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To Anna, Dan and all their pretty brood




1


It was ten o’clock, a Tuesday morning in late September. I was standing outside my mother’s cottage, savouring the weak sunshine and remembering my childhood, the first days at school, walking reluctantly down the track, turning every few steps to wave to my mother standing where I now stood, the smell of autumn, the nip in the air, the blood-red berries, hips and haws, in the thinning hedges, a gulp of fear as I rounded the bend and could no longer see her. There’d been a strong bond between us, not surprising, really: an only child, an absent father.


About to turn back into the house, I saw someone coming up the lane towards me and waving – a postman pushing a bike, no, a postwoman. I stayed at the door.


‘Hello,’ the woman said. ‘Kate, is it? We were all so sorry to hear about your poor mother. When is the funeral? We’ll all be there. Everyone had a good word for your poor mother, and she seemed so well at the moment. I’m Lorna Davies, by the way. I feel I’ve known you for years, your mother told me so much about you. Whenever I had a letter for her she used to make me come in and listen to your latest exploits. You and I are the same age, it seems. Forty-three last spring, is it? Is that right?’


‘Come in and have a cup with me,’ I said, smiling a little wanly. I hadn’t yet found it necessary to lie about my age, but realised that I still thought of myself as thirty-something. Forty-three last spring, I told myself firmly. It seemed a time for facing all sorts of unpalatable truths.


‘No, please, I was about to put the kettle on. I haven’t had breakfast yet. Had a bad night and slept late.’


‘No need to make excuses. I know about you actresses. Parties all night and up at midday. Well, I won’t say no. The tea is in that tin on the mantelpiece. No, the blue one with peacocks. Shall I make up the fire while you get yourself some toast? No, I won’t have any, thank you. A digestive biscuit, I usually have. The square tin with the Queen Mother. I can’t stay long at the moment, but my mother-in-law would come up and help a bit, you know, a bit of baking and so on. A cup of tea and some cake in the vestry is all people expect these days, perhaps some sausage rolls and slices of quiche, no need for any fuss. My mother-in-law would be glad to see to it all if you don’t feel up to it.’


‘No, I don’t feel up to it,’ I said, sitting at the table and frowning at the toast I’d made which was too crisp, and black and frilly at the edges.


‘The marmalade is in that little cupboard, look. And margarine in the fridge, the butter’ll be too hard. How long can you stay? Have you fed Arthur this morning? The cat, girl. He hasn’t been in? Oh, he’s grieving. They do, you know. He might be down Tan-y-Bryn way. Gwenda Rees will feed him with hers. Lovely cup of tea – I like it good and strong. But don’t let him stay there too long. He’s an indoor cat, Arthur, and the farm cats will torment him. I must go now. My mother-in-law will be up this afternoon. Maggie Davies, she is, Mrs Tudor Davies when she’s trying to impress. Only a little word: don’t let her take over. You say exactly what you want. She’ll do what you tell her as long as you’re firm. Look, why don’t you phone Gwenda and ask her to fetch Arthur up? No trouble for her, she’s got a car of her own, and he’ll be company for you. Nice cat. I’ll tell you what, I’ll call in on Gwenda, she’s a friend of mine, and tell her you’re a bit moithered at the moment. No, don’t come to the door, I’ll let myself out.’


She’s gone. A good, wholesome woman with a square jaw and big hips. The salt of the earth. And a voice to fill the Albert Hall. It’s the great open spaces that give you a voice like that. Mine used to be as good, but I’ve become cityfied and refined.


Oh God, this is going to be even worse than I thought. Grief is one thing, but I hadn’t reckoned on funeral bakemeats. I’ve been away too long. Oh God, I’ve got to pull myself together and see the minister this afternoon to choose hymns and so on. Which were her favourite hymns? I’ve no idea. Was she religious? Not as far as I know, though she never liked it when I spoke up for the devil.


I didn’t have an easy childhood. Easy? What am I talking about? We’re facing the truth, here. It was hell.


The earliest memories. Going back and back.


 


My mother screaming and throwing herself about even as my Auntie Jane held her. ‘Don’t you worry, bach. Your mummy’s got a nasty pain, but she’ll soon be better. You go back to bed, bach. I’ll come up in a minute to tuck you in again. As soon as she’s better.’


