



[image: ]








HOME LEAVE


 


Libby Purves


[image: ]


www.hodder.co.uk








Also by Libby Purves


Fiction


Mother Country


A Free Woman


Passing Go


Regatta


More Lives Than One


A Long Walk in Wintertime


Casting Off


Non-Fiction


Radio: A True Love Story


Holy Smoke


Nature’s Masterpiece


How Not to Be a Perfect Family


Working Times


How Not to Raise a Perfect Child


One Summer’s Grace


The English and Their Horses (jointly with Paul Heiney)


Where Did You Leave the Admiral?


How Not to Be a Perfect Mother


Sailing Weekend Book (with Paul Heiney)


Britain at Play


Adventures Under Sail, H.W. Tilman (ed)


The Happy Unicorns (ed)


Children’s books


Getting the Story


The Hurricane Tree




Copyright © 1997 by Libby Purves


First published in Great Britain in 1997 by Hodder & Stoughton


An Hachette Livre UK Company


The right of Libby Purves to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library.


Epub ISBN 978 1 848 94791 7


Book ISBN 978 0 340 82988 2


Hodder & Stoughton LtdAn Hachette Livre UK Company

338 Euston Road

London NWl 3BH




www.hodder.co.uk




To Dorothy Bednarowska


with love and gratitude




AUTHOR’S NOTE


It would be idle to deny my family background, as a travelling diplomat’s child and one of four siblings. I have pillaged our common past for all manner of details and foreign postings: however, every character and significant incident in this book is purely fictitious. I am not in there, and nor are any of my relatives!




PROLOGUE


1950–1996


At the mid-point of the twentieth century, amid the stiff gilding and blowsy classical façades of Vienna, Robert Gratton met his only and enduring love.


It happened at a New Year’s Eve ball given by a group of city merchants to impress upon foreign visitors and officials that post-war austerity and humiliation would not for long keep Austria down. The once private ballroom, though tatty, still wore its operatic gilding with a swagger, and enough pressure had been put on rural apiarists for the candles to be of soft beeswax. Between their scented flickering and an emotional rendering of the “Gold and Silver Waltz” by a scratch orchestra, a pleasing illusion of unruffled nineteenth-century splendour was maintained.


Nobody noticed the shaky state of the great hall’s stairway, floor and above all its drains; certainly not a tipsy young British diplomat on his first posting and wearing his first tail-coat. As the evening wore on, gatecrashers swelled the crowd: students in improvised evening-dress, old men with white hair over their collars and coats of greenish antiquity, ladies of not much virtue and musicians released from the opera house and seeking – not champagne, for that had more or less dried up by ten o’clock – but conviviality.


Most of the diplomats left early, oppressed by the romantic atmosphere and the shortage of drink. But Robert Gratton stayed on, wandering alone but quite happy through the jostling crowd. Just before the stroke of midnight, he came face to face with a tall fair girl in a white dress. Around them, emotional Viennese embraced and seized one another’s hands. Without thinking he seized hers.


“I am Diana,” she said.


“Yes,” he replied. “I can see that.”


And that, more or less, was that. Diana Martin, daughter of a Hartlepool doctor, unpromising music student, had no need to play the huntress. Robert Gratton hunted her thereafter with concentrated care, and six weeks later central Europe had one fewer bad violinist, and one more bride.


Back at the Embassy this caused some consternation. The Ambassador was not impressed by this haste and his wife – who saw herself as a mother to all the young men of the mission, particularly the handsome ones – remonstrated most strongly with him on the day before his brief civil marriage.


“You know so little about her – about one another,” said Lady Ford, plaintively.


“I know everything,” said Robert firmly. Faced with his dark good looks and romantic determination, she fluttered a little, gave in, and made the Ambassador buy the young couple an unsuitably expensive silver tray.


They honeymooned at an inn near the Czech border, where Robert borrowed langlauf skis and Diana would trudge up through the snow to watch him sliding erratically along the high forest tracks. In the evening they ate their way through a dozen local variants on potato and sausage, drank steins of pale beer, watched the snow falling and marvelled at their luck.


Despite Lady Ford’s misgivings, Diana proved to be the very model of a young diplomatic wife: unambitious for herself, deferential to the senior wives, eminently teachable when it came to the decorous conventions of entertaining and being entertained. “Never worry about placement,” an elderly French chargé d’affaires told her in a comforting aside one day. “Diplomats are like circus horses. They always find their own places.” Best of all, she was unhampered by any unfortunate tendency to attach herself emotionally to hearth and home. Moving on was never a problem to Diana as it was to other wives; almost alone among her peers she would greet each new posting with escapist glee, and regarded packing up house every two or three years to cross the world as a positive perk of the job.


Hartlepool, after all, had been dull: so dull she had frequently wept with rage and frustration from the age of thirteen onwards. The Martin parents, GP and district nurse, had been unswervingly dedicated to their humane callings, and baffled and irritated by their only child. At first they had seen her as a successor, and plied her from childhood with Little Nurse kits and books full of colourful cross-sections of intestines and diagrams explaining the Miracle of Skin. Diana had ignored these and crayoned dresses, flounced and princessy, on every blank end-paper. She demanded dance classes and saved her pocket-money for big, stiff wire curlers.


