frustration. The world waited for her, and yet she had to endure years more Latin and Greek.

‘What about you, Robin? If you don’t mean to marry?’

‘Girton, I suppose.’ When her father had told her that she had passed the scholarship examination, she had felt gloomy rather than elated. Robin began to swim around the perimeter of the pond. Fleeting images tumbled through her mind: the squalid cottages of the agricultural workers in the Fens; the triumphal wireless reports at the end of the General Strike; the awareness, every time she walked through Cambridge, of the many girls younger than she who worked at dreary jobs, for low wages, for long hours. Anger still often burned in her along with excitement and frustration.

‘Robin means to change the world, don’t you, Robin?’

Maia’s voice was sarcastic. But Robin, pausing beneath the verandah, only shrugged and looked up.

‘Come in, won’t you, Helen? I’ll teach you to swim.’

Helen shook her head. Framed by golden ringlets and a wide-brimmed straw hat, her expression mingled apprehension and longing.

‘I might paddle, though.’ She darted into the winter house, and came out a few minutes later, bare-footed. Cautiously, her frothy white skirts and petticoats held out of the way, Helen perched on the edge of the verandah, and dipped her feet into the water. She gasped.

‘It’s so cold! How do you bear it?’

Hugh was walking across the lawn towards them. Robin waved and called out. Helen, blushing, drew her toes out of the water and pulled down her skirt, but Maia, her wet camisole clinging to the slender outline of her body, swam over to him and smiled.

‘Are you coming in, darling Hugh?’

He grinned, looking down at her. ‘Certainly not. You are quite insane. It’s only April – you will turn to ice.’

His voice drifted over to Robin, duck-diving into the deepest part of the pond. She took a deep breath and plunged again, down through water and weeds, until her cold, numbed fingers touched something half-buried in the sandy bottom.

Soaring upwards, she broke free of the water, and took a great gulp of air. Her fingers had gone white, her nails blue, but in the palm of her hand lay a freshwater mussel, just like the ones round the mirror in the winter house.

She heard Hugh say, ‘I’ll drive you home, shall I, Helen? And Maia – you’ll stay to dinner, won’t you?’

Later, in Daisy’s bedroom, Robin pulled off her skirt and blouse and dropped them to the floor. The new frock slid over her head, dark brown velvet, the same colour as her eyes. She glanced reluctantly in the mirror. The dress was beautiful: drop-waisted, knee-length, trimmed at the neck and sleeves with cream-coloured lace.

‘Don’t you like it?’

‘It’s lovely.’ Robin’s expression was despairing. ‘It’s not the dress – it’s me. I wish I was tall, like Maia – or I had a bosom, like Helen. Look at me. Short and skinny, with mousy hair.’

Daisy had a mouthful of pins. Kneeling on the floor, she began to turn up the hem.

‘Have I grown, d’you think?’

Daisy shook her head. Robin sighed. Daisy mumbled, ‘When you leave school, you can wear heels.’

There was the sound of a motor-car drawing up outside. Robin pulled aside the curtain, and watched Hugh limp from the car to the house, several of the weekend’s house-guests following him.

‘Hugh has told Richard that he’d like to do some private tutoring.’

‘Oh …’ Robin, smiling broadly, hugged Daisy.

Daisy returned to the pins. ‘If only he could meet a nice girl.’

‘I think he should marry Helen. They get on awfully well. And Helen’s only interested in getting married and having babies.’

‘You say that, my dear Robin, as though marriage and motherhood were inappropriate ambitions for a woman.’

‘Marriage,’ said Robin, contemptuously. ‘Shopping and sewing and cooking. Losing your independence. Having your money doled out to you by your husband, as though you were a child or a servant.’

Her face reddened as she pulled the dress off over her head. Even her father, a Fabian Socialist and a staunch supporter of women’s rights, gave Daisy a sum of money each week with which to run the household, and a monthly allowance to clothe herself. Daisy’s back was turned; Robin was guiltily aware of tactlessness.

There were ten for dinner that night: the four Summerhayeses; Maia; the artist Merlin Sedburgh; Hugh’s old schoolfriend, Philip Shaw; Ted and Mary Warburton, from the Cambridge Social Democratic Federation; and Persia Mortimer, who had, a long time ago, been Daisy’s bridesmaid. Persia dripped beads and Indian scarves and startling head-dresses. Merlin (Robin could not remember not knowing Merlin) loathed Persia, and, being Merlin, did not trouble to hide it. It amused Robin that Persia always remained blithely ignorant of his dislike.

‘Landscapes,’ said Persia, over pudding, ‘I hear you’ve turned to landscapes, Merlin darling.’

Merlin grunted and stared at Maia. He had been staring at Maia all evening.

‘Landscape permits such variety, don’t you agree? And one cannot exploit a landscape.’

Merlin, lighting a cigarette, blinked. He was a large man, his greying dark hair shaggily cut, his jackets often through at the elbows. Daisy patched his clothes, and fed him. Daisy was the only person he was never rude to.

‘Exploit?’ repeated Merlin, turning to Persia.

‘Well, it’s a kind of prostitution, isn’t it?’ Persia removed her trailing sleeve from the trifle.

The corners of Richard Summerhayes’s mouth twitched. ‘Perhaps Persia is referring to your latest exhibition, Merlin.’

Richard, Daisy and Robin had travelled to London to view Merlin’s new work. The exhibition had been called ‘Nudes in an Attic’, and had featured the same model, in a variety of poses, against the background of Merlin’s large but gloomy attic.

‘Actually,’ said Persia, ‘I meant anything figurative. Portraits … family groups … nudes, of course. They are all intrusive. They all trespass upon the soul. Which is why I prefer my little abstracts.’

Persia made huge fabric collages, immensely popular with certain of the Bloomsbury set.

Maia said, ‘So if I were to model for Merlin, for instance … then you would consider that I was prostituting myself?’

Persia touched Maia’s hand. ‘Metaphorically, darling, yes.’

Merlin snorted.

‘But if I chose to …’

‘Aha!’ interrupted Richard gleefully. ‘Good point, Maia. Free will …’

‘It would rather depend, don’t you think, Richard, on whether Mr Sedburgh were to pay Miss Read for her services as a model.’

‘The exchange of labour for money dignifies the relationship, of course, Ted.’

‘Pay her, and she isn’t a bloody tart, you mean?’

‘Mr Sedburgh!’ Philip Shaw, Hugh’s friend, was shocked. ‘There are ladies present!’

He was referring, Robin realized, to Maia. Maia, who, in her white blouse and navy skirt, looked serene, untouchable, pure.

‘Coffee,’ said Daisy firmly, and swept the pudding things away.

They smoked and drank coffee in the drawing-room. Richard Summerhayes disapproved of the customary separation of the sexes after dinner. There weren’t enough armchairs to go round, so Philip Shaw crouched adoringly at Maia’s feet, and Robin perched on the windowsill.

‘Donald is arranging this year’s programme, Richard,’ said Ted Warburton. ‘What date can he pencil you in to introduce the meeting?’

Richard Summerhayes frowned. ‘Oh – autumn, preferably, Ted. Examinations seem to consume so much of the summer.’

‘And the topic?’

‘The League of Nations, perhaps … or … let me see … the consequences of the Russian Revolution.’

Robin touched her father’s sleeve. ‘The Russian Revolution, please, Pa.’ She had a dim memory of the muted celebrations in the Summerhayes household at the Socialist Revolution of 1917. Muted, because Hugh had just sailed with his battalion for France.

‘And I believe that Mary has the date of the jumble sale.’

‘The tenth of June, Daisy.’

‘So soon? We shall have to be busy, won’t we, Robin?’

‘Perhaps Miss Summerhayes has better things to do,’ said Ted Warburton archly. ‘A young man …?’

Robin scowled. Richard Summerhayes said, ‘Robin is to start at Girton College this October, Ted. She will read Classics.’ The pride in Richard’s voice was clearly audible. Robin’s scowl deepened, and she moved out of earshot.

Daisy, following her, whispered, ‘I know Ted teases, Robin, but—’

‘It’s not that. It’s just that …’ The more she thought about it, the more she loathed the prospect of studying Classics for the next three years. She imagined Girton College as much like her school: hidebound, claustrophobic, a hotbed of intense friendships and equally overheated jealousies and resentments.

But she couldn’t possibly voice the true cause of her sudden ill-humour. Instead, Robin muttered, ‘It’s always the same. The men go on the committees and make the speeches, and the women run the jumble sales and make the tea!’

‘I should loathe public speaking, Robin dear,’ said Daisy gently. ‘And your father really hasn’t time to go around collecting sackfuls of awful holey jumpers.’

‘You’ve only time because you haven’t a career. If you had a job, like Pa, then you wouldn’t have time.’

‘Then it’s as well that I don’t,’ answered Daisy lightly. ‘If we didn’t hold jumble sales and suppers, then we couldn’t raise the funds to pay for the hall. And then no-one would be able to speak.’

Daisy’s logic was, as usual, unanswerable. Robin slammed delicate bone china cups onto a tray and stomped off into the kitchen. Then she slipped out of the scullery and ran across the moonlit lawn, towards the winter house.

