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To Priscilla Lamont










Chapter One


 


The storm was past. For the first time in days the clouds scudding across the sky were white, high, harmless puffs; beneath them the sea was deep blue and barely ruffled by a steady westerly breeze.


Against the glare and dazzle of the noonday light, the doorway of the galley made a darker rectangle. From the hot shade of its interior a laden figure emerged, perspiring, dark tendrils of hair plastered to its head, a ragged vest slipping on tanned glistening shoulders. It would have taken a moment or two for any outsider to recognize that the person advancing on the rail with a bucket of slops was female; but then, there were no outsiders on the Evangelina, and the men and boys of the little ship’s company had long grown indifferent to the gender of the cook’s mate. One flirtatious feint, one rebuff, were enough. A thousand miles out from Panama, a kind of grudging kinship bound them all together in a patient sexlessness. There would be time for soft delights later, in some harbour town, when all were clean and spruce in carefully hoarded shirts from the bottom of kitbags. For the moment, the expression of each man’s desires was less pressing than the need to ensure he got a decent portion of potato soup or an unbruised apple from the keepers of the galley. The ship had come through bad weather during these past days; food was more pressing than sex.


The woman vanished into the dim doorway again, where the slop bucket was heard clanging to the floor. Moments later she reappeared, and stooped to pick up another aluminium pail and lower it briskly on its long rope into the turbulence of the ship’s wake. The new bucket jerked, filled, and was as rapidly hauled up and taken between two strong brown hands. Without ceremony the cook’s mate upended the cold seawater over her head. She repeated the process, soaking her raggedly sawn-off jeans and cotton vest, shaking her shaggy mane of hair with angry energy; then threw the bucket back into the scuppers and leaned on the wooden rail while the sun began gently to dry her clothes.


‘Maggie!’ called a rasping voice from the galley. ‘Komm! Ich möchte . . .’ His voice became indistinct as the sentence tailed off. She whipped round, the wet singlet plastered to her breast, her left arm hooked round a wire stay to maintain her balance on the shifting deck. Dark eyebrows knitted together, and big green eyes narrowed like an angry cat’s.


‘Fuck off!’ she said, into the gloom.


A deep, rather drunken-sounding laugh came from the darkness, and a slurred, ‘Ich liebe dich!’


The woman turned, and taking hold of the tarred wires and ropes which rose above her to the topmast, hauled herself onto the rail and began to climb the rigging.


‘Wiedersehen!’ she called, from thirty feet above the deck. And added, in kitchen German, a routine obscenity. Two boys who were rubbing down the rusty side of the bridge looked up and laughed. Far aloft among the greying sails, the woman threw her knee over the yardarm and looked out ahead, eastward across the illimitable wastes of the Atlantic.


 


 


A thousand miles away, a pair of very similar green eyes were wide and soft, dreaming beneath dark arching brows as Sarah Penn wiped down her kitchen worktops. The house was silent, for it was a schoolday; it smelled enticingly of fresh coffee, because it was the day when Sarah worked at home.


‘From home,’ she would correct friends. ‘You have to say I work from home because at home sounds as if you’re doing housework.’


‘But you do,’ protested Nita, her neighbour and confidante. ‘You use Fridays for cleaning and the weekend shop. I’ve seen you.’


‘Sam Miller hasn’t,’ Sarah replied. ‘And I can do the e-mails in half an hour, and catch up on the practice invoices in odd moments at the weekend.’


Now she finished her kitchen surfaces, threw the cloth into the sink, and crossed to the crowded noticeboard by the dresser. Among a chaos of timetables, notes, leaflets and bills there was a postcard pinned to the cork, half obscured by a yellow Post-it note saying, THE RICE CAKES ARE MINE. STRICT DIET! KEEP OFF! and signed with a self-consciously ornate ‘Sam’. Sarah moved the note, and left it sticking to a curling parish magazine that hung limply near the bottom edge of the board. She took down the postcard, pushed its pin carefully back into the cork, and carried the card over to the table, looking at it all the way. There, reaching for the coffee pot and absently pouring her third cup of the morning, she read the small, neat writing.


‘Acapulco Naval Base,’ it said. ‘May 13.’ Out of habit Sarah turned it over, but there was nothing in the cheaply printed photograph of sky, beach and sea to distinguish it from a thousand other postcards. She turned back, to the message.


 


Got a free lift, hooray! Under sail, too. Ship is called Evangelina, has been doing film location work and now has to get to Europe for winter in Canaries, lucrative charter to build characters of French kids (forlorn hope from what I hear of their last trip). I am assistant cook but cook is German and mainly pissed. Small crew anyway, Chilean, Yanks and riffraff like self. Captain plays flute. Ten days max to Panama Canal, then eastward ho.


      Sold the bike for US$50 and a waterproof jacket. Have brought kids really disgusting presents from Mexico.


      XXXX Mag


 


      Sarah smiled, and read it through again. As she put it back on the board, she glanced up at a small world map, torn by Jamie from an old diary months earlier when he decided to track his aunt’s progress through the length of South America. She found Acapulco, and traced the way to Panama. She looked at the blankness of the Atlantic nibbling at the coasts of Europe and Africa, and thought wonderingly for a moment of her sister, out on the ocean.