Screaming, screaming, screaming. Because my father had left her. ‘Your daddy’s had to go away, bach.’ And because of the thing in the chamber pot. The thing Auntie Jane poured into the enamel bucket and tried to hide. ‘Only blood clots, bach. Because your mummy’s had a very bad stomach ache and that happens sometimes. Now, don’t go and worry your mummy about it because she’s having a little sleep now and it will do her good. Oh, she’ll be better in no time at all. I’ll make you some chips for your dinner. All right? Yes, you’d like that, I know, and Listen with Mother on the wireless after.’


Auntie Jane was my great-aunt, my mother’s aunt, though only about ten or twelve years older. Life was bearable when she was with us, but she couldn’t come too often because she had a farm and children of her own – big rough children who swooped about on bikes – and a demanding husband. I remember that word, ‘Ted is so demanding,’ she’d tell my mother, ‘Ted wants more than I’ve got. And he’s getting mean as well in his old age. He begrudges me every shilling.’


‘You bring too much up here,’ my mother would say, suddenly calm and wise. ‘He can’t support two families.’


‘Don’t you stick up for him. Never stick up for a man, Miri. He’s mean to the bone. If he won’t be able to do someone down in the mart tomorrow, he’ll take it out on us. I have to tell the lads to keep out of his way. Don’t you marry a farmer, Kate, whatever you do. Remember what I say. Now, you’re not to fret, Kate, because I’ve got to go. Your mummy’s going to be much better soon. She cries because your daddy had to go away, bach. But it’s not your fault, Kate. You keep telling yourself that. And remember, if you say you want a cup of tea and some bread and butter, then your mummy’ll have some as well. You take care of her, bach, because she’s had a hard time. But she’s getting better every day. And I’ll be up again next week.’


Why had my father left us? Forty years on – yes, forty years – and I’m still not absolutely sure. Even now, I know very little about him, hardly anything. There was once a photograph on the dresser, a wedding photograph, but it was taken away. I suppose Auntie Jane took it away.


When I was sixteen, full of self-confidence, my life opening up, I pressed my mother for any information she might have. I only knew his name, Philip Rivers, and that he’d worked in a bank in the nearby town. Was he English, as his name suggested? Where had he come from? Was he still alive? Did he have a family? I wasn’t sure I wanted to find him, he’d caused us too much anguish, but I wouldn’t have minded grandparents, cultured people perhaps, with a house called ‘The Old Rectory’ or ‘The Malt House’ with a library and a garden with a stream, like the people in the books I read.


‘Why are you interested in him?’ she asked harshly. ‘He’s never sent us any money, he’s never been in touch, never shown a moment’s interest in either of us. Let him go.’


‘Perhaps he cheated the bank. Perhaps he had to disappear.’


‘Yes, your Auntie Jane thought of that. She got Haydn Williams, your Uncle Ted’s solicitor, to make enquiries, but there was no sort of trouble. He’d even given them a month’s notice, saying he’d got a job in an accountant’s office in North Wales. The staff had collected for a leaving present, a glass biscuit barrel, the manager said it was.’


‘Did the solicitor contact the accountant’s office?’


‘He hadn’t given them an address. But Haydn Williams put adverts in all the North Wales papers asking for information about him – it cost your Uncle Ted plenty – but there was no reply. No clues to follow. Nothing.’


I lowered my voice. ‘Did you quarrel much?’


‘We never had a quarrel. Not once.’


‘But you must have suspected that things were... well, not as they should be between you.’


‘I didn’t suspect anything. No one did. There wasn’t any gossip about him and some other woman, either. Not as far as your Auntie Jane could discover and she talked to everyone, the girls at the bank and the women at the Gwalia where he sometimes had his lunch. No one had anything to say about him. Only that he was always polite, always quiet.’


‘You must have contacted his parents?’


‘He didn’t have any parents. He was a Barnardo’s boy from up Wrexham way, I thought you knew that – I thought your Auntie Jane would have told you that. Rivers was a name they gave him at Barnardo’s. That’s why I wanted you to go back to Williams when you went to big school, but you didn’t choose to.’


‘I’d got used to Kate Rivers by that time.’


