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Margaret Yorke was a past chairman of the Crime Writers’ Association and her outstanding contribution to the genre has been recognised by the award of the 1999 CWA Cartier Diamond Dagger. She passed away in 2012.
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The first thing he was aware of was the cold on his face. It seemed that he had always known it: the aching cheeks, the watering eyes, his nose perpetually streaming. His feet were icy, too; he wriggled his toes in his nylon mix socks and they were numb.


Too young to reason, too young to remember clearly, it seemed that his existence had always been thus: the chill and the menace, the advancing army of objects which threatened to engulf him. He would cry and shrink back from the forest of legs, the phalanx of huge shopping bags, as he was propelled relentlessly forwards, his mother using his flimsy chariot to cleave a passage through the hordes on the pavement. She bumped it up steps and down, and slung loaded carriers from its handles so that it became unbalanced, swerving under her determined direction.


She grew angry when he yelled. He’d been so docile at first, sleeping in a cocoon of blankets. When he was a few months old and could be propped up, you’d have thought he’d enjoy looking at what went on around him, but all he did was whine and grizzle.


She never considered that the child was in a perpetual state of bewildered terror, clamped into his pushchair to be whisked among the pedestrians and in and out of shops, isolated, never communicating with She who Pushed until at last he was released and set down, dazed and often crying.


As time passed he grew accustomed to his mode of transport and merely huddled against the backrest, chin on chest, fists clenched, enduring.


His elder brother had reacted differently. He had leaned out aggressively towards everything that approached, scowling, not afraid, just as later he flung himself with enthusiasm into life both in and out of school, well able to take care of himself and often his timid brother too. When their sister was born, the middle child was now a toddler who dragged his feet and scuffed his shoes, clinging to the side of the pushchair in which the baby travelled, waving her pinkmittened hands in the air while Neil’s were bare, raw red with cold, the nails nibbled.


Their mother was not unkind, merely impatient and too busy. Theirs was not a deprived home; their father was a builder in steady employment and they lived in one of the old spacious council houses with a goodsized garden large enough to play in.


The little girl was much pampered by her father, who doted on her, and was taken to ballet classes by her mother who worked several evenings in a pub to pay for the lessons. At that time Mavis Smith had social aspirations for her family, but such aims withered as her marriage deteriorated. Her husband started having affairs and in the end he went off with another woman. Mavis was left with two adolescent boys and their sister, managing as best she could.


She did not sit back, existing solely on social security. For a while her husband sent irregular payments but after a time they ceased, and she took on more bar work, reinforced by cleaning jobs during the daytime. The boys had to babysit their sister but Kevin soon started going off with his friends, leaving Neil in charge.


Neil didn’t mind. He liked it when the house was quiet. It was nice when Kevin was out and he had their bedroom to himself. There he made models, saving all his pocket money for the kits. Cars were his interest; when he could afford it, he bought magazines about them and he dreamed of owning one as soon as possible. After he left school he started work at a garage, hoping to become a mechanic, but all he did at first was to sweep up the yard and take the money for the petrol – it was a self-service place. He learned to drive, however. Kevin by now was employed at a factory near Reading and he had passed his test and bought an old banger in which to go to work. He let Neil drive it on a farm track. Neil managed to save up for some proper lessons but he failed his test.


The lessons were expensive. He took more, but he had begun to steal to find the money for them. He went walking round the streets of Wintlebury on Saturdays and Sundays, looking for houses where there was no one at home. He took only cash, getting in through windows or doors left open, often finding money in drawers or tins in kitchens.


He passed his test but he went on stealing, because now he wanted a car. Meanwhile, he bought a scooter. One day he entered a house which he thought was empty, and an old woman appeared in the room where he was going through a cupboard. He had found fifteen pounds in notes and coins.


‘What are you doing?’ the old woman cried, and, instinctively, Neil raised his hand towards her, pushing her away.


He had not hit her, simply acting out of fear to make her move so that he could reach the door, but she lost her balance and fell, pulling over a lamp at which she clutched to save herself. It struck her on the head.


Neil fled, but someone who saw him mount his scooter identified him later. It was alleged that he had beaten the old woman about the face, which he denied, but he confessed to his other thefts and was sentenced to four years in custody. He was sent to a young offenders’ prison and there, ironically, for the first time in his life he had a room to himself.


