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1


Anna took the letters from Len. He hovered, waiting for her to open them. She glanced at the hand-written envelopes and pushed them deep into the pocket of her overalls. The postman, disappointed, climbed back into his battered van and, with a blast on the horn, disappeared down the drive. She had planned to spend the morning working in the vegetable garden and didn’t want anything to spoil it. The trouble was, it had already been spoiled. Seeing the envelopes had done that.


She walked across the yard to the outbuildings. Anna and Tom had claimed the one on the end. Inside it was gloomy and smelled of uncured concrete and white spirit; a masculine smell. The one small window, set deep in the thick wall, allowed a shaft of sunlight to paint a rhombus on the uneven floor. Tom had concocted a wooden rack from a floorboard, salvaged when the builders were in, doing the conversion work on the old farmhouse. He’d fixed this board to the rough stone wall, then inserted pairs of wooden pegs to hold his tools, head up, dangling. He graded them by length of handle so that they looked like a family standing to attention in the shadows. She lifted down a rake and took a trowel, a line and a pair of leather gardening gloves from the smaller items neatly stacked on open shelves, dropping them into a black bucket.


Leaving the outhouse, she skirted the swimming pool. A couple of inches of water stood in the deep end, where it had rained a few days earlier. Through the winter, a tarpaulin had kept the rain and leaves out but now it lay, like a beached whale, at the side of the pool.


The vegetable garden was divided into four equal plots, three of which were covered with grass and dandelions. Here and there a currant bush or rhubarb crown hinted at what had once been. Tom had double-dug their quadrant last autumn. While the others were inside, painting and decorating, he’d been getting ahead of the weather. Then the winter frosts had played their part, breaking the clods down to a fine tilth. The purple sprouting broccoli plants, although planted later than Anna would have liked, had flourished, giving the first indication that the soil was fertile.


She worked down the rows, nipping off the purple florets and dropping them into the bucket. The crop was tailing off now. The scruffy, wind-scorched plants leaned at crazy angles but there was plenty for everyone. If their section of the garden could produce such abundance, they could all be self sufficient in organic vegetables within twelve months. The snag was that the others were showing little interest. They thanked her for the greens each time she distributed them but, on the last occasion, she was sure she heard Jenny groan. She had checked, once or twice, to see whether they were finding their way straight into the dustbin. Tom had pointed out that there were plenty of other ways of disposing of unwanted broccoli. Anna wasn’t always sure where Tom stood.


She stretched the line across the dark soil and made a shallow trench with the corner of the rake head. From the pocket not containing the letters, she took a packet of seeds. The picture on the front showed a bunch of carrots, straight and unblemished, unlike any carrots that she’d ever grown. Every year she was taken in by such promises of perfection and every year she harvested misshapen vegetables, pockmarked with insect nibblings. But they were tasty and free from chemicals and they set her firmly in the season, something she missed when she bought her vegetables from a supermarket. She shook the packet, hearing the rattle of the seeds, each bearing its blueprint of colour, taste and smell. The very essence of carrot. She didn’t dare think too hard about such things or gardening became a religious experience and she was, on the whole, anti-religion.


This was the best moment of all – trickling the dry seeds into the soil. She abandoned the gloves. They put a thick skin between her and real life. People often commented on her ‘capable hands’ and she took this to be a compliment. She wore her square nails, often harbouring traces of soil or clay, as a badge of honour. In her book, manicured nails were evidence of inactivity.


She tore the corner off the packet and tipped the seeds into the palm of her hand. Bending low over the soil, she moved along the row, sprinkling them evenly into the shallow drill. Some of her hair had escaped from the tortoiseshell combs which pulled the tangle of curls back from her face. She was hot and beginning to sweat. Wisps of hair corkscrewed, dampened by the moisture on her neck and forehead, and her nose started to run. When she fished in her pocket for a tissue, the letters were there, waiting to invade her meditation. Two time bombs, bearing her name. She folded the soil over the seeds and tamped it down with the flat of the rake and, as she did so, the smell of leaf mould rose from the disturbed soil. She found a stout twig to mark the row and jammed the empty seed packet onto it. By the time the picture had faded, they would be eating the real thing.


It was not yet eleven o’clock. She’d left Tom at his drawing board, working on a barn conversion for one of the farmers who lived further down the valley and he had made it clear that he didn’t want to be disturbed. There were several cars in the yard but little sign of life, apart from the washing on one of the rotary clothes-lines. Celia must have pegged out those towels after breakfast.


