



[image: ]





 
 
 

 
Love and Other Secrets

 

 
SARAH CHALLIS

 
 
headline


www.headline.co.uk




 
Copyright © 2009 Sarah Challis

 



 
The right of Sarah Challis to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

 



 
Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

 



 
First published as an Ebook by Headline Publishing Group in 2010

 



 
All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

 



 
Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library

 



eISBN : 978 0 7553 7443 4

 



 
This Ebook produced by Jouve Digitalisation des Informations

 



 
HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP
An Hachette UK Company
338 Euston Road
London NW1 3BH

 



 
www.headline.co.uk
www.hachette.co.uk





Sarah Challis has lived in Scotland and California. She now lives in a Dorset village and is married with four sons.




Praise for Sarah Challis:

‘Challis ... writes warmly and convincingly about modern village life’

Daily Mail

 



‘A gentle story . . . a pleasure’

Oxford Times

 



‘Sarah Challis writes sensitively and observes the differences and similarities between the generations superbly . . . An engrossing and enjoyable read’

Cambridgeshire Evening News

 



‘A well-spun, charming tale’

Scottish Daily Record

 



‘Brilliant, stunning local description, captivating story’

Bournemouth Daily Echo

 



‘An immensely enjoyable read, with a twist in the tale that makes this better than the usual. A great setting, well-formed characters and a happy ending - what more could you ask?’

Dorset Echo

 



‘A novel with a romantic element, and even a mystery, held together in the web of family emotions’


Writing Magazine, Leeds

 



‘[Her] attention to detail and wonderful use of words help to paint an intricate picture in the mind’

Western Morning News

 



‘A gem of a novel, a real sparkling jewel’

Newbury Weekly News

 



‘Contains her unique style of drama, humour and warmth’

Huddersfield Daily Examiner




For Dan and Inger, with love.




Chapter One


IT WAS PITCH-DARK and blowing hard. Jane was terrified by the sound the wind made as it roared down the lane. The hedges seemed to rear and heave on either side as if something wild and furious were trying to break through. Fallen branches went skewing across the road, and under her boots there was a litter of twigs and stones washed down by the earlier rain. It was hard work pushing the pram into the wind and she had to bend her head and use all her strength.

She’d left the dog at home. It was easier without him in the dark and she hadn’t far to go. She was nearly there now. The double gates were open, which was strange. The wind must have forced the catch that held them closed.

She knew where to go. She didn’t need a torch, but the dark looming house frightened her, and when she  stepped out of the wind it was worse, listening to it howling through the trees at the back.

She had the key ready in her pocket and opened the door without a problem. The light switch was just to the right. Her fingers felt across the rough cement of the wall and it was a relief to turn the light on and be able to see again, everything familiar and in its place, and to push the door shut on the wild night.

She was so unprepared for what happened next. Her back was turned when she heard a familiar noise. It was a door opening and, whirling round, her heart leaping in her chest, she saw someone standing at the top of the steps from the house.

Instantly she knew she had to get out, to escape, but the woman had come down the steps and taken hold of the pram and was shouting loudly, and Jane had to struggle with her, in terror and desperation, to make her let go. She pushed her hard in the chest and the woman let go of the handle and took a step backwards, and with flailing arms went down, her short length crumpling on the concrete floor.

Jane was gone in that instant, hauling the pram behind her through the outside door and then running through the crashing night the way she had come, a  sob of panic in her throat, looking over her shoulder in terror that she was being followed.

It wasn’t until she was back in the cottage with all the doors bolted and the curtains drawn that she began to piece together what had happened and then a worse fear took hold. The fear of what she had done.

 



Jane lay for a moment in the grip of the horrible dream before she realised that it was morning and that it was 1 April, April Fools’ Day, the day on which Florence was due to have her baby. From the start it had seemed an inauspicious date, especially for the birth of a baby planned with such precision as this one evidently had been.

She wished that the day had not begun like that and it was a while before she shook off the feelings that the dream had stirred. As she drew back the curtains, she found herself looking for signs or portents that might mark this day as special or significant, but everything outside her bedroom window appeared normal. The garden below was a neat square of grass dominated by a large, silvery-trunked flowering cherry tree. Its fat, sugar-pink blossoms were tossed by the same mean, squally wind that had fretted at them yesterday and the  day before, soiling their delicate edges with ugly brown stains before throwing them to the ground, where they collected in spoiling pink drifts, blotting out the path that led in a straight line to the garden gate. Across the road an identical tree bobbed and ducked in the garden of the neighbours’ almost identical house, a 1930s mock-Tudor villa with black-beamed gables and leaded windows, and further up the curve of the quiet suburban road the crown of tossing, candyfloss pink was repeated between the other substantial detached houses of The Avenue. All that lovely blossom, thought Jane, should be reaching up into a blue spring sky like a celebration, not battered to the ground by a shivering winter wind.

With the birth of the baby so imminent, Jane examined for the hundredth time how she felt as the prospective grandmother. Excited, obviously, and anxious, because, despite the fact that Florence was a senior registrar and her baby was to be born in a gleaming new hospital on the edge of a Midlands city, giving birth always had its inherent risks and Flo was considered old to be having a first baby. At thirty-five she had told her mother that she was termed an elderly primigravida or something that sounded worryingly  geriatric, and the birth was therefore at greater risk of complications than if she had been more youthful.

‘You realise that when you had me, you were the optimum age,’ Flo had informed her. ‘Teenage mothers are physically the best suited to give birth.’ After a pause, she added, ‘If not in other ways.’

No, not in other ways, Jane had thought. That went without saying, as it always did, and always had. She did not need her daughter to remind her. Now as she stared down at the cold spring garden where the daffodils lay battered by the wind and rain of the previous night, she thought of the suicidal despair that she had felt when she discovered that she was pregnant. In fact the whole business of Flo’s pregnancy had served to highlight the difference between mother and daughter in a way that Jane had been surprised to discover was disturbing and painful. She had expected to have put all that behind her,  moved on, as people now would say. After thirty-five years, her eighteen-year-old self had little to do with the person she had become, and yet seven months ago when Flo telephoned to tell her that she was pregnant, she found herself being propelled backwards in time to exactly the moment that she could no longer keep her pregnancy a secret from her own mother. They were inextricably  linked, grandmother, mother, daughter, like a set of Russian dolls, each one complete as an individual and yet fitting snugly within the body of the next in size.Whatever they might feel about it, they belonged together.

