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            CHAPTER I

         

         It is rare for any catastrophe to seem like a catastrophe right at the very beginning. Nearly always, in its early stages, it seems more like a nuisance; just one more of those tiresome interruptions which come so provokingly just when life is going smoothly and pleasantly.

         Looking back afterwards, Meg could never be sure whether she had felt like this about Isabel’s telegram. For memory is a deceptive thing. It was so easy, later, when fear had grown into certainty, to imagine that she had had a premonition of it all. That she had known, all through that rainy summer day, as the typewriters clicked and pinged, as the top copies and the file copies piled up under the watery light, that when she got back to her lodgings there would be a message like this awaiting her. That a telegram would be stuck corner-wise in the letter rack just inside the great gloomy front door; that it would be from Isabel; and that, this time, the trouble would be real.

         Or had the whole thing, after all, only seemed like a nuisance? When she saw who the telegram was from, even when she read the message, had she still merely thought, with exasperated affection, that this was just another of Isabel’s things—a fuss about nothing? For Isabel was a worrier, always had been; and since marrying for the second time, setting up house all over again with a stepfather for 2her two little boys, she had seemed worse than ever. There was a tenseness about her now; a puckered, flustered look about her small, anxious mouth that Meg had not seen there before.

         Well, no, that wasn’t quite true. Meg had seen it before, of course, even in their nursery days. A sister can never really show you a new expression on her face. It is just that expressions which once came only in occasional unhappy flashes may become more frequent—habitual; while other expressions, once habitual, may now only flash out occasionally, in moments of lightness and snatched gaiety.

         High up in the grey London apartment house, Meg looked at the telegram again. In the past minutes it had become familiar to her, part of her environment. The very folds and creases it had acquired from its journey in and out of her pocket seemed to make it, uncomfortably, more and more a part of her, less and less easy to gloss over or ignore.

         
             

         

         “Mildred needs help. Please come.

         Isabel.”

         
             

         

         Meg knew already that she would go. Even if it was only one of Isabel’s ridiculous flaps, she would still go. She had always gone when Isabel was in any kind of trouble, particularly if the trouble concerned Mildred. Mildred was something that she and Isabel had to cope with together; it had always been like that, even in the days when they were children, and it was Mildred who was supposed to be coping with them … 3

         But Meg did not want to think about her childhood just now. Such thoughts would lead, inevitably, to that bit of her childhood which mustn’t be spoken of in front of Mildred. Even after all these years, a reminder of those weeks could still throw Mildred into such a state of hysterical self-pity as might take days to soothe. In dealing with Mildred’s problems it was better not even to think about that time. Better, always, to think only of what to do—of the practical details.

         Such as looking up the trains to—where was it?—Southcliffe—this place where Isabel and Philip had taken the children for their holiday. Perhaps, Meg mused, as she scanned the columns of tiny, tightly packed figures, perhaps this holiday would be doing Isabel good—would be softening her mouth again, smoothing out the tiny, fluttering creases between her brows. Though how much of a holiday it could be for her, staying in a caravan with two little boys and an exacting and by no means youthful husband who still wasn’t really used to the children …

         Southcliffe. Only a two-hour journey, apparently. She could go down after work tomorrow—even get away at lunch time, perhaps—and, if it turned out that nothing much was the matter, she could be back on Sunday in time to go out with Freddy as arranged.

         But, of course, she must ring Freddy, just to warn him that she might not be there, and not to wait for her if she didn’t turn up. Not that he would be likely to wait for her in any case. Freddy didn’t seem the kind of man who would wait for anybody. Or was there, perhaps, some kind of a 4girl, quite different from Meg, for whom he would wait—for whom he might even arrive punctually himself—?

         Well, anyway, it would only be polite to ring him. And perhaps, having got him to the telephone, she might consult him about the whole business. Tell him about Isabel, about Mildred. Ask his advice about going to Southcliffe.

         Meg stared out over the rooftops at the rainy summer twilight, and thought about consulting Freddy. About dialling his number, and then waiting the long seconds while he slid languidly off his divan and strolled across the room to the telephone; and then she would hear his voice, his soft, deceptively intimate voice, saying something aggravating.