She collected the tools, dumping them in the corner of the plot alongside the bucket of greens. Beyond the vegetable garden the land rose towards the wood and she followed the footpath up through the two fields, where fresh spring grass was pushing up through last season’s matted layer. She still felt slightly uncomfortable with their recently acquired status as landowners but it was wonderful to wander without fear of trespass. She tried to be magnanimous towards ramblers who walked the footpaths criss-crossing Pen Craig but it wasn’t always easy. Some of them, intent on demonstrating their right to roam, brandished elaborate compasses or made a big deal of peering at maps in see-through holders, slung around their necks. Sally had confronted a group of them the weekend before, pointing out that there were two options available to them. They could either carry on down the footpath or retrace their footsteps up the hill, neither of which called for advanced orienteering skills. Anna was relieved that she hadn’t been there.


At the top of the field, there was a stone wall and a stile giving access to the wood. Years ago, one of the oak trees had fallen, crashing down across the wall. Whoever owned the land at the time had more pressing matters to deal with and the tree had been left to form part of the landscape. The winter winds and snows had stripped it of small twigs and lesser branches and now it resembled the skeleton of a woolly mammoth.


Anna perched on one of the huge limbs, wiped her nose on the sleeve of her shirt, and took both letters from her pocket. One was from her father, the other from Madeleine. She held one in each hand, trying to decide. She liked to know what was in a letter before opening it and, whilst she sat guessing, Tom would tell her how ridiculous this was. ‘Just open it and find out, woman’. These days the mail consisted of bills and advertising junk. Very few hand-written envelopes came through the letterbox, apart from Christmas and birthday cards. The family communicated by telephone or e-mail. There were only two reasons to put pen to paper. Either the writer needed to consider carefully what they had to say or they didn’t want to be diverted from their message. With a sigh, she slid a muddy finger under the flap of her father’s letter. In a few seconds this perfect day was going to be ruined.


The writing on the single sheet of thin paper was so familiar. In his late seventies, his handwriting was the one thing about him that never changed. It slanted to the right, the descenders looping and bold. She had read somewhere that this indicated a deep-rooted sexuality. Reason told her that handwriting was a result of schooling but, ever since reading the article, she made sure that the tails of her g’s and y’s were generous and executed with a flourish.


Her father’s letter had been posted the previous day but was dated almost a week earlier. She’d spoken to him since then but he hadn’t mentioned anything out of the ordinary.





Anna,


I met someone at Christmas. Her name is Dorothy Holton. We get on very well. We will be getting married. I have been very lonely since your mother died. I think she would want me to be happy.


I hope the family is well. I never hear from the girls.


Love, Dad


I have written to your brother.





She read it twice, marvelling at the way her father had combined his momentous news with a criticism of her lack of attention, a side-swipe at Flora and Madeleine and an implied blessing from his first wife, all in fifty-nine well-chosen words. And she understood now why he’d opted to write. If he were here with her now, they would be having a row. She would be crying. He would be shouting. As it was, her stomach turned over, as though she’d missed the bottom tread of the stairs.


It was six years since her mother had died but, whilst her father was alive, Anna felt Nancy Hill was still with them. How could this continue if he were to marry this Dorothy person? Where would her mother go then? She knew that he wasn’t happy but that was the price he must expect to pay for fifty years of a wonderful marriage. It was part of the deal. To make things worse, he had revealed nothing at all about this woman. There were ramifications when people embarked on a second marriage. Complications.


Anna looked down at Pen Craig. She watched a figure in the yard (probably Bill - it was difficult to tell at this distance) throwing bricks into a wheelbarrow. The bricks landed, the sound reaching her a split second later, like a film with the sound-track out of synch. A chain-saw across the valley screeched through a tree stump. A dog barked. A tractor toiled up a slope. None of these noises shattered her peace as her father’s letter had.


When they moved from Bristol, he had been her main concern. She’d made sure that there was a full range of support systems in place. Cleaner, gardener, window cleaner. Tom had checked the house and done all the outstanding odd jobs and always took a complete set of tools, whenever they went to visit. They gave Frank Hill a Rail Card for his birthday and assured him that he was welcome to turn up at Pen Craig whenever he wanted to. He’d visited only once in the eight months since they had moved in and that was only because Steven had offered to drive him, door to door. His life was never going to be perfect but was anyone’s? Now he had taken up with this Dorothy Holton and thrown everything out of kilter. He was behaving like a schoolboy, up to no good as soon as the teacher was out of sight. And why hadn’t Steven spotted what was going on? He lived less than ten miles away. Men were astute enough when it came to assimilating details of cars or football teams. How could he have failed to notice that their father had a girlfriend?


Celia came out into the yard and went to her car. The sun glinted on the glass as she opened the door to take something from the back seat. Bill wandered across to join her. It didn’t look as though Len had brought letters to spoil their lives.


She folded the paper and put it back in its envelope.


Madeleine’s letter had been written and posted two days ago. The writing was big and sprawling. There were crossings out.





Dear Mum and Dad,


Everything is fine, so don’t worry. In fact I hope that my news will make you happy and excited (once you have time to think about it!) I’m pregnant - due in July. I didn’t tell you at Christmas because I wasn’t sure myself. I’m doing all the right things – going to clinics and I’ve stopped smoking and drinking (well, cut down).