The child’s delicate, fair prettiness seemed to annoy her mother in particular every bit as much as Diana’s open dislike of the messy and arduous parental professions. It was with a certain guilty relief that the Martins sent her out of the vulnerable port area to spend the war on a Pennine smallholding with some cousins. Here Diana learnt that there was indeed a life worse than being a provincial doctor’s daughter: a life spent farming. Here too, however, through a village schoolteacher’s gramophone she encountered good music: a discipline so blissfully unconnected with either bandages or pig pens that she begged prettily for lessons. To her parents’ further bewilderment, she showed enough swift shallow talent on the violin to win a place at Leeds, and to cap it, by November 1949, with a six months’ exchange scholarship to Vienna. Of which, as we now know, she served only one month before New Year’s night revealed her true vocation as a diplomatic wife.


Robert Gratton, still dizzy at his luck in love, struck lucky again in 1952 with a posting to Venice. It was not customary for diplomats always to come home between postings, and he took the pregnant and excited Diana by the night sleeper through the Alps, waking her with a kiss as the train trundled across the causeway towards the towers of Venice in the morning mist. Here Diana wandered for two blissful months through churches and galleries and piazze, determined to feed her unborn on beauty, on Bellini madonnas and Canaletto views. Here, at the height of Carnival, the first Gratton baby opened her eyes on the white apron, blue habit and pendent rosary of a midwife nun.


“I shall call her Catherine,” said Diana dreamily. “She is going to be beautiful. My Venetian baby.”


Soon, however, Catherine was merely Cat, and not particularly beautiful either. A stout, fair, stolid, practical child, she was very different from the dark elfin Venetian babies around her. Diana was almost embarrassed by her offspring’s smiling pudding face and lack of mystery. Catherine grew fast, was never ill, turned the pages of her rag books with plump concentration, adored her father and merely tolerated her increasingly edgy mother. It is hard to know how these mismatches occur: how a baby not yet two can have a personality dangerously at odds with its own mother’s. But it can happen. Somehow the practical, doctorly, Hartlepool inheritance had forced its way through Diana’s defences. Hijacked by her own genes, she looked on her small daughter – already so painfully, obviously suitable to be a district nurse – with something like distaste. The grave, quirky, flaking romantic beauty of Venice was a daily reproof, a contrast to the child’s blandly grinning fat pink Anglo-Saxon face.


An early onward posting moved the three Grattons to Tel Aviv in the newborn state of Israel. For Robert it was an important promotion, and the young nation’s birth pangs excited and fascinated him. His reports to the FO were widely noticed and praised, his network of acquaintances and contacts discreet and effective. He was marked for stardom and knew it. To Diana, after Venice’s dim velvet glamour, Tel Aviv was an atrocity: the buildings were concrete slabs, the landscape alien, alternately dusty and overbrightly green. Life within the diplomatic corps was tolerable but the intrusive, noisy, plain-speaking, prickly warmth of the Israelis offended both her natural reserve and recently acquired diplomatic poise.


However, she still worshipped Robert, despite the dough-faced baby girl he had so inconsiderately given her. Eventually, Diana resigned herself to making the best of it. She thankfully handed Cat over to Rachel, a stout teenager with a faint moustache. Cat’s first whole sentence was “Rachie gimme Torah story”, and her first naughtiness was cutting off, with craft scissors, the hair of a very expensive doll that Robert had ordered from Harrods for her second Tel Aviv Christmas. “Dat doll was Samson,” she explained indignantly. “Dat doll was getting too strong.”


Diana’s doldrum ended in 1954 with the birth of Toby. This son, dark and saturnine like his father, provided all the romantic mystery and infant glamour which Cat so woefully lacked. He rarely slept but never cried; his black glittering eyes were everywhere, his smile devastatingly crooked, his demands on her breasts constant and strangely flattering. Cat had sucked happily but dully, eyes closed, so easily satisfied that she often fell asleep with her mouth open halfway through a feed, dribbling. Toby hung on Diana’s breast as purposeful as a little vampire, feeding every two hours, punching her with his small perfect fists and watching, always watching her face through open, long-lashed dark eyes. At night, giddy and euphoric with sleeplessness and the released hormones of frequent feeding, Diana would gaze at her baby mesmerized, and wish she had not let Robert name him so boringly after a recently dead uncle. Toby! Bah! This baby should be a Giovanni, a Maximilian, or an Horatio; not that dull jug of a name. But never mind. He was here. She was, at last, complete.


It never occurred to placid Cat to be jealous. She adored Toby with baby passion, watched over him with care, and endlessly picked up the toys he hurled from the pram when Rachel – who was rather less enamoured – grew bored of his demands. Two years later, when the family was posted back into the heart of old Europe, to Berne, it was the four-year-old Cat who packed Toby’s toys and worried whether there would be enough clean nappies for the long journey by ship and train. This time, Robert flew home for briefing at the Foreign Office and Diana was left alone, with a weeping Rachel, to pack up the Tel Aviv house.


She had the grace to be fleetingly glad of Cat’s stolid helpfulness, and to call her a “good girl”. The departure itself was rushed. Cat looked back at Rachel as the overloaded taxi drew away from the gate, but said nothing beyond “Bye-bye”. She was not quite sure, and did not like to ask her mother, but expected Rachel would probably come on later. Nobody had explained the permanence of the separation.


“They just accept it, at that age,” the Ambassador’s wife had sagely told Diana. “The rule is, don’t for heaven’s sake make a big thing about the children saying goodbye to local help. They soon settle in the new post, and forget. Dimpy never even talks about his old ayah, though he had her for three years when we were on the Viceroy’s staff.”