He loved the privacy. He could stand the noisy days, the shouts, the discipline, the enforced activities, for at night he was alone. The place was run on the lines of a tough boarding school and Neil intended to be one of its successes. He was horrified at what he had done. Photographs of the old woman’s injuries were shown in court, and though he knew he had not, as alleged, struck her, he was responsible and he realised that she might have died. He had to pay the price for this and even wrote her an apology. He managed, most of the time, to keep out of trouble while he served his sentence but he became unwillingly involved in several fights and in one acquired a small permanent scar above one eye. He lost remission for his part in that. Meanwhile he played football and attended joinery classes, emerging as quite a useful carpenter.
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Mrs Newton enjoyed moving and made a habit of doing it every three or four years. Entering a new neighbourhood was a challenge, and renovating each house as she took it over was a further test of her abilities. She was good at discovering local workmen and getting the best out of them, giving them only one cup of tea during the morning and a second in the afternoon, not the constant supply with which other employers allowed their labours to be punctuated; and she rarely left them unsupervised. She liked choosing carpets, and fabrics for curtains which she made up herself – never the most expensive, for she would not be staying long, but always in quiet good taste. These were left for the next purchaser, at an advantageous price, while she moved on. She never walked on other people’s carpeting in any home she owned; Mrs Newton was an extremely fastidious woman.


She made superficial acquaintances, never friends, in each new area, people whom it was no wrench to leave when going on to the next district. She bought fairly modern houses, those which needed no major renovation or structural repair apart from fitting out the kitchen, which was often necessary; she liked a new kitchen for herself. Sometimes she had to change a bathroom suite, either because there was an immovable stain or because she could not live with the existing colour. Plain white was best, in her opinion. The houses, whilst never large, were always spacious and well planned, with three or four bedrooms and sometimes with a study. There was a room for Jennifer, her daughter, although she had not lived at home for years, and space for her two granddaughters, her son Geoffrey’s children, to come and visit. It was a sorrow to her that, so far, they had never done so.


For nearly three years Jennifer had been living in London in an elegant house which she had bought with Daniel Ferguson. Mrs Newton had understood that this meant they benefited from tax concessions, each receiving mortgage relief – a piece of bureaucratic munificence now ended. She was not sure how long the two had been, as one might describe it, a pair: very occasionally they came to see her, but it was only for a day. She had never been faced with the fact of them as an unmarried couple sharing a bedroom, a situation she found easier to accept in the abstract than if confronted with it. In some ways, Mrs Newton thought, times had not changed for the better.


‘It makes economic sense,’ Jennifer had said, about the house. Until then she had been living in a oneroomed flat which was, in Mrs Newton’s view, a grand name for a bedsitting-room, though it had its own bathroom, which was something. Mrs Newton had never cared for other people’s hairs blocking up the basin, their tide mark left upon the bath, their smells and scents. She sometimes had nightmares about living in such conditions herself.


Like their friends, Mrs Newton expected that one day Jennifer and Daniel would marry. Before him there had been other men, mentioned occasionally by Jennifer, even produced from time to time. Some of these relationships had lasted for a year, but never more. Daniel, it seemed, was different, and he was easy to like, Mrs Newton found. After they met Jennifer had seemed to bloom. This, her mother thought, could be Mr Right, or Mr Nearly Right, or even Mr Will Do, which was good enough; Mr Newton had fallen into this last category and theirs had been a contented, successful marriage until his sudden death from a heart attack. At the time, Geoffrey was eleven and Jennifer only seven years old.


Before she came to Yew Cottage in Middle Bardolph, Mrs Newton had lived in Woodbridge for some years. She had liked the place, and even thought of staying on; the air was bracing, and you could reach London easily by train. She liked to be within reach of Selfridges and the theatre; occasionally, when funds permitted, she allowed herself small jaunts to town. However, she had received a good offer for her house and had found Yew Cottage, which had been built in the thirties and pretended to be older than it was. It was long and low, painted white, with a tiled roof. There was a big mock-old beam above the sitting-room fireplace; smaller ones adorned some ceilings. Mrs Newton thought they added character and had decorated the house in a more cottagey style than any of her former homes. There were sprigged curtains in the bedrooms, yellow and gold striped ones in the sitting-room, and blue covers on the chairs and the small sofa which had accompanied the family on all their moves. It had once been in Frederick Newton’s study in Bournemouth.