I’ll ring when I’m sure you’ve had this. At the moment we’re in Dorset. There are lots of women with babies here so I have plenty of help and advice.


Can you tell whoever you think ought to know? I’ll write to Flora myself and let her know that she’s going to be an auntie.


Love you xx Maddy


P.S. You’ll be the first grandparents at Pen Craig!


P.P.S. How’s communal living working out? Are you all still speaking?





The letter started ‘Dear Mum and Dad’ but the envelope was addressed to her. Some things never changed. Once again she was supposed to be the go-between. Maddy expected her to pave the way, lay the foundation, cushion the blow.


Anna had always known that, sooner or later, she would receive a letter like this and she’d been pretty sure it would come from Maddy, not Flora. At least Maddy had reached the age of nineteen before she needed to write it. Pregnancy seemed almost benign compared with some of the problems she’d thrust upon them. Her adolescence had included all the classic crises - and a few more. Whilst Flora was spotty, moody and insolent, her younger sister found more extreme ways to rebel. She smoked, drank and dabbled with drugs. She came home with tattoos, shaven head and body-piercing. She was suspended from school for leading a protest against the incompetence of the staff. At sixteen she left school to live in a squat, until the apparent lack of parental disapproval and real lack of hot water drove her home. She helped run a soup kitchen for the homeless and taught literacy to the hopeless. The down-and-outs loved her. She may have looked odd but those not directly concerned for her welfare saw her as a crusader for justice, prepared to put her family last and help the disadvantaged. At the moment she was with a group of travellers, living in a bender and she was expecting a baby. It wasn’t easy, being Madeleine’s mother.


Why had these letters both arrived on the same day? A solitary magpie had perched on the chimney-pot that morning but she didn’t want to start blaming birds for her problems. She wondered if there was a divine edict, stating that Anna Wren had become too complacent and needed a shot of reality. So. Her father was remarrying and her daughter was about to become a single parent. Perhaps it was as well that the two pieces of news had arrived together. She had only so much capacity for anxiety.


She closed her eyes. The very first time they’d seen Pen Craig had been on a spring day, just like this, two years ago. On the journey from Bristol, with Bill and Sally, they’d agreed to be absolutely objective. ‘We mustn’t allow ourselves to be seduced by a pretty view and a big garden,’ Tom had insisted. But as they drove up the sunny valley and caught a glimpse of the old house, nestled half way up the hillside, it was easy to convince themselves that Pen Craig met all their criteria.


‘The perfect place to grow old with my dearest friends,’ Bill had said as they tucked in to fish and chips on the way home. ‘And it’ll be such a laugh.’


Tom emerged from the house and the brick-into-wheelbarrow noise stopped as Bill raised his hand in greeting. They talked for a while, accompanied by lots of pointing and gesturing which probably signified that they were discussing important issues, then Bill returned to his bricks and Tom walked towards the garden.


She knew he was looking for her. He put his hand up, shielding his eyes from the sun as he scanned the hillside. She sat motionless, listening to him whistle through his fingers, the shrillness ricocheting back and forth across the valley. He waited for her to come to his side as he might wait for a faithful dog. She didn’t move. After a few minutes he gave up and went back to the house.


She closed her eyes again. The warm, still air and the repetitive sounds of distant activity were calming. There was nothing at all she could do about her father or her daughter. No matter how much she worried, events would run their course. It was so, so simple. There was no need to get involved with any of it. They were adults and had made their choices without consulting her. She was perfectly at liberty to write back, congratulate them both, wish them well and her involvement could end there. But she was Anna Wren, so there would be sleepless nights, frantic phone calls, arguments, coolnesses, stormings out, apologies, discussions and so on and so on and so on. In the coming weeks, as she planted bean seed or pulled radishes her mind would wrestle with thoughts of family heirlooms and foetal defects, wicked stepmothers and infant mortality. The prospect was exhausting.


The odd thing was that it was her father’s remarriage that was upsetting her. To most people, a bastard grandchild would be the more troubling issue but Anna had rehearsed this so many times that the sting had gone out of it. Dorothy Holton, on the other hand, was a bolt from the blue.


It was getting on for lunchtime. She started down the field, her feet sweating in wellington boots and her knees aching as she braced them, stopping herself from hurtling towards the house. She returned the tools to the shed and, carrying the bucket of greens, she crossed the yard to Number Four. The back door was open and, standing on the step, she shucked off her muddy boots then walked through the utility room, her feet leaving damp prints on the cold slate floor. Music came from upstairs. Paul Simon. ‘Graceland.’


‘Hi,’ she shouted, dumping the bucket next to the sink. Tom wouldn’t be able to hear her above the music. She went into the hall and called again, ‘Hi, love.’