         Or perhaps not answering at all. It must be nearly nine already. No time, now, for weighing up the subtle balance of pleasure and embarrassment involved in such a call. Meg hunted four pennies from the bottom of her bag and ran down the long flights of stairs to the telephone in the hall.

         “Oh—Freddy! So you are still there. Listen. It’s about Sunday. And I want your advice about something, it’s very—What? Oh! I’m sorry—this is Meg, I mean—”

         How he always managed to make one look silly!—and then, a second later, warmed one into utter forgiveness! Already the slow, mellow enticement—none the less fascinating for being almost certainly bogus—was back in his voice, and she could tell that the half mocking, half affectionate smile was beginning to flicker round his mouth. She could tell, too, that his long, musician’s fingers were at this moment coiling themselves round the receiver in the only, 5in the most perfectly comfortable position. Other people grabbed up receivers just anyhow.

         “Oh, I see. My advice.” Freddy’s voice, without the faintest trace of an accent, had yet somehow a faintly un-English quality that Meg could not define. “You mean,” he went on, brightening, “that you are going to tell me of some decision you have reached, and to order me to agree with it. But of course, my sweet. It’ll be a pleasure. I agree with it absolutely and entirely. We don’t need to go through all the wearisome formality of you telling me what it’s all about and me listening, do we?” he added anxiously.

         “Oh, Freddy! Stop it!” Meg was half laughing, half piqued. “Something’s happened. Really. At least, I think so. And I really do want your advice.”

         There was a little pause at the other end of the line. Meg seemed to see him shifting his position, hunching his shoulder yet more luxuriously against the instrument.

         “My advice? But why mine, darling? I mean to say, there couldn’t be a worse person than myself to advise a young girl living alone in the big city. My advice is usually immoral and always impractical. Anyone’ll tell you.”

         “Yes—but Freddy—Oh please stop being like that for a minute, and listen. You see, it’s the family. Isabel says—”

         “Quarrel with them,” came the instructions down the wire, decisively. “It’s the only way with families. Quarrel with them now, while you’re still young. If you leave it till you’re older, you’ll find that you owe them all so much money that you can’t afford to. So quarrel, girl, quarrel for your life! And then come round and have a drink. In about half an hour.”6

         The telephone clicked into silence, and Meg turned away, laughing, and knowing that she should be annoyed. It ought to be humiliating to be so taken for granted by a man whom she had known for so short a time; but it wasn’t humiliating at all; it was fun; and when, a few minutes later, she stuffed the telegram into her handbag to show to Freddy, it seemed more like a ticket for some long-anticipated theatre performance than a disquieting piece of news.

         The interminable wet length of summer daylight was still stretching through the almost deserted streets when Meg reached Freddy’s block of flats. Freddy, like herself, lived on a top floor, but here there was a porter, and a lift, and Meg was soon hurrying along the corridor towards Freddy’s door, from behind which a piano could be heard pouring forth notes with astonishing speed and exuberance, and also with astonishing disregard (astonishing, that is, to anyone unacquainted with Freddy) of the inhabitants of the adjoining flats.

         “You’re wet!”

         Freddy, clad in a scarlet silk dressing gown, had flung open his door in a gesture of exaggerated welcome, and was now drawing back a pace in somewhat unreasonable dismay.

         “And you’re wearing a raincoat!” he continued, even more unreasonably. “Here I stand, my heart going pit-a-pat, my arms outstretched, waiting for my lady love, and when she arrives she’s wet. And wearing a raincoat!”

         Suddenly he grinned, an impish grin that lit his rather sallow, triangular face to extraordinary brilliancy, and 7seizing Meg’s arm he pulled her into his sitting-room and switched on the electric fire.

         “There! Now you can take that thing off! And first, before you tell me the long sad story of your life, tell me why you haven’t come here in a beautiful dress that sweeps the floor? And high heels? And something sparkling in your hair?”

         Meg glanced down thoughtfully at her brogues.

         “Well—it’s raining,” she observed. “I mean, it would be silly to dress up to walk all this way in the rain. You’d just look a mess at the end of it.”

         Freddy shook his head sadly.

