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Chapter One

Long before she even got to Waterloo, the excitement Kate Hutchins had felt as she planned for her holiday had all but dissipated. For a while, as the Exeter train rattled through the wet green countryside carrying her to London on the first stage of her journey, she had still been fired by the nervy determination that had built up as the day of departure drew near. It took this stiffening of resolve to leave at all, and not to throw her bags down on the chair in the kitchen and say, ‘Right, that’s it! You’ve won! I won’t go. I hope you’re satisfied.’

But when she had settled back in her seat, the presence of her passport and Eurostar ticket checked and double-checked, her small suitcase in the rack above her head, just when she should have been feeling liberated and carefree, leaving it all behind her - the muddy lanes, the dripping trees, the sodden sheep, the gloomy husband - she felt instead a nasty clutch of remorse and guilt.

They knew what they were doing, the whole lot of them. They had played the guilt card for all it was worth: Josh, her husband; George, her father; Len, their farmworker. Even the dogs had followed her about with gloomy, preoccupied expressions, determined that she should know the extent of their suffering as they sensed her betrayal.

Josh had been all right about it to begin with. Back at Christmas when their three grown-up children, Ben, Anna and Edward, had clubbed together and bought her the week’s painting holiday in France, he had seemed pleased for her. ‘You deserve it, Mum!’ Anna had said, hugging her round the middle. ‘You’ll never get Dad to take you away anywhere, so you’ve got to go on your own. That’s all right by you, Dad, isn’t it?’ and Kate had looked over at Josh, who was wearing a jaunty paper hat from a cracker, his long, fair face flushed from drinking port, and he had said, ‘Fine, by me. Lets me off the hook!’ and they had all laughed.

Then as the weeks and months rolled by, Kate had felt an unspoken resentment developing. ‘When is this thing you’re off on?’ Josh asked, and by not giving it its proper name, not saying ‘your painting holiday’ or ‘the holiday the children gave you’, he managed to convey his disapproval. A heavy, laden atmosphere began to settle about the forthcoming trip, so that Kate came to dread the subject being raised at all.

Then his campaign moved up a gear and a week before her departure he announced at the breakfast table, as he buttered his toast, ‘I might need to be in London while you’re away. You’d better find someone to look after things here.’ Kate looked up in dismay. She nearly protested before she remembered how this had to be played.

‘OK,’ she said casually, but was moved at the same time by a quick boil of anger. She got up and began to clear plates.

She knew this passive response would not satisfy him. As if on cue, he put down the toast and said in the tone of a weary reprimand, ‘You can’t ask Len to see to the dogs and chickens. He’s got enough to do. I’m going to want  him for the silage if the weather improves.’

‘No. All right.’ Keep calm, she told herself, her heart thumping as she bent forward to load the dishwasher. ‘I’ll find someone. When are you likely to be away?’

‘Well, I don’t know yet. I just might need to, that’s all. I might have to go up to see Jarvis.’ Jarvis was their solicitor who, as far as Kate could remember, Josh had met in person three times in their thirty years of married life. ‘I mean, I can’t be tied here while you go gadding off,’ he went on in a self-righteous tone.

‘No, of course not. I wouldn’t expect you to.’ She swept across the table with a cloth. ‘Have you finished?’ she asked, indicating his plate.

He glanced up at her face. He had expected an outburst by now. She could have accused him of being deliberately unhelpful, making things difficult, being obstructive. Then he would have been ready with his big guns - oh, excuse me, who is being selfish here? Who is shelving all responsibilities, apparently without a second thought? Who is being left to cope alone? But her acquiescence spoiled this chance to occupy the moral high ground and denied him the opportunity to point out that going away on this holiday at all was reprehensible.

Grudgingly, he gave up his plate. He sat a moment longer, watching her back as she kept it resolutely turned to him, busying herself at the sink. She was wearing her faded jeans with the splodge of white paint on the seat. Josh remembered the sunny afternoon last summer when she had brought mugs of tea out to him and Len and had sat on a freshly painted ledge in the milking parlour. He knew why he felt so affronted. It wasn’t that he wanted to stop her going exactly. More that he was offended that she wanted to go. It seemed to him like a rejection. A rejection  of him, the farm, everything.