Then she noticed, with a start, a scribble of black marker on the flimsy, cheaply printed football club flyer which hung beneath. MUM, REMEMBER CAKES, SALE IS TUEDAY. TEDDY.


‘Bugger!’ said Mrs Penn aloud, and crossed the kitchen to begin clanging out cake tins and ingredients. But while she tipped and mixed and cracked the eggs and deftly wiped saved butter papers round the well-worn tins, her mind drifted back to the long shared years of sisterhood.










Chapter Two


 


The Reave sisters, Sarah and Margaret, were a piquant sight as children; elderly neighbours meeting the family on the wide, bland pavements of the Brackley estate would smile at how alike they were, even with the five years’ difference between them. When Sarah doggedly pushed new baby Margaret in her buggy, they would say to her mother, ‘Aah! Look at that little face, and the hair, and those black eyebrows already! It’s like having baby Sarah back again! She was a beauty, wasn’t she!’ And Sarah would try not to mind, even though she privately felt that she had not gone anywhere, did not need to be brought back again, and certainly did not need replacing with a newer and more beautiful model.


Later, while the elder sister with continued doggedness pushed her way through public exams, growing pale and flabby with the effort of constant studying, Margaret continued to be a physical reminder of her younger self. A harassed Sarah would emerge from her books to see a revenant of her childhood: Maggie the brat, insouciantly nimble, as cheeky and skinny and wilfully disruptive as an elf. When she glanced up from her A-level work to see her sister practising handstands amid a pile of disregarded homework she would growl, ‘Just you wait! Life isn’t all fun when you get older!’


But Maggie would shake her shaggy head dismissively and run outside to hang upside down like a bat, knees crooked over the top bar of the climbing frame, defying gravity and the academic future alike.


The same neighbours, frailer and greyer now, would glance over the garden fences from their tidy domains and say, ‘She’s a wild one – but you can’t put old heads on young shoulders. I’m sure she’ll settle down like Sarah. Oh, that’s a bright girl: all A grades they say she’ll get – and going to London University to study chemistry. Girls these days! They’ve got the world before them. It’s wonderful, really.’


Sarah duly achieved her grades, her matchbox of a student room in the Imperial College hall of residence, and eventually her first-class degree and a promising traineeship at Intertech Industries UK, Paints and Wallcoverings Division. By contrast, when Maggie’s turn came to be processed through the rites of teenage success or failure, nobody was predicting A grades for her. The head of their sixth form, a sour man with little tolerance of female fantasy, observed tartly that he was not even ready to predict that the youngest Reave child would turn up to sit her exams, let alone pass them. Maggie had by then acquired an impressive record of truancy.


‘Though you have to admit that she’s always been original,’ said her father Ted after the third or fourth major crisis. He was sitting at the kitchen table, tired from a six-hour trip to fetch his seventeen-year-old daughter home from the Isle of Wight, where she had been intercepted and unmasked aboard an ocean racing yacht whose horrified skipper had believed her to be a 23-year-old veteran of the Fastnet Race. Maggie was upstairs now, fast asleep, and her father was yawning over his cocoa. His instinct was to defend her.


‘According to the head, most of the girls bunk off so they can hang around Etam and Tammy Girl, and shoplift make-up from Woolies. At least Maggie’s always had a reason. Ever since she was quite little.’


‘I don’t,’ said her mother Nancy heavily, ‘call going off with the circus much of a reason. Not for a twelve-year-old. Anything could have happened. Those men . . . two nights away  . . .’


‘It wasn’t the men she went for,’ said Ted stubbornly. Despite the stabs of terror she had so often inflicted on the whole family, he enjoyed his youngest daughter’s wayward spirit. ‘It was the elephant. She was learning about elephant-keeping.’


‘The old man who did the elephants said she worked really hard,’ added Sarah, who was home from university for a weekend. ‘He thought she was sixteen.’


‘Well, then!’ said Nancy. ‘Sixteen – yes! You know what that means. To a man. And as soon as she was sixteen . . .’ She closed her eyes in pained memory for a moment. ‘It was a whole fortnight. It was your fault, Ted. It was you who said they had to look after their own passports.’


‘But she did phone home. We knew she was OK,’ said Sarah gently.


‘She was in Turkey!’ exploded her mother. ‘In the middle of term! With no money! We had the council round!’


‘She was looking for the site of Noah’s flood,’ said Ted. ‘Remember – it was in the papers that year, about someone in Turkey thinking they’d found the Ark. She said she wanted to see Mount Ararat.’


‘Anything could have happened,’ said Nancy tightly. ‘I blame you as much as her. You never reined her back. You hardly even told her off.’


With practised diplomacy, her husband and elder daughter changed the subject. Although Nancy said ‘anything’ could have happened, they both knew that there was only one thing, fixed in her terrified brain, that the mother dreaded for her daughters. Through all those teenage years it was Nancy’s daily fear that one of her pretty daughters would get pregnant. Sarah always thought it curious that their mother did not focus her dread on the danger that they would be raped, or murdered, or come off the back of a fast motorbike. As she grew older she privately decided that the fear of pregnancy might represent, rather than displace, those other fears. It was a kindly interpretation and typical of the elder girl’s generous spirit. Maggie, meanwhile, stuck to her own theory.