         “What an outlook! What an attitude to life! When skies are grey, my dear—didn’t any of your aunts ever tell you that one? No, I suppose not; aunts aren’t like that any more, they all go out to work. But now—let me see—” Pulling the raincoat from Meg’s shoulders, he stepped back and surveyed her, head on one side, with the air of a connoisseur. “I want to see you as my Ideal Woman for a moment. Green and silver, I fancy—very full in the skirt and very tight in the bodice, with perhaps a touch of lace just here. And silver shoes—no, sandals—very high heels, of course. And the hair piled high—great masses of it—a sort of Edwardian style—”

         Suddenly bunching up her light brown curls between his hands, he turned her face towards the mirror. “See? It suits you. Really. Have it done that way.”

         For a moment Meg caught a glimpse of her own flushed, excited face in the mirror, before it stiffened into self-consciousness under her own scrutiny. Hastily she shook herself free, laughing, but a trifle brusque.8

         “No,” she said. “No, I don’t think so. It would be an awful bother to look after. And it wouldn’t look like me.”

         Freddy sighed.

         “Well—there—I never said it would,” he agreed amicably. “I only said it would look like my Ideal Woman. Well, never mind. Let’s hear about the family skeleton, since that’s what you’ve come for. If we can’t talk about ideal women—why, then, we’ll talk about skeletons. Of course. Why not? Do you keep it in your handbag?” he added with interest, as Meg proceeded to fumble for Isabel’s telegram.

         “Here,” she said, extracting the envelope. “Read it, and I’ll explain …”

         The explanation took a long time. At the end of it Freddy, with the air of a schoolboy going over his history homework, leaned earnestly towards her.

         “Let me see,” he began. “Just check that I’m getting it right, will you? Mildred is your half-sister, twenty years older than you are, and she managed your father’s house and looked after you like a mother. Or, anyway, like an aunt. Or—” holding up his hand to forestall Meg’s interruption—“or like a French governess. Anyway, she went through the motions of bringing you up after your mother’s death. Right? And Isabel is your own sister, a few years older than yourself, only far less competent—no, don’t interrupt me, please. Both these sisters of yours are, in their different ways, contrary, self-centred sort of creatures—‘Highly strung’ was, I believe, the euphemism that their long-suffering little sister has just applied to them—and they have both formed the touching habit of expecting her—the 9little sister—to help them out of any jams they choose to muddle themselves into. And really, you know, this habit doesn’t surprise me. For poor little Cinderella, in this case, is clever as well as angelic. She can manage other people’s affairs much more competently than they can themselves, and so naturally the two wicked step-sisters—”

         “Oh, Freddy, they aren’t!” protested Meg. “They aren’t my step-sisters at all. I’ve explained to you. Mildred’s my half-sister—my father was her father too—and Isabel—”

         “Spare me the family tree all over again!” cried Freddy, with an air of exaggerated suffering. “Trying to make out who is related to who in families where someone has married twice gives me pins and needles. Really it does. It’s a sort of complex. They made me learn about the Wars of the Roses when I was too young, I think. Besides,” he continued, returning to the attack. “Your sister’s done it too, hasn’t she? Married twice, I mean.”

         “Isabel? Oh, yes, she has, of course, but—”

         “And Mildred? The redoubtable Mildred, who manages so cunningly to keep you all dancing attendance? Has she any other husbands to her name? Or is there only the elderly and evanescent Hubert, whose recurrent absences from home you have been so graphically describing?”

         “No—I mean, I didn’t really say that Hubert—That is—”

         Meg stopped. Had she been giving away too much already of Mildred’s private affairs? Giving them away to a comparative stranger—a man whom she had met for the first time barely a month ago? Not that Mildred herself was particularly reticent about her problems. Indeed, she would sometimes 10hold forth about her wrongs in the most surprisingly assorted company, retailing, with apparent gusto, intimate grievances and slights that most women would have preferred to keep hidden. But there were other times, too, when she could be excessively touchy at any reference to her troubles, even if (or, Meg sometimes fancied, particularly if) it took the form of an offer of help. Mildred had always been perverse and difficult; had she been growing more so of late?