The place was not the same when she was not there. Damn it, it wasn’t just a matter of his convenience, that he would have to fend for himself for a week. He was quite capable of doing that. It was that without her, without the small domestic clatter drifting through the open kitchen window as she cooked to Classic FM, without the sight of her walking across the fields with the collies running in front, or her head bobbing about above the garden wall as she gardened in the afternoons, without these commonplace things, Josh felt lonely and adrift. It was only right that she should be made to feel guilty. Which clearly she did not. Maintaining a huffy silence, he got up and went out of the back door without saying goodbye.

As soon as he had gone, Kate sat back down at the table and allowed a stream of angry thoughts to fill her head. He’s doing it deliberately, she thought. He wants me to know the cost of this bit of freedom. He wants to make sure I pay the price. Of course he won’t have to go to London, but by making this point, by behaving like this, he is spoiling everything. Taking the pleasure away. Why doesn’t he come out with it and say he doesn’t want me to go? Because if he did, it would show him for what he is - selfish and self-centred - and the children would get at him. He can’t stop me but he wants me to feel guilty.

There was an easy way round the practical difficulties he had raised, round the obstacle course he always set when he disapproved of something she wanted to do. She knew a reliable girl in the next village who would come and feed the dogs and the hens on her way to work. It would only take a telephone call to arrange, but of course what had taken place between herself and her husband over the breakfast table was not about any of that. Rather, it was an  elaborate emotional skirmish over familiar battle-strewn ground which lay between them. It was about pride and control and self-determination, and it was a battle Kate felt she could not afford to lose. Although she knew this was the case, she still had to make the necessary practical arrangements as if it really were a matter of the care of her animals while she was away.

‘It’s just in case,’ Kate explained to the girl when she got her on the telephone. ‘I don’t think for a minute that Josh will need to go to London, but just in case.’ Anyway, it was as well to have this back-up.

Then Josh managed to get a heavy, noisy cold. He trumpeted round the house, carrying a box of tissues, blowing his nose in great booming blasts. Whenever he answered the telephone and the caller commented on how bad he sounded he would adopt a stoical attitude. ‘No, no. I’m OK,’ she heard him say through a blocked nose. ‘A bit more than a cold, though. Actually more like flu.’

‘Poor old thing,’ said Kate, realising that he was upping the stakes. You’ll get pneumonia, if you can, she thought. Anything to stop me.

Later Len came in for his coffee, sitting at the kitchen table with his grey hair flattened by the lie of his old tweed cap which he had taken off and now turned in his hands. His normally cheerful, weatherbeaten face was cast down. ‘You are going, then,’ he said in a doom-laden voice.

‘That’s right, Len. I can’t wait. A week in France!’ Kate slid a spatula around a bowl of cake mixture and dolloped golden mounds into waiting tins.

‘I don’t know what you want to go there for. I can’t abide them French,’ he said indignantly. ‘Rob us British farmers, they do, in that EU. Still won’t touch our beef, the buggers.’

He made her holiday sound a treasonable offence, she thought as she put the tins into the Aga. She closed the door and said lightly, ‘I promise I won’t eat theirs either, Len. It’s for the sunshine, you see. That’s why I’m going. To paint in the sunshine.’ As she spoke, she imagined a field of yellow sunflowers under a hot blue sky.

‘Sunshine!’ Len gave a dismissive snort. The truth was he didn’t like her going either. He knew from experience that Josh would be short-tempered while she was away and working with him was not something he looked forward to. More than that, Len didn’t hold with women going off on their own. Not decent married women like Kate. Especially not abroad. In his view it could only lead to trouble. When he and his wife, Rita, wanted a holiday, they took a caravan down at Weymouth, and that was far enough. He couldn’t see how you could do better than Weymouth. It had it all, as far as he was concerned.

Sunshine, indeed. Why did she need to paint in the sunshine? Painters just painted what was there, didn’t they? Sun or not. Lovely pictures, he’d seen, of sheep in a snowstorm. He finished his coffee in silence, put his mug in the sink and stomped off, back to the muck-spreading.