‘They gave them tidy names at Barnardo’s, I will say that. Hill and Field, Bridges and Forest. Nature names. Anyway, you’ll change your name when you get married and that will be soon enough, I dare say.’


‘Why should I get married? It didn’t do much for you.’


‘No.’


I was hard when I was sixteen, resenting all the hardship I’d suffered.


 


I can’t ever forget the screaming; that was the worst part. The way she flung herself from side to side even when Auntie Jane was holding her. I’ve used that scream in so many parts – Hester in The Deep Blue Sea, Bertha in Jane Eyre, Constance in King John. It seems callous, I know, but you have to make use of everything. I’ll even be watching people at the funeral, I know I will, noting their backs, straight or slumped, the little furtive glances in my direction, and who’s that man at my side, the chapel clothes, not necessarily black these days, but dauntingly respectable, the lace handkerchiefs dabbing at the eyes and the corners of the mouths.


‘Try not to worry, bach. Your mummy’s getting better every day.’


Better? God, it must have been all of five years before she was even moderately sane. I was doing the housework and the cooking before I’d started school. Well, not cooking exactly, but cups of tea and bread and butter and tinned soup and boiled eggs, with no one to worry if I cut my hand or scalded myself. I suppose I’d have been taken into care if it wasn’t for Auntie Jane who did our shopping once a week; four large sliced loaves, tea, margarine, sugar, baked beans, vegetable soup, processed cheese and bananas, always the same items, and eggs from the farm; far too many eggs. ‘Now, don’t worry, bach. Your mummy’s getting better, I notice it every time I come. You look after her nicely, Kate, and see that she gets dressed every day. You tell her, “Mummy, I won’t get dressed unless you do.” You’re a little champion, you are, there’s no one like you in the world. Now, you eat a slice of my fruit cake every day and see that your mummy does too. It’s very nourishing, my fruit cake, and it will keep you regular as well.’


It was Auntie Jane who took me to school that first day. The other new children, two girls and a boy, were crying at being left, but I had grown-up worries. Who’d give my mother her dinner? Who’d remind her to eat when I wasn’t there?


 


My teacher is Mrs Evans. She’s big and fluffy as a bear and she smells of lavender soap and some darker smell as well, like beds. She’s always surprised by my work. ‘I’m astonished,’ she says every time she comes round the tables. ‘Absolutely astonished.’ She tells the headmaster how astonished she is and he nods his head so hard and long that I’m afraid it will fall off. When the other children have gone out to play, she cuddles me, and I tell her about my daddy leaving and my mummy crying and she says it’s very sad. ‘Lucky your mummy’s got you,’ she says. ‘You’re as smart as paint, you are. The cleverest little girl in the school.’


‘I wonder if her mother’s getting all the benefits she’s entitled to,’ she whispers to the headmaster when he comes round for the register. ‘I think I’ll call and see her next Saturday.’


‘Mrs Evans is coming up here on Saturday,’ I tell my mother the very moment I get home. ‘It’s about money, I think. She whispered something to Mr Adams. About helping us, I think.’ I’d been uneasy about it all day – my mother was frightened of strangers – but as there’s no sort of response from her, I stop worrying.


On Saturday morning, though, she’s taken up a position by the window even before I come downstairs, and she’s standing there still as a post. ‘Waiting,’ she says in a voice which makes me shiver. I make her a cup of tea with two sugars, but she won’t have it. She won’t sit down either.


It’s well into the morning before she sees Mrs Evans’ little blue car coming up the track. As soon as she does, she turns and pulls me with her into the cupboard under the stairs and closes the door on us. The cupboard is dark and smells of firewood and wet earth. I know my mother is frightened because her arms round my shoulders are shaking and shaking.


We hear Mrs Evans knocking on the front door and then the back. She isn’t going away. ‘We’re here, Mrs Evans,’ I want to shout. ‘We’re in the cwtsh under the stairs,’ but I don’t, because I know my mother is even more frightened than I am. Mrs Evans knocks again on the back door then goes round to the front and shouts through the letterbox. ‘Mrs Rivers. Mrs Rivers. It’s Christine Evans, Katie’s teacher. I’d like to talk to you, Mrs Rivers.’ We strain to listen, but we don’t hear any footsteps; she isn’t going away. Suddenly there’s a sound like a tap running and something splashes over my feet. It’s my mother doing pi-pi. ‘Don’t cry,’ my mother whispers and she hugs me tight.