A venerable yew tree occupied a central spot in the back lawn at Yew Cottage. At first Mrs Newton had found the tree ominous, forbidding, and she had planned to cut it down, then realised that the village preservation society, of whose existence she had been unaware before she bought the house, would protest and might prosecute her. Now she had grown used to it, even found it a comfort, for it had been there longer than the cottage to which it gave its name. Birds nested in it; on sunny days it gave shade to the garden and it would outlive her occupancy.


Middle Bardolph was a cluster of haphazard buildings from many periods which had grown piecemeal until there was little space between it and Upper Bardolph, a mile to the north. Lower Bardolph had disappeared and now was marked only by a pub at the crossroads on the way to Wintlebury, The Prince Hal. Daniel had shown interest in this and wanted to know details of its history but the landlord had been unaware of any link with Elizabethan players or John of Gaunt. Mrs Newton had enjoyed his theories but Jennifer had said there he was, romancing away as usual.


Small groups of new houses had been built in large gardens in the village, but expansion had stopped before Mrs Newton arrived. Prices had fallen; property was difficult to sell and Mrs Newton was caught. She had overstayed her time in Middle Bardolph and could not move without financial loss. Meanwhile the house next door to her had been sold and extensive renovations were in progress. Her days were disturbed: radios blared; a cement mixer churned incessantly; several vans occupied the driveway and the lane, and mud was transferred from where the men were working to the surrounding area. She was weary of it.


Now she had fresh cause to worry, for she had just heard from Geoffrey, her son, that Daniel was getting married, but not to Jennifer. The pair had spent their summer holiday in Italy, staying in a Tuscan villa with a group of friends, the sort of thing they had done several times before. Mrs Newton had received a postcard of Siena from her daughter. According to Geoffrey, soon after their return Daniel had moved out of their shared house and declared that he planned to marry a much younger woman, Stephanie Dunn, whose father was a retired army officer who lived near Salisbury. They would have a May wedding with a marquee on the lawn and a honeymoon in Venice, Geoffrey had said, but Mrs Newton was uncertain if he was sure of these details or had made them up. The main facts, however, were correct: Daniel and Jennifer had parted, and he was involved with someone else.


She waited for Jennifer to tell her the news and ten days went past before, on a postcard of the Tower of London, Jennifer simply said that he had moved out.


Mrs Newton telephoned that night, concentrating on the practical, asking about the house: what would happen? Would they sell? Would she, if they could not get their price, have to buy Daniel out? Had they, perhaps, some agreement at the outset which would cover this situation? She knew that Geoffrey had warned Jennifer of the need for such a precaution but Jennifer had ignored his prudent advice. She and Daniel were together and they trusted each other; that was what mattered.


It was not what mattered now, thought Mrs Newton grimly. She had real sympathy for Jennifer’s state of mind, apart from her finances, but she did not say so on the telephone. Emotions were so hard to handle; better to ignore them.


Jennifer could not believe that she had lost Daniel. In Tuscany, everything had seemed perfect: on a hot afternoon when the rest of their group were in San Gimignano, they had made love on their sagging double bed with the sound of cicadas outside, then swum in the small pool. She had asked him if he was pleased that they had not gone, as had first been planned, with the others, and he had kissed her and said, ‘Of course.’ Then they had made love again. During their weeks away they had drunk red wine and eaten pasta in various guises in local trattorie, usually the whole group together but sometimes one or another couple would peel off independently. All had been friends for some time; none were married. All earned good salaries and were buying houses or flats together. On their return, one couple had married, a cheery ceremony swiftly arranged because of an unplanned pregnancy happily accepted and parents who thought the conventions important: so did the couple; events had simply speeded up their plans.


Daniel had met Stephanie at Victoria station, which showed that all things were possible. As they stepped off the underground, an elderly woman in front of them tripped and fell. They had both stopped to help her, Stephanie checking her physical state while Daniel collected her dropped possessions. She was shaken, slightly bruised, but not really hurt, and they had seen her to the surface and into a taxi, then parted. The next day, on their morning train, they recognised each other and discovered that they must have travelled at the same time over many months. So it began, weeks before the Tuscan holiday, and gathered force inexorably.