George, her father, was the next one to express his disapproval. The day before she left, Kate delivered his week’s shopping to his bungalow at the foot of the concrete farm drive. As she unpacked the plastic bags onto the table she heard the lavatory flush and then the shuffle of his feet as he came through to the kitchen.

‘Hello, Dad. I’ve got your things here. I’m just going to put this ham in the fridge.’

‘Friday’s your usual day,’ he said, standing watching, resting on his stick, dressed in his check country shirt and corduroy trousers. Once a tall man, he was now stooped  by age, his thick bushy hair a snowy white.

‘I’m away tomorrow, remember. Off to France.’

‘Ah, yes. France. I forgot. How long is it you’re going for?’

‘Only a week, Dad. I’ll be home next Saturday. You’ll hardly know I’ve been away.’

‘I’ve got that doctor’s appointment on Wednesday. What am I going to do about that?’

‘Dad! I told you. Susie’s taking you.’ Kate knew this was not popular. Her sister-in-law, Susie, was as much use as a wet hen-pheasant as far as her father was concerned.

‘Hmm. I don’t like going with her. You know that. I think I’ll cancel it. Wait till you get back.’

‘You can’t do that, Dad. You need to have your checkup. You’re getting your ears syringed, too.’

‘Well, I don’t know.’ He sat down at the table and sighed. ‘She’ll bang on about the farm, like she always does. I’ll be at her mercy.’ Susie never lost the opportunity to complain how hard her husband, Kate’s brother Tom, had to work on their neighbouring farm.

‘You’ll have to put up with it. Pretend you’re more deaf than you really are. Keep saying, “What?”

‘What?’

‘Yes, like that. Look, I’m putting this lasagne in the freezer.’

‘Do I like lasagne?’

‘Yes, you do. Dad, why haven’t you eaten this melon? It’s past it now. I’ll have to throw it out.’

‘I didn’t know what to do with it,’ he said gloomily. ‘All those bloody pips. France, eh?’

‘Yes. Only for a week, and you must go to the doctor. It’s all arranged. Susie will come for you at ten fifteen.’ Kate looked at her watch. Outside her little car was loaded with  trays of homemade cakes and pies which she sold to local shops and restaurants. ‘Now, I must go. I’ve got my deliveries to make yet.’

‘Won’t you stop for a coffee?’

‘No, I have to get on.’ Kate kissed the top of her father’s head. ‘Take care, old thing. I’ll see you when I get back.’

George shrugged and pulled a face, indicating that this would involve a measure of luck or chance. He’s really making it hard, thought Kate, with a pang.

‘Well, I hope you enjoy yourself,’ he said. ‘You know I’ll miss you.’

He came to the door as she got into the car and reversed into the lane. She could hardly bear to glance in the mirror and see him standing there looking dejected, the droop of his shoulders eloquent with unspoken reproach, his large, red, farmer’s hands hanging helpless by his sides.

When it finally came to leaving, it was Tom who took her to the station. Josh had a lorry of calves to take to Taunton and had left with them soon after milking. There was a last-minute fuss over the paperwork and Kate had been glad that they had had something to distract them. She had checked and double-checked that the passports for the beasts were correct and in the cab of the lorry, but at the last moment Josh decided to hold some back and send others in their place. When they had everything finally sorted out and the calves loaded, there was only time for him to turn to her and say, ‘Well, have a good time.’ He held her briefly and at the last moment managed to mutter, ‘I’ll miss you,’ and Kate was overwhelmed by compassion and affection and hugged him back.

‘I will, I will,’ she said. ‘I’ll miss you, too,’ and she meant it.

‘That’s it then,’ he said. He could not bear what he called ‘scenes’. ‘I’d better be off. Telephone to let me know you’re there safely.’ As he climbed into the lorry, he turned back and added with a half-smile, ‘Mind you paint an effing masterpiece.’