‘What she’s trying to tell us,’ she would say brutally, ‘is that having us wrecked her life. Tough tit. As if anyone had to get pregnant these days, anyway. Gross.’


However it was, Nancy spent many mornings absorbed, scissors in hand, scanning the newspapers daily for terrible tales of girls who got knocked up, dropped out of education, and subsequently led graceless and sordid lives in council flats. The fact that this fate had overtaken none of her neighbours’ daughters, nor any girl in living memory at Brackhampton High School, hardly reassured Mrs Reave. Nor did Sarah’s series of earnest, respectful boyfriends or Maggie’s tomboy scorn. The fact was that neither of them – despite Maggie’s propensity for running away – ever showed the slightest tendency to get into that particular kind of trouble.


But still the mother fretted, and told the neighbours that bringing up boys would have been easy in comparison.


‘Women,’ she would say, ‘live under a curse. A mother of girls can never really rest until they’re safe.’ By safe she meant married.


‘Married alive. Ugh,’ said Maggie, and grinned at her father, who would try not to grin back while his wife was watching.


The head of sixth from at Brackhampton High must have been, despite his sourness, an effective one. Somehow he coaxed Maggie Reave through her university application. Somehow he got her into the exam room, to emerge with a set of grades which, though not as starry as her big sister’s, guaranteed her a place at a lesser university to read geography. It was a canny move on his part to point out to her the advantages of the subject for an adventurous spirit.


‘There’s a sandwich year,’ he said. ‘Fieldwork camps. There’s a forestry project in South America, a survey they’ve got on in Iceland, and something about desert reclamation in Israel. You get your fares paid.’


So as Sarah moved decorously up through the ranks at Intertech, and conducted a slow, shy, happy courtship with an assistant bookshop manager called Leonard Penn, Maggie Reave gazed out of the windows of Midlands lecture halls and walked for miles, restless and bored, along canal banks. Her reward, in the year that Sarah and Leo became engaged, was to walk with a lighter step among grey boulders and steaming geysers in the far north, and camp at night beneath the Northern Lights.


Her father, who was privately amazed that his younger daughter had got through two years of ordinary student life and summer jobs without breaking free, read her ecstatic postcards from the icy edges of the world and said confidentially to one of his friends at the bank that he found it hard to believe that his Margaret would ever go back to a desk. ‘She’s my wild bird,’ he said sentimentally to his kindly, greying, efficient secretary. ‘If you try to hold her, she’ll fly off. But if you wait with an open hand, she’ll come to you in her own good time. I’m afraid my wife’s never really understood that. She’s a great believer in girls staying at home.’


He managed, however, to feign decent surprise and disapprobation for his wife’s benefit when, at the end of her eight months in Iceland, Maggie fired off three missives: a postcard to her parents, a long letter to her sister, and a half-page one to the university. Each explained, in different terms, that she was giving up the course and travelling on.


Before this news was digested there was another bulletin: a crackling telephone call to Sarah. Maggie was edging along the Greenland coast as cook on an oil company tugboat.


‘She’ll come home pregnant!’ lamented her mother. ‘She’ll ruin her life!’ And, inconsequentially, ‘She’s a terrible cook, anyway!’


By the time Sarah had extricated herself from work and come home to discuss the crisis with the family Maggie was in Newfoundland, and represented at the family table by a grimy postcard bearing an incongruous picture of a leprechaun and shamrock with the words: ‘Top of the morning from the top of a new continent. What a big world it is, to be sure. Too big to be wasting time at a desk. Why the leprechaun, do you think? Do you suppose there are expatriate Bostonian-Irish interests up here which form a customer base for leprechaun postcards?’


Sarah had brought her newly affianced Leo home with her, as she did most weekends. He had become a familiar of the tidy little house on the Brackley estate, and was tranquilly approved of by the elder Reaves. He was ten years older than Sarah, son of a long deceased North London doctor, an alumnus of both Cambridge and Harvard. Ted and Nancy, poring damp-eyed over the atlas volume of Ted’s old Encylopaedia Britannica, found themselves instinctively turning for help to his apparent sophistication. Even the less impressionable Sarah said with reckless geographical unconcern, ‘You know that part of the world, Leo. What do you think we ought to do? Do you reckon she’ll be OK?’


In love, flattered, carried away by the moment, Leo said, ‘I could go out there if you like. Speak to her. Persuade her to finish her education. I’m sure the university will hold her place.’


Slightly to his dismay, the Reaves collectively leapt on the idea.


Later that night, sitting on the sofa with his arm round Sarah, Leo said, ‘Oh God. I’m going to have to do it, aren’t I? How the hell do I get to Newfoundland?’


‘Your fault for offering,’ said his beloved, unkindly. ‘It’s a fool’s errand. Nobody’s ever persuaded Maggie to do anything she didn’t fancy. She’s been stir-crazy for two years, this was always coming. So it’s going to cost a fortune, all for nothing.’ She paused, and sipped at her tea.


‘But yes,’ she added, illogically. ‘You’ve got to go. I don’t think Dad is terribly well just now. They’re not saying anything, but  . . .’


Ted indeed, was looking thin and grey. It was, as it turned out, his last summer.