Berne is no Venice. But the buildings are old, satisfyingly ornate and richly permanent, surrounded by a fine city wall. On each hour strutting figurines march out of the Zeitglocke in the centre of town and bang hammers for the chimes. There are parks, not deserts or irrigated plantations. Other wives at the Berne embassy grumbled about the stodginess of Swiss society, but for Diana, back from the horrid brash sandiness of the Bible lands, it was something to be revelled in: formal, safe, understated, European. Best of all, from Cat and Toby’s points of view, there was a great concrete pit on the edge of the city with trees growing up the middle and real, live brown bears in it who served as the patrons and symbols of Berne. Sometimes they had baby bears with them, who crept from the caves below the roadway to glare up at the ring of visitors’ faces above. Sometimes they climbed the biggest tree, and glared across the pit from eye level. Any level of good behaviour – in Cat, at least – could be instantly summoned up by a promise to go on the tram and see the bears; any bad behaviour quelled in a second by a threat to withhold this joy.


After a few months of settling in, a nanny-governess was engaged to teach Cat to read and keep Toby from falling into the bear-pit. The day of her arrival found Cat oddly excited, up early in her best dress, waiting. When Helge came, fair and formal and obviously not Rachel, she made no complaint but picked up Toby, hugged him briefly, then unaccountably went upstairs and changed into an everyday dress before returning dry-eyed to greet her new attendant.


“Cat could go home to school,” said Diana, two years later and grumpily pregnant for the third time. “Most families do send children home to board. That’s what the allowances are there for. It’s stupid not to take the chance.”


“Poor Pussy, she’s only six,” said Robert, who had a particular tenderness for his tubby little daughter, and loved to see her politely handing round bridge rolls and vol-au-vents at the compulsory cocktail parties. “Home is here. She’s never even been in England, come to think of it.”


“But she really ought to go to school. If we put her in school here, she’d have to do lessons in German. Switzedeutsch, too, not even real German.”


“Other children do. I think it’s rather broadening for them. She actually speaks it quite a lot, with Helge, I can’t understand a word either of them are saying. It is a villainous accent, I grant you.”


“You’re changing the subject.”


For the first time, a rift seemed to be opening between the two elder Grattons; but in the nick of time, just as Cat was about to be shown glossy prospectus photographs of a convent school in Wiltshire, Robert was posted to Washington. It was another showy promotion, second-in-command to a distinguished Ambassador. Accordingly, he flew to London for more prolonged and deeper briefings than before, then briefly back to Berne for Diana’s confinement.


The baby was too late for the exigencies of the posting, however, and Robert was already on the train to Geneva airport at the moment when Mark was born, with some difficulty, in a spotless Swiss nursing home. Cat and Toby stayed for a week with Helge and her family in the mountains while Diana and the baby recovered from the long and frightening labour; the house was already relet and the family furniture and baggage crated in Pickfords’ store, awaiting a freight ‘plane. “Poor you,” said the Vice-Consul’s wife to Diana. “Isn’t it hell, really, this life!” But Diana did not care at all about the furniture or her limbo of homelessness; only about Robert’s not being there nor – apparently – much wanting to be.


So Cat went to school in Washington DC, and learnt to spell color and labor American style at school and English style at home, to salute the Stars and Stripes and – to Diana’s dismay – to chew gum. At seven, even under the liberal regime of the chic private prep Diana chose, she was painfully aware of lagging behind her well-drilled contemporaries from Ivy League families. Toby, at four, was initially indignant at leaving the bears but before long found himself revelling in the American atmosphere of carefree wealth, TV cartoons, and the curious acceptability of cheekiness in small children. When his father, helpless with laughter, tried to check some of his wilder excesses of Yankee lip he would say, “I’m not a children now. I’m a kid.”


Diana desultorily cared for Mark (another stolid, fair, dull sleepy baby) with much help from a Mexican maid, and longed for Europe. At one stage – Cat always remembered, with an uneasy sinking at her heart – there were many afternoon visits from one particular European, in a sitting room banned to children. Toby, smaller and less censorious and more in his mother’s confidence, told Cat this visitor was a real live Count, like in fairy stories, from the Bavarian forests. “It’s called a Graf, in Germany.” The Graf had shot actual boars, with a blunderbuss. Cat would hear raised voices echoing up the broad stairway of their tall, brownish-yellow house on the rare evenings that Robert and Diana were not going out in cocktail party clothes. Eventually the Graf no longer came. Perhaps the raised voices were only because Robert’s starry diplomatic career seemed unaccountably to have stalled in the New World. Or perhaps the career stalled because of his wife’s too visible indiscretions. At any rate, he no longer felt himself to be inevitably on the fast track to Ambassador. Those who had described him as “brilliant” in Tel Aviv and Berne had scaled it down to “sound enough”. When a posting to the industrial city of Lille in Northern France came, it was seen by his colleagues as a demotion. To Robert, who saw Diana’s joy and relief at leaving the brash New World, it was equally a relief.


Europe did indeed seem to cure whatever malaise had affected Diana. As for the children, at nine years old Cat was at last free of the bewildering informality of American education, taken out of unflattering blue jeans and safely enwrapped in a dark-blue pinafore (“No, tablier, Dad, it’s different”). Enrolled with the nuns of the Sacré-Coeur on the Rue Royale, joyfully she forgot her faltering Swiss-German and learned French at a speed which impressed even her mother. So did Toby, in the junior class and looking prettier than ever in a little pale-blue pinafore of his own. At four, Mark went into the jardin d’enfants and in his very first term was awarded a prix de politesse for his ps and qs.