Standing in the yard in her old dressing gown, she waved until he was out of sight, the lorry rattling down the drive to the bottom of the hill where she knew her father would look out of his kitchen window and take note of its passing. It was a beautiful morning. Everything seemed to be conspiring to make it hard to leave. Dancing Hill Farm, a name which always brought a catch to Kate’s throat, was a plain post-war farmhouse with a serviceable yard and set of buildings tucked into the side of the hill, with Hanging Wood behind. In front, like a canvas, a wide landscape rolled round the farm. The view over the valley was all green and shimmering now in the early sunshine and silvery with dew. The small grass fields, some pale where the silage or hay had already been cut, some dark with long, lush grass, each known to Kate by name, Berry Close, Boar Close, Goodly Hill, John’s Field, Meslams, New Leaze, Ropers Ground, sloped like a lumpy bedspread down into the dark trees where the stream ran through, and up again the other side to meet the blue line of the distant hills. From high above, a lark sang and swallows swooped in and out of the barns where they had nests and young to feed.

Kate’s black and white collies, Patch and Sly and old grey-chinned Bonnie, hovered round her knees, nudging at her hands with cold muzzles. She stooped to caress them and they pressed their soft, long-furred bodies against her legs. These dogs were special to Kate for all sorts of reasons. She loved them because they were so  clever and quick and sensitive and loyal, but they were more than that. Patch and Sly still worked the remaining small flock of sheep with her father, and brought the cows in for milking, and all three were descendants of a long line of Dancing Hill sheepdogs, stretching back to when Kate was a child. God’s Little Heaven, her father called this place then and Kate thought he was right, in those uncomplicated days when farming hadn’t changed much for generations.

There was a clarity to the morning and a glassy brightness in the sky which suggested the early sunshine might not last, and sure enough, rumpled purple clouds threatened and rain was blowing in from the west by the time Tom sounded his horn to collect Kate for her train. She was ready, watching for him, and ran out, throwing her case in the back.

‘Lovely morning!’ said Tom, not getting out. His tall frame, which had become bulky in middle age, was folded into the driver’s seat. His cosy-looking rounded tummy which strained at the buttons of his work shirt rested comfortably on his lap. Her junior by three years, his hair was still dark and boyish looking, only going grey around his temples and was cropped short in a modern style that Susie liked. His round, freshly shaved face smiled across at his sister. ‘English summer! I reckon you’re going to the right place!’ He looked at her and added, ‘You look nice. New hair-style?’ It was typical of Tom to notice and comment. He was extraordinary like that, taking a genuine interest in what Susie wore and often choosing her clothes himself. Kate had once found him reading a copy of Vogue  at the kitchen table, which for a farmer was the equivalent of being caught wearing suspenders and stockings and a French maid’s outfit.

‘I had it cut yesterday. Do you like it?’

‘Yes. Makes you look younger.’ Kate smiled at him gratefully.

‘Got everything?’ he asked. ‘Kissed the dogs goodbye?’

‘Of course. They’ve been sulking all the morning. They wouldn’t speak to me when I left!’

‘Funny, isn’t it, how they know. What about Josh? Is he sulking too?’

‘Naturally!’ Kate grinned. ‘And Len and Dad.’

‘Don’t you worry about any of them,’ said Tom, turning round in the yard. ‘Do them good to manage on their own. Susie says she’ll ask Josh and Dad for lunch on Sunday.’

‘That’s kind of her.’ Kate imagined the elaborate meal, the daintily set table and knew how little they would enjoy it. They were spoiled, that was the trouble.

 



George was up and dressed when the lorry went by. He’d had his early cup of tea and rinsed out the cup and set it upside down on the draining board. Later on he’d have a piece of toast and marmalade. It didn’t do to have his breakfast too early. Kate had pointed out that if he got the whole lot over and done with by seven o’clock, it made for a long, empty morning. The days were well in the past when he had a cooked breakfast, a farmer’s breakfast. When his wife, Pat, had been alive she had always laid a proper plate in front of him when he got in from the milking. Bacon, eggs, fried bread and sausage. Sometimes mushrooms and tomatoes, too. She used to grow tomatoes all along the south wall of the old farmhouse. He could smell them now, the smell of heat and sunshine. Sometimes he found big creamy-capped horse mushrooms out in the cow field when he went to bring in the herd for milking. He used to tuck them into his shirtfront and put  them on the kitchen table as a surprise. Chocolate brown and fleshy, they were, the gills almost black when they’d been in the pan with a bit of butter and a dash of Worcestershire sauce.