Stephanie was young, she was fresh, she was sweet-tempered. Daniel had, at first, enjoyed the fireworks in his relationship with Jennifer and he had liked being seen with her, for she was attractive and was always well turned out, but she was unpredictable, and that could be uncomfortable. Because he was calm and equable, she needled him to provoke response. She borrowed one of his most expensive shirts and hacked the tails off to make it fit better but all he did was shrug and remark that replacing it meant plonk to drink for the next few weeks instead of the good wine they both enjoyed. She spent time devising other minor torments, but the most he ever said was, ‘Oh, Jen, must you?’


She could twist a conversation round so that if he said he was playing squash with a friend, as he did regularly twice a week, she would interpret this as a signal that he found her boring company.


‘Don’t be silly, Jen. You know I need exercise,’ he would say, and pat his taut stomach. ‘I don’t whinge when you go off with the girls.’


But she didn’t, much. Her life, apart from her work, was centred on him and she needed constant assurance of his love.


When she first went to London, Jennifer had been a secretary with an insurance company; she had been there seven years, then moved to a firm of investment advisers where she was soon promoted. Hers was a good position; she became more confident, and with the advent of Daniel in her life she lost what diffidence had remained when they met, and which he had found endearing. She grew more assertive, more challenging, more dominant.


Their friends recognised this.


‘He cut and ran,’ said one. ‘He didn’t feel so good with her any more. She didn’t need him like Stephanie does.’


‘You’re wrong,’ said his wife. ‘He was her core. She’ll collapse now. And Stephanie’s no damsel in distress. She’s her own woman. She’ll be an equal partner for him.’


‘It’s tough on Jen,’ said the husband.


‘Watch it,’ said his wife. ‘Don’t you go round there offering sympathy and a shoulder. Or anything else. We’ll ask her to dinner and see if we can find some man to invite for her.’


‘Good idea,’ agreed her husband. He did not need her warning. He had seen Jennifer make a scene when Daniel broke a cut-glass bowl she had paid a lot for only two weeks previously. It was an accident and Daniel had cut his hand but Jennifer had flipped.


She might flip again now, unless pride held her together.
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Mrs Newton was going to London to see her daughter. During Jennifer’s years with Daniel they had rarely met in this way, though until then, on Mrs Newton’s excursions to shop or to a matinée, they had sometimes had lunch together. Jennifer’s and Daniel’s weekends were often spent visiting friends with country cottages and they had shared a busy social life. Now, for Jennifer, everything had changed.


After her husband’s death – he was only fifty, twelve years older than his wife – Mrs Newton had been left reasonably well provided for. Geoffrey, at the time, was away at the same preparatory school his father had attended, and later followed on to a minor public school, but Jennifer was at a local day school. Mrs Newton’s first removal bore in mind her needs and each subsequent one was timed to coincide with stages in her education which did not affect examinations. She passed her eleven-plus and went to a grammar school which saw her through her O levels. During that time, their one move was less than forty miles, to the further side of the town where the school was. She went to a new school for A levels; then did a top-level secretarial course. After that the plan had been for a year abroad to learn French or Italian, but Jennifer did not want to go into the unknown. Instead, she began work in a local office, remaining in the area when her mother moved. Just before the Woodbridge period, Jennifer went to London.


It had been hard for her, losing her father at such an early age, Mrs Newton reflected in the train. The window had jammed open and a crisp breeze ventilated the stuffy diesel with its worn fabric seats and brown scuffed floor. It had left fifteen minutes late; luckily she had plenty of time. She was meeting Jennifer at the Strand Palace Hotel which was a short bus ride from Jennifer’s office, had a convenient, agreeable ladies’ cloakroom and was near Charing Cross, whence Mrs Newton could catch a tube back to Marylebone.


One of the escalators was out of action at Marylebone. Mrs Newton plodded down the central dark stone steps, watching her footing carefully, visually impeded by her bifocal spectacles, a small, neat woman with fawn-rinsed hair, dressed in a camel coat over a beige wool dress.


She looked like a tiny camel, Jennifer thought in a moment of hysteria as she entered the hotel and saw her mother, sitting in the foyer, rise to greet her, but she had no dowager’s hump, not even a slight stoop. Her mother’s cheeks were pale; some blusher would help defeat the overall neutral impression, but Jennifer would never presume to suggest that she should use one.