There was one obvious similarity in that Flo wasn’t married and, it appeared, had no intention of becoming so. In fact her partner, Ha, seemed so incidental to the announcement that Jane hardly liked even to mention him by asking if he was pleased by the news.

‘Actually,’ said Flo, as if the question were irrelevant, ‘I haven’t asked him if he’s pleased. This baby was my decision.’

‘Oh, I see,’ said Jane meekly. She was fond of Ha, a good-looking and good-natured orthopaedic surgeon of Vietnamese immigrant parents, and a colleague of Flo’s at the hospital. He seemed to know instinctively how to manage her daughter in a way that Jane had never learned. When she was argumentative or moody he defused the situation with a display of oriental calm and detachment.

They had been together, on and off, for five years, but even now didn’t co-habit in any formal sort of way, choosing instead to live independently. In Flo’s case this was in her own new flat in a rejuvenated area of the small city in which she worked, while Ha shared  a chaotic house with some other young doctors. Jane found this puzzling: if you loved someone enough to have their baby, surely you wanted to live with them too. The home-making instinct, which had always been so strong in her, seemed to have been bred out of her daughter. When she expressed her surprise to Enzo, her husband, he said, ‘It seems quite common, these days - these sorts of no-strings-attached relationships. They call their partners “fuck buddies”.’

‘What a horrible expression!’ said Jane, making a face. ‘What has happened to love and romance?’

‘Oh, they haven’t got time for all that nonsense,’ said Enzo. ‘They just look for compatible partners to meet a biological need. They don’t want the complication of emotional attachments.’

‘Is that what you would have wanted when we first met?’

‘It has a certain appeal - to a man, I suppose,’ he teased, ‘but I could see that it wouldn’t be a popular idea with you, so I didn’t pursue it. You know very well that I wanted to marry you on sight. I could hardly wait to carry you over the threshold.’

Privately, Jane wondered if the advent of a baby might alter Flo’s living arrangements. Maybe she and Ha would  buy a house together, set up home properly and make a family for the baby, but this did not seem to be the moment to ask. ‘Treading on eggshells’ was the phrase that came to mind in all her dealings with her daughter. Quite often a perfectly innocent enquiry or comment was turned about and used against her.

As she absorbed Flo’s announcement, she had felt it was safe to say, ‘Well, darling, how lovely. What exciting news! May I tell the others, or would you rather do it yourself?’ She referred to the wider family: Enzo, whom she had married when Flo was ten, and their two sons, Alessandro and Marco, Flo’s half-brothers. Both were university students and travelling abroad in the long summer vacation, but due back now that it was September.

‘Oh, Mum, I don’t mind. What does it matter who tells them? You can, if you want.’

Flo’s indifference was studied. Jane could hear the effort she was making to disguise her excitement. She recognised the smile in her voice and was glad.

‘Are you pleased?’ Flo could not resist asking, and Jane could not respond in any way other than by saying, ‘I am thrilled. Absolutely thrilled.’

‘You’ll be a grandmother,’ said Flo unnecessarily.

‘Yes. Wonderful!’ It was wonderful, miraculous almost,  because Jane had often wondered whether Flo would ever want to be a mother. In many ways she was one of the least maternal people that she could think of, but often brusque, seemingly tough women made magnificent, fierce mothers. All the same, as the weeks went by, Jane often found herself thinking, poor baby, and wondering whether she had failed in her maternal duty in producing a daughter who seemed so ill suited for motherhood.

 



Seven months later, Jane felt that Flo’s pregnancy had been going on for years, like an elephant’s, and it was hard to remember what life had been like before, when she hadn’t been carrying a baby. Modern mothers seemed to make so much more of pregnancy than Jane or her generation had ever done. They tended to be older, and maybe it was years in the workplace that made them take the whole thing up as if it was a cause, or a project, rather than just get on with it in a state of semi-ignorance. No stone seemed to be left unturned, no avenue unexplored, in the quest for the perfect pregnancy. Foods that Jane had happily eaten on a regular basis throughout her pregnancies were now on the banned list, and these days if you drank  or smoked you were considered unfit to be a mother. Now it was all about doing antenatal Pilates exercises to a background of tantric chanting, and worrying about how much the use of disposable nappies would wreck your standing as an eco-warrior. The sixties hippie mothers had been bonkers enough, lugging their babies to love-ins and pop festivals, but surely Flo’s generation of super-mummies were even more unhinged?

Swallowing enormous iron tablets had been the only change that Jane could remember being asked to make when she was pregnant that first time, and any other alteration to her lifestyle had been because she suddenly couldn’t bear the smell of coffee or had a yearning for Vesta dehydrated chicken curries - extraordinary desiccated morsels rattling about in a box, with bullets of bright green peas, and no doubt packed with banned additives. Having a baby seemed much less of a performance back then, when even saying the word ‘pregnant’ had been embarrassing, and women wore vast balloon-shaped maternity dresses to conceal their condition instead of flaunting their swollen bellies in skin-tight Lycra.

Now on this cold, blustery morning with a lowering sky full of busy, racing grey clouds, Jane  found it hard to believe that Flo’s long-awaited baby would be born. It had been arranged that unless she went into labour within the next few hours, she would be admitted to hospital to be induced. She didn’t hold with the inconvenience of a completely natural birth - not for herself, at any rate - and she and Ha already knew the sex of the baby - a boy. Flo had shown Jane the intrauterine photographs, the blurred broad bean shape with its bowed head and splayed reptile hands. ‘See,’ she said, pointing at a tiny pale shoot, ‘a penis!’