So Leo flew to Boston on the cheapest fare available, his long legs crushed uncomfortably against the seat in front, and took a train northward into Canada. By this time Sarah had had a brief crackling phone call from Maggie, saying that she had found a job cooking and cleaning up for some entomologists camped north-west of Halifax. She named the leader of the expedition, which was her big mistake. Once Sarah had telegraphed him the name, it took Leo, adept at using his old net of university contacts, a mere three days to track down his wayward sister-in-law-to-be.


He found her sitting, knees akimbo, outside an almost offensively picturesque log cabin in a forest clearing. She was mixing a panful of powdered mashed potato, and had the air of a stage gypsy with a red scarf wound round her head.


She looked up, and her big eyes widened.


‘What,’ she asked incredulously, ‘are you doing here? Where’s Sarah? Are you on holiday?’


But she knew within minutes that she was beaten. A family that could so rapidly and unprecedentedly dispatch an envoy into the heart of the great Northern forest was a force to be reckoned with. Leo slept for two nights on a hideously uncomfortable pine shelf in the entomologists’ hut, and for two days steadily and relentlessly unrolled before Maggie the arguments for finishing her degree and not distressing her suffering parents any further. By the end of the first day she knew the sour taste of defeat. That night she wept, but kept up a show of resistance for a further twenty-four hours. When it was all over, and the scientists had begun to confer – with an insulting lack of concern – about where to find another camp mother, Leo made a mistake of his own. He produced, with a quite unnecessary flourish, her train and air tickets home.


‘They’re dated,’ said the girl angrily. ‘You were sure you’d get me home and you knew how long it’d take! You patronizing bastard!’


He was shattered by the emotional force of the anger he had unleashed.


On the plane back to Heathrow, Maggie did not speak one civil word to Leo Penn. She looked like a small furious wild animal, huddled in her seat, her big eyes hard and hostile. Leo thought, through the feverish weariness of the flight, that she was a scrawny feral version of his soft-hearted, gentle Sarah. Indeed there was an almost comical similarity in the two women’s eyes, their straight dark brows, the way their hair fell, the timbre of their voices. He looked at her through half-closed eyes in the quiet of the aeroplane. It was a clear night, and among the slumped, dozing passengers she was sitting bolt upright, staring out of the window at the moon and the distant white specks of bergs thousands of feet below them. Leo marvelled that this ungrateful angry creature, compounded of fire and air, mountain and storm, could be the sister of his Sarah. She, he thought poetically, was rather earth and water: a gentle breeze through a cornfield, a stream through cool green woods . . . he was not worthy of such perfection. He fell asleep at last, to a troubled, happy dream of her.


Later, as they stood beside the baggage carousel at Heathrow, Maggie turned to him and spoke in a tight, small voice.


‘I suppose you have to escort me all the way home? In case I bolt?’


‘No,’ said Leo tranquilly. ‘You won’t bolt. It was your decision to come home. I’m going back to my flat, and I presume you’re going home to Brackhampton to sort out your kit for the new term.’


Maggie snorted, and ran her hand angrily through her shaggy dark hair. She was, he thought, still very young. He looked down at her, a tall, awkward figure in his black-rimmed glasses and crumpled jacket, and added, ‘You’ve got all your life to go travelling. Once you’ve finished university.’ Deftly, he hooked their bags off the carousel. ‘Nobody’s been forced to do anything. That’s not what this is about. I’m not bringing you home tied to my chariot wheels.’


‘Oh, thanks! For nothing!’ Suddenly, for one treacherous moment, the idea of Leonard driving anything more dashing than his old Ford Fiesta made the girl’s lips twitch; all her life she had been easily betrayed into laughter at the most inappropriate moments. Then, reassuming her mantle of umbrage, she shrugged and walked away from him with her one light kitbag swinging. Leo watched her retreating figure for a few moments, then made his own way to the Underground.


She never sulked for long. Back home, Maggie saw her father’s new pallor and threw her arms around him; she even took care to turn a reassuringly flat-bellied profile to her mother at every opportunity, and packed for the new term with every sign of meekness.


 


 


That was in 1983, the year before Ted died. Maggie became quieter during that year, almost (by her standards) withdrawn. The protracted farewell to her father took a heavy toll on her. To Sarah’s surprise she spent the whole of her university vacations at home on the Brackley estate, sitting with her father as he grew weaker and tolerating her mother’s tearful, capricious moods with a new gentleness. Her sister never doubted how much this forbearance cost her. When she came down at weekends from her job at Intertech, Maggie would chat for a while, then say with a sidelong glance, ‘Take over?’ When Sarah assented, she would vanish until Sunday night with the ragged old tent from their childhood, walking out of the straggling estate and along the verge of the roaring trunk road towards the sea. It took her the best part of a day to walk to the coast, where she pitched her tent on the beach with utter unconcern for by-laws and for the row of bungalows above, and sat by a driftwood fire. The next morning she would swim in the sea, whatever the season, and walk home.


‘Why don’t you get the bus? Or take my car?’ Sarah asked once. ‘It seems such a waste of your free time walking ten miles along that miserable road with all the container lorries when you could get there in half an hour and have proper walks along the beach.’