‘Mother,’ she said, in greeting. Neither kissed. Jennifer sometimes wondered if her mother ever touched another being. Once she had had a dog, but it had died and Mrs Newton had professed herself glad to be rid of moulting hairs about the place.


‘Well, dear, how are you?’ Mrs Newton was not only curious, but anxious.


‘Oh, fine,’ said Jennifer, and as they moved to their table she burst into a lively account of a recent shakeup at the office where someone had almost been sacked because of letters getting into the wrong envelopes and so disclosing confidential information. Then she asked her mother about Middle Bardolph, enquiring about the work on the house next door, which she knew was irritating Mrs Newton because of the noise and the mess. It would soon be finished, Mrs Newton said.


Once each house move was over, Mrs Newton enrolled for further education classes, usually about art or history. She had tried learning Spanish, but found it very difficult, and, besides, she had no plans to travel anywhere outside Britain. She never went abroad, but had been away on several special interest weekends, always alone. She had learned to play bridge and this gave her an introduction to a circle of acquaintances in each new area, but she played rarely, not wanting to become obsessed with the game as people sometimes did. Despairingly, Jennifer admired her self-sufficiency. She had been a widow since she was thirty-eight; Jennifer herself was thirty-seven now, and she, too, had been bereaved, but not by death.


‘I’m going out to dinner this evening,’ Jennifer said, to account for choosing a light meal now. Mrs Newton was tucking into steak; whatever she ate, she stayed slim, and so did Jennifer, who recently had lost weight and was now extremely thin.


‘Oh?’ Mrs Newton knew better than to ask a direct question about where Jennifer was going, or with whom.


But Jennifer wanted to tell her.


‘The friends we – I – went to Italy with,’ she said. ‘They’ve got some man coming – they want to square the table.’ She laughed, a sound devoid of humour. ‘It’s odd, being unattached.’


‘Yes.’ Mrs Newton could remember the sympathy which surrounded her after her husband’s death: so young to be a widow, oh dear, how sad: then, after a few weeks, it had ceased. Suddenly, unexpectedly, she wanted to find out how her daughter really felt; if she was heart-broken or was full of anger, but she could not do it. Suppose Jennifer confessed to desolation: what then? Mrs Newton had never encouraged the display of strong emotion.


For her part, Jennifer felt an impulse to tell her mother that she could barely get through each day, so great was her hurt and misery, but it was impossible for her to make such a confession.


‘Just as well we weren’t married,’ she said brightly.


‘I suppose so.’ Mrs Newton was not sure. In her day, it was important not to be passed over, and marriage meant security. You achieved, too, the position in life attained already by your husband, and Frederick, an architect, conferred status upon her. He had very nearly succeeded in making her forget the past, and she was grateful.


Jennifer, occasionally, had wondered about her mother. Had she ever had a lover? She could remember few male visitors to their various houses; there had never been the least sign of a suitor. She would have resented a stepfather; no one could have replaced the father she adored.


Now her main concern was to get through this lunch as soon as possible and escape back to the safety of the office, where the figures with which she worked swirled before her eyes and made no sense. Her whole being was consumed with hatred towards her supplanter, Stephanie, fair haired and always faintly smiling.


Jennifer had once had a small smile, too, and because it held a tinge of apprehension, it had drawn Daniel to her; he had wanted to drive away whatever it was that made her fearful and had succeeded, but now she never smiled.


She told her mother that she was putting it about that a half share in the house was for sale.


‘But you can’t let a perfect stranger move in with you!’ Mrs Newton was dismayed.


‘A female, mother,’ said Jennifer. ‘That’s what I’m looking for. Someone in a good job who can take on half the mortgage.’ Daniel had given her three months in which to make some plan.


‘Couldn’t you rent a room? Then you could get rid of her if you didn’t like one another,’ said Mrs Newton.


‘That wouldn’t pay enough.’


‘Daniel ought to buy himself out.’ Mrs Newton had dared to speak his name and waited for some consequence, but Jennifer’s reply was uttered in an even tone.


‘Yes,’ she agreed. ‘But where’s he going to find the money? He wants to set up with Stephanie. Any cash he’s got will go on that.’ Though maybe Stephanie’s father would buy them a little pad in Islington with roses round the door, thought Jennifer bitterly.


Mrs Newton allowed the possibility of advancing some money to Jennifer to cross her mind, but her own finances were not designed to cope with something in the region of twenty thousand pounds or more – she did not know how much Daniel had put up – and why should he be let off so easily? She dismissed the notion. Jennifer must learn from this experience.