He appeared, looking over the banister. ‘Where were you?’


She pretended not to hear and returned to the kitchen. The unwashed breakfast things were still on the draining board. When they’d eaten their toast and drunk their tea, the day stretched ahead, dotted with achievable goals. There were seeds to plant, drawings to prepare, ironing to do, a bill to pay. She filled the kettle and began putting things out for lunch. Salad and milk from the fridge. Rolls from the bread bin. Butter. Salad cream. Two knives. Two mugs. At the same time she attempted to organise her undisciplined thoughts.


She could tell Tom, ‘I planted two rows of carrots. And by the way, Maddy’s pregnant and Dad’s getting married.’


Or she could give him the letters to read and make no comment.


Or she could not say anything at all and carry on as though there had been no mail.


Or she could destroy the letters.


Or she could run away.


Whoa.


Or she could bury her head in Tom’s chest and let out the sob that was blocking her throat and making it ache. He would hold her and rock her and wait for her to tell him what was wrong. Then they would talk it through and the world would get back on track.
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‘How exciting.’ Sally grinned when Anna told her about Madeleine’s pregnancy and added, ‘Dirty old sod,’ when she heard about Dorothy Holton.


Sally’s kitchen, where they now sat drinking strong coffee, reminded Anna of a show home on a new-build estate. Nothing cluttered the draining board or worktops. The wooden spoons were unstained. The toaster didn’t sit in a sea of crumbs and the saucepans were stacked in ascending size on the pot stand. Sally kept a tight rein on Bill and his possessions, too. If he left anything lying around for more than a few minutes, it went in the bin. In the early days of their marriage, several of his O.S. maps and countless vital bits of this and that had made the one-way trip and, having done such a good job on her husband, she had no problem in maintaining standards when the children came along.


They discussed Anna’s concerns for her daughter. ‘I wish she’d come and talk to us. Or at least phone.’


‘And how’s poor old Tom dealing with it?’ asked Sally.


‘You know Tom. Throwing himself into work. And today he’s not speaking to me. As if it’s all my fault.’


‘Well, I think she’ll be fine. She’s a sensible girl,’ said Sally. ‘Despite the tattoos.’


‘And I didn’t get round to showing him Dad’s letter.’


She hadn’t told Sally the whole story. Tom had cuddled and rocked her, as she had anticipated but, when he read his daughter’s letter, he’d started to cry. She found herself reassuring him with the platitudes that he was supposed to trot out to her. But he’d taken no comfort from them, accusing her of encouraging Maddy by meekly accepting whatever the girl threw at them. He rambled on, as if she were lost to them forever. He would not have been more distraught if Maddy had announced that she was terminally ill or had murdered someone. Anna hadn’t foreseen his extreme reaction and kept silent, hoping he would calm down, but he didn’t. He refused lunch and took a sandwich to his office for supper. Then he’d spent the night in the spare room and had been up since seven o’clock, digging.





The Webbers’ kitchen was pink and tentative. Celia couldn’t resist tea-towels covered with sentimental slogans. China mugs, with curlicued handles, dangled from a mug tree. A tiny vase held a modest bunch of pinks. She made coffee too weak and tea too milky.


‘Will she keep the baby?’ asked Celia. And ‘When are we going to meet your father’s lady friend?’


Anna had asked herself neither of these questions. From what Madeleine had written in her note – the mention of ‘grandparents’ and ‘auntie’ – she assumed that her daughter was intending to keep the child. But if she did give it up for adoption, what would her own position be? Would she have any rights? Genetically, she would always be the child’s grandmother but there must be thousands of grandmothers who had never cradled their grandchild. Who didn’t even know they were grandmothers. How sad. And how odd that she’d never thought of this before. Perhaps she and Tom were already grandparents. Had Maddy ever been absent long enough to have gone through pregnancy and given birth? She thought back through the three years since their daughter left home. No. The longest spell of non-contact had been when she was working in Greece, and that had only lasted three months. Although the possibility of being a grandmother to a child she’d never know only occupied her for a matter of minutes, it was a weight lifted when she could dismiss it.


Of her three women friends at Pen Craig, Celia was the sweetest and from Anna’s point of view, was proving to be the least interesting. She looked like a Sindy doll which, in itself, would not have caused Anna’s thoughts to wander when she was in Celia’s company. If Sindy-Celia had discussed the French Revolution or deep-sea diving, it would have been intriguing, but she didn’t. She talked recipes, medical symptoms and hairstyles. OK, these matters deserved consideration but not to the exclusion of everything else. Sometimes Anna hid when she spotted Celia coming towards the house, then, overcome by guilt, invited her round for coffee and a chat about pencil-pleats.


It was only as she was leaving Number Two that the penny dropped. The Webbers had one child, Judith, whom they’d adopted as a six-week-old baby. They had been beneficiaries of an unwanted pregnancy and Celia was looking at it from another perspective.