At last we shuffle out. My mother smiles for a moment because Mrs Evans has gone away. I haven’t seen her smile before. She smells of pi-pi and there’s a big dark patch on her grey skirt, but I don’t say anything. When Gethyn Owen wet himself in class, Mrs Evans picked him up and carried him off to the cloakroom and when he came back he had different trousers on, but Mrs Evans said no one was to mention it. I think my mother is wet and cold, but I don’t mention it and she goes to sit close to the fire and after a while she stops shivering and I make her a big mug of tea and to my surprise she smiles again. Perhaps she is getting better. She smells of pi-pi though, and so does the cupboard under the stairs, but I don’t do anything about it. Things sometimes get better if you just leave them alone.


 


There’s a knock on the door. It’s an effort to get back to the present.


It’s Gwenda Rees, a pretty, dark-haired woman, with a cat in a basket: Arthur. He looks around him but doesn’t bother to get out, not at all sure, it seems, whether he intends to stay. I stroke his head and smile at Gwenda Rees. ‘Do sit down. How kind of you to bring him back. No, we’ve never met before. Hello, Arthur. I wonder if he’d like to come back to London with me. Do you know how old he is?’


‘I don’t think your mother knew. He arrived here one day fully grown and determined to stay. But I think she must have had him two or three years. One of my lads used to come up and leave him a bowl of milk out the back when she was away visiting you. Yes, I’ve got two boys, Gareth and Dafydd. Two villains... You never came home much lately, did you? Well, you were always busy, that was it. Your mother was always telling us how busy you were. Not your fault.’


‘It was easier for her to visit me, Mrs Rees. She liked London. Liked the shops.’


‘Oh, I know. We heard all about it, girl. Harrods’ Food Hall. No such place in the world, according to her... And Gwenda I am, by the way. No one round here calls me Mrs Rees. But your mother, now, was always Mrs Rivers, never Miriam. She didn’t like anyone being too familiar. Her age, I suppose. When you’re older, you gather these shreds of dignity around you. What else have you got? Well, she had London, fair play. Not an easy life, by all accounts, but a daughter doing well and showing her the sights. And buying her smart clothes too. A hundred and sixty pounds that last navy-blue suit was, according to her, all except a penny. You’ve got nothing to blame yourself for, nothing at all.’


We were both fully aware of how guilty I felt. ‘I had her to stay for a week twice a year, spring and autumn. If I happened to be rehearsing, Mrs Heathfield, my help, used to call and take her to Oxford Street by taxi.’


‘There you are. You did your best. Hamper every Christmas. Bottle of French brandy. I always called for my Christmas drink.’


We fell silent. Arthur yawned delicately. And then, with a minimum of effort, obviously unwilling to show any trace of eagerness, got out of the basket.


‘She didn’t even tell me about Arthur. Not a word.’


‘What is there to say about Arthur? Black and white cat, bit of a thief. What else can you say about Arthur?’


‘He’s a fine cat.’


‘Oh yes. Handsome enough. Keep him in for a few days to make him settle again. He wouldn’t take to London, though. He likes a bit of hunting, does Arthur.’


‘I’ve got a big garden.’


‘Oh, I know that, girl. Patio. Floodlights. Landscaped garden, 170 feet long. And your friend going out at midnight with a torch to examine the strawberries. Will he be coming to the funeral, say?’


‘I think so. He was away when I got the news, but I’ll be talking to him as soon as he gets back.’


‘Will you keep this house, or sell it? There’s young folk in the village would be very eager to have it, but I dare say it would make more money as a holiday home.’


‘I haven’t thought about it yet. Perhaps I’ll keep it for my retirement.’


‘You won’t retire for many years yet, girl. You look very young on the telly. Though I know you’re older than I am, you were already in the Juniors when I started in the Infants. Gwenda Parry I was then. No, why should you remember the small fry? Only I always tell people, “Kate Rivers? I was in school with her.” Oh, your mother always let us know when you were on.’