So this baby, oblivious to what awaited him, swimming in his warm, private world, was already a male person with a name. He was to be called Tintin. How could you give a real person a comic strip name? Again, it seemed unwise to ask, especially when Jane had called Florence after a children’s television character from The Magic Roundabout, not because she liked the name but because she’d had to think of something when the midwife asked her - that horrible, bullying midwife who had made her push until she tore nearly in two. Not to have a name ready only served to emphasise the irregular and shaming origins of the newborn baby, so Florence she became.

Oh, Flo, thought Jane, turning from the window to gather up the clothes she would wear for the day ahead. She felt a rush of love and womanly sympathy for her daughter, who, despite all her medical and scientific knowledge, could not really be prepared for what this baby would mean or how it would change her life for ever. It didn’t matter who or what you were, or how old or young, rich or poor, educated or ignorant, you could not escape the knock-out impact of having a baby. Jane could remember so acutely the sense of suspended time and place as the huge burden of a new order of love and responsibility hit her with a force that she had never anticipated. Nothing, nothing, could prepare a first-time mother for the almost unbearable tenderness, and the terrible anxiety that she would be unequal to the task of keeping the tiny, barely breathing, little creature alive, not just for an hour or a day, but for ever.

To Jane it had seemed as if her life was set within a glass-domed snow scene, which Flo’s birth had shaken so thoroughly that when the blizzard subsided the landscape had changed irrevocably and the tiny scrap mewling in the hospital crib was the centre of an altered universe.

It wasn’t just the emotional and hormonal changes either. Flo might know all about giving birth from a medical perspective but did she know how unlike herself she would feel in those first days, when her bruised, stretched and bleeding body was returned to her after the delivery, to inhabit like a stranger? Jane remembered gazing with dismay at her swollen, veined and leaking breasts and the puckered, flabby stomach, hanging in front of her like an empty bag. How could this be the slim, youthful body she had surrendered nine months earlier?

And then there were the early weeks when it seemed almost impossible to do anything else than be a wetnurse; still in her Laura Ashley nightdress at midday, feeding, changing, burping, changing, and then maybe an hour of peace before the process started all over again. She remembered her hair hanging long and lank, impossible to wash when she was so numb with tiredness that the idea of putting her head under the tap seemed like torture, and anyway the water was cold because the temperamental boiler had gone out.

As long as Flo lived, the ties of bone and blood would hold her, and with each decade would come new challenges. The dangerous toddler years, when just preventing  disastrous and tragic accidents would seem to take over her life; and then the agonies of starting school and learning to be a social being, when she would offer herself up for torture to spare her child suffering at the hands of the bullies or an unsympathetic teacher who sent him home from school with a face crumpled with misery. So it went on, and each phase would throw up its own dramas, and Flo would find herself ever more helpless to intervene, until finally Tintin was an adult and she would have to stand to one side and watch, still loving and anxious, but no longer able to influence anything very much.

Thinking all this, Jane had a vision of Flo, with her expensive haircut and her glasses on the end of her nose, lounging in one of her pale leather armchairs with a stack of newspapers and magazines at her feet, reading about the stock market or which wine to buy in Waitrose. It was difficult to imagine a baby anywhere in the picture - even in the wooden Shaker crib bought from a London designer shop for nearly eight hundred pounds.

‘Is it really practical, though?’ Jane had asked doubtfully. ‘Won’t the baby get its head stuck between these bars?’

‘Oh, Mum! Don’t be silly. Do you really think they could market something that was unsafe?’ Maybe not,  thought Jane, but daft, all the same, to spend a fortune on what looked as if it had been knocked up by a nineteenth-century American pioneer out of apple boxes, especially when the baby would outgrow it in a few weeks.

‘You slept in a drawer at first, you know,’ she said a bit wistfully, and was rewarded with a fierce look.

‘Oh, please!’ Flo could not bear this sort of nostalgic observation. She had always hated talking about herself as a baby, as if she couldn’t bear hearing about herself when she was dependent and vulnerable.

As she put on her make-up in the bathroom, not really seeing her face, certainly not as a canvas for imaginative application of lip pencil and eye shadow, Jane thought of the exhaustion of the broken nights and lack of sleep that her daughter would now have to live through. She remembered how she had become familiar with peculiar World Service radio programmes, as she padded about at two and three and four in the morning with a sleepless, bawling Flo in her arms. No wonder they were called ‘small’, those hours when no one else in the world seemed to be awake and when she looked out of the cottage window there was no  other light to be seen to make her feel less alone. People talk of ‘some unearthly hour’ and that is exactly what it felt like during those desperate early morning vigils: ‘unearthly’, as if she and her baby occupied a strange floating planet of their own.

Face done in the usual way, age-reversal moisturiser - some hope - grey eyeliner, pink lipstick, Jane saw her acceptable, daytime self look back at her, but this very day it would become a grandmother’s face. She smiled brightly at her image in the glass. ‘Goodness, you don’t look old enough to be a granny,’ she told herself. Would people say that? She doubted it, because she did look old enough. Her face was pouching and sagging and lined. Smiling, she looked all right, but you couldn’t keep smiling all the time or you were mistaken for a mental defective. When she wasn’t smiling the downward lines from the corners of her mouth made her look sad and dissatisfied, which wasn’t how she felt. Weren’t you supposed to end up with the face you deserved? It was not a comforting thought.

Downstairs in her tidy bright kitchen, Jane was greeted ecstatically by her dog, a large brindled mongrel called Chipper, part Lab, part collie and a large part unknown. He was a burly, heavy-coated creature with  a broad square face. His adoption from the dogs’ home had been the reason for one of Jane and Enzo’s rare disagreements, which had gone on for several days before Jane got her way through sheer, unwavering obstinacy.

‘With the boys off our hands what do we want a dog for? It’s just a tie, when we could be free to do what we like, when we like,’ Enzo had argued. ‘Why do you want to saddle yourself with something else to look after?’