At first glance the Redwoods were an exception to Tom Wren’s Rule of Style-Consistency: ‘Once you find a style that suits you, why change it?’ Jenny and Peter chopped and changed constantly and, to guide them, they employed Giles (pronounced ‘Jeels’) de Courcey, Design Guru. Over the years their kitchens had been French Provincial, Swedish Cool, hi-tech Minimalist and now back to Provincial (Spanish this time). So, although their homes had all looked very different, their design rationale was consistent – every room must be eligible for the current edition of ‘Homes and Gardens’.


‘Will they marry before the baby arrives?’ and ‘You’ll have to make sure that this Holton person doesn’t do you out of your inheritance,’ were Jenny’s responses to the two items of news.


Appearances meant everything to Jenny Redwood. As Peter climbed his professional ladder, Jenny saw to it that both his family and home befitted his status. From House Officer to Senior Consultant, each step up triggered a move, a makeover and a change of school. Anna was still surprised that the Redwoods had wanted to join the Pen Craig experiment. After all, with Peter’s money it was unlikely they would end their days, with other lonely strangers, in a third-rate geriatric home. But, after overhearing Jenny telling a friend that they were living in a ‘huge house in the country, with its own grounds,’ she understood a little better.


Madeleine’s letter had not mentioned marriage, or even a putative father but, these days, neither were a pre-requisite to parenthood. She (the baby was certainly a girl) would surely look like Maddy or Flora. She and Tom would be closely involved in decisions about names, clothes, the books she read and the school she went to. But now Jenny had confused things by raising the spectre of a stranger in the family group. A man (Young? Old? Blonde? Dark? Tall? Short? Fat?) loomed up, waiting to usurp Tom’s position in the child’s life. And what’s more he would have a father and a mother, with equal claim to this grandchild. The baby had started to become part of the family in Anna’s calculations but already the family portrait needed a larger frame.


Now there were three more people to fret about. Dorothy Holton, who was hell-bent on depriving her and her brother of their inheritance. Maddy’s lover, who wanted to muscle in on the child’s upbringing. And Tom, who was treating her as if she’d put Maddy up to the whole thing.


Jenny was keen to turn the conversation to a function that she and Peter had attended in London, where they had been introduced to Lord Someone-or-Another. Anna wasn’t very good at the Royal Family, or the aristocracy, or the military if it came to that. She knew that the Duchess of Kent was the one who went to Wimbledon and that was as far as it went. Jenny’s preoccupation with the Establishment had long been cause for amusement. Mark Webber was convinced that the Redwoods were fully paid up members of the Tory Party. ‘They read The Telegraph and wear a lot of blue,’ he said, tapping his forefinger to the side of his nose.


Sally had laughed ‘That’s not unusual if you’ve been brought up on a council estate and are desperate to bury your working-class roots. You might be the same if your father had been a milkman.’


All those years ago, when they met and got to know each other at the school gate, differences in politics and philosophies had been unimportant. Children were the focus of their lives. Their own careers were a backdrop to achievements in the classroom or on the sports field and discussions were about reading ages and swimming without armbands, graded music exams and nits. As they advanced in their professions, aspirations for their families diverged but, by then, friendships were established and they tolerated each other’s views. Most of the time.





Anna had dropped a large pebble in the gossip-pool and the news was already rippling out. Sally, Celia and Jenny would be telling Bill, Mark and Peter. Then all their children would find out. Relieved that there had been no hint of disapproval of Maddy’s condition, she detected in herself stirrings of anticipation.


Dorothy Holton was of less interest to them. Several of her friends’ parents had found new partners in later life. In theory this had to be a good thing and she’d spent part of the previous sleepless night analysing her own reaction. Frank Hill had been a lonely, sad man for six years, but that was as it should be because he was the guardian of the jagged hole in their lives which her mother had left when she died. If he married this Dorothy person, he could no longer be trusted to guard that hole. Indeed, it might start to seal up and leave no indication that Nancy Hill had ever been there.


And, to be honest, it was embarrassing. Did these two old people find each other physically attractive? Were they having a sexual relationship? She thought of her father’s scrawny arms and the hair that burst out of his ears. She loved him despite these unlovely details but found it impossible to imagine that a stranger could find them anything less than repulsive. Her thoughts strayed to the woman. Did she have false teeth? Varicose veins? Thick, corrugated toenails? Shuddering, she’d gone downstairs to make a cup of cocoa.





She began preparing lunch and switched on Radio Four as a distraction but it was hard to concentrate on Harris tweed manufacture when Tom kept pushing his way into her thoughts. She was useless at having rows and this wasn’t even a row, more a moat, filling with icy water. After years of practise, she knew what had to be done. She must cast a small fly, something innocent but tasty, and wait for him to bite. Then, ever so slowly, reel him in. It was a ridiculous charade but it was the surest way to get back to normal. This still left her with Maddy and her father to sort out but it wouldn’t be so bad if Tom were here, not off, sulking in the garden.