‘Ugh!’ said Maggie. ‘That’s like picking all the raisins out of a bun.’


Another time, she ventured a further explanation. ‘You see, you have to measure out a journey,’ she said. ‘You measure it best in steps. And the shorter the journey is, the more important it is to use your own legs as a measure.’


‘You mean,’ said Sarah, intrigued, ‘that you can turn any trip into an adventure provided you make it difficult enough for yourself?’


Maggie looked at her. Sarah saw that there were fine lines of disillusion, new lines altogether, spidering around the corners of her little sister’s eyes.


‘No,’ said Maggie. ‘Not an adventure. But you can pace up and down the cage a bit, can’t you?’


‘I worry,’ said Nancy to Sarah during one of these absences, ‘about her being out in that tent alone. Anything could happen. There was a girl in the paper who was – you know, violated – and she found she was pregnant. What a terrible thing.’


Sarah had suffered her mother’s troubling obsession for too long to fall into the trap of responding. Instead, kindly, she said, ‘Oh Mum, while you’re here, I did want to talk through a few things about the wedding  . . .’


So for a while the mist of Nancy’s worries cleared, as her easier daughter led her up to the bright, safe, happy realm of weddingland, where nothing mattered but embossing and bouquets, fork lunches and the suitability of simple pearl necklets as the groom’s present to the bridesmaids. Leo had taken his future father-in-law to the pub that evening because it was one of his good nights. He and Sarah were, their parents’ friends agreed, a lovely and considerate young couple. Sometimes they added that it was a pity the younger sister was so odd.


 


 


Ted Reave lived just long enough to give away his elder daughter in Brackhampton church, amid great sprays of lilies and yellow roses. Sarah and Leo had their fortnight’s honeymoon in France with no undue anxiety, but arrived home barely in time to drive down from London, say goodbye at a hospice bedside and arrange his funeral. It was the same church, and again Nancy ordered lilies.


‘They made him sneeze,’ said Maggie, sotto voce, to her sister when she saw the coffin lying tranquilly in the aisle between the white waxy blooms. The two of them had gone early into the church to make sure that all was well. ‘Remember, at the wedding?’


‘Well . . . Mum likes lilies,’ said Sarah. ‘If they do something for her, surely that’s the point  . . .’


Maggie turned her back on coffin and lilies alike and began suddenly to cry, not discreetly but with raw childish sobs. Sarah stood quietly apart, resisting the urge to hug her: Maggie hated to be pawed when she was upset. The surge of grief passed, and was replaced by a long, bubbling, unladylike sniff. Sarah handed over a wad of tissues.


‘Poor Dad,’ said Maggie, wiping her nose violently. ‘I wish he’d had more of a life.’


‘He was happy with it,’ said Sarah. ‘He had a family, he liked the bank, and they liked him. Mrs Minch cried when I rang to tell her, said he was the best boss she ever had. And they gave him that picture when he retired. He had Mum, and the garden, and us. It was a good life.’


‘He never went anywhere,’ spat Maggie with sudden vehemence. ‘He never went anywhere hotter than Margate or colder than the Lake District. He never saw anything that lives wild in a jungle. He lived fifty-eight years and never saw coral, or coconuts on the tree. He never crossed anything wider than the bloody Channel on the ferry. He had to be a pillar of respectable society and smile at stupid old bats who got their accounts muddled, and then he died. It’s desperate.’


She began to cry again. Sarah knew perfectly well that it was not only their father she was weeping for.


‘You’ve been home too long, pacing the cage, Magpuss,’ she said. ‘You were lovely to him. He really appreciated the amount of time you spent at home. All you have to do now is a few more weeks at college, then finals, and you’re free. Go and be a jackaroo or a pirate or a coconut farmer – whatever appalling life you fancy. I promise that I’ll never, ever send Leo to bring you back again.’


Maggie almost smiled at that; for the intervening months had softened the Canadian forest outrage to a well-worn joke.


They walked out into the thin Easter sunshine, and shortly the organ began to play and the Reave sisters took their mother in to bury their father.










Chapter Three


 


The year of Sarah’s wedding and Ted’s death saw a sudden, startling reversal in the direction of Nancy’s obsession. She was just as worried about pregnancy as before, but now the fever that consumed her was anxiety that her elder daughter should conceive as fast as possible. Almost every day the widow telephoned Sarah in London to ask, more or less directly, about the prospect of a grandchild. The newspaper cuttings that littered her kitchen table now were not about pregnant teenagers but about IVF and gametes and ageing ova and desperate women whose careers made them avoid conception until their fertility had waned beyond repair.


‘You don’t want to leave it too late,’ the mother was crackling down Sarah’s telephone line a mere month after the wedding. ‘Women’s, you know, equipment doesn’t last for ever. And the older you are, the more tiring a baby can be. I was twenty-two when I had you, and twenty-seven when Margaret came, and there was a difference. Oh my word, there was. Well, you were too small to remember, but I was drained . . . I hardly had a moment’s pleasure in that baby.’