Because that’s what I’m good at, thought Jane, and because the woman at the rescue centre had explained that Chipper was a cruelty case who had been found tied to a shopping trolley and thrown into a river. He required a quiet home without other pets or young children, where he could regain confidence in humankind. Jane saw a well of sadness in his gentle, puzzled eyes and made up her mind to take him. That was three years ago and now even Enzo had to agree that he was a wonderful dog, obedient, loyal and loving, and because he was a vigilant guard dog, Jane pointed out that she was never nervous when she was alone in the house. This had become something of a consideration in a neighbourhood like theirs, in the prosperous suburbs of  a Staffordshire country town where poverty and drug-taking were endemic.

She unlocked the back door to put Chipper out in the garden and was met by a gust of cold wind that wrapped her skirt round her legs, and brought with it the smell of wet leaves, wet grass, wet earth. She closed the door hurriedly behind him and began to put together her breakfast and think about the day ahead.

For the past decade, Jane had worked four mornings a week as personal assistant to an ageing, knighted pop star at his country estate, generally running his affairs and executing a trust he had set up to provide holidays for disadvantaged children. Sir Tommy was best remembered for his outrageous behaviour through the sixties and seventies, particularly his personal mission to ingest a large proportion of the national product of Colombia. These days he had thinning hippie hair and still wore his trademark flamboyant clothes, the skintight trousers emphasising the stick-thin legs and the famous strut, which had begun to look less provocative and more arthritic. In fact, Enzo had suggested to him that he was an ideal subject for the keyhole knee surgery that he had so successfully pioneered.

Sir Tommy was now not only a father of six, but  also a grandfather three times over, and had a new, aristocratic young wife - the daughter of an impoverished Irish earl. He had taken up shooting, and his wife was Joint Master of a smart pack of Derbyshire foxhounds. It amused Enzo that this icon of anarchic youth should have metamorphosed into a supporter of the Countryside Alliance, but they were all the same, these survivors of Flower Power, who had managed to emerge from a pall of drugs and dissolution with well-lined pockets and right-wing tendencies. Look at Tash and Denby, he pointed out, thinking of Jane’s sister and her husband, who had been devout hippies in the sixties but were now ensconced in their country pile, growing knobbly organic vegetables and herding their flock of rare-breed sheep like a pair of Marie Antoinettes. They were great friends of Sir Tommy, from their days in an ashram in India, and it was through them that Jane went to work for him in the first place.

The kitchen was calm and quiet, and as Jane made a pot of coffee and fetched the newspaper from the hall, she thought of how much she had looked forward to these three days while Enzo was away delivering a paper on hip replacement at a medical conference in  Munich. His absence was like a special sort of holiday during which she could do exactly as she liked and eat as irregularly as she wished, and go to bed at eight o’clock with a sandwich and a glass of wine if she wanted. Glancing at the kitchen clock as she sat down with her cup of coffee and the pleasure of having first look at the newspaper, she reckoned that any moment he would telephone, as he did daily, and his voice would echo with the loneliness of the bleak breakfast buffet and long empty corridor back to the isolation of a hotel bedroom.

She always felt guilty that she enjoyed it when he was away and did her best to convince him that she missed him, which she did, but in a positive sense. To relish someone’s short-term absence is not necessarily a bad thing, she thought, as she got up to get some yoghurt from the fridge. It allowed her a temporary break from being the sort of person she felt she owed to Enzo, as his wife. It was the sort of relief that taking off her corsets must have been to a wasp-waisted Victorian lady. She could just slump and be, and watch rubbish programmes on the television and read trashy novels and ring up her girlfriends and talk and gossip for half an hour at a time. She could let her standards  drop because there was no one to care, or notice that she was really a slob.

Of course, she would hate being alone if it was a permanent state, and by the time Enzo’s taxi stopped by the gate she would be eager to see him again, to sit with their elbows on the kitchen table sharing a bottle of wine and talking about the time they had spent apart. Not gossiping, because he wasn’t that sort of man, but sharing news of work and family, and generally retuning to each other’s wavelength. She would be back in character again, getting up to make the coffee or unpack the dishwasher, sorting out his suitcase and putting his dirty clothes into the washing machine, planning the next day’s meals in her head.

The telephone rang - the expected call was on cue - but when she picked it up it was her sister’s voice that she heard on the other end of the line.

‘Oh, it’s you, Tash. I thought it would be Enzo.’

‘Oh, sorry. Well, as you can hear, it’s not.’

‘He’s away, delivering a paper. He usually rings at this time, but it’s never anything important. He always wants me to feel sorry for him, staying in a five-star hotel in some exotic location, only this time it’s Munich, which sounds rather dull.’

‘You should be glad he keeps in touch and isn’t too busy seducing the chambermaid.’ Tash’s own husband, Denby, was unerringly unreliable. ‘Anyway, I rang because today’s the day, isn’t it? D-day? Or B-day, I suppose. I don’t mean to be unkind, but really, you would think Flo’s was the first baby ever produced.’

‘Oh, but they are all like that today!’ said Jane, feeling moved to defend her daughter.

‘Yes, but Flo is a doctor! You would think she would show a bit more, I don’t know, professional restraint. This baby has been her sole topic of conversation for months. I’m surprised she hasn’t arranged for a five-gun salute in Hyde Park by way of announcing the birth.’

‘I know what you mean,’ said Jane, feeling disloyal. ‘She told me last week that she is going to have a doulas at the birthing. It’s called a birthing now - like bringing a ship into port.’

‘What the hell is a doulas? It sounds like something you’d eat in Greece.’

‘It’s a labour assistant; one of her girlfriends who has been chosen to accompany her throughout the birthing. It’s a Red Indian practice - or some South American tribe, I don’t remember exactly. The most  recent thinking is that the father is not necessarily the right person to have beside you as you push. Well, we could have told them that, couldn’t we?’