         “But what good,” Freddy was saying, judicially, “do you think you can do by getting involved in it all? It sounds to me as if there’s a family row going on, and you’re well out of it. Particularly if, as you say, they’ve only got a four-berth caravan to have it in. Whoever’s side you take by day, you’ll also have to take their blankets by night. You’ll be a mixed blessing, my dear. Very mixed.”

         Meg shook her head.

         “My family don’t have rows, exactly,” she said. “They get into states, and then somebody’s got to do something. I mean, if Hubert’s left Mildred again, and Mildred’s gone dashing down to the caravan because she can’t bear to be alone at the flat—and of course there won’t be room for her at the caravan, so they’ll have to find a hotel for her, and the hotels’ll all be full up at this time of year, and Philip will be furious, because he can’t stand Mildred in any case, even when he isn’t being expected to chase round finding a room for her, and that’ll make Isabel go sort of helpless the way she does when Philip’s in a temper—”

         “My dear child! Listen to yourself! Just listen! It terrifies me. Really it does. If you let yourself talk like that, you’ll 11soon find yourself living like that, too. Your whole life will become a rigmarole like the one you have just recited—and with the same lack of punctuation and main verbs. I’m warning you. I’m warning you now. Keep out of it. Let them get on with it. I’ll take you for a drive at the weekend instead. A hundred miles each way—with punctuation and main verbs. There. I can’t say fairer than that.”

         Meg shook her head.

         “No, Freddy. Really. I’ve got to go. Isabel wouldn’t have sent the telegram if it wasn’t important. At least, it mightn’t seem important to outsiders, but—”

         Freddy suddenly switched his ground, and grinned at her provokingly.

         “I’m beginning to feel that I’d like to meet these two selfish sisters of yours,” he declared. “I’ve always felt like that, you know, about the Cinderella story. We have Cinderella, so sweet, so obliging, so beautiful—why, naturally she gets the prince. Why shouldn’t she? It’s dull. It’s obvious. It’s like water running down a drain pipe—it couldn’t go any other way. But the Ugly Sisters—Ah, that’s the challenge! Ugly, selfish, thoroughly dislikeable—yet they still almost get the prince. They come within a hair’s breadth of it. That was the achievement; that was the real core of the story. A glorious failure, beside which Cinderella’s success is limp and insipid. Don’t you think so?”

         But Meg was looking at the clock.

         “It’s nearly eleven!” she cried, jumping up with an appearance of greater dismay than she really felt in order to cover up her inability to think of any witty and appropriate 12response to all this. “I must go at once, or I may not be able to get in, and then I’ll have to knock someone up, and—”

         “And lose your reputation, all for nothing,” finished Freddy, nodding his head sympathetically. “I quite see your point. Never mind. Sure you wouldn’t like to stay a little longer and hear some more of my new and original interpretations of the well-known fairy tales? No? I could do Bluebeard for you, if you like,” he added invitingly.

         “No—no, thank you! Another time.” Meg hastily and rather ungracefully huddled herself into her coat, and stuffed her handbag under her arm. “Another time, when I feel more like Bluebeard’s wife.” Did that sound witty? Sophisticated? As if she knew what he was talking about? “And I might—if I’m back that is—I’ll be seeing you on Sunday?”

         He grinned enigmatically.

         “Did Cinderella see the prince on Sunday? After she’d polished off the ugly sisters. I don’t remember. I must look it up for you. Yes, I’ll certainly look it up and let you know—in answer to the postcard you are going to send me with your address, and your window marked with a cross. I’m sorry, your caravan chimney. Or your tent pole. Or the spot where they arrested you for vagrancy when it turned out that there was no room for you in the caravan, just as I said. Goodbye, my sweet; and don’t say you weren’t warned.”

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER II

         

         The washing lines strung between the caravans were all sagging, but Isabel’s sagged more than most. Meg felt that she would have recognised her sister’s caravan at once, even without the detailed and painstaking directions that had arrived this morning, following on the telegram. It was the most lop-sided one; the one adjoining the expanse of dusty stinging-nettles that is to be found somewhere on every caravan site; and its door was warped so that it either couldn’t be opened or else couldn’t be shut.