Although he was going deaf he heard the cattle lorry come banging down the drive. Not that Josh drove too fast. No, he was always careful when he’d got stock on board. It was a disgrace how some loaded trucks were driven, with the poor beasts thrown about at every bend and piled in a heap to the front when the brakes were slammed on. He watched the lorry turn into the lane and as it went past his window, Josh looked across and raised his hand. George did not wave back. He didn’t like to be caught watching. It was undignified, somehow. It served as a reminder of how his life was reduced. Just an old man, watching out of a window. A back number, that was what he was, left to shuffle about indoors, making cups of tea, no use to man nor beast.

He went through to his sitting room where the French windows opened onto the garden and beyond to his favourite view across the valley. It was a bright morning - bright too early, he’d guess. There’d be rain later. They wouldn’t be haymaking today. Josh had only managed to get a couple of fields cut in June, down at the bottom, along the stream. Lovely hay, that was. Crisp and dry and fragrant. It filled the Dutch barn with the smell of summer. After that, it had rained near on every day and it was getting to the point where if they didn’t get the rest cut soon, it would all be wasted, the goodness gone out of it.

He’d have liked to put his sheep down in the meadows from where they had taken the hay. Those fields were never sprayed and were full of herbs and old grasses; there was nowhere like it for grazing. It had been a good three  years since he’d been able to walk down there. Through the gate across the lane, down the slope to the hunting gate in the corner of the big field they called Goodly Hill, then along the blackthorn hedge to the gate at the bottom. It was a fine old hedge, that one, properly cut and laid so that it was thick and black and a good four foot wide. Under it, at intervals, were the badger runs, where the earth was scuffed and bare, and through all its spiny branches twined sweet-smelling dog roses, honeysuckle and traveller’s joy. This time of the year it would be grown all along the edge with the cream plumes of meadowsweet and tangled purple vetch.

That gate at the bottom was off its hinges and had to be lifted open. George could remember the feel of the silvery old wood under his hand and the rusty chain that went round the gatepost, the two ends joined by sliding a T hook through a link. Just the other side of the gateway was a flat, smooth rock, resting in the grass by the old gatepost. George could see it now in his mind. It was a bleached cream colour, as big as the seat of a dining chair, domed slightly at one end. It was a bugger, really, catching the tyres of vehicles that cut the corner through the gateway, but they’d never thought of getting it shifted. It was part of what made the place particular. When he was down there with his dogs they’d wait eagerly by his side for him to get the clumsy old gate open and they would crowd up on that rock, jostling for position as if it was a vantage point.

Open that gate and you were in Ropers Ground, a long field that ran along the stream where there was a line of thickly growing trees, hazel, willow, thorn and wild plum, which made a dark tunnel over the water. You could walk along the line of them and not know that there was water  running down below in the dark deep pools, hidden from the light. It was a favourite place for the roe deer to lie up during the day, secretive and undisturbed. At the far end the trees thinned out and there was a sloping bank down to a wide shallow pool where the cattle could drink and the dogs, on a hot day, rushed down into the brown water and tossed it about in silver showers. A little gated footbridge crossed the water there, leading to another low meadow on the other side, before the land started to climb upwards. These were the two best hay fields on the farm. The grass grew lush and green, even when the season was dry. It flooded in the winter and the ground held the moisture deep down and never became parched or cracked open in a thirsty mosaic.

He used to summer his cattle down along the stream after the hay had been taken off, but that was nearly twenty years ago when he still had his Red Devons. The sitting room in which he stood held many reminders of those days, photographs taken at cattle shows and silver cups on the mantelpiece - but that was another story. No, he’d have liked to run his ewes and lambs down there but he had to face the fact that he couldn’t make it that far to check on them every day. For the last three years the sheep had been up behind him on Dancing Hill, near the farm, a five-minute walk up the concrete drive. Even that felt a bit of a haul some days, but the surface was smooth underfoot with nothing to trip on, and he could always stop and rest to catch his breath and he was never out of sight of the house and Kate’s watchful eye. He was a liability, these days. It was no good harking back to when he had been young and strong, a broad-shouldered man, well over six feet with a thatch of dark hair. He’d even lost the strength in his hands, crooked as they had become  with arthritis. He’d had a pot of jam on the table for two days last week, unable to turn the screw-top lid. In the end, Kate, without saying anything, had picked it up and loosened the lid with a quick turn of the wrist and put it back in the cupboard.