Standing on the verandah, her elbows resting on the balcony, her temper began to subside. Moonlight washed the river and the pond in which they had swum that afternoon and painted the distant Fens with silver. The sound of singing issued from the open drawing-room window: Since first I saw your face, I vowed, to honour and renown you …

She heard footsteps, and turned her head to see Merlin striding across the lawn towards her. The red tip of his cigarette glowed in the darkness.

‘I had to get away from that woman. And I never could tolerate madrigals. I hope you don’t mind me interrupting your adolescent broodings, Robin.’

She giggled. He stood beside her on the verandah, their elbows touching.

‘Cigarette?’

She had never smoked before, but she took one, hoping to make an impression of casual sophistication. Merlin lit it for her from the tip of his own; Robin inhaled, and choked.

‘First one? Chuck it in the river if you don’t want it.’

The song had altered. Maia was singing the madrigal that Richard had arranged for her as a solo: ‘The Silver Swan’, a glacial and unearthly sound, trailed through the chill night air.

Robin, catching a glimpse of Merlin’s face, said crossly, ‘I suppose you’re in love with her too!’

He looked down at her. ‘Not at all. She is made entirely of ice. Listen to her. It’s inhuman. Passionless.’

There was a silence as they listened to the second verse of the song. Then he added, ‘I’d like to paint Maia, of course. But I’d rather go to bed with you.’

Robin gave an embarrassed little gasp. Merlin said, amused, ‘I won’t, of course. I’ve been in love with Daisy for years, after all, and it would seem rather incestuous. And besides, you probably think of me as a repulsive old uncle.’

She giggled again, and immediately wanted to kick herself for sounding like a schoolgirl. Then she shook her head.

‘No? Ah well—’

He bent his head and kissed her. His lips were dry and hard, and his fingers threaded through her short, fine hair. Then he let her go.

‘Another first? My, my, little Robin.’ He studied her face. ‘Do forgive me. Too much to drink. If it’s any consolation, there will be others and better. I rather envy them.’

A sailor returning from his ship in Liverpool to his mother in Trumpington struck up a conversation with Maia as she travelled home by train one Sunday after visiting Robin. Mutely, she played the game she always played: one point if he spoke to her, two if he offered to carry her schoolbag, three if he bought her a cup of tea, and a resounding five if he asked her to the pictures. Ten for a kiss, and she always laughed when she thought what she should score for a proposal: her suitor on his knees in the grubby third class carriage – a triumph, surely, for any girl on a short train journey.

She’d never had a proposal; had never, in fact, scored more than two. Not because they hadn’t offered, but because Maia always refused the cups of tea, the invitations to the pictures, the rendezvous in the park. In a third class carriage, Maia didn’t meet the sort of man she wanted to meet.

She walked from the station to her home in Hills Road. She could hear her parents’ raised voices as she fitted the key in the lock. The tenor of their voices – sometimes hysterical, sometimes sullen – once had the power to make her stomach squeeze, to make her hide in bed, her pillow over her head, her fingers in her ears. But you got used to anything in time.

Mr and Mrs Read were in the drawing-room. The door was open, and they must have seen her walk past, but they made no acknowledgement. Angry words followed Maia as she climbed the stairs. You don’t listen to a word I say … it’s like talking to a brick wall … you don’t care a fig for my happiness … Clichéd accusations: the quarrel was well under way, then, its specific cause long past. There remained only the insults, the tears, the sulks. It would be forgotten by dinner-time.

Maia closed her bedroom door behind her. As she took her sewing box from the cupboard she tried to ignore the knowledge that such words were never forgotten: they rankled, they wore away, they destroyed. She did not need to know the reason for the quarrel. Her parents always quarrelled over the same thing. Money, always money. Lydia Read spent, while Jordan Read’s income from his investments declined. There was an air of neglect about the Read household: the upstairs rooms were no longer cleaned regularly, and dinner, unless they had guests, had become plainer and less plentiful. It alarmed Maia to witness the slow, relentless reduction in their fortunes in the cobwebs decking the ceilings of the maids’ rooms in the attic (since the War the Reads had only one live-in maid), and in many small, unpleasant economies – they no longer took a daily newspaper, they ate mutton instead of beef, and only lit a drawing-room fire when there were guests. But nothing that showed, thought Maia, who had become accustomed to leading two lives. The one that showed, and the one that didn’t.

Maia took off her stockings and threaded her needle. Then she began to darn: minute, careful stitches. She was darning darns, she reflected, her lovely mouth twisted in a grimace.

At tea the following afternoon, the maid, Sally, spilt the milk. When she had gone, leaving a great, dark stain on the carpet, Lydia Read said, ‘We shall have to let her go, Jordan. She is a halfwit.’

‘We shall have to let her go,’ agreed Jordan Read, ‘but not because she is a halfwit.’

Maia glanced quickly at her father.

‘We shall have to let her go,’ repeated Jordan, ‘because we can no longer afford to pay her.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous. We pay the girl what – sixteen pounds a year?’

Jordan Read did not reply, but rose from his chair and left the room. Lydia poured a second cup of tea. Her lips and nostrils were white, and her eyes, the same light, sapphire blue as Maia’s, had narrowed.

Returning to the drawing-room, Jordan Read dropped a sheaf of papers into Lydia’s lap.

‘Read them, Lydia. Then you will see, as I do, that not only can we no longer afford a maid, we also cannot afford to pay your dressmaking bills, or Maia’s school fees, or even the butcher’s bills.’

Maia half stood up, but her mother glared at her and hissed, ‘Tea-time, Maia! Your manners!’ Maia’s legs wobbled, and she sank back into her chair.

One of the papers fell from Lydia’s lap and skated across the floor. Maia stared at it, fascinated. It was a bank statement. The figures at the end of the columns, each marked in red, frightened her.

Lydia said furiously, ‘You know I can’t make head nor tail of figures.’

I can, thought Maia. Top of the class at arithmetic every term. If she had picked up the scattered papers and scanned the figures, she would have known exactly what they meant. They meant insecurity and deprivation, and an end to the sort of future she had always planned for herself.

‘I’m rotten at figures myself, Lydia. That’s why we’re in this spot.’

Briefly, Maia almost sympathized with her mother. Jordan Read’s voice was calm, almost jovial, as though he had lost a game of bridge, or been bowled out for a duck at cricket.

‘Had a letter from the bank today. Explained things. We’re done for. Stumped. In a spot, as I said.’

Lydia, white with fury, stared at him. ‘In a spot …’

‘A spot … a hole … up a gum tree. Yes, my dear. Whatever you wish to call it.’

Lydia said softly, ‘And what do you propose to do about this spot, Jordan?’

‘Dashed if I know. Camp out on Midsummer Common? Shoot m’self, perhaps?’

Maia locked her hands together so that they did not shake. Lydia had not yet poured the third cup of tea. Instead, there was genuine fear in her voice as she whispered, ‘We will lose the house?’

Jordan nodded. ‘There’s two damned mortgages on it already, and the bank won’t let me have a third.’

For the first time Maia spoke. ‘But your investments, Daddy. Your stocks and shares …?’

Jordan twisted the tips of his moustache. ‘Bought the wrong stuff, poppet. Never had an eye for that sort of thing. The mines lost a packet during the strike … and who wants fancy china and glassware when you can buy much the same sort of thing from Woolworth’s for a fraction of the price?’

‘China? Mines? What have they to do with anything?’ Lydia’s voice rose in a shriek. ‘Are you telling me that I will be thrown out of my own home, Jordan?’

‘That’s about the gist of it. I dare say we’ll find a little place to rent.’

Lydia’s face was twisted and ugly. ‘I’d rather die!’

For a moment husband and wife stared at each other. Maia looked away, hating to see the expression in their eyes. But she could still hear.

‘If you seriously think that I will leave my own home to live in some dreadful little slum—’

‘It isn’t your home, Lydia. It’s the bank’s home. Even I understand that.’

‘You are a fool, Jordan, a fool.’

‘I’ve never disputed that. But at least I’m not an adulterer.’

A gasp. ‘How dare you—’

‘I may be a fool with money, Lydia, but I am not that sort of fool.’

‘Lionel is a man.’

They had, Maia knew, completely forgotten that she was there. Earlier, she had been required as an audience. Maia rose from her chair, and walked out of the room and up the stairs.

And yet, even now, that other life, the second life, persisted. Her white chiffon dress was laid out on the bed, a reminder that there would be company tonight at dinner. Though she shivered, though she felt slightly sick, Maia nevertheless washed and dressed and brushed her hair. She wondered whether tonight, at last, the façade would be broken. Whether the two lives would merge into one. She imagined herself saying to the gentleman seated next to her, ‘Mother’s having a love affair with the chairman of the tennis club, and Daddy’s to be declared bankrupt.’ Would anything change? Or would Sally merely continue to serve the charlotte russe and the guest mutter some polite response? Maia began to laugh, and then had to squeeze her fists against her eyes to stop herself crying. When she looked in the mirror she saw that her nose was only a little red; she would use some of her mother’s powder.

Yet dinner, transformed when the Reads had company, was a gracious and elegant occasion. Jordan Read was courteous, and Lydia Read was charming, and Maia herself sparkled. The eyes of the two male guests, Mama’s Cousin Sidney, and Mr Merchant, who owned a shop in Cambridge, followed her everywhere. If they had been on a train, Maia thought, wanting to laugh again, how many points would she have scored?