There was another silence, both of us concentrating our attention on Arthur who was sitting hunched up on the hearthrug, his body language making it clear that he was there under protest and wouldn’t be staying.


‘She never liked it when I was “the other woman”,’ I said, making another effort to be sociable. ‘“Where did it come from?” she used to ask me. “All that wickedness?” “Wickedness is easy,” I’d say. “It’s goodness I can’t get hold of. No experience of that.” Will you have a cup of tea?’


‘No thank you, love, I mustn’t stay any longer. And you’ve got masses to do, I’m sure. Maggie Davies will be up here after dinner, that’s Lorna’s mother-in-law. She’ll do everything you want, but she’ll charge, mind. Five pounds an hour she charges visitors. But you tell her you’re not a visitor and four pounds is all you’re prepared to pay. Get it straight from the start. I was a friend of your mother’s, anyone would tell you that, I always did what I could for her, but Maggie was usually ready to run her down. Well, people aren’t perfect, and we wouldn’t like them if they were, but it’s just as well to know where you stand, isn’t it? Maggie likes things her own way, Lorna would tell you the same, and you have to stand up to her. No, don’t get up. I’ll let myself out. You keep an eye on Arthur... What did you say your manfriend was called? Paul. Oh yes, I remember your poor mother mentioning him. Paul Farringdon. A photographer. Nature programmes on BBC 2 if I remember right.’
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I phoned home two or three times that evening, but there was no reply. Paul was due back from Spain sometime during the afternoon; perhaps his flight had been delayed, perhaps he’d gone out for a meal, thinking I’d forgotten him. Of course I should have left him a note. Belatedly, I decided to leave a message on the answerphone. ‘Paul, I’m at my mother’s. Please ring as soon as you can.’ I fully intended to tell him about her sudden death, but found I couldn’t. After putting the phone down, I rehearsed the words several times. ‘My mother’s dead. My mother’s dead. My mother’s dead.’ I still couldn’t quite believe it. On Sunday morning when I’d last spoken to her, she’d seemed her usual self, talking about her next visit to me, wondering whether she’d get the coach all the way, or take the train from Shrewsbury as she usually did, and wanting me to find out which would be cheaper. Even though I paid her fare, she was always intent on finding bargains.


My mother liked Paul. She thought he was steady and reliable and advocated marriage. ‘He’s done that,’ I used to tell her, ‘and it didn’t suit him too well.’


‘Perhaps he married the wrong woman. Why don’t you propose to him? There’s no shame in it nowadays.’


She prided herself on her knowledge of modern manners, gleaned from television plays and The Mail on Sunday.


At one time I wanted marriage and children, but the right time and the right man never coincided. And now that it seems too late to have children, there doesn’t seem much point in it. Paul has two daughters, Selena and Annabel, whom I try to like. They’re both at Cambridge, but too wild to get much out of it. When I was at university I worked like a maniac; I had to get a good degree and a grant to go to drama school afterwards. Selena and Annabel don’t have to put themselves out in any way; they’ll have wonderfully rewarding lives however little they do. Their mother, Francesca Bird, is very rich and owns an art gallery in the West End and their father is a moderately prosperous photographer who adores them.


As for me, I’ve worked hard and played hard and my life has been fairly successful and fairly happy. I’ve had many disappointments, some of which still rankle, but I’ve always done my best not to get into any situation which might end in tragedy. For instance, I’ve always steered clear of the known heartbreakers, the dangerously attractive men who make you feel sorry for every woman they’ve ever had dealings with. I’ve known several of those, but so far I’ve managed to remain relatively unscathed.


I was introduced to Paul at a party almost exactly ten years ago at a time when he was struggling to get over a divorce. I didn’t know why he was looking so dejected and said something completely banal, ‘Cheer up, it may never happen,’ at which he turned to me and said, ‘Darling, it already has.’


We found a quiet corner and he told me about the beautiful woman he’d married and cherished, about their twin daughters and about the man who’d stolen her away. It certainly wasn’t the usual party chit-chat, perhaps I’d got tired of that, because I found myself strangely moved by what was, after all, a fairly commonplace story. But what made me tell him, on that first meeting, about my childhood, my father’s desertion and my mother’s breakdown? I’d never mentioned it to anyone before. And I went into the minutest details too, dismayed that I remembered so much that I’d been trying for many years to forget. I was dressed in a tight strapless black dress, I remember, I’d had my hair highlighted with something called Titian Glow, I had scarlet lips and gold eyeshadow and I sat in the roof garden of that Kensington penthouse and sobbed.


