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      My mother stood in the middle of her pretty sitting room, filled with September sunshine, and said, ‘Prue, you must be going out of your mind.’

      She looked as though she were about to burst into tears of disappointment, but I knew that she would not, because tears would destroy her faultless maquillage, would make her face swell, turn down her mouth, and accentuate unbecoming lines. However exasperated, she would never cry. Her appearance mattered to her almost more than anything else, and now she stood across the hearth rug from me, immaculately turned out in a raspberry pink woollen suit and a white silk shirt, with her gold earrings and her charm bracelet, and pretty silvery hair crisp and curly.

      She struggled, however, to contain a conflict of destructive emotions: anger, motherly concern, but mostly disappointment. I felt very sorry for her.

      I said, ‘Oh, come on, Ma, it’s not the end of the world.’ Even as I said it, it sounded pretty feeble, which it probably was.

      ‘For the first time in your life, you seem to have got involved with a really suitable man…’

      ‘Darling, “suitable”’s a terribly old-fashioned word…’

      ‘He’s charming, he’s steady, he’s got a good job, and he comes from the right sort of family. You’re twenty-three and it’s time you settled down, got married and had children and a home of your own.’

      ‘Ma, he hasn’t even asked me to marry him.’

      ‘Of course he hasn’t. He wants to do it properly – take you home, introduce you to his mother. There’s nothing wrong with that. And it’s obvious the way his mind is running. You only have to see the two of you together to know that he’s wildly in love with you.’

      ‘Nigel is incapable of being wildly anything.’

      ‘Honestly, Prue, I don’t know what you’re looking for.’

      ‘I’m not looking for anything.’

      We had had this conversation so often that I knew my part word for word, as though I had sat down and learned it by heart. ‘I’ve got everything I want. A job I like, a little flat of my own —’

      ‘You can hardly call that one-room basement a flat —’

      ‘And I don’t feel like settling down.’

      ‘You’re twenty-three. I was nineteen when I was married.’

      I nearly said, and divorced six years later, but I didn’t. However maddened by her, you couldn’t say things like that to my mother. I knew that she had a will of iron and an inner core of steel, which nearly always ensured that she got her own way, but there was something vulnerable about her – her delicate build, her enormous blue eyes, her rampant femininity – that precluded harsh words.

      So I opened my mouth and then shut it again, and looked at her hopelessly. She gazed back at me, reproachful but not reproaching, and I understood for perhaps the thousandth time why my father, from the moment they set eyes on each other, had been lost. They had married because she was totally irresistible, and he was exactly what she had been searching for ever since she first realised that there was such a thing as an opposite sex.

      My father is called Hugh Shackleton. In those days he worked in London, in a merchant bank in the City, with a life-style that was solid and a future that was bright. But he was basically a fish out of water. The Shackletons were a Northumberland family, and my father had been brought up there on a farm called Windyedge, where the pasture fields ran down to the cold North Sea and the winter gales blew straight in from the Ural Mountains. My father never lost his love of the country, or ceased to yearn for it. When he married my mother, the farm was being managed by his older brother, but about the time that I was five years old, this brother tragically was killed in a hunting accident. My father travelled to Northumberland for the funeral. He stayed away for five days, and by the time he returned to us, his mind was made up. He told my mother that he intended resigning from his job, selling the house in London, and returning to Windyedge.

      He was going to be a farmer.

      The rows and arguments, the tears and recriminations that followed this announcement are amongst the earliest of my truly unhappy memories. My mother tried everything to make him change his mind, but my father remained adamant. In the end she fired her final gun. If he returned to Northumberland, he would return alone. Rather to her surprise, he did this. Perhaps he thought that she would follow, but she could be just as stubborn. Within the year they were duly divorced. The house in Paulton Square was sold and my mother moved to another, smaller one, near Parson’s Green. I, naturally, stayed with her, but I always went to Northumberland for a couple of weeks every year, just to keep in touch with my father. After a bit he married again: a shy, horsy girl whose tweed skirts were always slightly seated and whose clear and freckled face had never known so much as the touch of a powder puff. They were very happy. They are still very happy. And I am glad.