Convent life, impeccably orderly behind the great oaken street door, brought Cat to a deep contentment she had not known since parting so many lands ago from Rachel. Tenue, manners, the look of things were respected; teachers greeted their class with a formal “Bonjour mesdemoiselles”, expected a “Bonjour Madame”, or “Bonjour, ma mére” in the corridors. The world of “Hi!” and “Hey, kids!” and acres of bare leg was safely an ocean away. There were dark-blue tunics for gymnastics and white ones for eurythmic dancing, homework about exports of the Cô te d’Ivoire, lists of Deṕartements de France with chefs-lieux and sous-préfectures to learn parrot-fashion, and La Fontaine’s fables about crows and cheeses and foxes to memorize nightly. There were gold stars and linen napkins at lunch and a white-gloved ceremony on Saturdays in which you curtseyed to the Reverend Mother and received your “note” of whether you had been trés bien, just bien, assez bien (a yellow card and a bit of a disgrace) or médiocre.


This latter, a white card, was given only once in Cat’s three years at the convent, to one Marie-Claire Lapomelle. Her crime was only whispered, but had something to do with something sale she had done. All her life, Cat regretted that since this came early in her Rue Royale career, she never found out exactly what sort of dirtiness Marie-Claire had performed. She wanted to know; not least because she suspected that in America it would not even have been remarked upon.


Diana too loved France. The house that went with the consul’s job was part of a palatial old merchant house ten minutes’ walk from the Place Général de Gaulle; it overlooked a cobbled courtyard with worn stone lions and a wilderness which had once been an ornamental garden. The grand salon was shabby but widely gilded, and furnished in the style Robert described as “Ministry of Works Louis Quinze”. Chopin had once played there. There was a small cosy sitting room beside the salon, a sweeping wrought-iron banister on the staircase, dusty shuttered bedrooms and half an acre of assorted attics in which to lay out Toby’s train set and Mark’s doll’s house. Social life was easy and lively, less frighteningly smart than Paris would have been; Diana made close friends among the wives in the Dutch and Italian consulates. There were walks in the Bois, long Sunday lunches with prosperous banking families at their country seats, and for the children, countless tea parties for which bourgeois parents sent out neat copperplate invitations, in the third person. The Catholicism of the children’s education did not bother Diana for a moment: their convent seemed to her to have considerably more ton than the lycée, and she thoroughly approved of Cat’s formal little friends with their aprons and neat hair ribbons.


Robert did not repine at coming so suddenly from Washington to such a backwater, but took to consular work with vigour and humour and discovered in himself a taste for rescuing Distressed British Subjects. Sometimes he would bring them home for the night; once, a sailor who had followed a girl onto the train from Calais slept in the spare room before being returned to the Mission to Seamen on the coast; once Cat shared her bedroom with an indignant stripper from Manchester who had been lured to France under false pretences and found she was expected to provide services beyond mere dancing. Diana – who was in London on a shopping trip with the Dutch vice-consul’s wife – made heavy weather of this incident on her return, but Robert only laughed.


“I don’t think she’ll have corrupted Cat into wanting to dance naked with a python,” he said. “Toby, now that might have been a worry. But not Cat.” Diana pressed her lips together, but said no more.


Cat continued to love the Sacré-Coeur with cosy passion,Mark was reading in French and English and even Toby appeared to be kept under reasonable control by soft-voiced nunly sternness. It was agreed by envious friends that the Gratton policy of keeping the children in local schools was paying off; so when, out of the blue, the news came of his posting to Johannesburg, Robert persuaded Diana that even now, with Cat twelve and Toby ten, all three children might just as well travel out there and find schools instead of being shipped home.


Listlessly, his wife agreed; she was pregnant again, and depressed at the thought of another brash, new, difficult, chippy, cheeky country after the emollient politesses of provincial French life. Toby, growing up and wriggling free from his mother’s romantic devotion, was no longer the constant delight he had been. She had had a most difficult interview with Révérende Mére after he had stolen one of the litre bottles of beer which was served between each table of eight schoolchildren, hidden it in the shrubbery and absconded from a game of ballon prisonnier to down the lot and arrive, visibly drunk, for Benediction. He bit the nun who carried him out, although she shrugged this off with a promise to pray for his soul. At least Mark, a prosaic child rising five, was little trouble and spent most of his home-time in the attic with scissors and cardboard and a hundred battered toy aeroplanes, designing airports.


So the whole family sailed south, by Union Castle mailship, and arrived under Table Mountain at the end of 1964.


In later years, Johannesburg was one of the few things Cat and Diana and Robert all agreed about: the worst post ever. Despite the fact that Robert was fully in charge as Consul-General, despite the swimming-pool, tennis court and pomegranate trees in their Northern Suburb garden, despite the fascination of their holidays in the game reserve, a pall of fear and unhappiness hung over the Grattons during their brief sojourn in South Africa. Cat went to another convent, but her French education placed her at twelve in a class with fifteen-year-olds. Their teenage preoccupations mystified her, their bullying filled her with terror, and her emerging naïve sense of justice was affronted by the casually brutal racial attitudes of both her classmates and – more shockingly – the nuns. “Until you have heard a Reverend Mother referring to ‘kaffirs’,” she used to say in later life when arguments blew up about ANC terror tactics, “you can’t understand what it was like, having to live there.”


Toby, meanwhile, said little about his boys’ school but returned most days with new red weals across his hands or the back of his calves; his monks, Cat suspected, were as free with the wooden ruler as her nuns.