When I’d finished patting my eyes and blowing my nose, I caught him giving me a long, cool appraisal. ‘Ah, Kate Rivers,’ he seemed to be thinking, ‘doing her probably fairly regular party piece.’ I picked up my evening bag and fled.


When I rang my hosts the next morning to say thank you, great party and sorry I had to rush off, I was told that Paul Farringdon had stayed on searching for me when everyone else had left, that to get rid of him, they’d had to give him my telephone number and hoped I didn’t mind.


For a few days I waited to hear from him and had to admit to feeling disappointed, even aggrieved, when he didn’t ring.


A month or so later I happened to run into him at a local estate agent’s. We both seemed embarrassed, but all the same decided to have lunch together, during which we didn’t refer to the party or my sudden disappearance, but talked of property prices, the merits of various districts and the horrors of negative equity. We were both looking for a flat, he because he had had to move out of the marital home which was his wife’s, and I because the lease on my present flat was running out.


We looked through lists together. We seemed to have the same priorities; a fairly quiet road with no pub or takeaway within fifty yards and no more than ten minutes walk from the tube or a good bus route.


It was early June, I remember, and sunny. We ate pasta and tomato salad and drank a very rough Chianti. I liked the thorough way he mopped up his salad dressing; I find something reassuring about a man who’s fond of bread.


‘What happened to your mother?’ he asked when he’d finished eating. ‘Did she recover?’ He’d remembered our conversation. He looked over at me as though really anxious to know.


‘She did recover. Eventually. More or less.’


‘Is she still alive?’


‘Yes.’


He leaned back in his chair and looked at me for a moment. And I felt that something had been decided. This man was interested in me and I in him. The sun was suddenly white and dazzling and I put on a pair of rather glamorous sunglasses and waited for him to make the next move.


He invited himself to the theatre in Greenwich where I was playing that night. I wished he was seeing me in a leading role, or at least one I was proud of, rather than in a small part in a fairly worthless play which I’d taken because it slotted in rather nicely between two tellys. Anyway, I was pleased when he dismissed the play as sexist rubbish, said he’d decide what sort of actor I was when he saw me in something better, and then drove me to an interesting but unassuming restaurant in Blackheath. I was not so pleased, though, when he dropped me off outside my flat about an hour later, without even a perfunctory kiss; a brief squeeze of the hand only.


I’d summed him up as straightforward and unaffected; mature, in fact, but felt, all the same, that there was a subtle difference between maturity and advanced middle age. He was interested in me, I knew that, but didn’t seem prepared to make any definite move. Perhaps it would be another month before I saw him again. He hadn’t even given me his telephone number.


I was annoyed with myself for feeling so let-down. My last affair, which had lasted about three years, had ended six months earlier and, though it was I who’d finally decided on the break-up, I was still finding the nights long and lonely. I knew I was ready to start again. I wanted another affair, but more loving than the last and less destructive. Why had I decided on this man whom I hardly knew? He wasn’t exactly handsome, but easy on the eye for all that; good bones, lines around the eyes, a smile that seemed tender rather than clever or malicious.


I went over our conversation in the car and the restaurant. Had I said something to shock him? People sometimes accuse me of being outspoken and tactless, but I’d had no occasion for it, we hadn’t argued or disagreed about anything. Had I seemed too eager, asked too many questions about his work and his family? If that was it, I had to accept defeat. I always ask too many questions.


All the same, I would have liked to show him my flat, all my pretty things; three antique rugs, some Meissen cups and saucers, my French bed with the heavy lace bedcover I’d recently dyed with china tea. I’d spent over an hour tidying up: I’d have a wretched time finding my clothes the next day.