When they had gone and Maia was back in her room, her uncertain future yawned before her. She imagined herself serving in a dress shop, or teaching mathematics in some dreary girls’ school. Her mother would leave, she knew that now, and her father … she could not think what would become of her father. Though she had known for a long time that nothing was safe, she saw that safety, like everything else, was comparative. Though school bored her, she dreaded being forced to leave it. Though this house was shabby, there were many shabbier. If her parents parted, with which one would she live?

She would have nothing, Maia thought drearily. She peeled off her dress, her stockings, her underclothes. As she hung her dress in the wardrobe, she caught sight of her reflection in the mirror. The long white limbs, the small, high breasts, the flat stomach. And her face: Cupid’s bow lips, short dark hair, blue eyes.

She remembered then that she did have something. Maia stood for a while, staring at her reflection, knowing that she, unlike her father, would invest her fortune wisely.

Over the next few weeks, Lydia and Jordan Read led separate lives. They never dined together, and rarely spoke to each other. Lydia was out a great deal; Jordan kept to his study. Maia had absolutely no idea how he spent the time.

Maia left school at half term. She began to work for five mornings a week as a governess to two little girls. The girls were nice enough, but the job bored Maia, who had never been interested in children. It passed the time, though. She sensed that something awful, something unstoppable, was going to happen. She saved half her wages, and spent the rest on clothes, knowing that at all costs she must not look poor or defeated. On two evenings a week she went to an accountancy class, rediscovering her aptitude for figures. She could not quite see herself working as a bookkeeper, though. The word conjured up for Maia horn-rimmed spectacles and ill-fitting tweed suits.

She was sewing in the drawing-room when the front doorbell rang. It was a Wednesday afternoon, and her head still jangled with long division and irregular French verbs. Because of the warm August weather, Maia had partially pulled down the drawing-room blinds. Sunlight flickered on the green and cream striped walls, and on the polished wooden floor.

Sally didn’t answer the door, so Maia went. Lionel Cummings, the chairman of Mama’s tennis club, was waiting outside. He was fortyish, slightly overweight, moustached. He wore a striped blazer, white flannels and carried a straw boater in his hand.

Maia left him to wait in the drawing-room while she fetched her mother. Her parents were in the garden, together for once, and she saw the look on her father’s face when she announced the name of their visitor. Just then, she hated her mother, an intense ache of hatred that made her run back over the grass to the terrace as quickly as possible.

Lionel Cummings stood up when Maia returned to the drawing-room.

‘Mother’s just powdering her nose. You’ll have to put up with my company for a few minutes, Mr Cummings.’

He twirled the tips of his ridiculous moustache with his fingers. ‘Delighted to, Miss Read. A pleasure.’

She hated him too, for the pitiless contempt of her father his coming here showed. She wanted to punish her mother for making her father suffer, and she wanted to humiliate this stupid, shallow man for aiding the destruction of her fragile family.

Maia smiled her best smile. ‘Such a hot day, Mr Cummings! Shall I fetch you a cold drink?’

He shook his head, so she sat down and patted the sofa beside her. ‘Do sit down, Mr Cummings. I watched you play at the club the other night. Such a marvellous forehand. My forehand is simply frightful.’

She had hooked him, she knew. It was so easy. You just looked them in the eye, and smiled, and made them feel big and strong and competent. Lionel Cummings was a fool.

‘I could give you a few lessons, Miss Read.’

‘That would be thrilling, Mr Cummings! Only I work in the mornings now, you know, and I’m too tired to walk to the club in the afternoon.’

‘Poor little lady. Shouldn’t fag yourself to death, y’know, pretty little thing like you.’

His thigh was touching hers, and she could smell whisky and tobacco on his breath. Hiding her disgust, Maia stood up.

‘Perhaps you could show me now, Mr Cummings.’

‘Lionel. You must call me Lionel.’

‘Lionel,’ Maia simpered.

He had one arm around her and was holding her wrist with his free hand when Lydia came into the room. A small exhalation of breath darted from Mrs Read’s lips, and her eyes darkened. Lionel Cummings, embarrassed, let Maia go.

Maia felt powerful, vengeful. ‘Mr Cummings was just helping me to improve my forehand, Mummy,’ she explained, and sat down.

She took a perverse, contemptuous pleasure in remaining in the room, an unwanted audience to their stilted conversation. Whenever Lionel Cummings was not looking, Lydia Read glanced across to her daughter, raising her eyebrows, looking meaningfully at the door. But Maia, twitching angrily on the edge of the sofa, her fingers pressed against her mouth, obstinately remained seated.

Eventually Lydia said sweetly, ‘Haven’t you preparation to do, Maia? And I thought you were going to help Sally with the puddings.’

‘I’ve all my lessons worked out for the week.’ Maia crossed her long legs, letting her skirt ride up to her knees. Lionel Cummings’s eyes were distended. ‘And you know I’m no earthly good at cooking, Mummy.’

It was then that they all heard the sound. A short, loud report that made the ornaments on the mantelpiece and the glass in the cupboard rattle.

Lydia whispered, ‘Oh my God,’ and ran out of the room. Maia rose to her feet, but did not yet follow Lydia. In the brief moment between the gunshot and her mother’s scream, she was overcome by such an intense mixture of fear and dread and guilt that the green and cream striped walls darkened to black, and the bands of bright sunlight on the floor narrowed to a single small pinpoint of light. The heat, the darkness of the room, the exhilaration of youth and sex welded together with the shock of sudden death, intermingling, so that she could not afterwards tell them apart. When, at last, the darkness cleared, she was lying crumpled on the floor, and the room was empty, and her mother’s screams were echoing through the house.

Everything began to crumble, then. The days lost their structure, jostling together mornings, afternoons and evenings so that Maia often lay wide awake through the night, or fell asleep suddenly and without warning during the day. Friends and relations came to the house, offering their condolences to Maia and her mother, sitting in the drawing-room. But sometimes she could not remember the names of the people that she spoke to, and always, through the hushed tactful words she could hear another voice. Her father’s. Dashed if I know what to do. Shoot m’self, perhaps?

Yet the inquest passed a verdict of accidental death. Jordan Read had been cleaning the guns he used for shooting wildfowl, and there had been an accident. Distracted by worries about money, he had made a foolish and fatal error. Alone with her daughter for a moment on that first awful afternoon, Lydia Read had hissed to Maia, ‘Don’t tell anyone what he said! Don’t!’ Maia had known instantly to what her mother referred. She had nodded her head, hypnotized by the bright icy blueness of her mother’s eyes. Yet she had never had any intention of repeating to anyone – relatives, police or coroner’s court – her father’s words. A muddled memory of the fate of those who had taken their own life haunted her: they were to be buried outside holy ground, or at crossroads so that their souls could not wander. She was overwhelmed by shame and desolation. That he should choose to wound his family in such a way. That he should think so little of his daughter’s pain. When the coroner asked Maia, under oath, whether her father had ever given any indication that he might take his own life, she gave a calm and definite no.

Afterwards, she had little memory of the funeral. She shook hands with people; she looked through her black veil into their eyes, trying to tell whether they guessed. She wondered, hugging first Robin and then Helen, whether this too counted as a milestone in a woman’s life. Whether the suicide of a parent was as significant as losing your virginity, or travelling abroad. She rather thought it was.

Robin whispered to her, ‘You must come and stay with us, Maia – you must have a rest. Mother and father want you to come,’ and Maia grabbed Robin’s sleeve and shoved her into a corner of the room.

‘I can’t bear this. Escape with me, won’t you?’

As Maia sneaked out of a side door and ran through the garden, she knew that both Robin and Helen were behind her. They caught up with her as she headed down Hills Road, her veil flapping and her black summer coat belling behind her with the speed of her stride.

‘Maia—’ Helen’s voice was breathless. ‘Where are we going?’

Maia hardly paused to glance at her friends. ‘On the river, I thought.’ Scrabbling in her pockets, she found enough change to hire a punt.

Afterwards, it touched her to recall that they had not so much as questioned her mad desire to glide along the Cam, still wearing their funereal blacks.

‘Like Charon,’ said Robin, punting.

‘Or the three Fates.’ Maia unpinned her hat and flung it out of the boat. Paused by the feathery tip of a reed, it slithered into the water, bobbing momentarily before it sank and disappeared.

Helen, sitting beside her, laid a comforting hand on Maia’s shaking sleeve. Tears of sympathy swam in her eyes. ‘Poor Maia. Such an awful accident.’

Maia shook her head vigorously. ‘Not an accident.’ Her fingers clamped over her mouth then, as if to halt the words that had, against her better judgement, escaped.

Helen said soothingly, ‘Of course it was, Maia darling,’ but Maia saw that Robin, standing at the end of the boat, was staring at her.

‘Maia …?’

‘Daddy killed himself.’ The words jerked from Maia’s throat, clipped and brittle. She felt sick and hot. ‘I know that he did. He said he would.’

‘But at the inquest—’

‘I said it was an accident. Of course I did. Wouldn’t you have?’

She glared first at Robin, and then at Helen. In the silence, bile rose in her throat. ‘Well, wouldn’t you?’ Maia repeated. She knew that she sounded defensive and angry rather than upset. ‘I suppose you both think that I was wicked. That I was dishonest …’

Her nails dug into her palms, tearing the thin black silk of her gloves. The boat lurched as Robin laid the pole along the bows and came to sit opposite her.