Failing eyesight and growing deafness meant that since last year he had had to give up driving. That was his independence gone in one fell swoop. Kate was good about carting him here and there, and she had come to an arrangement with Wilf, his retired stockman, and ten years his junior, to drive him to market or to occasional cattle shows, or to follow the hounds in the winter. Wilf was good company. They had the same interests and he remembered how things were in the past. Sometimes Josh took him round the fields in the Land Rover and he liked that, but it wasn’t the same, jolting about as a passenger, looking out of the window like a bloody tourist. If you weren’t working the land, you lost contact with it and it began to change, the mark of your hand fading away. Josh was a tidier farmer than ever he had been. In his day there had been stands of nettles behind the barns where the butterflies used to feed and where old machinery lay rusting. There had been rough edges everywhere, gates tied with baler twine, mud two foot deep in the gateways, old baths serving as water troughs, pigs rooting under the apple trees in the orchard. All that was gone. Everything businesslike and in good order now and slowly he had relinquished his hold over the place.

That was the way it should be. When he’d got back from the war, back from the desert, his father had moved over for him and he’d made his own changes to the way things were done. You had to let go and stop dwelling on the past. Josh and Tom had to survive in different times and  the fact that they spent more hours filling in forms and doing paperwork than they did out farming meant that he didn’t envy them the job. He was too old to keep up with it all. Farmers were just the pawns of politicians, it seemed to him. He could understand what Josh told him about efficiency and having to expand to survive. That stood to reason, but the way of life he had known and loved had gone forever.

He didn’t like to think of the economies of keeping his sheep. The bottom line, as he was forever hearing Josh call it. Although his poll Dorsets fetched good money at market because they produced lean meat that the modern housewife wanted, he suspected that Josh looked upon them as an old man’s hobby. He could imagine Kate saying, ‘They’re all Dad’s got left, you can’t get rid of them.’ He wouldn’t be telling Josh that he’d paid out forty-eight pounds to the gang of shearers three weeks back and he’d got a cheque yesterday for twenty-two pounds for the fleeces. That didn’t add up for a start. Lovely fleeces they were too, clean and soft.

He went through to the kitchen and got the loaf out of the breadbin and set it on the board. He carved two neat slices and as he was putting them in the toaster, caught sight of Tom’s car going past. George glanced at the kitchen clock. He’d be on time to collect Kate, so he didn’t know what the hurry was. She would be ready and waiting for him, bags packed. She was well organised. Never one for a last-minute rush like a lot of women. Watching the car fly up the drive, he noticed that the bright promise of the morning had given way to the rain he had predicted and that congested grey clouds loomed from the west. There would be no hay cut today.

He was still standing at the window when the car came  back with Kate. Tom sounded the horn and she waved and then she must have said something to Tom because he pulled over and stopped in the lane and she jumped out and came running back to the front door. It took George a moment to go through to the hall and get the door open, the new lock Josh had fitted was tricky, and there she was, sheltering in the porch from the rain. She gave him a hug and reached up to kiss his cheek. ‘Bye, Dad,’ she said, laughing. ‘Take care, you old codger! See you in a week!’

When she’d gone, still waving, he went back through to the kitchen. His toast looked unappetising, two pale slices on the plate next to the tub of spreadable butter or whatever it was that Kate bought him. He disliked eating alone. There was no ceremony to it somehow. Often he forgot whether he’d had his breakfast and had to check to see if his plate had been used and was washed clean in his rack on the draining board. He’d miss Kate, no doubt of that. Seven days seemed a long time. He couldn’t fathom why she wanted to go off like this. Not when she had a husband and family and the farm. It didn’t seem natural, somehow. All this nonsense about wanting to paint. It was a mystery to him.

After breakfast he would put on his waterproofs and get up to the sheep. With Josh out of the way, he would take his time, have a chat to Len, look the heifers over, cast his eye over the new bull, make a morning of it. The dogs would be glad to see him. They would be downcast with Kate away. When he got back from all of that, it would be time for Wilf to collect him for their weekly visit to the White Hart in the village. That would be his day taken care of.