I got myself to bed, but couldn’t sleep, disappointment eating into me. I was thirty-three, I told myself, perhaps too old for easy conquests. But he’s a lot older, I said the next minute, at least ten years older. Who does he think he is? He asks for my phone number at a party and doesn’t ring me, then takes me out for a meal late at night and doesn’t proposition me. I went over the time we’d spent together, minute by minute. I liked the way he’d taken care of me without being officious, the way he’d chatted to the waiter, asking his opinion about what to order. I hate men who’re haughty with waiters – and it’s always men – I realise it’s only a lack of self-esteem, but I still hate it. And men who pretend they know absolutely everything there is to know about wine. How can they know anything at all about poetry and music and art, the things that really matter, if they spend all their time learning absolutely everything there is to know about wine. For about an hour I thought about all the foolish and pompous men I’d had dealings with in my life. But at the end of it I found myself even more convinced that Paul Farringdon was different; caring and kind.


I felt too disappointed, too cheated, to sleep. I grieved and fretted and tossed and turned in my king-sized bed and at eight o’clock, still wide awake, I got up and went to my tiny guest room and tried again in a cool, fresh bed with only a sheet and a thin weave blanket over me. And this time I slept. And because I was in a different room, didn’t hear the phone.


I slept until three. It was a beautiful fresh day, the light, coming in from the garden instead of the street, apple green. I thought of iced water and coffee, but was in no hurry to get up either. I was pleased I’d slept through half the day. I knew I’d start feeling hurt and aggrieved again as soon as I was fully awake.


This time I heard the phone. It was Paul. ‘You were out early,’ he said. ‘I phoned, hoping we could lunch together.’


A sob came up from my throat. ‘Did you say lunch?’


‘Yes, but I suppose you’ve had some by this time.’


I didn’t answer. Why couldn’t he have suggested lunch last night so that I could have had a decent night’s sleep? ‘I’ve only now woken up,’ I said. ‘I was awake all night.’


‘Why couldn’t you sleep? I thought you’d be exhausted after your performance last night. That’s why I didn’t suggest coming in.’


‘I thought you didn’t want to. And that’s why I couldn’t sleep.’


It was his turn to be silent. ‘You’re very direct, aren’t you,’ he said at last. ‘I’ve never met anyone before who says exactly what they mean. I’m not used to it.’


‘Are you complaining about me already?’


‘Kate, I simply can’t believe my luck. I simply can’t believe you wanted me last night. It stuns me.’


I counted to ten. ‘I want you now, too.’


Another silence. ‘I’ll be with you in half an hour.’


‘Half an hour? There’s no traffic here on Sunday afternoon. It’ll only take you ten minutes if you hurry.’


 


So lovely, that first time together. Even though the flat was on the first floor, we could smell the roses and honeysuckle in the garden.


 


Perhaps it was my fault, after that beginning, that things moved so fast. Within three days Paul had suggested that we buy a house between us rather than a flat each. But I was wary, knowing from experience that when two hardworking people share a house it turns out exactly like marriage but without the wedding presents and the party. And when they separate they still have all the books and tapes to sort out.


I held out for a few weeks. During that time he spent most of the time in my flat and I found I liked him more and more. He was domesticated without being faddy and good-humoured without being tiresomely cheerful at all times. Could I ever, I asked myself, find a more loving or more civilised partner? Definitely not. There might be something missing – that frisson of danger perhaps – but it was surely something I was now mature enough to do without.


What small events govern our lives. I can’t now escape the thought that I was feeling ready to settle down at that time because I’d recently lost a television part I’d been up for. My agent had been convinced I’d get it; it was the juvenile lead in a fairly lightweight domestic comedy; I’d been full of confidence as I went to the audition. But the director dismissed me as being ‘just the teeniest bit too old’. I must have looked stunned because he hastened to add, ‘Of course, in the stage version with the right make-up and lighting, you’d have been quite marvellous. But perhaps not on the box, darling.’ I took a taxi home, feeling too old to face the Tube. Something hardened inside me. I felt fifty – and over the hill.


Was it in this mood of near-desperation that I decided that Paul was the perfect candidate for a long-term partner and the father of my children? Certainly, I soon became as enthusiastic as he about buying a family house. Whenever I had time off work, I’d be out looking at yet another ‘highly desirable’ property, ‘surprisingly spacious’, ‘recently restored to the highest standards’, and always in ‘a sought-after residential area’. I looked at a dozen or more before finding one that was even moderately acceptable, with, at least, a large kitchen and a garden with a tree.