They both chuckled, Tash thinking of Denby, who fainted at the sight of blood and suffered from postnatal depression after each of their four babies, and Jane because when Flo was born she had no one to hold her hand. With Enzo, it had been different. Although he sounded Italian he was actually born and bred in Lowland Scotland of an ice-cream dynasty, and the hot Mediterranean blood in his veins had been cooled by the bleak climate of his home town of Musselburgh on the Firth of Forth. He had sat by her bed when Alessandro was born, reading the newspaper and eating toast brought to him by nurses more interested in his welfare than that of Jane. He’d missed Marco’s birth entirely, following Chelsea at an away match in the Netherlands.

‘So it is today? The birthing.’

‘Yes. I imagine Flo and her obstetrician got their diaries out and found the most convenient day. A window in their busy schedules.’

‘It seems cold-blooded somehow, doesn’t it? Or am I totally out of date?’

‘Out of date, I think. Flo would argue that it is more efficient and safer this way. She won’t be on a bus, for instance, when her waters break.’

‘Flo? On a bus? Please! Flo hasn’t been on a bus since she was in school uniform. But I can see her point. In case of emergency. They’re too old, in my opinion, these professional women - wanting it all, and leaving it so late to have their babies. My advice is to crack on and get your breeding out of the way in your twenties. It’s obvious that thirty-five is terribly late to start. After all, the female body is designed to have babies from about twelve years old, isn’t it? The equipment is bound to have seized up if it’s left lying idle all those years. I had the whole of my lot by the time I was thirty and then I was able to dust off my hands and say, that’s one job out of the way, and get on with other things.’

That was Tash’s attitude to everything, thought Jane, who had sometimes wondered if her children weren’t made to feel that they were exactly that - a job to be got out of the way. She had taken secret satisfaction at the hours they had spent as teenagers in her own kitchen when Tash was busy building a mail-order clothes business with Denby. She saw it as evidence  that Tash’s many successes and formidable energy did not extend to concentrating much on her home life. Sabrina, the younger daughter, had once given herself a complete Goth makeover, with black hair and lips, and Tash hadn’t even noticed.

Tash had always been dynamic, which was what allowed Denby to be more of an ornamental sort of husband, although these days, with his receding hair and large tummy, he was hardly that any more. Jane noticed that he had even given up calling himself the ‘ideas man’ of their business. She supposed he had come to realise that most people who knew him felt that ‘idle sod’ would be more accurate. She was fond of him, though, because he was good-natured and kind. Really, thinking of Ha, and with regard to her immediate family, it was the men who were long-suffering and, in a way, easier and nicer characters.

‘I was going to ask you and Enzo to lunch on Sunday,’ Tash went on. ‘I can’t say I’d forgotten about Tintin’s imminent arrival - I mean, who could? - but I hadn’t factored it in, as it were. I suppose you’ll be on duty, doing the granny thing?’

‘Actually, Flo hasn’t asked me.’ Jane kept her tone  breezy. ‘You can’t imagine her ever needing help, can you? And she’ll have Ha on stand-by, I expect.’

‘Will you come, then? We’ve got our latest Indian manufacturer over to discuss non-toxic clothing and sustainable design, and for some reason he’s brought his wife with him.’

Oh, I see, thought Jane. I’m needed to talk to the wife. ‘Well, we’d love to.’ Enzo enjoyed poking fun at her sister, and liked Denby. She knew that he wouldn’t mind her accepting the invitation. ‘Do you want me to bring anything? Shall I do a pud?’

‘No, thank you! Puds are completely out. Denby is such a porker these days and dreams of nothing but treacle suet sponges, but I’m not letting him have them. Our business is about lifestyle - he can’t be the frontsperson of an eco-aware clothing company looking as if he lives on pie and chips. It gives totally the wrong impression to have him photographed for our promotional material alongside our Indian production workers, who are naturally very slight and malnourished-looking.’

Goodness, poor Denby, thought Jane. One of life’s fairly innocent comforts denied him. Tash could be so fierce about some things.

The sisters continued with arrangements for Sunday and enquiries about each other’s children until, looking at the clock, Jane said, ‘I must go. I’m working this morning and I planned to call in and see Aunt Joan on the way.’

‘You’re too good to her. She doesn’t deserve your devotion,’ said Tash. ‘Sour old cow.’

‘Oh, she’s not. Not really. And after all, she’s all we have left of Mother’s generation.’

‘That may be, but I live in dread that the care home will telephone to say that she’s been thrown out and will we go and collect her. I honestly don’t know how they put up with her, although of course they charge her enough. She’s a cash cow, in fact.’

‘She’s our only link with the past. I enjoy talking to her about the old days - when we were young. She has a remarkable memory for things that happened forty years ago.’ Being charitable was another thing in which Jane had learned to specialise. It had become a habit to try to tone down Tash’s more inflammatory opinions.

‘Well, rather you than me. I certainly don’t want to be reminded of growing up. It wasn’t exactly sweetness and light, was it? I can’t remember a time when  I wasn’t at loggerheads with Mother. It was different with Daddy, of course.’

They paused, thinking of their post-war childhood - ordered, secure, well provided for. They had never doubted that they were loved, but their relationship with their mother had been curiously lacking in the warmth and spontaneity that they both felt they enjoyed with their own children.

Jane sighed. She couldn’t share Tash’s toughness towards the past. Their parents were long since dead, killed in a car accident, and she couldn’t see the point of criticising them from afar. It only opened up old wounds, and anyway wasn’t there always a feeling of opposition between generations in their attitudes to child-rearing?

‘We must both dash. Let me know, won’t you, when there’s any news of Florence?’

‘I will.’

‘See you on Sunday, usual time. I’ll be able to introduce you as a grandmother. You can sit in a corner nodding your old grey head wisely over your knitting and saying you can’t eat rich food.’

‘Grandmothers aren’t like that any more. Nowadays they wear ankle chains and short skirts, and pick up toyboys when they go abroad on holiday.’

‘Is this what you plan? Has anyone warned Enzo? Give my love to Tommy, the dear old smack-head.’ And she was gone.