 



Despite her brother’s cheerful assurances Kate fell silent and anxious on the way to the station. Had she remembered  everything? Frozen meals were labelled and stacked in the freezer, telephone numbers on a list in the kitchen, instructions for Joyce who would be in on Tuesday and Thursday to clean, her father’s appointment taken care of, all the loose ends of her busy life neatly tied. Now was the moment to sit back and enjoy the sensation of doing something for herself for once. She knew this, but she still had to battle with waves of apprehension. Somewhere in her head she could hear a voice asking, what was she thinking of, setting off on her own, going where she knew no one, leaving everything familiar and everything that she loved behind?

On the train, she tried to relax but her nerves were stretched so taut that the passenger announcements made her jump and she could hardly swallow the coffee she bought from the refreshment trolley. This is absurd, she told herself sternly. I am a woman of fifty-two, not a nervous teenager. Looking out of the window, she thought of Josh, driving home with the empty lorry, and of the pattern his day would take. The rain would halt the silage-making and he would be frustrated and bad-tempered. She imagined the still, tidy kitchen where she had left him bread and cheese and homemade pickle in the larder for his lunch. She pictured the scene in her mind like a Dutch painting - a room which looked as if someone had just that moment walked out and closed the door, yet leaving something of themselves in the arrangement of the furniture, the objects on the table, the apron over the back of a chair. She wondered in what way Josh would miss her. Just by not being there, she supposed, as you miss anything that is suddenly removed.

The dogs would be lying in their shed in the yard, watchful, ears pricked at the slightest noise and after a moment’s listening, laying their noses back on their paws,  dejected that she had left them. At the bottom of the drive her father would be reading the newspaper, waiting for the rain to stop before he slowly climbed the hill to look at his sheep. Tom was right. Life would go on without her.

Through the train window the lines of terraced houses thickened and then a congestion of factories and warehouses flashed past. She checked her watch and found there was only twenty minutes left before Waterloo. Soon they would be passing Clapham where Anna shared a flat with two young male lawyers, an arrangement Kate had found extraordinary to begin with but could now see was successful. Domestic chores were strictly divided and Anna never did more than her share - in fact, Kate suspected she was rather idle. She had arrived once to find Anna lying on the sofa reading a novel while Jeremy vacuumed round her, wearing a T-shirt and boxer shorts. ‘Here, Jems, make us a cuppa,’ she had said, and he had obediently switched the Hoover off, neatly coiled the flex, and gone to fill the kettle. Where does she get it from, Kate had thought, this freedom from any feelings of obligation towards men? She thought of her own mother who would not allow her father to so much as pick up a tea towel, and of Josh, who although willing to clear the table and stack the dishwasher, would never consider tackling dirty saucepans or brushing a floor. Anna was, Kate thought fondly, a new breed.

She had telephoned the night before. ‘You’ll have a fab time, Mum. The place looks so beautiful - just think, the chance to paint all day, every day. Delicious French food and buckets of vino. Sunshine. Good company. You’ll come back a new woman! For heaven’s sake, don’t worry about home. They’ll all be fine. I’ll ring Dad in the week and check up on him, and Tom will keep an eye on Grandpa.’

The thing is, thought Kate, it’s not as easy as that. Married as long as Josh and I have been - since childhood, practically - hardly spending a day apart, it feels so odd to strike out alone, as if part of me is missing.

This mutual dependency was the norm amongst older, traditional farming couples, and it was lovely in some ways, like snuggling under a security blanket of seamless coexistence, but it could also feel constricting and binding - more like a straitjacket than a comforter. Farmers and their wives worked alongside, bickered and bullied and loved and supported one another until before they knew it the years went by and they had grown together like the dog rose and the blackthorn in the hedges, the one shaped and formed by the other and impossible to pull apart.

This is what I have to resist, she told herself as the train drew into Clapham Junction. Before it’s too late. Before I lose all sense of who I am. Mother, daughter, wife, all those responsibilities, and to be fair, all those rewards, but somewhere there’s still me, I hope. A tiny kernel of something original that’s not been shaped by other people’s expectations. There’s got to be more in my life - or at least different things than Josh wants in his. This holiday for a start.