They parted briskly, and Mrs Newton took herself to a matinée, obtaining an excellent seat at reduced rates, a pleasant perquisite available to her as she had reached pensionable age.


She enjoyed the play.


Jennifer had found out quite a lot about Stephanie, who worked in an office near Victoria and shared a flat in Putney with two other girls. Daddy had helped, of course, thought Jennifer sourly. That evening, on the way to the dinner party which she must attend in order to show how well she was standing up to Daniel’s defection, she walked past the big old house which sheltered her successor.


It was a windless night, with dampness in the air, a night to meet frogs and toads, thought Jennifer, almost expecting one to hop across her path as she went along the road towards her destination. It was a long time since she had been out alone like this; Daniel had always collected her for such engagements, or they had met at a central point. Now she must enter their friends’ house, survive their scrutiny as to how she was coping – an assessment which might subsequently be revealed to Daniel – contribute to the conversation, even feign interest in her dinner partner, and then go home alone. She gripped her small folding umbrella, stepping from the bus stop. Now, things that had made her nervous years ago scared her again: shadows were menacing: footsteps behind her might be those of some prowling maniac. She should go to self-defence classes, she thought vaguely, buy an alarm.


Would this pain ever cease? There was, literally, a physical ache in her chest, where she supposed her heart, that poor broken vessel, lay. The only cure would be, she had concluded, to win Daniel back. Why should Stephanie have him?


This was her house. Jennifer paused in a pool of darkness outside it and stared at its Edwardian elevation behind a low wall and tiny frontage. There were lights on in several windows. Stephanie must be in there now, getting dressed up to go out with Daniel. Why not ring the doorbell, demand to speak to her? Better still, why not hit her, strangle her, at the very least scream at her, let out her hatred for the world to hear?


Jennifer glanced down at the gutter near her feet and saw an empty milk bottle lying against the kerb. She did not rationalise any further than looking up and down the street to see if what she did could be observed, but there was no one in sight. She simply picked up the milk bottle, crossed the road till she stood by the steps leading to Stephanie’s door and hurled the bottle through the front window, walking on quickly as the glass shattered, hurrying, taking the next turning so that she left the scene as fast as possible.


She had picked the wrong flat. Stephanie lived upstairs on the second floor. The incident, reported by the downstairs tenants to the police, was thought to be the work of vandals.


Jennifer arrived at the party flushed, and with shining eyes. Afterwards, people said she was taking it all very well and gave her marks for courage. The man she had been invited to meet thought her brittle but attractive; he invited her to dinner in a few days’ time, and when she declined, was surprisingly relieved.
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Mrs Newton’s train home was crowded. Since her enforced extended stay in Middle Bardolph, she had made her London trips more frequently; they enabled her, if she wanted an excuse for avoiding some local commitment or social occasion, to mention that she had to go to town, and the inference was supposed to be on business. She avoided regular commitments; freedom to do as she pleased, within her limits, was important to her, and she knew, also, that she needed to be out and about to some extent or she would become dangerously reclusive. She saw people, and moved among them, even if she never sought proximity or spoke a single word.


One benefit of staying on in Middle Bardolph had been the foiling of Geoffrey’s plans for her. He was the production manager in a small components company near Bedford, where he lived with his wife Lynn and their two daughters in a pleasant house on the fringe of a village. They had a third of an acre of garden, and garages for both their cars, but Lynn wanted to live in more style; she craved a manor house with several acres and a swimming pool, but Geoffrey’s firm, hit by the recession, did not pay him enough to grant this wish, and the interest on the mortgage they already had had soared. He saw no way of gratifying Lynn unless he could persuade his mother to join with him, contribute the proceeds from selling Yew Cottage and occupy a granny flat in the house, or, better still, a maisonette in a stable block.


‘It makes sense. You’re getting no younger, Mama,’ he said.


Mrs Newton hated this form of address, which he had used since the age of sixteen when someone had told him it was what the Queen was called by her children. True or not, Mrs Newton saw no reason to adopt the practice.