Sarah, torn between pity for her mother’s new loneliness and irritation at the absurdity of nagging a bride of twenty-three, would sit patiently in her bright new flat, tapping her foot on the carpet, grimacing humorously across the room at her husband to indicate that the subject had come up again. She and Leo were intensely happy in those first days, deeply at ease in one another’s company; it seemed to her indeed that she had never been so much at home with another human being before. Each day they woke and smiled, embraced with easy passion, amicably split the morning papers and berated Mrs Thatcher together in total harmony. After a peaceful breakfast Sarah would shower, carrying on the conversation while Leo shaved. Then, in their neat business suits – Sarah’s short-skirted, wide-shouldered navy blue and Leo’s grey managerial pinstripe – they would embrace one last time and set off for their work.


They laughed together about that, too. Once the excitement of her real-life salary wore off, Sarah had begun to wonder whether departmental team leadership in the world of specialist paint marketing was really a goal worth being groomed for. Leo was increasingly disillusioned about the big chain bookstore where he had worked for close on a decade.


‘Philistines,’ he said. ‘The books don’t matter, only the numbers game. The customers don’t matter, only their money. I might as well be selling burgers. At least there’s less hype and tinsel in the burger trade. Do you know who they want me to have in for a so-called book event next month? Fifi de Mornay! The one who slept with two Cabinet ministers in the same week. No, I tell a lie, the bald one wasn’t even in the Cabinet. When the book trade’s sucking up to the discarded mistresses of junior trade and industry spokesmen, it’s time for the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse to step in.’


After a while his complaints ceased to sound like jokes and began to take on a genuinely querulous edge. When evening came, he had sometimes poured and finished his first drink before he could bear to discuss his day.


Sarah, happily in love and naturally of a more philosophical nature, was less inclined to complain of her lot. But then, as she secretly told herself, it was different for a woman. The idea of her being trapped for ever in Intertech, or on any kind of executive ladder, was an absurdity, even now, even in 1984. She was a married woman, her destiny awaited. At the moment she enjoyed her office, her team, the mildly exhilarating snakes-and-ladders challenge of commissioning and marketing new kinds of household paint. She had had a small triumph with a particular non-drip product, liaising brilliantly with a new advertising agency to bring in a hugely successful campaign on a cheap contract. She earned plaudits from her departmental chief. There was even an approach from the advertising agency, suggesting she discuss management opportunities there. She enjoyed earning well – she was paid more than Leo already – and took easy pleasure in the company of her colleagues and in the vigorous absurdities of corporate life.


But all the time, although she would have hesitated to say so in front of their more fashionable friends, Sarah Penn knew perfectly well that none of this would last. Some time – not as soon as her mother would like, but soon enough, perhaps when she was thirty – there would be a family. A baby, and a new kind of life. She rejoiced in the idea. Just as the fun of work began to fade and the office life to pall, she would find herself with a new and exciting function. She would be a Mother.


Probably, they would move to somewhere with a garden; fields, even. And although Sarah entirely applauded the idea of equal working rights for women, she had not the slightest intention of going into her fourth decade of life exhausted by working with a carrycot under the desk. Nor would she hand over any baby of hers to some hireling or nursery for ten hours a day. She knew with deep conviction what sort of mother she would be. She foresaw without repining that when she returned from the inevitable break, it would be to a different kind of work, a lesser level of commitment.


Sarah looked forward to this future of compromise, and rarely glanced beyond the child-rearing years to any future work. The child who had pushed her sister’s pram knew beyond any doubt that motherhood would suit her; better, she suspected, than it had suited the pessimistic, anxious Nancy. Sometimes she allowed herself to consider a less sunny prospect, in which the babies did not come. But ‘We’d adopt’ she would say to herself firmly, pushing the fear away. Whatever tricks biology might play (and her mother’s ceaseless keening did start to chip away at her confidence after a while), that second life of motherhood definitely awaited her. One way or another. Therefore it did not matter if Intertech was less than fulfilling: how could it fulfil her? It was only a prelude, after all, to the real tune of her life.


For Leo it was different. She was sure of that. A man’s work went on and on until he retired. It was therefore more important for him to be well-suited and satisfied. And so, as the weeks went by, Sarah worried ever more about Leo’s frustrations at work but bore her own with a shrug, because there was a time-release key on her shackles that a man could never have.


Thinking about all these things as she baked her youngest child a cake for school, Sarah shook her head in amused, indulgent disbelief. Sometimes, when she looked back from the perspective of the newborn twenty-first century, the attitudes and certainties she held in 1984 seemed ludicrous. Her daughter would not grow up with them, for certain. Samantha, already a moody, clever fifteen year old, would surely fight her corner, assert her right to her own career and expect equal partnership with her husband – if any – in every aspect of life. But at the time, Sarah told herself stoutly, her feelings and priorities had been perfectly reasonable. Especially, perhaps, to the favourite daughter of a woman who had never worked for money after her wedding day.


Anyway, she told herself in these rare moments of retro-spection, there was no disgrace in having felt sorry for Leo. It was kindness, it was love that made her think his job mattered more. It was pity, because he would never be pregnant and therefore never be free from the daily commercial grind.


That was why, towards the end of 1984, Sarah said to her increasingly morose husband, ‘Look, you don’t have to stay with the company. You could set up as an independent. You’ve got the flair, you’ve got the contacts – have your own bookshop! I can support both of us easily for three years or so on what I earn. We can use my New Year bonus to help with the first stock. Why don’t we just go for it?’