Mark could not be found a school, and so stayed at home with Diana and became violently possessive of her. This did not make for harmony when Caroline was born. Toby later used to drive Mark into furies by taunting him that he had sulked for a whole year. He himself merely took advantage of the disruption to run away from school one lunch-time on his roller-skates and remain missing for twenty-four hours, which nearly killed his mother.


He was found in Alexandra Township, so grubby that with his dark hair he had passed for a “Cape Coloured”. He was playing with a goat, and reluctant to leave. A few months later Cat was beaten and kicked by a group of bigger girls at her school. Robert, preoccupied by a prolonged visit from some troublemaking British MPs, seemed unaware of all but the very worst crises in his family, and would leave home hastily in the morning saying to Cat, “Look after the madhouse, darling, we all rely on you.” Cat took him at his word, forged letters from her mother about medical appointments, and ducked out of school on average one day in three to help with the babies. Diana accepted this, and eventually wrote some of the letters herself, but banned her from telling Robert. “They’re not teaching you a damn thing, anyway, darling,” she said. “You know you’ll have to go home to board, soon, don’t you?”


“Yes,” said Cat. “Let’s carry on like this for a bit, anyway. Better for Toby and Mark.” So they did.


Yet Diana was not entirely unhappy. Caroline, born in Jo’burg, made up for all its shortcomings. The mother knew, from the first moment she saw the exquisite baby with her soft swathe of gold hair, that this frail, small, and last infant was all she could want. Practice, it seemed, had made perfect. Where Cat had been strapping this baby was delicate, with long, elegant legs; she was as beautiful and long-lashed as Toby, but fairer and less fierce; as tractable as Mark but less dull.


Gazing at her in the hospital, Diana said dreamily to Robert. “I’m going to call her . . . Catherine. I always wanted a daughter called Catherine.” The silent beat of horror which followed this, the universal turning of eyes toward stout, pink Cat at the bed’s foot, made her instantly colour and babble: “I mean, I meant to say, Caroline.” The incident became a family joke. It was better that way. And, after all, in 1964, hospitals were still very heavy-handed with the pethidine: there was every excuse to be fuddled. And Cat was not usually present when, in further unguarded moments, Diana would coo to women friends about the pleasure of having “a girl at last”.


In the English autumn, with her father to escort her, Cat came “home” to the country she had only ever fleetingly visited. Everything looked like a film about England, an Ealing comedy: the square black taxi from Heathrow airport, the policemen’s helmets, the serge-grey London buildings trimmed with red buses, the small, mean fields and woodland vistas melting through the raindrops on the train window as they travelled down into Sussex. Robert handed her to Miss Ilton, the Senior Mistress, and hurried away, head down, tears in his eyes, to pick up Toby from his sister’s house in Highgate and take him in his turn to prep school deep in Devon. Three thousand miles away in Johannesburg, Diana lay beside the pool and watched Mark flabbily kicking around in his water wings and Caroline cooing on white cushions under a lace parasol.


“You be missing dem,” said her maid, Mariona, who tempered deference with kindness. “Madam, I miss my kids too, off in de Township.” She put down a tray with iced lemonade and biscuits, and stood half-expecting a reply.


But Diana ignored the girl’s remark entirely, as a white Madam may do. The truth – which she had no intention of sharing with Mariona – was that she was not missing either of them, not at all.


Cat boarded at Abbey Grange for four years. Once she went home to Johannesburg for the holidays; then it was home to Venice while Robert was seconded to an arm of the UN. She never forgot those journeys from school, crossing Europe on the rattling, whistling night train with Toby. Then the kaleidoscope was shaken, and home became Los Angeles: Robert Gratton’s last post.


This time, Diana loved America. She had reached a time of life when sunshine meant much to her: she loved the wide, easy Spanish-style house in Las Palmas Avenue, with its bougainvillea and lemon tree outside. Its marble and polished wood floors soothed and delighted her. She walked with her small beautiful daughter in Hancock Park and drifted coolly around the LA County Museum of Art. She shopped at Saks and, for the first time, became a relaxed and easy driver in her air-conditioned automatic.


It was to LA that Cat travelled in her first university vacation, gaining great credibility among her peers for this (although San Francisco would have been even better). By then Mark had joined Toby at Radley, after two unforgettably terrible years alone at Toby’s old prep school.


They were not schoolmates for long, however. Toby was expelled from the Lower Sixth for driving a master’s car into the river. Caroline, golden Caroline, the image of her mother only more beautiful, polished to a bright sheen by a harmonious and cultured childhood in Venice, was never sent home to board. She stayed with her parents and attended a Californian progressive school where she covered herself with glory at the age of eight by invariably recognizing the old master reproductions pinned up on the wall to encourage Positive Attitudes. “She’s the Madonna of San Giobbe,” she would say. “Only they’ve cut off the arch bit that should go over her head. We used to go and see her quite a lot.”


Her beauty, tractability and gentle manners made her an envied and adored child in their circle, diplomatic and local; which did much to make up to Robert and Diana for the spiky embarrassment of Toby’s permanent presence in the area. For a senior diplomat’s son to be working illegally in a Long Beach beach burger stand run by an equally illegal immigrant Mexican family was, to say the least, awkward. Still, as the family saying went, that was Toby. “I’ve found him much easier to bear,” said Robert wistfully once, “since I gave up hope.”