 



 



Cedar Lodge was a self-important-looking country house set behind a park-like wall on the edge of the town where Jane and Enzo lived. It was the sort of red stone Edwardian building that sprouted towers and decorative gables, built by a Midland industrialist to demonstrate his newly acquired fortune, and to distance himself from the factory chimneys and mean streets of the city wherein it was amassed. A new conservatory now stuck out at the front, in which an assortment of old people slept in armchairs amongst dried-out potted plants.

The house wore an air of disappointment, as if it expected better things than conversion to a residential home for the elderly, and the atmosphere reminded Jane of The Sleeping Beauty, as if time had somehow been arrested, although, in this case, not the ageing process. It was an absence of hope that collected in the heavy, soporifically warm rooms.

The carers, in their semi-medical uniforms, moved about with an air of tranquillity and calm. Nothing  happened very fast, of course, when even with an arm or walking stick to lean on, the top speed achieved by the most agile of the residents was a shuffling creep. It was as if a slow-motion button had been pushed, and the home was one of the few places where Jane felt herself wind down.

This is what life amounts to, she often thought. You worry and fret about the things that seem so important, and all the time you are heading towards this - just a state of being, when not much matters any more. In her case, she might like to believe that fifty was the new forty, but eighty-eight or ninety was not the new anything. However, she sometimes felt a certain longing to be parked in an armchair with her hands in her lap, waiting for lunch, with nothing whatever expected of her.

This morning she found Aunt Joan in the smaller of the drawing rooms, sitting bolt upright in one of a circle of armchairs, each with a protective pad on the seat. Her iron-grey hair was fastened back on either side of her long gloomy face with combs, and she was dressed oddly in a floral summer skirt worn with heavy brown tights. Her legs had grown stout in old age, with thickened ankles and feet pushed into modern-looking  Velcro-fastened shoes. Her cardigan and blouse were recognisably her own, exactly what she would always have worn as a high-ranking secretary in the Home Office. She was peering at the crossword on the back page of the newspaper she held in her hand, and she looked up as Jane dropped a kiss on to her head.

‘Oh, good morning, Jane. What are you doing here? Don’t you have work to go to?’ This was fairly typical of the level of welcome to be expected, usually with something of a reproach thrown in.

‘I’m on my way. I thought I would call in as I went past because it’s a special day. Flo is having her baby today! The next time you see me, I will be a grandmother! ’

Aunt Joan looked at her beadily. ‘A baby? Whatever does she want a baby for? Isn’t she too old? And she’s not married, as far as I am aware.’

She spoke as if Flo’s pregnancy was news to her, while the truth was that Jane had told her months ago and spoke of it at almost every visit. Acting as if surprised every time it was mentioned meant that Aunt Joan could get far more mileage out of her unfavourable reaction. She was like a dog returning time and again to a juicy bone.

‘Being married isn’t a consideration these days,’ said Jane lightly.‘Florence is thirty-five, you know. She thinks it’s time to start a family. Her biological clock is ticking away. I imagine she felt it was now or never.’

‘What’s wrong with “never”, I should like to know,’ sniffed Joan. ‘In my day, “never” was considered appropriate if one was single. Hasn’t she been trained for years to look after other people’s children? Why can’t she be satisfied with that?’ She kicked out her feet impatiently as if she was personally affronted.

Jane reached into her bag for the striped packet of pick-and-mix sweets she usually brought with her. Going to see Aunt Joan was like visiting a bad-tempered horse and feeding it sugar lumps in order to be allowed to stroke its nose. But why shouldn’t she be crabby? Why shouldn’t old age relieve you of the tedious obligation of being nice all the time? Not that Aunt Joan had ever made much effort to be unnecessarily pleasant. She took some pride in having been thought of as a ‘terror’ amongst the other secretaries and typists in her department. Not suffering fools gladly had been a source of satisfaction to her all her life.

‘Here you are,’ Jane said, passing over the bag of sweets. ‘All your favourites. I chose them specially.’ She  watched the old face light up with greedy pleasure, like that of a very ancient child. She would keep off the subject of the baby for the time being, but then Jane heard herself saying, unwisely, ‘Did I tell you that Flo knows that she’s having a boy? She’s going to call him Tintin.’

‘What?’ barked Joan, and Jane had to repeat the whole remark in a louder voice, which she regretted. How silly it sounded. She glanced anxiously at the two other old people sitting in adjacent chairs. One was fast asleep with a large blue teddy bear clasped on her lap, and the other elderly lady was poring over the pages of a tattered copy of the Racing Post.

‘Timothy? Did you say Timothy?’

Jane nodded feebly. She felt she didn’t have the stamina to spell out the absurd real name.

‘After your father, I suppose, although why Florence should ever want to call a child of hers after him is hard to imagine!’

Oh dear, thought Jane, but it was too late, she had set Joan off on one of her specialist subjects - the shortcomings of her long-deceased sister and brother-in-law. Of course, she did have a point, given that Jane’s father had done everything he could to pressurise Jane  into having an abortion when she was pregnant with Florence, and had provided little support after she was born. If he had had his way she would have been adopted at birth.

It was Aunt Joan who had stepped in to help Jane, both financially and in providing her with somewhere to live. For the last six months of her pregnancy she had stayed in London, in the spare room of Joan’s Marylebone garden flat. Aunt Joan put a jelly baby into her mouth and Jane caught a glimpse of the little pink body chomped by long tawny teeth.

‘It was shameful,’ Joan suddenly said in a loud voice. ‘Shameful the way your parents treated you. Anyone could see you had made a terrible mistake and that you weren’t a bad, immoral sort of girl. They were selfish parents, Timothy and Eileen, and I say that even though Eileen was my only sister. Far too wrapped up in themselves to take a proper interest in you and Natasha. Oh, yes, you had everything you wanted, but that’s not what I mean. People should be prepared to make sacrifices if they choose to have children, and they never did that.