      But for my mother it was not so easy. She had married my father because he seemed to conform to a pattern of masculinity that she could understand and admire. She never delved beneath the veneer of the pinstripe suit and the briefcase. She had no wish to uncover any hidden depths. But the Shackletons were full of surprises, and to my mother’s horror, I inherited most of them. My dead uncle had not only been a farmer but an amateur musician of some achievement. My father in his spare time stitched the most beautiful tapestries. But it was their sister Phoebe who was the true rebel. An artist and an accomplished painter, she was a character of such originality, with such careless regard of day-to-day conventions, that my mother had a hard time coming to terms with her sister-in-law.

      As a young woman Phoebe had based herself in London, but in her middle years she wiped the dust of the city from her shoes and went to live in Cornwall, where she cohabited happily with a charming man, a sculptor, called Chips Armitage. They never married – I think because his wife would not divorce him – and when he died he left his little Victorian Gothic house in Penmarron to Phoebe, and she had lived there ever since.

      Despite this small social hiccup my mother could not completely write Phoebe off, because Phoebe was my godmother. Every now and then my mother and I would be invited to stay with her. The letters always made it perfectly clear that Phoebe would be happy to have me on my own. But my mother feared her bohemian influence, and on the principle that if she couldn’t lick the Shackletons, she would join them, she always – at least when I was a child – accompanied me on these visits.

      The first time we travelled to Cornwall, I was filled with anxiety. I was only a child, but I knew well that my mother and Phoebe had nothing in common, and I dreaded two weeks of disagreements and prickly silences. But I underestimated Phoebe’s perception. She took care of the situation by introducing my mother to Mrs Tolliver. Mrs Tolliver lived in the White Lodge at Penmarron and had a perfectly conventional little circle of friends, who were charmed to include my pretty mother in their bridge afternoons and small dinner parties.

      With them, she would contentedly play cards on the bright days while Phoebe and I walked on the beach, or set up our easels by the old seawall, or drove inland in the battered old Volkswagen that Phoebe used as a mobile studio, to climb the moor and lose ourselves in landscapes that lay drowned in a white and shimmering light that seemed reflected from the very sea itself.

      Despite my mother’s antagonism, Phoebe exerted enormous influences on my life. Unconscious influences, in the shape of my inherited talent for drawing. And other, more practical influences – pressures, maybe – which bolstered my determination to study in Florence, to go to art school, and which finally culminated in getting me my present job with the Marcus Bernstein Gallery in Cork Street.

      And now it was because of Phoebe that we quarrelled. Nigel Gordon had come into my life some months ago. He was the first totally conventional person I had ever even mildly liked, and when I brought him home to meet my mother she could not hide her delight. He was charming with her, flirting a little and bringing her flowers, and when she learned that he had invited me to Scotland to stay with his family and meet his mother, her excitement knew no bounds. She had already bought me a pair of tweed knickerbockers to wear ‘on the moor,’ and beyond this I knew that her imagination was in full flight to the final climax of engagement notices in The Times, engraved invitations, and a London wedding with me in a white creation designed to look well from the back.

      But at the last moment, Phoebe had put an end to all these pretty fancies. She had, of all things, broken her arm, and the day she returned from hospital to Holly Cottage, her little house, with the arm rigid in a plaster cast, she telephoned to beg me to come and keep her company. It wasn’t that she couldn’t perfectly well look after herself, but she was not able to drive the car, and to remain immobilised until the cast came off was more than she could bear.

      As I listened to her voice over the phone, I was filled with an extraordinary sense of relief, and it was only then that I admitted to myself that I didn’t want to go north to stay with the Gordons. I was not ready to become so deeply involved with Nigel. Subconsciously I had been longing for some sound excuse to wriggle out of the arrangement. And here it was, presented to me on a plate. Without even hesitating, I told Phoebe that I would go. Then I told Nigel that I couldn’t go to Scotland. And now I was telling my mother.

      She was, predictably, devastated.

      ‘Cornwall. With Phoebe.’ She made it sound like the worst sort of dead end.

      ‘I must go, Ma.’ I tried to make her smile. ‘You know she’s hopeless at driving that old car of hers, even with two arms.’

      But she was beyond amusement. ‘It’s so rude, crying off at the last moment. You’ll never be invited again. And what will Nigel’s mother think?’

      ‘I’ll write to her. I’m sure she’ll understand.’

      ‘And with Phoebe… you’ll meet nobody with Phoebe except a lot of unwashed students and extraordinary women in hand-woven ponchos.’