From habit, she prepared enough lunch for two. She had no appetite and struggled her way through one sandwich, putting the rest in the fridge for later, then went outside. The hum and buzz of agricultural noises had stopped. Since they’d moved here, she’d learned that farmers are sticklers for routine and they would all be at home, eating their dinners. The sun beat down on her head and her scalp prickled with the heat. She should find a sun-hat then check the garden, but before anything else she needed to make friends with Tom.


Voices came from behind the outbuildings. Tom and Bill were sitting on the edge of the empty swimming pool, legs dangling in the deep end. Bill, large in every dimension and with a huge head, made Tom appear undernourished. Between them stood a tray, bearing the remnants of a substantial meal and several empty beer bottles. Engaged in boisterous discussion, they didn’t notice her watching them from the shadows. They looked like a couple of schoolboys, up to no good and having such a nice time. This was going to be easier than she had imagined.


They spotted her and Bill beckoned. ‘Anna. There you are.’


‘Were you looking for me, then?’


‘I thought I’d better get my own lunch,’ Tom confessed, pointing at the tray.


‘That’s fine. How did you get on with the digging?’


‘Almost finished.’


‘I’m afraid I lured him away,’ said Bill. ‘But we’ve not been wasting our time, have we?’


Anna sat down next to Tom and he offered her a piece of the apple which he’d cut into quarters. She took it and kissed his cheek. Inclining his head towards her, no more than an inch or so, he let her know that they were friends again.


Tom and Bill had been engaged in a favourite pastime. The disused swimming pool, a reminder of Pen Craig’s brief spell as a hotel, gave everyone hours of amusement. Bill, Tom and Mark had various hair-brained schemes for the redundant hole in the ground, while the Redwoods insisted that it be reinstated as a swimming pool.


‘Of course they’d consult Giles about the tiles,’ said Tom.


‘Don’t you mean Jeels about the teels,’ Bill corrected him and they yelped with helpless laughter.


She couldn’t help smiling. ‘I expect you’ve told Bill our news.’


‘News?’ asked Bill.


‘I thought you must be celebrating.’ She indicated the bottles. ‘We’re going to be grandparents.’ She put her hand on Tom’s knee and rested her head on his shoulder. ‘Aren’t we, love?’


Bill, with bruising enthusiasm, slapped Tom on the back. ‘Congratulations. Brilliant. Flora or Maddy?’


Tom, with no alternative but to fill in the details, relaxed a little, as if the act of speaking about it lanced a suppurating boil. In no time at all, Bill was anticipating the fun they would have with train sets, Meccano, tree houses and go-carts. (No mention of dolls’ houses, tea parties and dressing up, but Anna let it go). Tom didn’t say a great deal but they were making some progress if he was able to contemplate grandparenthood without crying or digging.


Bill opened another bottle and raised it in the air. ‘Here’s to the first Pen Craig baby.’ Then he held it out towards her. ‘D’you know, I never thought I’d envy a man who was sleeping with a granny?’


She stared at him. Already flushed from the beer and the sun, he turned a deeper shade of red. His eyes held hers for longer than they should and she looked away. Tom, tidying up the debris from their picnic, didn’t seem to notice.


Mumbling something about ironing, she hurried back to the house, her anger mounting with each step she took. How dare he look at her like that? They’d known each other for twenty years and she really didn’t need him to start looking at her.


By the time she reached the kitchen she was furious and Bill replaced Tom on her list of ‘bloody men’. But it was complicated. It was possible for her to discuss her concerns about Maddy and her father with Tom. (Well, she would be able to talk to him about her father once she had told him about her father.) But there was no way she could tell him about Bill’s lingering look. Bill was his best mate. They had been easy with each other from the day they first met, at the school carol concert. Peter was proving to be a social climber and Mark was, perhaps, a little too straightforward but Bill was a satisfying combination of anarchist and softy, with enough of the dreamer about him to balance the scientist. Now, out of the blue, he had given her one of those looks.


Anna had never gone in for flirting, preferring to earn a man’s admiration by engaging him on equal terms. Politics, music and the arts – she could hold her own. And as for sport, she knew more about cricket than most of her male acquaintances. Her father had seen to that. While her female friends fluttered eyelashes and giggled, she discussed the merits of the squad selected to tour Australia.


So when Bill had given her that lingering stare, she was shocked. Casting her mind back, she wondered whether she had overlooked any signs of his increasing attention. Through the endless meetings and discussions as the plans for Pen Craig reached fruition, had she done anything to give him the impression that she might welcome his advances? Definitely not. No. Bill was out of order.