Helen said gently, ‘We don’t think badly of you, Maia dear. We only want to help you.’

‘You did what you thought was best, Maia.’ Robin’s expression was serious. ‘Neither of us have been through what you’ve been through. We can only begin to imagine what an awful time you’ve had. And Helen’s right – we want to do whatever we can to help. You have to believe that.’

Maia felt her knotted hands prised apart. Helen’s neatly gloved fingers curled round one; Robin’s grubby paw around the other. Maia whispered, ‘I don’t want to talk about it ever again. Not ever,’ and heard their murmured promises.

A different sort of vow to the one they had made in the spring. A darker secret that bound them, perhaps, in some indissoluble way. She had needed their blessing, she realized.

And at last, Maia felt able to cry. For the first time in weeks she had recalled that she had found in her friends a small, safe haven, a haven that she could return to when she needed to. The reeds, the delicate bridges that spanned the river, and the swans that glided beside the bank, blurred as Maia began to weep.

Helen and her father always attended the annual harvest supper. It was held in the church hall, the food and drink provided by Lord Frere, the principal landowner of Thorpe Fen. The Freres lived in the Big House, which lay between Thorpe Fen and its neighbouring village; it had another, genteeler name, but to the villagers of Thorpe Fen it was always the Big House.

The harvest supper was one of the few village events that Helen looked forward to. The constraints and barriers of village life seemed to relax a little, reminding her of the evenings she occasionally spent with the Summerhayeses: evenings which to Helen often seemed chaotic, confusing and noisy, but utterly delightful, nevertheless.

Her feelings towards the Summerhayes family had for the first year or so of their acquaintance been mixed. Robin’s casual dismissal of religion, the mainstay of Helen’s life, had shocked her deeply. She still went hot when she recalled the day her father had discovered the truth: ‘The Summerhayeses are atheists, Helen. They have no faith. One must therefore question their morals.’ For a whole month afterwards she had avoided Robin and Hugh and Daisy and Richard. And yet she had been drawn back to them. Life had been – she could not think of another word for it – dreary without them – and Daisy had looked hurt, and Robin had been cross, and Richard had needed her to sing the new song he had arranged for her and Maia. Hugh had given Helen an enormous hug when she had visited again, and she had since not worried about either atheism or immorality. She needed the Summerhayeses, and they (she hardly dared to believe it) also seemed to need her. She had known that in this instance she could not agree with her father. She was careful, though, rationing her visits and keeping them brief. And never, ever mentioning Richard and Daisy’s more extraordinary visitors to Daddy.

After the harvest supper, the dancing began. Elijah Readman scraped away at his fiddle, and Natty Prior played the concertina. Helen, seated beside her father in a corner of the room, found that her feet were tapping. The villagers’ heavy boots stamped on the wooden floor; the dancers circled and twisted, their drab clothes, enlivened by a bright scarf or a rope of cheap beads, patterned the dimly lit hall. The dance ended, and Adam Hayhoe stood up to sing. His strong, deep voice was almost overpowered by the thump of pattens on the board, and the many pairs of hands clapping to time, but Helen, from years of harvest suppers, knew the words, and her lips moved in rhythm with the song. As I walked out one May morning, one May morning so early …

She heard her father whisper in her ear, ‘His lordship is arrived, Helen – will you come and greet him with me?’

She shook her head quickly. Lord Frere terrified her; and she had never forgotten one dreadful afternoon spent at Brackonbury House, supposedly playing with the Frere girls, but in fact ignored and looked down on by them.

‘It is so cold outside …’

‘Of course, my dear.’ His hand rested on her shoulder. ‘As soon as his lordship and I have spoken, we will go home.’ Julius Ferguson’s large blue-grey eyes glanced around the crowded hall. ‘I will be glad when this tradition dies. I always think that there is more than a touch of the pagan to such a celebration.’

He left the hall, and Helen, shutting her eyes, let the music sink into her again.

A voice said, ‘Will you dance, Miss Helen?’

Adam Hayhoe stood in front of her. Adam was tall, dark, strong-looking, the village carpenter. She could not remember a time when she had not known Adam Hayhoe.

‘That would be lovely, Adam.’

He took her hand, and led her into the ring that had formed around the perimeter of the room. The music started up again, the circle divided into two, threading in and out, weaving its ancient pattern. Faster and faster, the familiar faces of the villagers and the shabby hall altered by speed and exhilaration. Helen, too, laughed; Helen, too, felt a part of it. She found herself in Adam’s arms, whirled around, making small circles within the larger one.

The dance ended, the hall alive with echoed music and laughter. The villagers quashed their thirst with tankards of beer; Helen dabbed at her hot, perspiring face with her handkerchief.

‘Lemonade, Miss Helen?’

She smiled up at him. ‘No thank you, Adam. I think I must have some fresh air.’

He walked with her to the side door, opening it for her to go out. The door swung shut behind them, enclosing them suddenly in silence.

‘Such fun,’ said Helen, still breathless. ‘Such glorious fun. I do adore dancing.’

The moon was full and yellow, and stars pricked the inky sky. No wind rustled the grass and the reeds; only the quietness and the cool fresh air, touched by the first frost of winter. ‘So lovely,’ Helen said, looking up.

‘“When the winds are breathing low, And the stars are shining bright.”’

She only just caught Adam’s whispered words, and she glanced at him, surprised. ‘Adam. That’s Shelley, isn’t it? I didn’t know you liked poetry.’

He did not reply, and her words echoed in her ears, her voice lacking the broad vowels of the Fens, her tone patronizing and condescending, setting her apart from Adam Hayhoe, of whom she had always been fond. She flushed, struggling for words of apology, but before she could find them she looked up and saw her father coming towards her.

‘Dear me, Helen – where is your coat? You will catch a chill.’

As they walked home, Helen forgot her embarrassment, and looked again at the stars, at the sky. The most beautiful place on earth, she thought, as she threaded her arm through her father’s. She recalled the remainder of the verse that Adam Hayhoe had quoted.


I arise from dreams of thee

In the first sweet sleep of night.

When the winds are breathing low,

And the stars are shining bright.



Somehow, it was almost October, and Daisy was packing the trunk that Robin would take with her to Girton. Stacks of mended and ironed skirts and blouses were piled on her chest of drawers, mute reminders of a fate she had not yet reconciled herself to. The cold wind and driving rain prematurely dragged the leaves from the willows that edged the river, and echoed Robin’s mood. She shut herself in the winter house and watched the swollen droplets trail down the glass. Wrapped in jerseys and coat, Robin read uninterrupted for an hour, only putting aside her books when she heard the sound of footsteps on the damp wooden verandah outside.

Hugh pushed open the door. ‘Ma says to tell you it’s almost luncheon, Rob.’

Robin, uncurling, sat up.

‘Special celebratory stuff. Treacle tart, your favourite—’ Hugh broke off, looking at her closely. ‘I say, old thing – you’ve been howling. What is it?’ He held out his handkerchief.

‘I’ve been reading the sad bits. Little Nell – David Copperfield’s mother.’ Robin evaded Hugh’s eyes and blew her nose.

Hugh was unconvinced. ‘I’ll come and visit you as often as I may, Rob. And I’ll drive over and fetch you home every weekend. You only have to say.’

Hopelessly misunderstood, her guilt and despair only increased. ‘It’s not that—’ As she shifted in her seat, books toppled to the floor.

‘Then what is it?’ Hugh perched on the arm of the chair, looking down at her. Ruffling Robin’s tangled hair, which she had forgotten to brush that morning, he said, ‘Come on, old girl, you can tell me.’

The words, held back for so long, tumbled out before she could stop them.

‘I don’t want to go to Girton!’

Hugh’s eyes widened for a moment, and then he said sensibly, ‘Not because you’re afraid you’ll be homesick?’

‘Homesick!’ Robin gestured furiously at the window. ‘Look at it, Hugh! So wet and grey and empty! How could I possibly be homesick?’ She shook her head. ‘Girton’ll be just like school, I know it will. You know how I hated school. And Classics.’ Her voice was contemptuous.

‘They’d probably let you switch. You could read history … or literature.’ Hugh’s eyes met Robin’s. ‘Oh.’ He was silent for a moment, and then he said, ‘You’ll have to tell Ma and Pa.’

‘I know.’ Robin, sighing, ran her fingers through her hair, so that it stuck out in short feathery peaks all over her head. As she pulled on her galoshes, she heard Hugh say tentatively, ‘Try and be tactful, won’t you, Rob? You know how much your getting the scholarship meant to Pa,’ and then she opened the door of the winter house and ran down the steps and across the soggy lawn towards the house.

She did try to be tactful, but somehow it went all wrong. She upset her father by telling him that to spend three years studying the past would be a waste of time; she upset her mother by refusing the elaborate meal that Daisy had cooked. Worst of all, she saw Hugh blench as she cried out despairingly, ‘I never had a choice about Girton, did I? Because Stevie died … because Hugh was ill … I have to go.’ Looking round the table, she saw that she had hurt them all. Even Hugh, who had been so kind. With a howl of fury and despair, she ran out of the room, grabbed her coat from the peg, and tumbled out of the house.