      ‘Perhaps Mrs Tolliver will come up with some suitable man for me.’

      ‘It’s nothing to joke about.’

      I said, gently, ‘It is my life.’

      ‘You’ve always said that. You said it when you took yourself off to live in that gruesome basement in Islington. Islington, of all places.’

      ‘It’s very trendy.’

      ‘And when you enrolled at that horrible art school…’

      ‘At least I’ve got a perfectly respectable job. You must admit that.’

      ‘You ought to be married. And then you wouldn’t have to have a job.’

      ‘Even if I were married, I wouldn’t want to give it up.’

      ‘But, Prue, it’s not a future. I want you to have a proper life.’

      ‘I think it is a proper life.’

      We eyed each other for a long moment. Then my mother sighed deeply, resigned and apparently mortally wounded. And I knew that for the time being, the argument was over.

      She said, sounding pathetic, ‘I’ll never understand you.’

      I went to give her a hug. ‘Don’t try,’ I told her. ‘Just cheer up and go on liking me. I’ll send you a postcard from Cornwall.’

       

      I had decided not to drive a car to Penmarron but to travel by train. The next morning I took a taxi to Paddington, found the right platform and the right coach. I had reserved a seat, but the train was not full; by the middle of September the flood of holidaymakers had ceased. I had just stowed my luggage and settled myself in a seat when there was a tap on the window, and I looked up and saw a man standing outside, carrying a briefcase in one hand and a bunch of flowers in the other.

      It was, astonishingly, Nigel.

      I got up and went back to the door and stepped down onto the platform. He was walking towards me, smiling sheepishly.

      ‘Prue. I thought I wouldn’t find you.’

      ‘What on earth are you doing here?’

      ‘I came to see you off. Wish you bon voyage.’ He held out the bunch of flowers, which were small and shaggy yellow chrysanthemums. ‘And to bring you these.’

      I was, despite myself, very touched. I recognised that his coming here to the station was a generous gesture of forgiveness, and to make it clear that he had understood why I was letting him down. This had the effect of making me feel more of a heel than ever. I took the flowers in their collar of crisp white paper and buried my nose in them. They smelt delicious. I looked up at him and smiled.

      ‘It’s ten o’clock. Oughtn’t you to be at your desk by now?’

      He shook his head. ‘No hurry.’

      ‘I didn’t realise you were so high up in the banking world.’

      Nigel grinned. ‘I’m not, but I don’t exactly have to clock in. Anyway, made a phone call. Said I’d been held up.’ He had a solid, mature sort of face, with fair hair beginning to thin on top, but when he grinned like that, he looked quite boyish. I began to wonder if I was mad, abandoning this personable man in order to go and nurse my unpredictable aunt Phoebe. Perhaps my mother had been right, after all.

      I said, ‘I’m sorry about letting you down. I wrote to your mother last night.’

      ‘Perhaps, another time…’ said Nigel generously. ‘Anyway, keep in touch. Let me know when you get back to London.’

      I knew that he would be waiting for me, if I asked him. Ready to meet my train, to drive me back to Islington, to pick up the threads of our relationship as though I had never been away.

      ‘I’ll do that.’

      ‘I hope your aunt recovers quickly.’

      ‘It’s only a broken arm. She’s not ill.’

      There came a short, uncomfortable pause. Then Nigel said, ‘Well.…’ He moved forward to kiss my cheek. It was more of a peck than a kiss. ‘Good-bye, and have a good journey.’

      ‘Thank you for coming. Thank you for the flowers.’

      He stepped back, made an indeterminate gesture of farewell, turned and walked away. I watched him go, making his way through the shifting confusion of porters, barrows, families with suitcases. At the barrier he turned back for a final time. We waved. Then he was gone. I got back into the train, stowed the flowers in the luggage rack and sat down once more. I wished that he had not come.

      I was very much a Shackleton, but every now and then stray emotions would float to the surface of my mind, which I recognised as stemming straight from my mother. This was just such a time. I must be mad not to want to be with Nigel, to become involved with him, even to spend the rest of my life with him. Normally, I bucked like a horse at the very idea of settling down, but at this moment, sitting in the train, gazing out the window at Paddington Station, it suddenly seemed enormously attractive. Security; that’s what this dependable man would give me. I imagined living in his solid London house, going to Scotland for my holidays; only working if I wanted to, and not because I needed the money. I thought about having children…

      A voice said, ‘I’m sorry, is this seat taken?’