Geoffrey had gone on to say how much they would enjoy having her near them and that the girls would love it. As they had never been allowed to visit her, Mrs Newton thought this unlikely, but she could see that Lynn had her marked down as a constant unpaid babysitter. She had had a hard enough time bringing up Geoffrey and Jennifer and saw no reason why she should have to take on the next generation. She was not particularly fond of children but had accepted her own as natural results of marriage, though once they had arrived she was astonished to discover how much she loved them. Lynn was a brisk, smart young woman whom Geoffrey had met at a business seminar; she was ambitious and thought he was, only to discover her mistake after they were married, since when she had been prodding him to seek advancement. She had gone back to work herself but the children’s school holidays presented problems and she took temporary jobs; with a mother-in-law on the spot, she could pick up her own career.


Every so often Geoffrey came to see his mother in an effort to persuade her to this plan. Now was the time to buy the big country house, while the market was depressed. Mrs Newton pointed out that it was not the moment to sell his existing house, or hers, and refused to change her mind. She found his pressure distressing. Luckily she was not so old that she must worry about her physical well-being; she did all her own housework, to a high standard, and most of the garden, though occasionally paid help was needed to trim trees or do other heavy tasks. She had felt confident that if she had an illness or an accident, Jennifer or Geoffrey would support her through it, and the advent of Daniel had reinforced that view; his kindly nature was apparent. Now, however, he was gone, Jennifer was at a crossroads, and Geoffrey was a puppet manipulated by his wife. Mrs Newton had no comfortable feeling of reliable backing, and resolved to hold on to her autonomy and direct her own fate.


One is always alone in the end, she reflected, sitting in the train wedged between a stout man with a briefcase on his knee and a thin woman with two large Marks and Spencer’s carriers which she clutched instead of putting them on the rack. Mrs Newton had barely room to hold her own handbag and her library book, which was about China. Though brave in many respects, Mrs Newton was not bold enough to travel overseas and did her voyaging vicariously, with the aid of writers such as Colin Thubron and by means of television. She had only just caught the train herself, after the matinée; how stuffy it was, she thought: all those germs being breathed in and out by the various travellers packed in with her. She did not like to think of her own lungs absorbing air which had circulated through those of, for instance, the stout man who, as if reading her thoughts, now coughed rather unpleasantly. Mrs Newton managed to extract her handkerchief from her bag and put it to her nose. Vitamin C would be necessary she decided, shifting slightly towards the thin woman. There were times when Mrs Newton felt distinctly unfriendly towards the human race.


The congestion thinned as the journey progressed, and the stout man eventually got off. Mrs Newton and the thin woman eased gently apart, but did not speak. Darkness fell, and the train clattered on towards Wintlebury Halt, where Mrs Newton had left her small Vauxhall in the station car park.


She held her car keys in her hand as she approached her car, looking around her to make sure that no ne’er do well was lurking about, for you never knew; cars had been broken into on several occasions at this station, and there was menace in shadows. But all was well as she took her seat and, fumbling beneath it, found the flat pumps in which she drove, slipping off her smart tan low-heeled court shoes. You soon wrecked good shoes if you drove in them. Mrs Newton had small, narrow feet, and though she never wore high heels, was still vain about them; there were times when quality counted, and buying good shoes was an investment. Mrs Newton had always been careful about her appearance, and had tried to teach Jennifer to copy her example but with limited success, for Jennifer followed what she thought was fashion and her present frizz of hair was not, in her mother’s opinion, a becoming style.


She reversed out of her parking slot and drove through the car park entrance. As she did so, it began to rain, a sudden sharp fusillade of large wet drops thudding against her windscreen. She turned left towards the town of Wintlebury which she must skirt before taking the road to Middle Bardolph, and as she changed into third gear her headlights picked up a trudging figure in a dark coat, barely visible against the black road and the leafless hedges by the verge. Mrs Newton pulled out to pass the lone person and saw green Marks and Spencer’s bags in either hand. It was the thin woman who had been her neighbour in the train.


She must be walking into town. Mrs Newton, who rarely went out of her way for others, hesitated for only an instant before braking and reversing to offer her a lift.


‘You really shouldn’t walk along here alone in the dark,’ she admonished, after her grateful passenger was installed, already damp, her parcels in the back.


‘I know, but my car broke down this morning and as I’d arranged to meet a friend in London I carried on and took a taxi in,’ said the woman. ‘I wasn’t sure which train I’d catch back, so I hadn’t arranged to be met, and then I couldn’t telephone because you need a phone card and I haven’t got one. And I couldn’t reverse the charge to the taxi firm.’