She ran, her feet splashing in the puddles, until she reached Soham railway station. Miraculously, her purse was in her coat pocket. The Cambridge train was waiting at the platform; sitting in the carriage, Robin stared out at the grey, wet Fens, and tried to think clearly. The air smelt of boats burned, bridges razed to the ground. At Cambridge station, she stood among the rushing crowds, listening to the station master announce the departure of the London train. A sudden wave of nostalgia for London, for the life she had once led, almost overwhelmed her. She thought of the desolation, the silence, of Blackmere. She had to escape.

Robin began to walk towards Maia’s cousin’s house. Since the death of Maia’s father, the Reads’ house had been repossessed, Lydia Read planned to remarry, and Maia now lived with her mother’s Cousin Sidney and his wife, Margery.

Helen was having a cup of tea with Maia. ‘Daddy had to visit an old parishioner in Cambridge,’ she explained, ‘so I thought I’d do some shopping and visit Maia. How lovely to see you too, Robin.’

Maia made tea in the kitchen. Watching her, Robin saw that she had changed. She seemed older, thinner, brittle.

‘You must miss your father so much.’

Pouring boiling water into the teapot, Maia shrugged. ‘It’s funny how you get used to things.’ Her lids lowered, hiding her crystal blue eyes, shutting Robin out. ‘I must get a job, though. I’ve finished my bookkeeping course, so I shall look around for something.’ She took cups and saucers down from the dresser. ‘How about you, Robin? Are you still going to be the first woman professor of Classics at Cambridge university?’

‘I’m not going.’ Robin’s voice was bleak. ‘I just told Ma and Pa. There was the most awful quarrel.’

‘Ah.’ Maia was never judgemental. She poured three cups of tea.

‘If you don’t want to go to college,’ asked Helen ‘then what will you do?’

‘I haven’t a clue.’ Robin cradled her teacup and hated herself. She, who had always intended to do so much, had just abandoned the first serious venture of her adult life. Soon she must return to her family. Soon she must witness once more the disappointment in her father’s eyes.

Maia said, ‘What do you want to do?’

She was about to say again, I haven’t a clue, when she remembered the station, and the train.

‘I’d like to go back to London.’

Maia said nothing, but made a small, expressive shrug. Robin, staring at her, was seized by a wonderful, terrifying idea. She delved into her pocket, and drew out her purse.

‘I’ve only … oh dear, five shillings and sevenpence.’

‘I can let you have some cash, darling. Enough to get you to London. I’m supposed to pay for my board, but Margery can wait.’

Maia left the room. Helen, eyes round, said, ‘London! How exciting! Robin – you can’t—’

She could, though. Though the idea both dazed and terrified her, she saw that she could.

When Maia returned, she was carrying a small holdall. ‘There’s a spare pair of stockings, and some soap and a flannel and a toothbrush. I didn’t think you’d think of things like that. And here’s two pounds.’

She handed the notes to Robin. Robin put them in her purse. Helen, too, searched through her bag and assembled a handful of small change. ‘I’ll tell Daisy and Richard you’re all right,’ she said, tipping the coins into Robin’s palm, ‘so that they don’t worry.’

Maia perched on the edge of the table, and flicked open a packet of cigarettes. ‘Change the world, Robin darling.’ Her pale eyes were narrowed, laughing. ‘I’m stuck in this dump for a while – Prince Charming seems to be otherwise occupied—’

‘—and the only young man I’ve met recently is the new curate and he has a wart on his nose—’

‘—so what with accountancy classes and jumble sales and parish magazines, I’m afraid it’s up to you, Robin, to be the only one of us who pursues her girlhood dreams.’ Maia’s voice was cynical, but she pushed the holdall towards Robin. ‘Run along, won’t you? You’d better hurry – the London train leaves at a quarter past.’

Robin gave both Maia and Helen a quick hug, and left the house. At Cambridge station, she bought her ticket and ran along the platform as smoke began to swirl from the funnel of the engine. Surprised faces stared at her as she pulled open a door and half fell into a carriage. The train drew away from the station, taking her back to the city, towards a new life.

Maia began to look properly for a job the day after Cousin Sidney tried to kiss her good night on the lips, rather than on the cheek. Before that, she had been seized by a sort of paralysis, an extension of the waking nightmare of her father’s death. At a secretarial bureau in St Andrew’s Street, Maia scribbled a list of her sketchy qualifications, and was given a letter of introduction to the accounts department at Merchants.

She walked through the shop’s wide double doors in a daze. She was surrounded by the sort of things she had always wanted: expensive cosmetics and perfumes, leather gloves, silk scarves, hosiery as fine as cobweb. There were often advertisements for Merchants department store in the local newspapers: ‘Merchants – Cambridge’s Newest and Premier Department Store. General and Fancy Drapers, Complete Home Furnishers, Ladies Millinery, Blouses and Ready to Wear Garments, and Circulating Library.’

Halfway up the stairs, she paused, looking down at the glittering lights and gorgeous colours, breathing in the rich, warm air. She knew that she could have looked as elegant as any of the fur-clad ladies buying French perfume, and as beautiful as any of the painted faces that stared down at her from the cosmetics manufacturers’ displays. It seemed to Maia that with the furs, the powder, the perfume, she could have been safe.

Walking upstairs, the letter of introduction clutched in her hand, she did not know how she would be able to bear it, stuck in a poky little office with a dozen other girls, catching only occasional glimpses of this other world. She held her head high, though, and refused to allow her bitterness and depression to show on her face. Crossing the first floor of the shop, she heard someone call out her name. Maia recognized Mr Merchant, who had dined with the Reads on that awful day when her father had told them of his imminent bankruptcy, and who had attended the funeral. She had not previously connected him with Merchants department store. He must be rich, then, said a small voice in her head.

‘Miss Read. How delightful to see you.’

‘Mr Merchant.’ Maia smiled and held out her hand.

He was considerably older than Maia – in his early thirties, she estimated. Curly reddish-brown hair cut close to his head, and a small, thin moustache.

‘Have you many purchases to make, Miss Read?’

Something made her shove the letter into her pocket, and say lightly, ‘Oh – just a few odds and ends. Ribbon and thread.’ She glanced around her and gave a little laugh. ‘Silly me. I seem to have come to the wrong floor.’

‘Let me escort you to the haberdashery department, Miss Read.’

Mr Merchant held out his arm, and Maia threaded her own gloved hand through it. He asked after her mother and murmured regrets about her father as he led her downstairs. At the haberdashery counter she sat passively as assistants ran about at his command, fetching ribbon, buttons and reels of cotton. She noticed that although he enjoyed his authority, his enjoyment did not override his efficiency and competence.

Eventually her small purchases were assembled, and she mutely thanked God that she had enough money in her purse to pay for them. Carrying her tiny parcel, he walked beside her through the perfume hall to the front doors.

She could not resist saying, ‘Is this all yours, Mr Merchant?’

When he smiled, she could see his small, white, pointed teeth.

‘Every bit of it. It was an ironmongers before I took it over. Don’t you remember, Miss Read?’

She shook her head. ‘We had most things delivered. We never shopped much.’

‘Don’t you think it’s enjoyable, Miss Read, to be able to choose what you want? To be able to look over what’s on offer and decide exactly what you’ll have?’

His eyes, a sort of gingery-hazel, met hers, and she did not look away. Maia did not blush: she never blushed. He was not in the least handsome, she thought, but he possessed an aura of power and strength. She did not find his words insolent, only challenging. It seemed a very long time since she had felt even a flicker of interest in another person.

And besides, he had all this. The bright lights, the chrome-edged counters and soft carpets seemed to reach out and embrace Maia. For the first time in months she recalled her ambitions. ‘I shall marry a rich man,’ she had said to Robin and Helen. ‘I shall live in an enormous house.’

Shaking his hand, she murmured thanks and farewells. As she walked down the street, Maia knew that he was watching her, so she waited until she had turned the corner and was out of sight before she dropped the crumpled letter into the gutter.

Because she sensed that Vernon Merchant was as clever and as calculating as she, Maia was careful. She found work in the office of a firm that specialized in installing telephones and electric lights. The office was on the outskirts of Cambridge; Maia avoided the city centre. It would have been a mistake to have visited Merchants each day, hoping to meet him. He would have despised her.

He telephoned a month after their meeting. It was six o’clock: Maia had just returned from work. The maid handed her the telephone.

‘Miss Read?’

She recognized his voice instantly. She couldn’t help smiling. ‘Yes.’

‘It’s Vernon Merchant. How are you, Miss Read?’

‘I’m very well, Mr Merchant.’ She waited for him to continue.

‘I’ve a pair of tickets for the theatre tonight. Will you come?’

His directness amused her. No apologies for the lateness of the invitation; no fears expressed that she might be otherwise engaged. No explanation of how he had traced where she was living.

‘I’d be delighted, Mr Merchant,’ Maia said, equally directly. ‘You can call for me at seven o’clock.’

He telephoned her every week. He took her to the theatre, to restaurants, and to parties. He disliked the cinema, and art galleries and concerts bored him. His parents were both dead, he had never married, he had fought in the Great War and on his return to England had built up his career. He had chosen Cambridge neither for its beauty nor its history, but for its lack of a modern department store. He dressed and ate well, and owned a large and luxurious house, which Maia had not, after two months, seen.