She stood in the utility room, folding the towels for the umpteenth time, holding them to her nose. The worst thing about the winter was the need to dry laundry in the house. People became recognisable by the smell of the detergent clinging to their clothes. When washing dried in the open air it smelled of nothing, the best smell of all.


Tom came in and caught her with her nose in his boxer shorts. ‘I won’t ask.’ He bent to take off his boots and, while he was doubled up, mumbled an apology. She fondled the back of his head in a kind of benediction.


‘Let’s go for a walk,’ she suggested, wanting to have him to herself for a couple of hours. Talking would be easier while they walked and she needed to gauge how he was coping with the baby bombshell. Then, at the right moment, she would tell him about her father.


She pushed Bill Davis to the back of her mind.
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They walked up to the wood and along the ridge, taking the footpath back down through the trees and into the valley. They stopped for a drink at ‘The Lion’ in Cwm Bont and here she showed him her father’s letter. He assumed that it had arrived in the morning mail and she didn’t disabuse him.


After his wife’s death Frank Hill, whom Tom had always liked and respected, remained in Bath, still living in the house where Anna had grown up. When they were raising their own family it had been ideal. Bristol was near enough to allow frequent and informal visits, yet far enough away to prevent interference from either side. The girls loved going to see Frank and Nancy and, when they were old enough, they had been able to get themselves there by train or bus. In fact, the first time Maddy ran away she’d headed straight for Grandma Nancy.


‘He hasn’t been happy, love.’ Tom squeezed her hand.


She shook her head. Of course he hadn’t been happy. What a stupid thing to say. How could he ever be happy again, now the love of his life had died? Yes, he had changed but how could he have stayed the same when half of him was missing? He’d lost his edge and turned into a boring old man but his mundane routine was the very thing that enabled him to function.


‘I know, I know. I just feel weird about it. I suppose I’m hurt that he hasn’t mentioned her until now. You must admit it’s strange. We’ve been there several times since Christmas. Why didn’t he tell us about her then?’


‘Perhaps he was waiting to see how things developed. I’m surprised Steven didn’t spot it, though. He’s at your father’s quite often.’ He shook his head.


‘Dad’s obviously been keeping her a secret. But surely she must have found it odd. Would you want to get involved with a man who hides you from his family?’


‘Let’s not pre-judge her,’ he cautioned.


They walked back home along the road. The circuit took two hours and they’d talked about Maddy and her pregnancy for most of that time. Tom wasn’t happy with the situation but he was starting to make practical suggestions and they agreed to try and see the positive side of it. They’d always imagined themselves with hordes of grandchildren and the process had to start sooner or later. It was only when the conversation strayed towards the baby’s father that he became agitated, but she stopped herself suggesting that they ‘shouldn’t pre-judge’ this man, either.


Back at the house, several telephone messages awaited them. The first was from her father. He’d never got to grips with message technology and spoke with exaggerated clarity, in terse phrases, as if he were speaking to a foreigner who was hard of hearing.


‘Message for Anna Wren. Dad here. Everything’s fine. Get my letter? Going out now. Speak soon.’ If everything was so fine, why had he broken his own golden rule and phoned before six o’clock when the cheaper tariff started?


Flora had called, twice, and said she would try again when she got home from work.


No word from Madeleine or Steven.


‘Let’s make a pact never to get a mobile phone,’ said Tom. ‘Think how the wretched thing would have ruined our walk.’


‘Perhaps we should offer to buy Maddy one for her birthday. At least we’d be able to keep in touch with her.’


He ignored her suggestion.





They prepared supper. A persistent stomach-flutter had put her off food all day but now she was ravenous. They were finishing their meal when Flora rang as promised. Anna confirmed that they’d received Maddy’s letter and that they were getting used to the idea. Ever since the children were old enough to have their own opinions, they’d treated Anna as a shock-absorber between themselves and their father and Flora slipped easily into the one-sided telephone conversation.


‘Dad’s there?’ asked Flora.


‘Yes.’


‘Is he in a state?’


‘Yes.’


‘Has Maddy spoken to you yet?’


‘No.’


‘I think she might want to come to Pen Craig to have the baby. How would he feel about that? She’d want Taliesin to be with her, though.’


‘...’


‘Mum? Ring me back when you can talk. I’m around all weekend.’


She replaced the receiver and smiled. Tom looked at her and raised his eyebrows. ‘Flora,’ she said. ‘She’s fine.’ He never objected to being fed the censored version because he trusted her to tell him what he needed to know.


Taliesin. Mmmm. She accepted that the conception had not been immaculate, so now she could put a name to the father of her grandchild. And what an odd name it was. It rang bells. King Arthur? Frank Lloyd Wright? She would have to look it up.


They washed up, Tom whistling while he dried the plates, staring through the window, as if he expected someone to come across the yard. Whistling was often a sign of good spirits but Tom’s whistling indicated a retreat into his own thoughts. After all the good work she had put in on their walk, he was slipping away from her again and, to keep lines of communication open, she talked about their plans to use part of the outbuilding for her wheel and kiln.