Surprisingly, Toby was not the first child to plunge the Gratton parents into real shock. In 1973, out of the blue, Cat wrote home from Bristol to say that she had married Tim Lorrimer, a fellow student, and was living with him in a squat and expecting his baby. She was sorry, she said, not to have organized the kind of wedding her parents would have liked to fly home for; but everything happened so quickly. The great thing, she wrote, was that Toby had turned up the night before just by chance. Moreover, he had borrowed a motorbike and nipped up to Radley to get Mark – (“A hundred miles at least! Each way!” moaned Diana. “And we thought he was on the burger stand – where did he get the money to fly home? That boy, that boy!”). So both brothers, continued Cat, were there and had bopped all night at the wedding; and they all sent all love to Caroline, and hoped to see her soon. There was masses of room at the squat.


The suggestion that their ten-year-old princess, their perfect golden Caroline, should go anywhere near the shambles of their elder children’s lives filled both elder Grattons with horror. They need not have worried. Although in the following year Robert retired and brought his wife and younger daughter home to damp little England, by that time there was no squat and no marriage either. The unseen son-in-law Lorrimer had vanished from the scene leaving Cat with twin babies. He left them nothing more useful than the names he had chosen to have them registered by: Daybreak and Mooncloud. Cat left the squat to move in with her husband’s mother Noreen in Hounslow, and refused steadfastly to join her parents in their retirement cottage in Sussex for more than the occasional weekend. “There’s no room, and besides, Mum, you’ve had enough babies.”


She did, however, make some acknowledgement of her return to their world by referring to her children always as Dave and Marianne. Caroline, by now an uncomfortable pupil at a Sussex comprehensive (the boarding allowances no longer applied) rather wished her nephew and niece had kept their exotic names. Mooncloud, in particular, she thought very beautiful. Mark, starting at business school, entirely approved of his elder sister’s discarding of embarrassing names and hippie ways.


Diana lived for eight years of retirement; long enough to see Cat remarried to a young gentleman farmer called Gervase Hartley, Mark launched on a career in supermarketing (“A grocer, darling? Gosh!”), Toby in and out of successive curious occupations including the writing of punk rock lyrics, and Robert unexpectedly emerging as the author of an acclaimed political treatise on the state of Britain in the world.


This book proved so remarkable, so powerfully analytical and (it turned out) prophetic that it won him a worldwide reputation, an international lecture tour and, in 1987, a life peerage at the request of the Leader of the Opposition. Toby at this time was at his peak as a lyricist: the press had considerable fun with the ennoblement of the man who had fathered the author of “Snot Hard Rock I want its Hard On, Baybee” and “Jack and Jill they kill for thrill”.


But Diana knew nothing of that. She was only Lady Gratton of Kilmore for three days before her death: she faded fast and unexpectedly before her sixtieth birthday. Her lord sat by her side in the hospice during those last days and nights, talking gently, vaguely, sorrowfully about the past. Sometimes he would feel the squeeze of her claw-like hand when she too remembered scenes and countries they had known together.


But her last look, her final struggling smile, was directed towards the other side of the bed where Caroline sat in a soft blue jumper, her pale beautiful face inclined, merging for Diana at that last moment into every Bellini Madonna and idealized maiden in every gallery, church and glowing city of the past.
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1996


Catherine knew how tired she was when, looking towards the exit from Great Portland Street underground station at dusk, she mistook a bus for a building. London these days! she thought hazily. Imagine painting a whole façade as bright a red as that!


Upon which the building drove away and no longer filled the dingy frame of the Tube station’s exit. Catherine shook herself, gave an embarrassed inward laugh and trudged with her overnight bag onto the winter street whose buildings were not red at all, but streaky London grey. Ahead of her, high overhead through the drizzle, she could see the illuminated name of her hotel. Eden Central. Its starburst logo proclaimed it an outpost of the Eden empire, and Catherine Hartley had seen that starburst often enough on cheques for its very shape to cheer her. Good old, boring old, Eden PLC.


She walked towards the misty glow, and turned left as the drizzle intensified. Her coat was wet across the shoulders before she reached the shelter of the hotel’s concrete canopy. She dodged the puddles along the ramp where taxis with beating engines stopped to disgorge their cargoes of tourists and business travellers, and stepped thankfully through the smoked-glass doors. Holding the flap of her soft old leather shoulder bag open with her teeth, she dug distractedly in its messy interior in search of the Eden hotel voucher (Accommodation only, not including breakfast, dinner, telephone services or minibar). She did not stop walking towards reception as she rummaged. Catherine rarely did fewer than two things at a time. She had been known to correct page proofs in the dentist’s chair, rather to his annoyance. Sometimes, she was so anxious to get ahead of herself that she would pull out her entry card to Eden Headquarters before she reached its glass doors, and have tidily put it away again before she got near the commissionaires’ desk. So she would have to get it out all over again.


“Mrs Hartley,” she said to the girl behind the desk. Her voice was muffled by the flap of handbag between her teeth as she hauled out the crumpled voucher. She dropped the flap and pushed the paper across. “It’s a courtesy booking, head office, OK? Non-smoking—”


“One moment please,” chirped the receptionist. She leaned forward, jabbing at a computer, her glossy blonde chignon wobbling slightly. “I’m sorree, Mrs Hartlee, we have no record of a booking—”


“Every Wednesday,” said Catherine, tiredly. “I come every Wednesday. I have a meeting at Eden head office on Thursday mornings. I’m a freelance. I work for your company magazine and internal staff communications. They put me up here. Every week since last June.”