‘I can’t live off my wife!’ said Leo, with a horror every bit as old-fashioned as Sarah’s view of her maternal future. ‘And suppose you had a baby?’


‘I shall have a baby when I’m good and ready for it,’ said Sarah. ‘They don’t just happen, you know. I’m only twenty-four. I’ve got six years before I need bother. And by then you’ll be doing terrifically well, and I can take all my maternity leave and then go back part-time. And it’ll be ever so much cheaper living out of London anyway.’


‘Living out of London?’ said Leo wonderingly. ‘You’ve got it all worked out, haven’t you?’


‘Well, you aren’t going to start off by paying London rents and business rates, are you?’ said Sarah scornfully. ‘We could go to – I don’t know, Ramsgate? Or Brackhampton? There’s nothing but a couple of tacky newsagents there, doing bestsellers and puzzle books. And ever since they set up the history trail round the friary and the castle ruin, the town does get the more upmarket trade. House prices are going up too. Bet you anything it’ll be quite smart down there in a year or so. And the Channel tunnel’s going to help, I bet.’


‘But your job?’


‘I could commute. Intertech’s only three minutes from Waterloo. And I’m pretty sure they’re not going to ask me to relocate.’


Leo thought for a moment or two then said slowly, ‘Brackhampton. Near your mother.’


‘Well, we wouldn’t live out on the Brackley estate, obviously. But would you mind? Being near Mum, I mean?’


‘No,’ he said. ‘Not really. I suppose she can’t actually make you pregnant just by sending out rays of magic ’fluence, can she?’


 


 


      But of course, somehow, she did. Leo and Sarah sold the London flat at a gratifying profit and bought a bankrupt butcher’s shop on the corner of Friar’s Alley and the High Street, with a beetle-ridden cellar for a stockroom and a one-bedroom flat over half of it.


‘Which we can open up for a children’s department – or a coffee shop – when we can afford to move out to a house,’ said Sarah. ‘The next generation of bookshops will be hangouts. Places people want to spend time in.’ She was a great reader of lifestyle pages.


The premises smelt unpleasantly of meat, but there was nothing wrong with them that energy, paint and a bit of plaster would not cure. They resolved to use Sarah’s last fortnight of holiday entitlement for a pre-Christmas blitz on the old cream gloss paint.


Within a week of the move, though, the smell of paint itself was too much for Sarah.


‘Tummy bug,’ she said, groaning as she knelt to stir the leaf-green paint. ‘I’ve been feeling queasy all morning.’


‘You felt queasy all yesterday morning too,’ said Leo. ‘You don’t think—’


She looked up. On the top of the stepladder, scraper in hand, her husband stood frozen in horror, looking down. Sarah stood up slowly, one hand on the small of her back, and gazed at him. After a moment contemplating his pale, wretched wife among the dustsheets and tea chests, Leo said emphatically, ‘No. No, you can’t be!’


But she was. Putting down their tools, the two of them fled along the High Street to Boots, bought a pregnancy testing kit and ran shakily back to their chilly shop. Together they read the instructions. Sarah vanished into the butcher’s bleak lavatory, then together they stared at the test tube and watched the brown ring of sediment form, clear and unmistakable.


The shock of that moment never left them. It was, Sarah told Maggie many months later, like being hit with a hammer. ‘Or hijacked at gunpoint.’


‘Should bloody think so,’ said her sister. In contrast to Sarah’s pale, nauseous, eight-month bulk she was thin and brown, fresh back from a spell of illegal work and makeshift travel in the USA. ‘What are you thinking of? I turn my back for a few weeks—’


‘Months!’ said Sarah miserably.


‘Well, a few months then, and first of all you decide to support Leo’s business with your salary, tying yourself down to Intertech for the foreseeable future, then you get up the spout. You shouldn’t be let out alone. It’s madness! You aren’t even twenty-five!’


‘It’s my baby!’ said Sarah angrily. The child was moving now, with little popping kicks in her belly; she had become reconciled to it. The doctor had signed her off work, so the sweaty hell of commuting on crowded trains to an unsympathetic office was over for a while at least. ‘It’s my baby, even if I didn’t want it just yet.’


‘OK,’ said Maggie equably. ‘But a shop and a baby – a ball and chain. Talk about being tied down. I’m glad you’re happy, but bloody glad it isn’t me.’


 


 


Nancy, of course, was delighted; her metaphors were different from Maggie’s, reflected Sarah, but they meant much the same thing.


‘You’ve got your anchor now. You can put down roots. You won’t go drifting through life like your sister. Did you hear this harebrained scheme of hers about Australia? We don’t even have family in Australia.’


To Nancy and her friends on the estate, the only valid excuse for going abroad for longer than a fortnight was to visit colonial branches of the family. Anything else was dubious, probably dangerous, and vaguely upsetting. She had stopped worrying about Maggie becoming pregnant; her younger daughter seemed, these days, to be hardly a daughter at all. She was more like a son: high-spirited, evasive, always off on some mystifying expedition. There had been no boyfriends either; at least, none brought home for approval. Forgetting Maggie’s gender, the mother got along with her a little better.