         This was one of the occasions when it couldn’t be opened, and as Meg set down her suitcase in order to struggle with it more efficiently, she began to feel annoyed. Probably the Calor gas stove would turn out to be the only one on the site that wasn’t working, and one of the bunks would keep coming off its hinges.

         Not that any of this would be poor Isabel’s fault. She must have rented the caravan by letter, and it was the owner’s responsibility to see to this sort of thing, not hers. All the same, why did Isabel’s arrangements always have to turn out like this? Why did Isabel herself always have to be—well—so Isabel-ish? Meg felt, confusedly, that Isabel ought to have changed more. Surely, when she marries a new husband, a woman should become, in some way, different? Should wear different clothes—read different books—something. 14Should at least go away for a different sort of holiday. Glancing round at the worn, untidy grass, Meg felt that though this seaside place might have a different name from the others, it was really the same. Too much the same. Was Isabel becoming one of those women with the devastating knack of carrying sameness about with them, like a suitcase, all over the world?

         “You have to bash it, sort of.”

         Meg looked round in some relief.

         “Hullo, Johnnie! Haven’t you grown!”

         Like most young and inexperienced aunts, Meg had resolved at the outset never to make this idiotic remark to any of her nephews or nieces. But, when it came to the point, it was beyond one’s control. After a few months’ absence this was, so overwhelmingly, the first thing one noticed about a child. A swollen, outsize sort of look—a new ring in the voice—an unfamiliarity. As always, it only lasted a moment; already he had shrunk to just Johnnie again, exactly the same, even to the piece of grey sticking plaster peeling off his knee.

         “You have to bash it—like this.”

         With the unnerving skill and assurance of the expert, Johnnie hurled himself side on against the door, which burst open, revealing immediately Isabel’s beach bag, knitting, library book and mackintosh, all piled together on the seat of a canvas chair.

         Well, at least it’s probably not the same library book, Meg reflected, and turned to pick up her suitcase. Half way up the steps she stopped, undecided.15

         “Johnnie,” she said. “Do you know if I’m supposed to be staying actually in the caravan? Will there be room, I mean? Did your mother say anything about it? And where is she? Am I early?”

         Out of this list, Johnnie expertly selected the question he deemed worthy of an answer.

         “No,” he said. “You’re just in time for the bathe. I’m not allowed to without a grown up.” Grabbing off the floor of the caravan a sandy shred of navy blue worsted, twisted, as children’s bathing-suits always are, into a tight figure-of-eight, he waved it towards Meg in an encouraging half-circle that flipped damp sand in every direction. “Come on.”

         “No, Johnnie, wait!” Meg protested, laughing and brushing the sand off her skirt. “I can’t just rush into the sea with you like that. I haven’t unpacked yet—and I don’t even know where I’m supposed to be staying. Where’s your mother? On the beach?” She looked this way and that among the crowded ranks of caravans. It was hard to guess, here, even the direction of the sea.

         “What?” said Johnnie. But he noticed, now, that Meg had a suitcase in her hand. Grown ups with suitcases, he had already observed, accurately but incuriously, always went on like this.

         “I suppose I can’t bathe, then,” he summed up gloomily. He hadn’t listened to his aunt’s last speech, but this, he was sure, was what it all amounted to. “And they won’t let me bathe after tea, either. I’ll have to play cricket with Daddy.”

         Meg could not help laughing.16

         “Don’t you like playing cricket?” she asked, but even this seemed, at the moment, to be beyond the range of Johnnie’s one-track mind.

         “I was going to bathe with the bungalow lot,” he went on doggedly, “but they’ve gone out in a car, or something. And then Mummy said she’d be back in time to bathe with me, but she isn’t, and—”

         “Back-from-where?” Meg condensed the words almost into a single syllable hoping that, if she was quick enough, she might be able to snatch some useful information from her nephew before his thoughts had proceeded further on their relentless course. It was like trying to jump on to a moving train.

         “From Aunt Mildred’s,” said Johnnie; and Meg had the sensation of dropping into the corner seat, breathless and triumphant. “She went straight there after dinner,” Johnnie continued obligingly, “because Aunt Mildred was crying, or something. That’s why we couldn’t bathe—”

         With juggler’s speed, Meg retrieved the conversation:

         “Where is Aunt Mildred. Staying in the town, or what?”