      ‘What…?’ I looked up and saw the man standing there in the aisle between the seats. He carried a small suitcase, and there was a child beside him, a small thin girl about ten years old, dark haired and wearing round, owl-like spectacles.

      ‘No, it’s not taken.’

      He said, ‘Good,’ and lifted the suitcase up into the rack. He did not look in the mood for any sort of pleasantry, and a certain impatience of manner made me not ask him to watch out for my bunch of chrysanthemums. He was dressed, as Nigel had been, for some City office, in a navy chalk-striped suit. But the suit sat ill upon him, as though he had lately put on a good deal of weight (I imagined enormous expense-account luncheons), and as he reached up with the suitcase, I had a direct view of his expensive, bulging shirt and straining buttons. He was dark, and once, perhaps, had been good-looking, but now his jowls were heavy, his complexion florid, and his greying hair worn long on the back of his collar, possibly to atone for the lack of it on top.

      ‘There you are,’ he said to the little girl. ‘Go on, sit down.’

      She did so, cautiously, perched on the very edge of the seat. She carried a single comic paper and wore a red leather purse slung by a strap across one shoulder. She was a pale child, with hair cut very short, exposing a long and slender neck. This, and her spectacles, and her expression of stoic misery gave her the appearance of a small boy, and I was reminded of other small boys I had observed on station platforms, dwarfed by stiff new uniforms, fighting tears, and being told by beefy fathers how much they were going to enjoy being at boarding school.

      ‘Got your ticket all right?’

      She nodded.

      ‘Granny’ll meet you at the junction.’

      She nodded again.

      ‘Well…’ He ran a hand back over his head. He was obviously longing to be off. ‘That’s it, then. You’ll be all right.’

      Once more she nodded. They looked, unsmiling, at each other. He began to move away and then remembered something else.

      ‘Here…’ He felt in his breast pocket, produced a crocodile wallet, a ten-pound note. ‘You’ll need something to eat. When it’s time, take yourself along to the restaurant car and get some lunch.’

      She took the ten-pound note and sat looking at it.

      ‘Good-bye, then.’

      ‘Good-bye.’

      He went. At the window he paused to wave and give a cursory smile. Then he disappeared, hurrying in the direction of some sleek, showy car that would restore him to the safe, masculine world of his business.

      As I had already told myself that Nigel was nice, I now told myself that this man was horrible and wondered why such an unengaging person had been given the job of seeing the little girl off. She sat beside me, still as a mouse. After a little she reached for her handbag, undid the zipper, put the ten-pound note inside, and shut the zipper again. I thought about saying something friendly to her, but there was a shine of tears in her eyes behind the spectacles, so I decided, for the moment, to leave well alone. A moment later the train started to move, and we were off.

      I opened my Times, read the headlines and all the gloomy news, and then turned with a pleasant sensation of relief to the Arts page. I found what I was looking for, which was the review of an exhibition that had opened a couple of days before in the Peter Chastal Gallery, which was only a couple of doors away from where I worked for Marcus Bernstein.

      The artist was a young man called Daniel Cassens, and I had always been interested in his career because, when he was about twenty, he had spent a year in Cornwall living with Phoebe and studying sculpture with Chips. I had never met him, but Phoebe and Chips had become very fond of him, and when he left them to continue his career in America, Phoebe had followed his progress as avidly and enthusiastically as if he had been her own son.

      He had travelled and spent some years in America and then had taken himself on to Japan, where he had engrossed himself in the intricate simplicities of Oriental art.

      This latest exhibition was a direct outcome of his years in Japan, and the critic was enthusiastic, revelling in the tranquillity and formality of Daniel Cassens’s work, praising the controlled brushwork of the watercolours, the subtlety of detail.

      ‘… This is a unique collection,’ he finished his piece. ‘The paintings are complementary, each one a single facet of a total and rare experience. Take an hour or so off from your daily round and visit the Chastal Gallery. You will certainly not be disappointed.’

      Phoebe would be delighted, and I was glad for her. I closed the paper and looked out of the window and saw that we had left the suburbs behind and were now out into the country. It was a damp day, with large grey clouds rolling across the sky, revealing every now and then a patch of limpid blue. Trees were beginning to turn, the first leaves to fall. There were tractors ploughing out in the fields, and cottage gardens, as we rocketed past, were purple with Michaelmas daisies.