There was, had anybody been there to appreciate it, a note of half-shameful triumph in the guest’s voice when she said this. Even though the chain owned nine London hotels in addition to its shops and insurance business, it had been hard work to get Staff Communications to persuade Eden’s tight financial establishment that if they insisted on a 7.30 a.m. London meeting every Thursday with a freelance who lived on a Northamptonshire farm, they owed that worker a bed for the night. It had been almost as hard for Catherine to persuade her husband Gervase that she would function better in every way, and come home sweeter, if she did not have to drive twenty miles to catch the Northampton milk train on winter Thursday mornings.


He had finally agreed, with his usual controlled politeness but without enthusiasm. At first, so as not to disrupt his day, she made a habit of postponing her Wednesday departure until after the six o’clock communal supper with the farm boys. Recently, pleading the uncertainties of winter travel, she had taken to putting a large macaroni cheese in the oven and leaving, shamefacedly, in the afternoon before the chickens were even shut up for the night. Amongst themselves in the barn, the boys would josh about this.


“Mrs Hartley’s off on the tiles again, up ’n London,” Gary would say, and Duane would chortle, “Good on ’er, p’raps there is a bit of life in the old boiler.” Luckily, perhaps, no such coarse suspicion occurred to Gervase. He would merely see her from the fields, and straighten up from his task to raise a hand in solemn farewell as she passed in her old blue Renault. Guiltily, Catherine would raise her hand in return and drive on.


On the train, she would read through the papers Eden PLC had sent, note down a few ideas which might sound convincing at the 7.30 meeting, and fall into a deep refreshing sleep in anticipation – not of any dissipation such as Gary and Duane might dream of – but merely of the bland, blessed anonymity of a hotel bath and a night in a featureless room, alone and responsible for nobody.





Today, however, she had not slept on the train, even though she much needed sleep. The tension of a long day was on her. Just before dawn sixty-three ewes, restless in the late stages of their pregnancy, had broken out of the field through a badly fastened gate and begun bleating stupidly under the bedroom window. Catherine lifted her head, soggy with fatigue: she had been up until two, answering letters and going over accounts. She remembered that Gervase was away addressing a social work conference in Bedford, and Gary staying the night with his mother in Midmarsham village. There was nobody there on that black winter morning but herself, inefficiently assisted by Duane, to get them back. In nightdress and waxed jacket, Catherine routed out the aged sheepdog and chivvied the foaming, bounding mass of sheep back down the lane into their field. There had been a heart-stopping moment when it seemed that the flock, under her inexpert guidance, would veer right instead of left and break onto the fast dual carriageway, but the old dog had reached the corner just in time to turn them.


Afterwards, heart pounding at the thought of the catastrophe averted, she could not sleep. How did people ever think that counting sheep could be soporific? The smell of lanolin and panic was still strong in her nostrils, and each time she nearly drifted off to sleep she would jerk awake to escape a vision of stupid faces and bulky, fleecy bodies, a jostling river of sheep flowing towards the headlights of the main road.


She was up early, to telephone for a replacement part for the electric fence; Gervase was not back until the afternoon, which left only time to tell him briefly of the crisis before she hurried out of the house to a later train than usual. She was by then too tired to relax on the journey. Now, at the hotel reception, Catherine’s back and neck ached and a sniffle of self-pity rose in her as she leaned on the imitation marble desk amid the sleek business customers checking in. Show me, she thought savagely, show me just one of these sodding corporate smuggos who could round up a flock of sheep in the dark with a half-dead dog and a drooling moron . . .


The receptionist, who had a long, worried face not unlike a sheep herself, was prodding the computer console under the desk. “Sorree, we’re in fact fully booked at the moment . . . we are implementing a refurbishment programme, which could be the reason . . . did you reconfirm under our SureBook system?”


“No,” said Catherine shortly. “I never have before.”


“It’s a new system, if you look at your voucher – see—”


And indeed, printed in the corner of the voucher was a notification of booking condition alterations as from 13.12.96. Today was the fifteenth.


“It’s not very big,” said Catherine grumpily. “I couldn’t be expected to see that.”


“Ye-hes,” said the girl, stretching the syllable out sympathetically. “We have had some misunderstandings previously, since the implementation date—”


“So there’s really no room?”


“I can try and rebook you at our Islington hotel,” offered the girl. “That’s on the same grade as this. Or—” she consulted a leaflet. “The Eden Dockland.”


“Oh, hell,” said Catherine angrily. “Just forget it. I’ll go to my sister’s.”


“Sorree for any inconvenience,” said the girl automatically, to Catherine’s retreating back. And to her colleague: “That’s another of the SureBook ones, Nadine.”


“Oh,” said Nadine blankly, as if she didn’t very much care.


Catherine trudged back into the Underground station, stood shivering on the platform for a while, then caught the Circle Line train to Notting Hill Gate. Her tiredness, briefly dispelled by fury at the hotel, returned as she walked on southwards through the rain towards the overgrown but exclusive square where her sister lived in a tall, imposing townhouse with her tall, imposing town husband. A husband who, pray God, by some glorious chance would be out. She might have visited Caroline more often on these London nights if she could only have been sure that Alan would not be there. Caroline asked her to, often enough. But Alan was always stressful company. So was Caroline, come to that, but she was family.


It suddenly occurred to Catherine as she turned into Moreton Square Gardens that Caroline herself might be out. She should have telephoned. But no: the light was on. Better, it was on in her sister’s small studio, not in the long and formal sitting room favoured by her husband. Catherine, her hair streaming wet now, lying in brown rats’ tails down her back, pressed the bell, rested her forehead on the stained-glass panel beside the door, and waited.