Until these were installed there was little she could do apart from make sketches and notes for future projects. She’d attended a few evening classes in Ludlow, to keep her hand in, but she was a far better potter than the teacher, a fact which she’d tried to conceal from the rest of the class. This wasn’t through modesty but more a desire to get on with her own work and not to get roped in to coach the beginners. ‘Teaching a few classes might be a good way to get your name known,’ Tom had ventured.


They took coffee upstairs to the sitting room. It was almost dark. The weather had settled into a pattern of warm clear days and frosty nights. The sky was graded from royal blue to azure where it touched the hilltops, and lights were already glowing in the redbrick farmhouse across the valley. Tom switched on the television and embarked on non-communication. She picked up her book, staring at the page. Why did no one phone? Her brother must be as disturbed by the wedding announcement as she was. Maybe not. Steven and his wife lived ten miles from their father but Elaine didn’t get on with Frank and contact was minimal.


She closed her book. ‘I think I’ll pop and see Dad tomorrow. I haven’t been for a while.’


‘What if Madeleine phones?’ said Tom.


Maddy was ‘somewhere in Dorset’ without a telephone. Short of touring around the county, looking for a group of New Age travellers, they had no means of contacting her. ‘You’ll be here if she does, won’t you?’


There was no reply from her father when she rang later that evening but it suited her not to speak to him. He might try to deter her. She left a message, saying that she would be coming the next day. ‘If he’s not there I can always go to Flora’s or drop in on someone else.’ She needed, whatever happened, to see Flora and have a proper chat.


Tom glanced at her and smiled. ‘Good idea.’


Now she had a plan of action she managed to struggle through two chapters of her book before it was time for bed. While Tom went down to lock up and check that they had switched everything off, she climbed the stairs to the top floor.


Their bedroom was her favourite room. With its daffodil-yellow walls and white woodwork, it felt fresh and welcoming. The planes of the ceiling, tucked up here under the old roof, came together at irregular angles to form interesting spaces without a hint of the fakery prevalent in most farmhouse conversions. Tom had been disappointed when the Webbers managed to get carried away at a local sale of architectural salvage. Consequently, Number Two now boasted ‘features’ concocted from distressed and stripped timber. Every piece of wood used had already existed in at least one other form, not counting the tree. They had found someone to cobble together tables out of floorboards, cupboards from panelling. Celia said she found it romantic to think of all the things their floorboard-table had witnessed. ‘Probably a lot of boots covered in dog shit,’ Sally had ventured. It was too easy to wind Celia up.


Anna stood in front of the mirror and brushed her hair. Thick, with a tendency to curl in the wet weather, it was half-and-half, black and white. The first grey hairs had appeared when she was at college and she’d let nature dictate the rate of greying. She pulled it back, catching it with a velvet scrunchy to prevent it irritating Tom during the night.


She crossed the landing to the bathroom, washed her face and cleaned her teeth. She’d once calculated how much time she saved by going without make-up. Its application and removal might take fifteen minutes or more each day and, from observing friends, this was a conservative estimate. Fifteen minutes every day. One and three quarter hours each week. Ninety-one hours a year. And say she’d been not using make-up since she was sixteen. That came to one hundred and forty days. Add to that the time not spent fussing with her hair, and she might have accrued a total of seven or eight months.


What should she do with the seven or eight months of saved time? She looked around the bedroom and the answer was staring her in the face. The room resembled the drum of a washing machine after a fast spin, with clothes, towels and books on every surface. Most belonged to her. The trouble arose when, for instance, she decided to do some gardening. She would shed her tidy clothes and pull on old jeans and shirt. The sun would shine and she would be eager to get outside. Spending five minutes fiddling blouses back on to hangers or folding t-shirts could be done when the light had faded or it was raining. Besides, it was tedious. Apply this logic to the whole house and it explained why it had such a ‘homely’ look (Celia’s generous description). It would be a sin to spend eight months of a precious lifetime, tidying up.


Anna wandered around the room, collecting clothes and shoving them into drawers. She located her book beneath a sweatshirt on the chair, climbed into bed and switched on the bedside lamp.


Tom was taking a long time to come up. She read another chapter before she heard his footsteps on the stairs. He went straight to the bathroom and completed his bedtime routine. When he came into the bedroom, he undressed in silence and put out the light, leaving the room in the mellowness of the bedside lamps.


‘I’ll go straight after breakfast if that’s OK,’ she said. ‘If you could pop me to the station, there are plenty of trains on a Saturday.’


‘No need. I saw Bill just now, when I was putting the rubbish out. They’re going down to see Luke tomorrow, so you can have a lift with them. As far as Bristol, anyway. They’re leaving about ten.’
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