      I remembered my small companion and turned to see how she was getting on. She had not yet opened her comic or unbuttoned her coat, but the tears had receded and she seemed a little more composed.

      ‘Where are you going to?’ I asked her.

      She said, ‘Cornwall.’

      ‘I’m going to Cornwall, too. Whereabouts are you going?’

      ‘I’m going to stay with my grandmother.’

      ‘That’ll be nice.’ I thought about this. ‘But isn’t it term time? Shouldn’t you be at school?’

      ‘Yes, I should. I’m at a boarding school. We all went back, and then the boiler blew up, so they closed the school for a week till it’s mended and sent us all home again.’

      ‘How terrible. I hope nobody was hurt.’

      ‘No. But Miss Brownrigg, our headmistress, had to go to bed for a day. Matron said it was shock.’

      ‘I’m not surprised.’

      ‘So I went home, but there’s nobody there but my father. My mother’s on holiday in Majorca. She went at the end of the holidays. So I’ve got to go to Granny.’

      She didn’t make it sound a very attractive prospect. I was trying to think of something comforting to say to jolly her along when she picked up her comic and settled down, rather pointedly, to read it. I was amused but took the hint, found my book, and began to read. The journey progressed in silence until the waiter from the restaurant car made his way down the train to tell us that luncheon was being served.

      I laid down my book. ‘Are you going to go and have some lunch?’ I asked her, knowing about the ten-pound note in her bag.

      She looked agonised. ‘I… I don’t know which way to go.’

      ‘I’m going. Would you like to come with me? We could have lunch together.’

      Her expression changed to one of grateful relief. ‘Oh, could I? I’ve got the money, but I’ve never been on a train by myself before, and I don’t know what I’m meant to do.’

      ‘I know, it’s muddling, isn’t it? Come along, let’s go before all the tables get booked up.’

       

      Together we made our way down the lurching corridors, found the restaurant car, and were shown to a table for two. There was a fresh white cloth, and flowers in a glass carafe.

      She said, ‘I’m a bit hot. Do you think I could take off my coat?’

      ‘I think that would be a good idea.’

      She did this, and the waiter came to help her, and fold the coat, and lay it over the back of her seat. We opened the menus.

      ‘Are you feeling hungry?’ I asked her.

      ‘Yes I am. We had breakfast ages ago.’

      ‘Where do you live?’

      ‘In Sunningdale. I came up to London with my father in his car. He drives up every morning.’

      ‘Your…? Was that your father who saw you off?’

      ‘Yes.’ He hadn’t even kissed her good-bye. ‘He works in an office in the City.’ Our eyes met, and then she looked hastily away. ‘He doesn’t like being late.’

      I said, soothingly, ‘Few men do. Is it his mother you’re going to stay with?’

      ‘No. Granny’s my mother’s mother.’

      I said, sounding chatty, ‘I’m going to stay with an aunt. She’s broken her arm, and she can’t drive her car, so I’m going to look after her. She lives at the very end of Cornwall in a village called Penmarron.’

      ‘Penmarron? But I’m going to Penmarron too.’

      This was a coincidence. ‘How extraordinary.’

      ‘I’m Charlotte Collis. I’m Mrs Tolliver’s granddaughter. She’s my granny. Do you know Mrs Tolliver?’

      ‘Yes, I do. Not very well, but I do know her. My mother used to play bridge with her. And my aunt is called Phoebe Shackleton.’

      And now her face lit up. For the first time since I had set eyes on her, she looked a natural and excited child. Her eyes were wide behind the spectacles, and her mouth opened in a delighted gasp of surprise, revealing teeth too big for her narrow face.

      ‘Phoebe! Phoebe’s my best friend. I go and have tea with her and things, every time I go and stay with Granny. I didn’t know she’d broken her arm.’ She gazed into my face. ‘You… you’re not Prue, are you?’

      I smiled. ‘Yes, I am. How did you know?’

      ‘I thought I knew your face. I’ve seen your photograph in Phoebe’s sitting room. I always thought you looked lovely.’

      ‘Thank you.’