Mrs Newton, peering ahead through the driving rain, frowned. She always carried a card for emergencies, but younger people were less prudent. She wondered if the woman would have accepted a lift if a male driver had stopped for her. It could have been difficult to refuse.


‘Perhaps you should get a card,’ she suggested.


‘I will,’ promised the woman. ‘It was good of you to stop. Those parcels would have got heavy if I’d walked all the way home, and I’d have been soaked.’


‘An anticlimax to your day,’ was Mrs Newton’s dry comment.


‘Yes, and it had been such fun,’ said the woman. ‘Expensive, though.’


But her packages came from Marks and Spencer’s, not Harrods: still, you could tot up quite an amount if you moved from counter to counter in the popular store, thought Mrs Newton, who held shares in the company.


The woman lived in a close leading up to Wintlebury church, and her house was once the vic-arage, but now the vicar lived in a modern brick box built in part of the former vicarage’s garden. Mrs Newton said she would take her to her door, and as they drove on Lucy Moffat told her her name and said that her husband was luckily out at a meeting, or he would be cross about her landing herself in this scrape at the station.


And quite right too, thought Mrs Newton. Even in a rural area like this, dreadful things could happen and one had a responsibility not to court disaster. She stopped at the gates of The Old Vicarage and Lucy said there was space to turn outside the house.


‘Won’t you come in and have a drink, or a cup of coffee?’ she added.


Mrs Newton declined the invitation as she drove the car between tall stone gateposts and up a short gravelled drive between patches of lawn. Her headlights picked up a square house built of stone, its windows dark.


‘I should like to make you promise never to attempt such a walk alone again at night,’ Mrs Newton told her. ‘But I have no right to do so.’


‘I’ll promise to keep a phone card in my bag,’ said Lucy, who had extracted exactly the same undertaking from her own daughter not a year before. ‘Will that do?’


She extricated herself from the car, uttering profound and genuine thanks as she collected her parcels. Mrs Newton waited, letting her benefit from the headlights to find her key in her bag, then, as she opened the front door and a light came on, Mrs Newton swung the car round and drove away. She wondered about her passenger all the way home, and even while she drank her first sherry of the evening. On long days out, such as today, she allowed herself two glasses, though one was her normal ration; on Fridays she abstained, to prove that she could, and on Sundays she had one at lunch time as well.


Next day she went to Wintlebury and drove past the close leading to the church, glancing up the quiet road. You could not see the grey house from the end. She was curious about the woman. What did her husband, who had been at a meeting that night, do? Were there children? Were Lucy Moffat’s parents still living and if so, where? She was surprised at her own curiosity; it was a long time since she had felt more than passing interest in anyone apart from her own family. In the library, exchanging Colin Thubron for Jonathan Raban, she felt a reluctance to hurry home. That morning, work on the house next door had been very noisy; tarmac was being laid in the drive, and someone was using a drill that made an excruciating noise. She decided to have lunch at the Jacaranda Tree, a café popular with shoppers. Then she might stroll round the churchyard, look inside the church to see if the planned abolition of pews and reseating arrangements, which had caused an outcry in the correspondence columns of the local press, had been carried out. Mrs Newton herself went occasionally to St James’s in Middle Bardolph. Sometimes she found the services soothing, but there were other days when children raced up and down the aisles and the hymns sounded like jazz. To go from time to time, however, set an example, though she could not have said whom she hoped to influence by attending in this uncommitted way.


If she looked at Wintlebury church, she would have a legitimate excuse for walking past The Old Vicarage. Since the road was a cul-de-sac, it could be done no other way.


Mrs Newton had a mushroom omelette and a cup of coffee at the Jacaranda Tree. Then she walked past the market square, along to the war memorial and down the short road to the church. The day was grey, but it was not raining; it had been misty earlier, and drops of moisture clung to the trees and the hedges behind fences. Mrs Newton approached her goal and saw that her first impression of the house had been accurate; it was well proportioned, saved from an austere aspect by the shrubs around it and the plants which climbed up its façade. From the gate she could not tell what they were: roses, she thought, and clematis, most likely. Fearing to be observed, Mrs Newton walked on and entered the churchyard, strolling about among the graves, noticing that there had been several recent funerals, and finally she tried the church door. It was locked.
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