‘Eileen always treated you as if you were an inconvenience. Oh, Natasha was all right because she was  headstrong and went her own way, but it was hard on you. When they were killed, on that road in the South of France, I always felt that they should never have been there. Off on holiday on their own in that sports car, like a pair of lovers, even though they were in their fifties.’ She spoke with scorn and contempt.

It’s what you have never had, thought Jane, looking at her aunt’s cross, ugly old face. Aunt Joan didn’t know what it was like to be utterly engrossed in someone else, as Jane’s mother had been in her handsome, vain father.

‘Tash and I never had anything to complain about,’ she said stoutly. ‘They were very good parents in lots of ways, and my getting pregnant was their worst nightmare. I let them down terribly. But it was all so long ago, and we’ve done all right, haven’t we, Tash and I? We’ve got lovely families of our own. And I had you when I needed someone.’ She took one of Joan’s hands and squeezed it warmly. ‘You know that I’ll always be so grateful for how kind you were.’

It was Joan’s turn to brush away at the conversation with an impatient gesture. ‘Don’t be silly. I couldn’t see them turn their backs on you as they did and have  you turfed out onto the street. I was in a position to help and you were so young, still a child . . .’ An expression resembling fondness crossed her face. In old age there had come about a softening of the iron control that had prevented displays of emotion throughout her adult life.

They sat in silence for a moment, each with her own memories.

It’s strange, thought Jane, that Florence giving birth should bring the past back to us all, the awful time when I got into trouble, as they called it in those days. For years and years I haven’t thought about it, and now I can think of little else.

‘I must go,’ she said, consulting her watch. ‘Sir Tommy will be wondering where I’ve got to.’

Joan leaned forward to speak in a confidential tone. ‘Before you go, Jane, dear, they’ve asked me to return to work, you know,’ she said. ‘To run the department. It’s gone to pieces since I retired. Ministerial leaks and scandals, mismanagement of resources, inappropriate use of stationery. The list goes on and on.’

‘And are you going to accept?’ asked Jane, getting up and smoothing out her skirt.

This was another of her aunt’s favourite subjects  on which her mind seemed to dwell with increasing frequency as she got older and more muddled. Joan made a satisfied face, pulling down her mouth in a circular motion. It would only require a passing member of staff to fasten a nosebag round her ears to complete the picture of an ancient horse put out to rest. ‘I am considering it,’ she said. ‘Although, of course, I don’t know how they would manage without me here.’

‘No, neither do I,’ said Jane, leaning forward to kiss the hairy old cheek. She glanced at the crossword in her aunt’s lap and noticed that the puzzle was nearly completed. ‘Eight down,’ she read. ‘Tart ingredient, tame recipe? (9).’ In wobbly letters Joan had written ‘MINCEMEAT’.

 



As Jane drove away, her aunt’s remarks about her parents went round in her mind. Even though what Joan had said was partly true, she did not find it in her heart to blame them for anything very much. She could see now that they had always been as kind and as loving as their particular personalities, and the nature of their own relationship, had allowed. As a middle-aged adult herself, exactly the same age as her mother, in fact,  when she had died on a twisting French Riviera road, she felt that she had a better understanding of their marriage. She could see that at the heart of it was her mother’s desperate need to preserve and defend her relationship with her husband against all comers, which included her children.

When they were small she passed Jane and Tash into the care of village girls and au pairs - she would not have wished for the intrusion of a full-time nanny. In today’s climate of overindulgent childcare, when babies seemed to have turned into mini-dictators and to have their parents totally under their thumbs, it seemed a peculiar way to bring up children, but back then it was not unusual. Jane couldn’t remember ever feeling that she was brought up any differently from most of her friends from the same sort of middle-class background. She knew boys from perfectly satisfactory families who were sent to boarding school at seven years old, and other parents who left their children at home when they went away on adult holidays. Children usually ate in the kitchen with the domestic help and hardly ever entered the drawing room without permission. It was as if childhood was a parallel but separate existence, which only at designated times  interacted with the adult world of their parents. It was not until they were teenagers, almost adult social beings, that the boundaries started to dissolve.

The problem with her mother, Jane thought, and what made her different from other mothers - and which in retrospect she could see coloured their growing-up - was that Timothy, their father, loved having daughters, and Tash and Jane were attractive enough to gain his attention. Their mother did what she could to prevent this happening as if in any way it might threaten to displace her as the number one female in his life. It was as if she believed that his love was of a finite quantity, which if expended in one place would run thin in another - if he was interested in them, then he was less interested in her. If he complimented Tash on her long coltish legs in a tiny miniskirt, her mother took it as a slight, or an implied criticism of how she looked.

Jane realised now that the sudden explosion of sexy youth in the sixties came at exactly the wrong time for her mother, when she must have been anxious about losing her own good looks. She certainly wouldn’t have been able to compete with Tash, with her skintight jeans and ironed-straight hair and eyes  outlined in thick black kohl, and she did everything she could to stop her blossoming into the head-turning beauty that she would inevitably become. From puberty on, Eileen and her elder daughter were at war.

Did she realise what she was doing, Jane wondered, and thought that probably she did not. Self-knowledge was not one of her mother’s strengths, and no doubt she told herself that the battles she fought over what Tash should wear were in some way for her own good. It wasn’t ‘appropriate’ for a young girl to look so openly sexual and challenging. It wasn’t safe to attract the attention of men. She would have told herself that she was only trying to protect her daughter from a world she was too young to understand. In many ways Jane could sympathise. To an extent it was what every mother of a teenage daughter would feel.

But she could see now why Tash’s teenage friends were made to feel unwelcome when they came to the house to try on the tiny corduroy miniskirts that Tash was already running up on her mother’s sewing machine. Jane remembered how on Saturday mornings her father was about, laughing and teasing and calling them into the sitting room to show him how they looked. He sat in an armchair, smoking, his long  legs crossed, with the newspaper on his lap. She could picture him wearing a check shirt because it was the weekend, with a cravat tied round his neck and his brown hair smoothed straight back. Tash’s friends would blush and giggle and push at one another and then run shrieking back upstairs to lie on Tash’s bed and lift their thin arms over their heads and say, ‘Your dad’s really super! He’s so handsome, he looks like Gregory Peck!’