      ‘And Phoebe used to tell me about you when I went to see her. It’s lovely going to tea with her, because it’s not like being with a grown-up person and I’m allowed to go on my own. And we always play with the carousel that used to be a gramophone.’

      ‘That was mine. Chips made it for me.’

      ‘I never knew Chips. He was dead before I can remember.’

      ‘And I,’ I told her, ‘never knew your mother.’

      ‘But we go and stay with Granny most summers.’

      ‘And I am usually there at Easter, or sometimes for Christmas, so our paths have never crossed. I don’t think I even know her name.’

      ‘It’s Annabelle. She was Annabelle Tolliver. But she’s called Mrs Collis now.’

      ‘And do you have brothers and sisters?’

      ‘One brother. Michael. He’s fifteen. He’s at Wellington.’

      ‘And the boiler at Wellington hasn’t blown up?’

      It was an attempt to add a little levity to the conversation, but Charlotte did not smile. She said, ‘No.’

      I studied the menu and thought about Mrs Tolliver. My memories of her were of a tall, elegant, and rather chilling lady, always immaculately turned out, her grey hair neatly groomed, her skirts pleated and pressed, her long, narrow shoes polished like chestnuts. I thought of White Lodge, where Charlotte was going to stay, and wondered what a child would find to do in those neatly manicured gardens, that quiet and orderly house.

      I looked across the table at the child and saw that she, too, with furrowed brow, was trying to decide what she would have for lunch. She seemed a sad little person. It couldn’t have been much fun, being sent home from school simply because the boiler there had blown up. Unexpected and probably unwanted, with your mother abroad and no person to take care of you. It couldn’t have been much fun, being put by yourself on a train and shunted off to the end of the country to visit your grandmother. I wished, all at once, for Mrs Tolliver to be dumpy and cosy, with a round, warm bosom and a passion for knitting dolls’ clothes and playing Clock Patience.

      Charlotte looked up and saw me watching her. She sighed hopelessly. ‘I don’t know what I want.’

      I said, ‘A moment ago you told me you were feeling very hungry. Why don’t you have everything?’

      ‘All right.’ She decided on vegetable soup, roast beef, and ice cream. ‘And do you think,’ she added wistfully, ‘there might be enough money over for a Coca-Cola?’

       

      What is there so magical about travelling by train to Cornwall? I know I am not the first person to have known the enchantment as the line crosses the Tamar by the old Brunel railway bridge, as though one were entering the gates of some marvellous foreign country. Each time I go I tell myself that it cannot be the same, but it always is. And it is impossible to pinpoint the exact reasons for this euphoria. The shapes of the houses, perhaps, pink-washed in the evening sun. The smallness of the fields; the lofty viaducts soaring over deep, wooded valleys; the first distant glimpses of the sea? Or perhaps the saintly names of small stations that we rocket through and leave behind, or the voices of the porters on the platform at Truro?

      We reached St Abbatt’s Junction at a quarter to five. As the train drew alongside the platform, Charlotte and I were ready by the door, with our suitcases and my bunch of chrysanthemums, by now distinctly worse for wear. When we stepped down from the train, we were assailed by a blustering west wind, and I could smell the sea, salty and strong. There were palm trees on the platform, rattling their leaves like old, broken umbrellas, and a porter opened the door of the guards’ van and manhandled out of it a crate of indignant hens.

      I knew that Mr Thomas was going to come and meet me. Mr Thomas owned the only taxi in Penmarron, and Phoebe had told me over the telephone that she had engaged his services. As we walked up towards the bridge, I saw Mr Thomas waiting, bundled up in an overcoat as though it were winter and wearing on his head the hat that he had bought at a jumble sale and that had once belonged to some noble chauffeur. When he was not driving a taxi, he was a pig farmer, and for this occupation he had another hat, felt, and of great antiquity. Phoebe, who had a Rabelaisian wit, once wondered what sort of hat he wore when he was getting into bed with Mrs Thomas, but my mother had pursed her lips and lowered her eyes and refused to be amused, so Phoebe had not wondered it again.

      There was no sign of Mrs Tolliver. I could feel Charlotte’s anxiety.

      ‘Perhaps your grandmother’s waiting on the other side of the bridge.’

      The train, which never stopped long anywhere, drew out. We scanned the opposite platform, but the only person who waited was a fat lady with a shopping bag. Not Mrs Tolliver.