She knew nothing more about him. He was, she suspected, as secretive as she. Or perhaps there was nothing more to know? Perhaps Vernon Merchant was just what he seemed – a successful businessman, a little lonely perhaps, but otherwise satisfied with what he had created. He did not bore her, she could not quite work out why he did not bore her. Because power fascinated her – because of the flicker of pleasure she glimpsed in his foxy, tawny eyes when he talked about his work. Had she not occasionally seen the same expression in his eyes when he kissed her, then she would have begun to doubt her own power. He had only touched her chastely closed lips, had only embraced her while they danced.

She wore an ice-blue silk sheath, the same colour as her eyes, when he collected her one Friday evening. It was February, and there was a hint of snow in the dull orangey-grey sky. Maia wore Cousin Margery’s fur coat, taken from Margery’s wardrobe in her absence. She could not have borne to wear her old school coat, her only coat, when she was with Vernon.

In the passenger seat of his motor-car, he drew a rug from the back, and tucked it over her knees. ‘We are going to London,’ he said. ‘One of my business associates is having a party.’

They talked throughout the long drive. About the small events of the day, about the larger events of the world. The Belgravia house in which the party was held glittered against threatening clouds. Uniformed servants took her coat; Maia powdered her nose in a marble bathroom. They dined and danced, Vernon holding her lightly and carefully. When, at three o’clock, she reclaimed Margery’s fur coat and they began the long drive home, it was snowing.

He drew up the hood of the car and closed all the windows, but flakes of snow still found their way through all the little cracks and gaps. Maia pulled the rug up to her chin, and was thankful of her furs. Driving north through rows of the new semi-detached houses that had sprung up all round London, he passed her a flask.

‘Brandy,’ he said. ‘Drink some. It’ll keep you warm.’

She didn’t like brandy; she rarely drank because she had seen her mother after too many gin and its. But she swallowed obediently and found that he was right: it warmed her.

‘Will we be late?’

‘Perhaps.’ His eyes were narrowed, trying to see the road through the endless, darting flakes. ‘Will that be difficult for you?’

‘Oh no. I don’t have to work tomorrow.’

‘Your cousin …?’

‘She won’t care.’ Only she thought of the coat and giggled a little to herself, imagining Margery’s face if she searched and failed to find her precious mink.

He was silent for a moment, and then he said, ‘How old are you, Maia?’

The question surprised her. It was the most personal thing he had ever asked her. ‘Nineteen,’ she replied truthfully.

‘I am thirty-four. I was nineteen in 1914.’

She wished now that she had not drunk the brandy. She sensed that this conversation was important, and yet alcohol and exhaustion had taken the edge from her clarity of thought.

‘What do you want from life, Maia?’

She said honestly, as she had once said to Robin and Helen, ‘I want to marry a rich man and live in a beautiful house and have lots of wonderful clothes.’

He threw back his head and laughed, his lips peeled back to reveal his curiously pointed teeth. ‘Why?’

Because then I’d feel safe, she thought. But she said instead, ‘Because I like nice things. Because I do justice to beautiful clothes.’

He gave only a small nod, of acquiescence or approval. The road meandered through undulating countryside, and the snow fell more heavily. It danced in the yellow light of the headlamps like confetti.

She asked curiously, ‘Why did you want to be rich?’

‘Because you don’t have to ask for things. The more you have, the more you are given.’

She shivered. He glanced across at her, concerned.

‘Take my scarf. I’m sorry, darling – I wouldn’t have dragged you out if I’d known it was going to be as bad as this.’

She shook her head and smiled because he had called her for the first time, ‘darling’. ‘I’m fine,’ she said. ‘Just a bit tired.’

‘Have another swig of brandy. You might fall asleep.’

Maia did as she was told, and he was right, because she dozed off for a while, and when she awoke a coppery light in the sky told her that it was almost dawn.

‘Nearly there,’ he said.

He did not look tired; his driving was still fast and precise. Maia admired his skill: the flick of his wrists as he turned the wheel, his capacity to remain alert after an entire night without sleep. She respected efficiency and endurance. They were qualities that she herself possessed, and that her father had lacked.

Vernon was braking, slowing to turn into the gravelled drive of a house. The car skidded a little as it swung round, but he righted it. Laurels, their leaves weighted with snow, lined the drive. The long branches of beech trees met overhead. Maia suddenly felt wide awake. This must be his home. Vernon Merchant was taking her to his home.

The car halted outside a vast house, ornately Victorian in style, built of red brick. Baroque turrets and chimneys and pinnacles clung to its walls and roofs like barnacles on a rock.

‘I had it built a few years ago,’ said Vernon. ‘I hope you don’t mind if we stop for a moment. Only I’ve a few calls to make. You can warm yourself up. You look chilled, darling.’

She savoured that second ‘darling’. A servant held open the car door, and Maia stepped out into the whirling snowflakes. In the hallway, Vernon picked up the telephone.

The hall was paved with marble, darkly panelled to the dado rail. Oil-paintings of bowls of fruit and of dead or dying animals lined the walls. The staircase was wide and sweeping and baronial, its finials carved eagles’ heads.

Maia was shown to a large, comfortably furnished room. A tray of hot chocolate and biscuits stood on the table, a huge fire burned in the grate. She spread out her fingers to its warmth.

She drank the chocolate, and heard footsteps and the door closing, and she turned round to see Vernon.

‘A little crisis. All dealt with. A late order – incompetence, I’m afraid.’

‘What did you do?’

‘Fired him, of course.’ He came towards her.

‘Don’t you ever rest?’

He smiled, but his eyes were hard and dark. ‘No. That’s why I have this, Maia. That’s why I am a rich man, and I have a magnificent house, and I can afford to buy what I want.’

Although she was warm now, she shivered again. He had echoed the words she had spoken to him in the car. He added, ‘You’re still cold, Maia. Let me warm you,’ and he reached out and slid Margery’s mink from her shoulders. Then he began to kiss her.

Not a chaste pressing of lips, this time. His lips parted hers, his tongue tasted her mouth. His arms bound her to him, his hands discovered the shape of her body through her thin silk dress. She felt a mixture of excitement and fear. He explored her body as though it belonged to him, and not to her. And in the back of her head, standing aside, watching, a little voice whispered, He wants to know what he is buying …

Suddenly she twisted, struggling to push him away. ‘No,’ she said hoarsely. ‘No.’

To her relief, he let her go. ‘Why not?’

She could not speak, but she shook her head.

‘Are you a virgin, Maia?’

She felt suddenly terribly tired and slightly tearful. It’s the only thing I have, she thought. I wouldn’t be worth as much without it. She nodded.

For one awful moment she thought he was laughing at her. But then he said, ‘Good. Because if you hadn’t been, I wouldn’t have wanted to marry you,’ and she was aware of a rush of triumph and relief.


Chapter Two

Joe and Francis were, as usual, late for the meeting of the Hackney branch of the ILP: Francis, because he had overslept (it was nine o’clock in the evening), and Joe because he had had to work. They squeezed into the back of the crowded hall, tripping over bags and feet and chair legs. ‘Hell,’ said Francis, as someone’s walking-stick, hanging from the back of a chair, clattered to the ground. People turned and shushed him.

The speaker had almost finished. ‘Parish boundaries,’ whispered Francis, rather loudly. ‘Bloody boring.’

The questions began. Francis’s eyes closed, his head drooped forward. Joe, too, was tired; there had been a party last night in the basement flat that he and Francis shared. It seemed to have gone on for an awfully long time: indeed, Joe was not sure whether it was finished yet. There was no food in the flat, and he was desperate for sleep, and someone had stolen his mattress.

He began to pay attention when the discussion, by the strange alchemy common to these meetings, moved from parish boundaries via universal family allowances to equality of the sexes. A girl seated somewhere near the front of the hall, a girl whose voice Joe did not recognize, was arguing vigorously.

‘Marriage and female economic dependence are inseparable, surely? Marriage is the foundation-stone of woman’s dependency.’

A man’s voice growled, ‘The human race won’t last long without it, comrade,’ and there was a ripple of laughter.

‘I wasn’t suggesting that men and women shouldn’t make love, have babies, that sort of thing.’

Joe noticed that Francis, too, was awake. Francis’s eyes were gleaming.

‘Free love – is that what you’re recommending, miss?’

‘If that’s what you wish to call it – yes.’ Her voice was truculent.

Joe muttered, ‘I’m all for free love, myself.’

‘She’s probably six foot tall, weaves her own clothes, and does callisthenics before breakfast.’ Francis yawned. ‘Lord, I’m hungry,’ he added plaintively. ‘Haven’t eaten for days.’

Joe rummaged in his pocket for half a crown. ‘I’ll wager she isn’t.’

‘Isn’t what?’

‘Six foot tall etcetera. I’ll stand you dinner if she’s wearing a single item of handwoven clothing.’

‘Done,’ said Francis, grinning.

The discussion became heated. On another occasion Joe would have joined in, just for the hell of it, but today he felt too fuddled. The remains of a rather bad headache was intensified by the raised voices.

At eleven o’clock the meeting was brought to a close. Joe and Francis both stood up and looked towards the front of the hall.

She was still arguing as she walked towards the doorway. ‘The position of women within marriage may be an awkward subject, Mr Taylor, but it’s surely not one that we in the Labour Party can afford to duck. And yes, I do believe that a married woman should have access to birth control, even if her husband does not want her to. I believe that all women should have access to free birth control.’