“Cat! Oh, Cat, come in – poor you – soaking – how lovely!” The wet visitor slid thankfully inside, gingerly kissed her sister’s smooth cheek, and dropped her shoulder bag on the marble flagstones of the hallway.


“Can I stay? There’s a cock-up with the hotel, and I got furious and flounced out. I should have rung.”


“Oh yes – yes – that’s wonderful,” said Caroline, sweeping the wet coat away to a curly rococo hook on the marbled wall. “Alan’s away, we can have a really good chat!”


Catherine flinched, hoping Caroline did not see her do so. She longed more than anything to sleep. Now, straight away, without food or even tea. Just to lie down in a dark room and drift away in the blessed urban night, where there was no risk whatsoever of sheep alerts. If her sister had been closer, a more familiar confidante, she might have said so. But there were twelve years between them and the older woman still felt a certain responsibility for not upsetting the younger.


“For a bit,” she compromised. “I have an early meeting, so not late. Where is Alan, anyway?”


“Brussels. No, Stockholm. Drumming up co-production money. Or something.”


Catherine looked sharply at her sister, wondering at the tone of her voice, but only said: “You’re looking wonderful. Suits you, being pregnant. I looked terrible.”


“Well, yours was twins,” said Caroline graciously, leading the way into the small studio, ignoring the panelled door of the big sitting room on the far side of the hall. “How are my niece and nephew?”


“Horrifyingly adult,” said Catherine. “Marianne got her psychiatric nursing ticket, you know – she’s staying on at the London for a bit, though. She’s on her way.”


“And Dave? Did he get his postgraduate place? Brilliant. You are lucky, they’re so marvellous, your children – come on, sit down. I’m in the snug, much nicer. Food? No? I’ve got a surprise for you—”


Caroline walked across the little room. She was graceful despite her pregnancy and her fair hair swung forward in a perfect bell as she bent to pick up a video cassette and put it momentarily on an angled drawing-board by the window.


“We can watch this. I taped it. On the news magazine thing, the new six o’clock. They did a report from the National Social Forum Workshop or whatever it’s called, and guess who—”


“Oh God. I know what you’re going to say.”


“—Gervase was on! Yes! He was so, so good, honestly Cat. I just dived, hit the button and got all of it more or less, because luckily there was a long bit at the beginning and they said his name in that. So I hit the button, obviously. I think I’ve wiped Alan’s rugby.”


Catherine smiled a little crookedly. “That was really sweet, Caro. Thanks.”


“So it’s just right that you turned up. Isn’t it?”


Catherine looked at her sister with affection. So kind, so beautiful, so anxious to please, so apparently unspoilt by a lifetime of being treated like precious porcelain. There was always an effortless air about Caroline, a comfortable sense of privilege. You could tell that she had been accustomed to being held as a rare and wonderful thing: first by their parents, then by a series of mentors at art college and the Courtauld Institute, and lately by doting – generally elderly and often gay – gallery owners in her various jobs. Now presumably the rich and influential Alan had taken over the role of curator of the porcelain. Nobody, thought Cat as she watched her, would leave Caroline to bring up newborn twins alone, or expect her to round up sheep, or turn up at 7.30 in the morning in ghastly boardrooms to write reams of rubbish about prioritizing interpersonal communication strategies. Nobody would expect Caroline to read stupid little notices in the corner of hotel vouchers, or indeed to check into a hotel alone.


This might have made other women – including her sister – resent Caroline; but strangely, it hardly ever did. Cat, although she was tired and conscious of her own worn, dishevelled, lined, workaday appearance, looked at the smooth lovely face and smiled. Dear little Caroline. Fancy her recording Gervase on the news.


Caroline bent again, grunting a little, and pushed the tape into the slot. Returning to a chair next to her sister’s with the remote control, she said anxiously:


“But would you like tea, first? Or a drink?”


“Scotch. No, on second thoughts, don’t bother going through to raid Alan’s stuff. You’ve got a bottle of wine open.”


Caroline took a glass from the shelf and poured white wine into it from a bottle which – Catherine noticed with a slight twinge of concern – was half-empty. Her sister caught her eye as she turned, and gave something like a laugh.


“I do normally stick to one glass a day, like the books say,” she said, “only . . . with Alan away . . .”


“Anyway,” said the older woman, breaking into the awkward moment. “I’ll need most of the other half, if I’ve got to watch Gervase.”


The programme was a chatty news round-up, the second half-hour of it devoted to the softer magazine stories. Caroline’s tape began half-way through an item on young offenders.


“—told the conference that there are other ways to return these troubled young men to a valuable life in the community. On his small organic farm in Northamptonshire, ex-offenders work and live for six months as part of a family, and, for the first time, get a chance to develop a real relationship with the natural environment. This, says Mr Hartley, can change their lives. Like the old song they plough and sow and reap and mow – using old-fashioned carthorses. Netta Harkess reports.



The scene changed to a long shot of green fields and a red-tiled farmhouse, with two horses plodding across the foreground pulling a plough. The tune of “To be a Farmer’s Boy” swelled on the soundtrack.


“God,” said Catherine. “I forgot they did that filming. They were there on Monday. Someone picked up on the advance text of Gervase’s conference speech. They kept Gary for two bloody hours, so Gervase had to ring up Mr Badsley to come and help load the pigs.”


The music was faded. “Seventeen-year-old Gary – we can’t give his surname or show his face – has been in and out of trouble since he was thirteen,” said Netta Harkess sententiously on the television, over a picture of Gary, his head turned from the camera, hauling a bale out of the barn in a self-consciously manly fashion.
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