         “She seemed to be just crying,” said Johnnie, detachedly; and before this rather unhelpful contribution as to his aunt’s whereabouts could be further elucidated, his face suddenly lit up.

         “There’s Mummy!” he squealed; and, bathing-suit in hand, he streaked across the dry, yellowing grass towards the wire fence and the dusty white path along which Meg herself had approached the encampment.

         Isabel was looking tired and strained. Her print dress was a shade too long, and she carried a limp canvas shopping 17bag. Isabel always carried a shopping bag, wherever she went. For years Meg had meant to ask her why such a bag was so invariably needed, but it never seemed quite the right moment. Nor was it the right moment now: Isabel had caught sight of her sister, and her face had suddenly brightened and softened unbelievably with an upsurge of the old childhood affection.

         ‘Oh, Meg, how lovely to see you! Oh, I am glad! Oh, it’ll be so much easier now!”

         But even as she linked arms with her sister, Isabel’s features were falling once more into the familiar anxious lines: “No, Johnnie, I can’t. I’ve told you I can’t. I’ve got to collect Peter from the Hutchinses. I’m late already, I said I’d fetch him before tea, and I don’t know what time they have their tea, I expect it’s earlier than us. And I’ve got to see about the beds, too, and the water takes such a long time to heat on that stove. I’m sure there’s something wrong with the supply—”

         Of course, Johnnie wasn’t listening. He knew that people often used a tremendous number of words to say “No”—or even “Yes,” for that matter—and he didn’t really mind. He only had to wait until the flow of speech ended, and then he could ask again.

         But Meg was listening. And watching, too, unhappily, as the worried expressions flitted back and forth across her sister’s face. Was Isabel really upset? And, if so, was it about Mildred, about some big, important trouble, or was it merely about these tiny domestic difficulties that she always allowed to loom so large? And if it was only these 18trifles—if she could look like that and feel like that about such things—wasn’t that the biggest, most important trouble of all? To be a person so easily weighed down—so little able to enjoy her life?

         Meg checked herself. It wasn’t fair to criticise Isabel like this, when she didn’t even know yet what was the matter. Johnnie had said that Aunt Mildred was crying—not that that was anything new, but you could never tell. It is easy to forget that people who cry about trifles may also cry about disasters. She turned again to Isabel:

         “Mildred?” she asked. “How is she?”

         Meg spoke in a low voice in deference to Johnnie’s restless presence—in deference, rather, to the accepted conventions about conversations in the presence of children. For she could not but feel that the precaution was, in Johnnie’s case, superfluous. The seagulls themselves could scarcely have been attending less, swooping hither and thither, shrilly, self-centredly whining after their own affairs.

         “I’ve just been seeing her,” answered Isabel, also in a dutiful undertone. “Oh, Meg, it’s such a nuisance!” The words burst forth spontaneously, with piercing sincerity, and Isabel immediately apologised for them: “I don’t mean that—I mean it’s dreadful for Mildred, of course, I’m terribly sorry for her. I’ve been up there all the afternoon.”

         “Has Hubert left her again?”

         “Yes. No. That is, I think he’s still at the flat. She’s left him this time, you might say. But that isn’t it, Meg. She’s not just upset this time. She’s frightened. Really frightened. 19And Philip says it’s all nonsense, and not to humour her. He’s furious about it. He’s trying to get hold of Hubert. He says he must fetch her back. He says it’s his job, not ours, and of course it is in a way, but you see Philip doesn’t really understand about Mildred. He can’t tell when she’s just being silly, and when—well—when it’s something like this. Oh, Meg!”—Isabel abruptly reversed her whole argument—“Can you persuade her that she’s just being silly? She’ll listen to you more than to any of us. That’s partly why I sent for you. Can you convince her that it’s all nonsense? Because if not”—Isabel’s voice sank lower—“If not, someone’ll have to go to the police.”

         “Someone.” It was typical of Isabel to keep the essential, the point of action, as colourless and as indefinite as possible. “I must go.” “You must go.” “Philip must go”—any of these would have brought to her harassed mind too great a sense of personal involvement, too thick a tangle of adjustments and arrangements, obligations and counter-obligations.