Leo was reconciled to the baby too. Sarah remained resolute about returning early to work, so he thought they could cope financially; the shop had had a surprisingly good launch and he faced its first Christmas with optimism. He had a good knowledge of the trade. Once he was over the shock of the publishers’ robust credit terms for independent bookshops, he worked out a way of balancing the books. He quickly grasped – by way of a few disastrously quixotic mistakes – what books the denizens of Brackhampton would actually buy, and when they would buy them in profitable hardback. He rapidly learned that there was no point despising the rock music biographies, celebrity froth and sumptuously gimmicky cookbooks; yet his gentle, scholarly diffidence of manner and wide enthusiasm for his wares won him friends among those who thought of themselves as Brackhampton’s intelligentsia. Two months after the opening he managed to persuade one of the TV celebrity authors of the moment, a handsome firebrand of a Cambridge don whom he had slightly known in their youth, to come and deliver a talk. The little bookshop was packed that evening, the local radio station came, and his reputation shot up. He had plans to start a specialist service finding rare books on military and naval history and sending them out by post. There was profit in that, if you were organized. Leo was always organized.


On the strength of all this and Sarah’s maternity pay, the young couple decided with some trepidation to rent a little house behind the High Street rather than try and live in the flat with the baby. When she got back to work they would be able to afford a local girl to help out – the father shied away from the word ‘nanny’. Babies, he had heard, grew up very fast these days. In no time it would be at school, and the difficult bit would be over.


Despite his many talents, Leo, at thirty-four, was still in many ways an innocent.


 


 


Samantha Margaret Penn was born in February 1985, two weeks late, red-faced and howling after a long and difficult labour. Her aunt and prospective godmother got the news on a sweltering desert morning in Western Australia, over a crackling radiotelephone link. She had been called out from a tin-roofed classroom where she was imparting the basics of world geography to a dozen tanned and inattentive children.


‘I want to come home and see it!’ yelled Maggie over ocean waves of static. ‘But I can’t leave this job till the term’s over. I’m only doing it because Kathy got ill. No, a different Kathy. Never mind. And I haven’t got the fare together yet anyway. Long to see the baby! Give it my love!’


‘Not it!’ shouted Sarah. It had taken her three days to get through, three days of being kept under observation in a grimy ward, waiting her turn impatiently for the telephone trolley. ‘Not it. Her!’


‘Sorree!!’ said the distant voice from down under. ‘Look, I have to go. They wander off outside if I turn my back. Write! Tell me about her. Photos. All that. I’m here for at least two more months, then I’ll go down to the coast and see if I can work a passage on a ship pointing north.’


‘Mags, why can’t you FLY home like everyone else?’


‘There speaks a yuppie. Intertech executives fly. Me, I know my place. I earn peanuts here, Sarah, less than peanuts. I’ll try and fly part of the way, perhaps.’


‘I want to see you!’ Sarah twisted the cable of the telephone between her fingers, and tears pricked her eyes. Maggie’s strong, happy, careless voice tormented her like the singing of a bird outside a prison cell.


‘I want to see you too. But I have to finish term. I’m not a free agent till I draw my last Wooroo paycheck. Honestly. Look, I can’t talk now, they’re going outside, any minute now it’ll be a full-scale white man’s walkabout, Hoy! In! Sare, I really do have to go and shout at them. ’Bye. Take care.’


Leo, who was walking up and down with his baby in his arms, saw his wife’s face twitch as she put the phone down. Gently he laid Samantha down in the cot, where she waved her small arms and looked up at nothing with blue, unfocused eyes. He went to Sarah and put his arm round her.


‘Tired? Did she keep you up a lot last night? You’re doing so, so well. I’m proud of you. Both.’


Sarah did not relax into his arm at once. She pressed her lips together, and glanced at the cot.


‘It’s for ever now, isn’t it?’ she said. ‘That’s the thing that never sinks in till it happens. She’s actually here. She’s real. This is it.’


Leo, carefully, kept his arm round her and said, ‘It? What do you mean exactly by it?’


‘A lifetime contract,’ said Sarah. ‘The anchor. The ball, the chain, the root. I’ll never be a free woman again.’ And she wept, with great tearing sobs.


‘Fourth day blues,’ said the consultant next morning, after he had checked Sarah’s difficult stitches and signed her off as fit to go home. Leo had intercepted him on the way into the ward, drawing him insistently aside to ask about the evening’s desperate bout of weeping. ‘Fourth day blues. Sometimes we call it fifth day blues, depending when it turns up. Psychology is an inexact branch of medicine.’ The consultant smiled, a hasty professional smile. Leo was silent.


‘But fourth or fifth, it nearly always does happen, according to the nurses. Your wife had a hard time. In the old days we’d have kept her in for eight days, but you know how it is. You’ve got help at home, I suppose?’


They had Nancy. She came to sleep in the spare bedroom, not even complaining at having to share it with boxes of unsold books. Adept and delighted, she doted on baby Samantha, would not let her whimper even for a moment, cuddled and cooed and very soon took over the job of feeding her. Sarah had tried, but her breasts ached and bled.


‘Not every woman can manage it,’ said Nancy with happy confidence, holding the baby to her. ‘It’s all to do with the shape of your nipples. Better a bottle than a hungry baby, izzen’t dat so, precious popkin?’
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