Jane, usually reading in her own room across the landing with the door open, would sense that the atmosphere in the house was charged with something she could not explain or identify, like a current of electricity. The older girls felt it too, tossing their long hair, and flashing their eyes, and talking in high, light voices while their sideways looks glanced off each other and sought something out of sight.

It wasn’t long before Tash was told by her mother that while her friends could come on week-night evenings, they were not to come to the house on Saturday mornings because ‘it’s not fair on Daddy when he’s at work all the week to have his home taken over at weekends’. Jane could remember quite clearly the row that followed, the shouting and banging doors and  Tash screaming, ‘OK, you’ll drive me away, then? Is that what you want?’ If her father had been present she would have turned to him imploringly and he would have made a face and shrugged his shoulders. Like a small boy he didn’t like to be in trouble with their mother. It was easier to agree. But of course this row would never have taken place in front of him because that would have been to draw the battle lines out in the open and their mother was much too subtle an operator for that.

Oh, yes, Jane could see it clearly now and understood why the visits had to stop. Her father enjoyed them, that was why. He enjoyed them a bit too much.

Jane at the same age was a different proposition. She was rather a plodding, secretive teenager and certainly didn’t have the stylish friends that might have caught her father’s eye. With her it was his interest in her education that had to be deflected. If he spent too much time talking about history or helping her with a project on something he was particularly interested in, like the D-Day landings or the British in India, her mother would find a reason to make them move from where they were sitting, or demand attention in some distracting way, or even,  quite blatantly, say something like, ‘It makes me feel so stupid and ill-informed, hearing you talk like that. My parents, you see, didn’t believe in educating girls. That is why I was so determined that you should have the chances that were denied to me. You and Tash have been so blessed, having parents willing to make sacrifices for you.’

‘I don’t know how you can talk of your husband like that,’ she once reprimanded a newly married Tash, who was complaining about Denby. ‘I have never once criticised your father, and do you know why? Because I thank God every single day of my life that I still have him. If you had gone through the war, as we did, when we knew that every time we said goodbye it could be for ever, you would be the same. That is, if you love Denby as I love Daddy.’ Her tone said that she doubted it.

Aunt Joan was right when she said that their parents behaved like lovers and made little effort to adjust their relationship to include their children. But Jane couldn’t blame them for how they were, because they were kind and dutiful in other ways, and her mother was conscientious about bringing them up properly and seeing they had what she termed ‘a good start’. In fact,  if any blame was to be attached to anyone, it was to her, the daughter, who was stupid enough to get pregnant at eighteen. She was the one who had wrecked her mother’s hopes.




Chapter Two


IT WAS SUPPOSED to be the Swinging Sixties, when young people made love, not war, and wafted about wearing caftans in a cloud of dope, but don’t you believe it, thought Jane, it wasn’t all like that, not in her family, and not in the semi-rural West Midlands.

After the war and before Jane was born, her father, Timothy Kindersley, had come out of the army and taken up the position that had been waiting for him as sales director of the small, family-owned steel foundry in West Bromwich. As the country struggled to get back on its feet, the foundry was under contract to make components for the burgeoning Midland car industry. With financial help from his father, he bought a handsome red-brick Georgian house on the High Street of a large village on the edge of Wolverhampton. Here he was sufficiently distanced from the foundry  for his new wife, Eileen, fresh from the southern Home Counties, to be able to dissociate herself from the grimy source of their wealth, but close enough for him to motor into his office at a leisurely nine thirty each day.

During Jane’s childhood the directors of the company rewarded themselves generously, and at the same time there were suddenly things to buy in the shops, undreamed of by earlier generations, and miraculous after the austerity of the war and its immediate after-math. Eileen Kindersley, who had a good eye for colour and style, set to work to spend, and furnished the family home with pale, fitted Axminster carpets and interlined glazed chintz curtains and polished inherited furniture. She made weekly trips, wearing hat and gloves, to a newly revamped department store in Birmingham, returning home with glossy carrier bags of her purchases. The larger items would be delivered next day by one of the store’s own fleet of vans.

The weekly grocery order was brought to the back door in a cardboard box and the meat from the village butcher was delivered by a boy on a bicycle with a basket on the front. There was a daily cleaning woman  and a gardener, and Timothy drove a Jaguar, and Eileen, a sporty Triumph Herald. They played bridge and belonged to a golf club, and drank pink gin and opened a bottle of wine at lunchtime on a Sunday.

Upward social mobility became the aim and purpose of Mrs Kindersley’s existence, and she took the trouble to understand exactly what was needed to propel her daughters into the upper middle classes, whom she aped and admired, and on whom the ravages of the war and loss of traditional incomes had forced a broadening of entry qualifications. If a pretty girl from a well-off middle-class family was given the chance to meet the right people, there was nothing to stop her marrying considerably above herself.

Two years older than Jane, Tash was destined to pioneer this campaign, but by the mid-sixties she was far from malleable material and had already devoted herself to exploring all that the new decade had to offer. It was hard to see from where she had got this inspiration, given the Kindersley girls’ careful and protected upbringing, but she set about her rebellion with the tactics of a guerrilla fighter. Naughty and self-willed at school, she was only interested in art and pop music and fashion, and refused, at seventeen,  to go to be ‘finished’ at Winkfield Place in Berkshire. Her mother, who did her research thoroughly, had discovered that smart, dim girls with no O levels were sent there, on residential courses, to learn cookery, deportment and etiquette, and to meet other girls’ eligible brothers, before being released as finished products on the marriage market.

Eileen Kindersley saw sending Tash away as her chance to wean her from her ‘ordinary’, provincial friends, rid her of her deliberately cultivated Midlands accent, and show her what it took to attract the right sort of young man. It was the first step towards being photographed for Country Life wearing a string of pearls and a smug expression, having successfully hitched herself to some junior cavalry officer from a solid family with a double-barrelled surname.
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