         Meg could feel that her sister’s thoughts were on the point of trailing off down some anxious by-path of their own, so she hastily recalled them.

         “But, Isabel, you haven’t told me. What’s it all about? What is she frightened of? Not Hubert, surely?”

         “No. Oh, no. Not Hubert. At least—”

         Meg noticed now that her sister’s glance was darting this way and that along the lanes between the caravans; and her arm, still crooked into Meg’s own, had stiffened slightly.20

         “I’ll tell you later,” she muttered. “I have to fetch Peter back now. The Hutchinses will be thinking—I mean, we were late last time when they had him for me. We’d been to the museum, you see, and I didn’t like to make Philip hurry away, he’d think I was making a fuss—Oh, it’s all so difficult! Oh dear, and there’s Mrs Hutchins at the door! She must have been watching out for me …”

         Clearly, it wasn’t possible to continue the conversation any more just now. Nor did it seem to be possible after they had reached the caravan once more. The moment they got inside, Isabel applied herself to cutting up carrots with a blunt knife, meanwhile casting frequent anxious glances at the clock—one of the few pieces of Isabel’s equipment which was (regrettably, Meg felt) in full working order. Quite what the hurry was she could not make out, but she set herself to helping Isabel as best she could. She despatched Johnnie, with a large earthenware jug, to fetch water from the tap; she provided Peter with a piece of string and a bent stick with which to catch sharks in the withered grass under the caravan steps; and then she volunteered to scrape the potatoes.

         But Isabel was a difficult person to help—the people most in need of help often are, Meg reflected. She was herself, Isabel explained, using the only basin for the carrots. And there wasn’t anywhere for Meg to sit. And to get at the potatoes at all, she (Isabel) would have to fold the table back, and that would mean moving the basin off it, and the carrots, and the colander, and the dirty mugs, and the thermos flask …  21

         “It’s got broken.”

         Johnnie displayed the four earthenware pieces in a detached sort of way, as if they were objects of interest that he had happened to come upon outside. A sharp frown creased Isabel’s brows, and Meg hastened to the child’s defence:

         “It’s my fault, Isabel—I sent him with it; he was only trying to help—” she began; and then realised that her intervention was quite superfluous. Isabel’s frown had not been for Johnnie at all. With extraordinary haste, and without a word of reprimand, she seized the fragments from the child’s hands, and, half stumbling down the steps, she ran and stuffed the broken pieces into the bin at the side of the caravan, pushing them well down among the rest of the rubbish and covering them with a piece of newspaper. Then, with a look of quite disproportionate relief, she wedged the lid back on to the bin. Turning round, she met Meg’s look of mingled surprise and amusement. Isabel smiled then, sheepishly.

         “I know—it does look silly,” she said. “You see, it’s just that I’m so thankful he should have done it before Philip gets back. You see, Philip doesn’t always remember that he’s only seven; and then, of course, he’s spent most of his life in the army—Philip, I mean—and children do take a lot of getting used to, I suppose, if they’re not your own …”

         It seemed to Meg that Isabel was explaining a little too hard; that there was something uneasy about her manner as she sidled back up the steps, not quite meeting her sister’s eyes. Was Isabel hiding something from her—evading some 22issue which lay, unknown to Meg, between them? For it did seem odd that, having sent that urgent telegram, she had still not managed to make an opportunity to tell Meg properly about the trouble. All this hurrying, this frantic scraping of carrots—was Isabel deliberately—or, more likely, being Isabel, half-deliberately—playing for time? Time to collect her thoughts? Time to decide how much of the truth to reveal? Or time for something to happen—for someone to make some move—that would take the decision out of her hands?

         “Telegram, lady.”

         Isabel whirled round with such violence that Meg, crouching down to retrieve Peter’s string for him from underneath the steps, was almost thrown off her balance. Even before she had righted herself, and got to her feet, her sister had ripped open the envelope, and a look of relief had already replaced the expression that had flashed into her face—an expression that had come and gone so swiftly that Meg could not give a name to it.