After an exhausting few months when everything that could possibly go wrong, went wrong, we moved in; by this time too poor and too shell-shocked even to have a house-warming party.


A few weeks later I wrote telling my mother about Paul; that we were thinking of settling down together and perhaps having a family and suggesting that she came up to meet him. Very soon I got a postcard – a picture postcard – from her. No, you bring him here and let me know when.


I’d never taken any previous boyfriend home, but somehow knew that Paul, though having middle class written all over him, would manage to fit in.


It gave me pleasure to think of how excited my mother would be, about the preparations she’d be making, cooking and cleaning. She’d lately become extremely house-proud. I think it dated back to the time I’d bought her the three-piece suite.


It was about three years ago when I’d had a sizeable cheque from a film. I was delighted, of course, to be able to give her the money, but less than enchanted to find that she expected me to go to Shrewsbury with her to choose it; to an out-of-town discount warehouse. ‘The furniture they have is not cheap,’ she was at pains to point out, ‘but they have a huge choice at very reasonable prices.’


It was an immense place like an aircraft hangar, packed tightly with voluptuous, marshmallow-soft sofas and chairs of every conceivable colour, shape and size.


A three-piece suite is a comfortable and not completely unaesthetic seating arrangement, but hundreds of them displayed together seemed like a vision of out-of-control consumerist hell. I’d decided on the set of the first film I one day hoped to direct, its title, Murder in Comfort, the background music and all the cast, while my mother walked round the warehouse’s entire stock three times and a smaller selection at the back eleven or twelve times. After I’d been summoned to approve her final choice – I did, it was comfortable and relatively plain with no scrolls or braid – she sat on the chosen sofa and fainted. From excitement and extreme exhaustion I suppose. I loosened her jacket and fanned her with my newspaper, while the salesman rushed for a glass of water. Though I suspect he was close to fainting as well by that time.


‘My mother would like me to take you home to see her three-piece suite,’ I told Paul when he came in that night.


‘Goody,’ he said.
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I used to sleep with her in the lumpy double bed heavy with blankets and quilts. She was often very restless, plunging about like an animal in a trap. Sometimes I dreamed that there were horses running up the lane after me, but it was only my mother tossing and turning. At other times, she’d moan in her sleep and call out to my father. ‘Philip. Philip.’ Her voice would take on a high, thin note so that the name sounded like a whiplash. I’ve never been able to like that name.


‘Do you like the name Philip?’ I asked Auntie Jane on one occasion. I was probably seven or eight at the time.


‘Haven’t thought about it. It’s better than Jeremiah, I suppose. Or Theophilus. There were lots of those around here years ago. My grandfather was called Jubilee because he was born on the day of Victoria’s in 1887. Jubilee Morgan. That seems a bit cruel to me, but he seemed to rejoice in it. His farm failed, mind, but he became a lay-preacher and a bit of a poet after. A name does affect your nature, for sure. Now, if your Uncle Ted went bankrupt, he wouldn’t find anything to turn his hand to. There’s no point in thinking of being a lay-preacher, for instance, if you’ve got a name like Ted Jones because nobody would take you seriously. Isabel Kingdom Brunel is a fine name. With a name like that you’d have no difficulty building Paddington station.’


‘Is Isabel a name for a man?’ I asked. But not wanting to doubt her, added, ‘Perhaps there’s a different spelling, like Francis?’


‘Oh, you’ve lost me now. You’re too clever, altogether.’


‘Are your boys clever?’ I asked her. I couldn’t help being interested in her sons though they were so rough and ugly. She’d given the three of them old-fashioned Welsh names: Iestyn, Bleddyn and Rhydian. I couldn’t tell which was which because I was always too nervous to look at them properly.


‘Their teacher says they’ve got good brains, but I can’t judge because they never say anything in the house except “What’s for dinner?” and “Any more?” And they’re not in the house much, to tell you the truth. No, always haring out and leaving doors open. It would have been so nice to have had a little girl.’ She sighed deeply and gave me a hug, but I knew it was only politeness; she was very proud of her boys who ate like horses, ganged up against their father and hadn’t had a day’s illness in their lives.
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