      ‘Maybe she’s sitting in the car in the station yard. It’s a cold evening to be standing about.’

      ‘I hope she hasn’t forgotten,’ said Charlotte.

      But Mr Thomas was to reassure us. ‘Hello, my dear,’ he said to me, coming to meet us and to relieve me of my case. ‘How are you? Nice to see you again. Have a good journey, did you?’ He looked down at Charlotte. ‘You’re Mrs Tolliver’s little girl, aren’t you. That’s right. My orders are to pick up the pair of you. Take the little girl to White Lodge, and then you on to Miss Shackleton’s. Travel together, did you?’

      ‘Yes, we did; we met on the train.’

      ‘Your aunt would have come, but she can’t drive her car with that dratted arm of hers. Come on now,’ he turned to Charlotte, ‘give me your case, too, easier to carry two than one…’

      And thus burdened, he trudged up the wooden steps and over the bridge, and Charlotte and I followed him. Settled in his taxi, which had moulting leather seats and always smelt faintly of pig, I said, ‘I hope Mrs Tolliver hasn’t broken her arm, too.’

      ‘Oh, no, she’s lovely.’ In Cornwall, lovely means well. ‘Nothing wrong with her. But didn’t seem much point two cars coming…’ And with that he started up his engine, and the taxi, after backfiring twice, ground into gear and shot forward up the hill that led to the main road.

      I sat back and felt annoyed. Perhaps it was the most sensible thing to do, arranging for Charlotte and me to share the taxi, but it would have been more welcoming if Mrs Tolliver had come to the station to meet Charlotte herself. It was, after all, a drive of only two miles. Charlotte was looking away from me, out the window, and I suspected that once more she was fighting tears. I didn’t blame her.

      ‘That was a good idea, wasn’t it, for us to share the taxi?’ I tried to sound enthusiastic, as though I approved.

      She did not turn round. She said, ‘I suppose so.’

      However, we had arrived. We were here. Along the main road on that windy afternoon, and down the hill beneath the oak trees. Past the gates of what used to be the Squire’s house, and then into the village. Nothing ever seemed to change. Up the hill again, past the cottages and the shops, an old man walking his dog, the petrol station, the pub. We turned down the road that led to the church and the sea, the copse of ancient oaks, the farm with its slated steadings, and so to the open white gates of White Lodge.

      Mr Thomas changed down with a hideous clash of gears and turned into these gates. We came up the short drive, between overhanging trees, and I saw the swept verges and the fading banks of hydrangea. We rounded a clump of these and drew up on the gravel sweep in front of the house. It was a stone house, whitewashed and solid. A wisteria clambered up the wall to the upstairs windows, and a flight of stone steps rose to the closed front door. We all got out of the taxi, and Mr Thomas went up the steps to ring the bell. The wind suddenly blew up a gust and swept a scatter of dead leaves into a whirlpool at our feet. After a short wait, the door was opened and Mrs Tolliver appeared. She looked just the same as I had remembered her and came down the steps towards us with her smoothly coiffed grey hair and her slender, elegant figure. Her face was neatly arranged in a smile of welcome.

      ‘Charlotte. Well, here you are.’ She stooped to kiss the child briskly. She straightened up. I am tall, but she was taller. ‘Prue. How very nice to see you. I hope you didn’t mind sharing the taxi.’

      ‘We didn’t mind in the least. We met on the train in London, so we’ve travelled all the way together.’

      ‘How very nice. Now, Charlotte, is this your suitcase? In you come. There’s just time to wash your hands, and then we’ll have tea. Mrs Curnow’s made a sponge cake. I expect you like sponge cake.’

      Charlotte said, ‘Yes.’ It did not sound convincing. She probably hated sponge cake. She would much have preferred fish fingers and chips.

      ‘… And Prue, I hope you find Phoebe well. Perhaps you’ll come for lunch one day. How is your mother?’

      ‘She’s well.’

      ‘I’ll get all the news some other time. Come along now, Charlotte.’

      ‘Good-bye,’ Charlotte said to me.

      ‘Good-bye, Charlotte. Come and see us.’

      ‘Yes, I will.’

      I waited by the taxi until they had gone up the steps and through the door. Mrs Tolliver carried the suitcase, and Charlotte, still clutching her comic, trod cautiously at her heels. She did not turn to wave. The door closed behind them.
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