         “It’s from Philip,” she said now, her voice warm and natural, Meg thought, for the first time this afternoon. “He can’t get back tonight after all, he’s going to stay in town. So you can be in the caravan, Meg, for tonight, anyway. Come on; let’s leave the silly old stew, and I’ll tell you all about everything.”

         “Silly old stew.” After all the frenzied vegetable-chopping and clock-watching that had been rendered up on its behalf, it was heart-warming to hear the thing thus described. Quite absurdly cheered by the phrase, Meg followed her 23sister into the untidy recesses of the caravan. The hinge of the bunk had come away from the wall, but a carefully adjusted biscuit tin had nevertheless rendered the contraption fairly secure. With a grey army blanket folded across it, it made a comfortable enough seat for the two sisters, out of range of the shrill demands of the little boys and the inquisitive eyes of the over-near neighbours.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER III

         

         “It all began,” said Isabel, “with Mildred and Hubert having another row. She rang me up about it, actually, at the time, but I’m afraid I didn’t pay very much attention. I was busy, you see, getting ready to come away, and so as soon as I found that she wasn’t hoping to come and stay with us—well, I’m afraid I didn’t bother any more about it. I suppose I should have, but honestly, Meg, this sort of thing is always happening to Mildred, you can’t keep on worrying about it, can you? Well, I did ask her what she was going to do—carefully, you know, so she wouldn’t think I was inviting her to our place—people do think that sort of thing so easily, don’t they, if you sound at all sympathetic. And I couldn’t have her, could I, now? I mean, with Philip not liking her, and us just going away on holiday—you do see, don’t you, Meg?”

         Foreseeing that the whole story might be side-tracked indefinitely by this mounting barrier of Isabel’s self-reproach, Meg hastened to reassure her sister.

         “So what did she say she was going to do?” she prompted.

         “Well—that was just the bit that I wasn’t bothering about,” Isabel explained remorsefully. “I could kick myself now, looking back, because if only I’d listened … Well, anyway, roughly what she said was that she wanted to go somewhere where she could be alone: quite alone, because 25nobody understood her—you know, all the usual thing. She said—and this is the part I wish I’d listened to more carefully—she said she was renting a tiny cottage on the coast, miles from anywhere, and absolutely primitive. She wanted to be alone with Nature, she said—”

         At this point Meg burst out laughing. The thought of Mildred, with her high heels, her lacquered hair-do, and her armoury of creams and lotions, existing for so much as an hour in the conditions described seemed too absurd. But Isabel silenced her sister with a reproachful glance.

         “Yes, that’s what I thought,” she retorted to Meg’s unspoken comment. “When she told me about this cottage miles from anywhere I thought, as you do, that she wouldn’t stick it for a moment. But she has. She’s been there three days. And the anywhere it’s miles from”—Isabel lowered her voice portentously—“is here! Two and three-quarter miles, actually,” she finished, with anxious bathos.

         “Oh.” Meg felt that she could now finish the story herself, and was relieved that it was no worse. “Oh, I see. And now she’s finding it’s full of earwigs, and no hot water, and she can’t go back to Hubert yet because a woman has her pride. And all the hotels are full up, and so she wants you to do something about it. Is that it?”

         “No.” Isabel’s face was sombre. “I haven’t told you everything yet, Meg. I haven’t told you about the cottage. Meg, it’s the cottage!”

         For a moment Meg was quite at a loss. Isabel’s words meant nothing to her.

         “The cottage?” she repeated stupidly.26

         “Oh, Meg, surely you remember? You must remember. I know you were very little at the time, but—Meg—you surely remember about—about Uncle Paul?”

         There was a short silence; but it was no longer the silence of incomprehension. Sitting there in the hot, dusty clutter of the caravan, both sisters had felt the sudden, ruthless pull of childhood memory. Each of them simultaneously seemed to be sliding back down the years; sliding, slithering, skidding back along the paths of their separate lives, until they landed, together, on the kitchen stairs of the old home. Wide-eyed with fright and a queer excitement, they were leaning over the banisters, listening: two little girls straining their ears, their very souls, in the effort to hear through that closed door some word, some sound, that would explain why Uncle Paul (as they called him) with his dark, insolent eyes, with his gay, enchanting smile, should be going out of their lives, suddenly and for ever.
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