She was tiny. About five foot one, small boned, the curves of her body only just visible beneath a dress of rich dark brown stuff. Not hand-woven at all. Her eyes were the same colour as the dress, her short feathery hair many shades lighter.

‘A peach,’ murmured Francis. A half-crown slid into Joe’s palm. ‘I’ll buy dinner.’

Joe shook his head. ‘I’m off to Clodie’s.’ For the briefest of moments the girl glanced first at him, then at Francis, lounging against the wall. And then she was gone, still arguing.

Joe walked the mile and a half to Clodie’s house, hoping to clear his head. A light was on in the front window of the small villa when he arrived. Clodie’s face, when she opened the door to him, was sulky.

‘I’ve only just got Lizzie off. You’ll wake her with all your noise.’

He had tapped the door, softly, twice. ‘I’ll be quiet,’ he whispered. ‘Look – I’ve some chocolates.’

Her eyes widened greedily when he showed her the bag of chocolate creams. He bought the sweets for Lizzie, but Clodie always ate half of them. She had a child’s appetite for sweets, belying the seductive curves of her body.

She let him in, but the corners of her mouth still drooped downwards. ‘You’d better sit down, now that you’re here,’ she said ungraciously.

‘Is Lizzie ill?’ Lizzie was Clodie’s six-year-old daughter.

‘She has glands.’ Clodie, biting the top off a chocolate cream, eyed Joe spitefully. ‘Maybe it’s mumps.’

‘I’ve had it.’ He had a distant memory of being allowed home from school early, his face hurting like hell. He added, ‘We had a party. The place is impossible. Can I sleep on your sofa tonight?’

He saw that he had annoyed her again, but this time the annoyance had a slightly different source.

‘Did you meet anyone nice?’ she said, through a mouthful of chocolate.

He knew better than to tease her. ‘Just the usual crowd. No beautiful redheads.’

At last she smiled. Clodie’s hair was her greatest beauty – she had never cut it, not even when the fashion for bobbed hair was at its height. When she let it down it curled and rippled, a glorious tawny red, to her waist.

‘Cup of tea, Joe?’

He followed her into the kitchen. The small room was immaculate: part of him, the part that still remembered with pain his French mother and the elegance she had somehow magically given to his huge, gloomy Yorkshire home, knew that one of the reasons he kept coming back to Clodie, putting up with her temper, coaxing her out of her sulks, was that he liked this house. Bourgeois, Francis would have labelled it. But it was pleasant to spend the night somewhere where the crockery was washed and put away, the bed-linen was laundered, and there was food in the larder.

He watched her make the tea. Her hands were deft and neat. He thought of Lizzie, of whom he had grown fond.

‘Have you had the doctor for Lizzie?’

Clodie shook her head. ‘I haven’t the ten shillings. I don’t know where the money’s gone this week.’ The whine had come back into her voice.

Joe fumbled in his pocket and found Francis’s half-crown and his own. ‘Will that help?’

She took the money, but said suspiciously, ‘I hope you don’t think—’

‘Lord – no.’ His head was pounding, and he desperately needed the tea. And sleep. ‘I told you, Clodie, I’m tired.’

Satisfied, she reached up and touched his face. ‘You should have shaved.’

‘Sorry, love. I couldn’t find my razor.’

‘You’ll be all scratchy.’ Her fingertips threaded through his hair, and her green eyes gleamed. He covered her hand with his own, and kissed her palm, and pulled the pins from her hair so that it spilled down her back. She unbuttoned her blouse and he bent his head and kissed her breasts, taking her dark brown nipple into his mouth.

‘You don’t want to sleep on the couch, do you, Joe?’ she whispered, and he shook his head. It didn’t ache any more.

Joe Elliot had lived in London since his rather sudden departure four years earlier from one of the less illustrious northern public schools. He had shared the basement flat with both Francis and the printing press for around half that time. They only made money with the printing press when they used it for commercial brochures and flyers. The rest of the stuff – the political pamphlets and leaflets – often lost money rather than earned it. Besides, work was intermittent, dependent on Francis’s ability to find new customers. Francis had a small private income, so the inevitable fluctuations in earnings affected him less severely. Joe, since the quarrel with his father, had nothing, so he supplemented his income from the press with regular bar work.

He managed, just. It had been easier to manage before Clodie. Her husband had been killed in an industrial accident two years earlier, leaving her with a small daughter and the rent to pay. She worked at home as a dressmaker, but Joe knew how difficult it was for her to make ends meet. In Joe’s eyes both Clodie and Lizzie were always beautifully dressed, the house always immaculate. He admired her for that, he didn’t know how she managed it. He had seen, both in the east end of London and in the north of England, how others crumbled under the burden of poverty. It had been a genuine anger at the sights he had seen that had attracted him to socialism.

That and, he had to admit, the knowledge of how much his politics infuriated his father. Since leaving home, Joe had occasionally sent his father a pamphlet – something inflammatory about capitalism or revolution, preferably. That John Elliot’s son – since Johnnie’s death his only son – should have abandoned his inheritance and become (in his father’s eyes) a communist, had made John Elliot’s roar of rage reach almost from Hawksden to London. The pamphlets had been his only communication with his father since he had turned eighteen. Joe remembered his mother with painful clarity, but his half-brother Johnnie, who had died in Flanders in 1918, had become a jumbled collection of stereotypes: captain of his House, captain of both cricket and rugby First Elevens, blond, blue-eyed, brutal, conventional. The apple of his father’s eye. Johnnie had taken after his father: the only unconventional act of John Elliot’s entire life had been to marry a Frenchwoman as his second wife. Sometimes Joe suspected that his father hated him because when he looked at his second son (tall, dark hair, dark eyes) he was reminded of the only time he had ever truly loved.

After the meeting, Robin went back to her digs. She was late, but smoothed her landlady over with apologies and explanations. Taking her letters from the hall table, she let herself into her room and lit the gas lamp.

The house was owned by a pair of spinster sisters. The elder Miss Turner kept an aviary of budgerigars in the back yard; the younger Miss Turner dabbled in the occult. Neither the séances at night nor the squawking of birds at dawn detracted from Robin’s pleasure in renting her own room. She loved every inch of it: from the bulbous mahogany furniture to the faded floral wallpaper. She covered the garish print of ‘The Light of the World’ with a silk scarf, remembering to remove the scarf on Thursdays, when the younger Miss Turner cleaned.

Inside the room, she flung off her coat and collapsed on the bed. She had missed supper and was ravenous; rummaging in the bedside table she found a tin of biscuits. The first letter was from Maia. Robin choked on a currant when she read about Maia’s engagement. The diamond on my ring is large enough to be positively vulgar, Maia wrote. It is amusing to watch Cousin Margery trying to be magnanimous, while struggling to hide her envy. More about Maia’s fiancé’s house, his motor-car, his work. Not a word about love. Maia was no more a romantic than Robin. But Maia obviously considered marriage to be economic liberation, rather than economic slavery. ‘Good luck to her,’ said Robin, out loud, and tossed the letter aside.

Her smile faded as she quickly scanned her father’s letter. There was no bad news, only a muted sense of disapproval. Her father’s disappointment at her refusal to go to Girton had been painful, but expected, but his continued doubts about the life she had since chosen had taken Robin by surprise. She had expected understanding of her wish to be self-supporting, if nothing else – both Richard and Daisy, after all, believed that women as well as men had a right to independence and employment. ‘You are wasting your talents,’ her father had told her at Christmas, and she had felt hurt, angry, let down. Only Hugh, dear Hugh, seemed to understand.

Licking her finger to collect the last few biscuit crumbs, Robin recalled her arrival in London the previous autumn. She had not had the least idea where to go. The Summerhayes family had many friends in London – Merlin and Persia and all their friends and neighbours from years ago – but it would have seemed a defeat to go to them. Robin had found a small hotel in which to stay the night. The hotel had been much too expensive, so she had left it the following morning to look for lodgings and work. She had found clerical work in an insurance office – very dull, but it paid the rent. It wasn’t quite what she had had in mind, but she told herself that it was only temporary. She had quickly discovered that a working knowledge of Latin and Greek were of far less use to her than typewriting or stenography.

She had met the Salters when she had fallen off her bicycle. It had been wet, and the cobbled streets were slippery with old leaves and rubbish from the flea market. The twins, Eddie and Jimmy, had roared with laughter when she had plummeted into the puddle, but Mrs Salter had invited her indoors and sponged her skirt for her and let her wash her grazed hands. That had been Robin’s first glimpse inside one of the countless little terraced houses that lined her route from lodgings to work, and it had shocked her. She had seen poverty in the Fens, but somehow there the open skies and clean air had mitigated it. This was not the London that Robin remembered and loved. This was a four-roomed house with six children and countless rats and bugs. Robin could see the squashed black shapes of the bugs on the faded wallpaper. Ten people lived in the house – Mr and Mrs Salter, the children, a grandmother and an uncle. There was a bed made up on a chair in the scullery. Robin, looking at the infant that tugged at his mother’s skirts, and at the swelling of Mrs Salter’s stomach beneath her apron, resolved to lend her Marie Stopes’s book.

Sometimes Robin’s wages ran out on a Wednesday, usually she managed to make them eke out the week. Her father posted her money, which she politely returned, explaining that she wanted to manage on her own. She was, however, glad of the warm skirts and jumpers that Daisy sent on her birthday. In the evenings, when she wasn’t at ILP meetings or helping out at the clinic, she taught herself touch typing on an old typewriter. She had few visitors, and so far only acquaintances rather than friends, but sometimes she felt completely happy. At night, when she lay in bed and closed her eyes and listened to the sounds of the city, she knew that she had been right to come back to London. She believed that something wonderful was about to happen: she teetered on the edge of a cliff, making ready to plunge into the teeming seas of Life.

Robin arrived early at the meeting and sat in the front row. Only a scattering of people were in the hall, one or two nodded a greeting to her. Outside it was raining; she struggled out of her damp mackintosh and propped her umbrella against her seat. She had come from the Free Clinic, where she worked in the evenings as an unpaid receptionist, nursery assistant, and general dogsbody. She wondered briefly whether she should have gone home to change: she thought she smelt of stale milk and unwashed baby.

Someone sat beside her. She glanced at him surreptitiously. Young, fair wavy hair cut close to his head, and a straight-nosed, high-browed, Greek god sort of profile. Pretending to look inside her bag, Robin managed a quick peep around the hall. It had not suddenly filled up, all the seats but three were still empty. She glanced at her neighbour again.

He looked back at her and smiled and held out his hand. ‘Francis Gifford,’ he said. The smile was like the sun coming out. His eyes were light grey, with a ring of darker grey around the iris.

She shook his hand. ‘Robin Summerhayes.’

‘What a glorious name. So … seasonal. Makes you think of meadows and flowers and Christmas and icicles all at once.’

It was the AGM. She said curiously, ‘Are you standing for anything … Francis?’

He shook his fair head. ‘I thought about it, but it restricts you rather, doesn’t it? The party line and all that. Half the fun of these meetings are the arguments at the end of the evening.’

The hall was filling up. Francis slung his arm over the empty chair beside him. ‘That’s for Joe,’ he said, whenever someone tried to sit down.

The chair was still empty when the meeting began. Halfway through the evening, when Robin, her mind dazed with proposals and seconders and protocols, was struggling to concentrate, the door at the back of the hall opened and Francis turned round, stood up, and waved. Someone slid into the seat beside him. They were voting again; beneath the muffled muttering and the rustle of papers, Francis murmured, ‘Robin – this is Joe Elliot.’

Joe, glowering, nodded at Robin. Joe was Francis’s opposite, thought Robin – dark and thin and hungry-looking. Daisy, had she been introduced to Joe, would have sat him down at the kitchen table and made him eat a huge meal.

Francis glanced at Joe.

‘Don’t mind him – his lady friend’s been unwelcoming.’

‘Shut up, Francis.’

‘He should do what I do – keep myself pure.’

Joe snorted. Robin looked ahead and tried, unsuccessfully, to concentrate on the election of a Press Officer. When the last position was filled, and the evening officially brought to a close, she stood and picked up her bag, her mackintosh, and her umbrella. The seam at the bottom of her bag, which had been fraying for weeks, chose that moment to split, spewing her uneaten lunch, her purse, hairbrush and handkerchief over the floor.

Everyone scrabbled beneath the chairs. ‘Sandwiches,’ said Francis, picking up a greaseproof paper parcel. He sniffed. ‘Fish paste?’

An orange rolled across the floor. ‘Don’t you eat?’ asked Francis.

Robin knew that her face was scarlet. ‘I didn’t have time today … I was behind at work …’

‘I’ll make you an omelette.’

She almost said, That’s terribly kind of you, Mr Gifford, but I couldn’t possibly, but she managed to stop herself. She had travelled to London to be part of Life, and Life, she suspected with a rush of excitement, was offering itself to her tonight.

‘That would be lovely.’

They talked all the way back to Francis’s flat. Or rather, Francis and Robin talked, and Joe walked silently beside them, his boots scuffing the pavement. It was still raining. They threw the battered remains of Robin’s lunch into a litter bin, and shared her umbrella. Francis led the way down some steps and fitted a key into a basement door.

Inside, Robin heard herself make a small, surprised sound.

‘We had a few people round,’ said Joe. His smile mocked her stupefaction.

There was nowhere to sit down. Piles of books and leaflets, empty bottles and dirty crockery: some of the crockery was growing things. In the centre of the room was an enormous machine. Paper, smeared with black ink, trailed messily from it.

‘A printing press,’ said Robin.

Joe, lighting the fire, muttered, ‘The damn thing’s packed up again. I’ve just wasted the entire day trying to sort it out.’

From the adjoining kitchen, Francis peered round the door. ‘There’s no eggs.’

‘Of course there’s no bloody eggs. No-one’s been bloody shopping for a week.’

The fire was lit. Joe went to the printing press.

‘I’ll have to take the wretched thing apart. It’s clogged up with ink.’ Touching the machine, his dark, angular face softened a little.

‘I’ve found some biscuits,’ called Francis, from the kitchen. ‘And Vivien has sent me caviar—’

They ate caviar spread on Rich Tea biscuits, sitting on the floor because no-one could be bothered to clear the chairs. Francis explained about the printing press.

‘We do pamphlets, election manifestos, and some commercial work. I bought it second hand eighteen months ago. Joe did it up, and I do the selling and design. And I’m starting up a little magazine. Poetry … political comment, that sort of thing. A quarterly.’

Joe poured beer into three teacups. ‘We’ve an order for a thousand flyers for a surgical appliance manufacturer. That’s why I’ve got to get her going again.’

Heaps of leaflets were piled on the floor beside Robin. She glanced at them: ‘Fabian Democracy’ by Henry Green. ‘A Mother’s Guide to Socialism’ by Sarah Salmon. ‘A Short History of the Trade Union Movement’ by Ernest Hardcastle.

She picked up a leaflet. ‘So these people send you their stuff, and you print it for them?’

‘Sort of.’ Francis passed Robin a mug. ‘Well – we started off like that. Only we found out quite early on that it’s much more efficient to do the whole thing yourself. Avoids ploughing through awful spelling and inadequate punctuation.’

Joe said, ‘One of the benefits of a public school education.’

‘Joe and I were at Dotheboys Hall together,’ added Francis. ‘Chucked out for unsportsmanlike behaviour.’

She stared from one to the other. Francis’s light grey eyes were innocent. Joe had finished his beer, and was fiddling with the press again.

‘Francis writes them all,’ Joe explained kindly.

Francis smiled. ‘They all have different personalities. Do drink up Robin. Henry Green I see as a tweedy gentleman with a pipe. Likes cricket, Elgar, that sort of thing. Sarah Salmon – well, half a dozen brats, of course, used to be a mill worker. She makes some grammatical errors. And Ernest Hardcastle – cloth cap and racing pigeons, obviously. Grows leeks for a hobby.’

Robin said stiffly, ‘People buy these things … they believe in them. You’re just mocking them … ridiculing them. You don’t care about any of it.’

Francis shook his head vigorously. ‘Of course I do. I believe every word I write. I can just do it better than most people.’

Unconvinced, Robin opened a pamphlet and read a few paragraphs.

‘Cigarette?’ asked Francis, offering her a packet.

When the weather was fine, the Easter Bazaar was held in the rectory garden. This year the sun shone, so the stalls were set up on the wide lawn surrounded by flower-beds at the side of the house. As the widowed rector’s only daughter, Helen was responsible for the organization of the Bazaar. Because she found asking favours an ordeal, she ended up doing everything herself. For months beforehand all her days had been spent sewing little things for the haberdashery stall, baking cakes and scones, and crawling around the attics to find suitable items for the white elephant stall. Mrs Lemon, the doctor’s wife, had volunteered to supply the produce and preserves, thank goodness, so at least she had not had to raid the garden as well.

Ten minutes before the bishop was due to open the fête, Helen was still anxiously scribbling price tags. The whole business, she knew from previous years, was impossible and bound to cause offence. If she priced the cakes according to their size and attractiveness, then all the bakers of the mean, plain cakes would mutter. If she charged the same price for all, then the women who had spent hours icing would be offended. 2/6d, Helen scrawled, knowing it was far too much for a Dundee cake in which all the fruit had sunk to the bottom.

One of the helpers said, ‘We haven’t been given our floats yet, Miss Helen.’

Helen’s hand flew to her mouth. ‘I meant to ask Daddy to count them out last night.’ Scrabbling under the stall, she found the cash-box. ‘I’ll have to do it myself. I am most terribly sorry …’

She stared at the tin full of pennies and halfpennies and shillings. She had never had an arithmetic lesson in her life, and she found money hopelessly confusing. Her father paid all the bills.

‘I’ll give you a hand, Miss Ferguson, if you like.’

She looked up. A tall young man wearing a boater and a blazer was standing beside her.

‘You don’t remember me, do you, Miss Ferguson? I’m Geoffrey Lemon. I’ve missed the Bazaar for the past couple of years, so we haven’t seen each other for ages.’ He glanced at the jumbled coins. ‘I say – won’t you let me help? Ma says I’m under her feet.’

Gratefully, Helen handed Geoffrey Lemon the tin. He began to sort the change into small heaps. ‘Spiffing cakes, Miss Ferguson. Frightful lot of work, a bash like this.’
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