Arriving at Waterloo took her mind off home. Although she had plenty of time, Kate found herself hurrying as she made her way to the Eurostar terminal. On her infrequent trips to London she had seen the elegant silver trains sliding in and out but had never used the service before. As she went down the escalator to the ticket check and passport control, she already felt removed from the commonplace travellers in the station above. The Eurostar passengers looked different - more sophisticated, perhaps, more stylish. Some were obviously foreign, not just European but  American, Japanese and Australian. Gaggles of young people with enormous backpacks looked as if they were embarking on long, carefree trips and there was already, Kate felt, a sense of endless glamorous possibilities.

She noticed that the staff wore smart uniforms with gold braid, more like an airline than a railway, and the handsome young man who came forward to show her how to feed her ticket into the machine at the barrier and wait for it to be stamped and to re-emerge, spoke with a charming French accent. He smiled as he handed her back her passport. ‘’Ave a good trip,’ he said. Kate smiled and thanked him and felt her spirits lift.

On the other side of the security checkpoint, a steel and glass space opened out where people strolled or sat on low seats waiting for the departure screens to indicate that their train to Brussels or Lille or Paris was about to board. The atmosphere was relaxed, unhurried, and utterly unlike the frenzy of an airport. Kate felt as if she had passed some sort of test and had been permitted to enter a different world, like playing an adult game of snakes and ladders where she had managed to avoid sliding back down the snakes.

Somewhere amongst these people was a Mrs Elspeth Hunter who would be joining her on the painting course. Up until now Kate had been too preoccupied with other things to wonder what this unknown woman would be like. Now she began to speculate as she joined a queue to buy a cup of coffee. Anna had pointed out that it didn’t much matter, that apart from the train journey when she may be glad of company, she could be as independent as she liked once they arrived. She and Mrs Hunter did not have to be friends, but of course it would be pleasant if they hit it off. For some reason Kate had formed a mental  picture of someone like Miss Bell, her old art teacher from her schooldays, who was as thin as a rake and wore ankle socks and T-bar shoes and had wild frizzy grey hair.

 



Not far away, in a taxi crawling over Westminster Bridge, Elspeth Hunter was applying lipstick, a sophisticated plum colour called Cool Claret. Checking her face and finding everything in order, she snapped shut the small square of her silver compact mirror and consulted her watch. She was cutting it fine, but that was hardly her fault. Her Portuguese cleaner, Maria, who was supposed to have called round in the morning to collect a door key, had telephoned to say that she was sick, forcing Elspeth to trek over to her flat to drop it off. She had nipped down the Fulham Road to change a pair of white linen trousers for a size larger - always depressing, but at sixty one couldn’t go in for that sliced bottom effect. Then she had rung Archie to say goodbye and he’d been quite upset, poor old thing. She had had to be brisk on the telephone. ‘Now don’t be silly, darling,’ she had told him. ‘It’s only for a week and I will ring you the minute I get back.’ At eighty-two, for the first time since she had known him, he was getting sentimental.

She checked her bag for her new copy of Vogue and her sunglasses. Both there. She sat back in her seat. In a short time she would arrive at Waterloo and from then on she could switch off and enjoy the fun of being out of London for a week in the summer. After Ascot and Wimbledon were over, there was a lull with nothing much to entertain until August, when, in the old days, she and Archie would have gone north for a bit of golf and then the grouse. He was past all that now, but my goodness, they had had fun and he had his memories. At least she had given him that.

She wondered what this other woman, this Kate someone or other, would be like. It was rather annoying to have someone foisted on her when she much preferred travelling alone. Still, there was no need to talk. Good manners did not demand an endless conversation and a sharing of life histories all the way from London to St Raphael. Elspeth hoped that her companion wouldn’t be a retired teacher or something dull like that. Women holidaying alone were always rather suspect in her experience. Sad spinsters or lonely widows, as a rule. Of course, one shouldn’t generalise. She herself was a widow, but you could hardly call her lonely.

Ah, they had arrived. Collecting her things, she stepped elegantly from the cab and, after paying the driver, coolly trundled her wheeled case into the station with a mere ten minutes to spare. She swept straight through the Eurostar departure lounge and up the escalator to the platform. The hustle of boarding the train was all but over and she congratulated herself on her good timing. Counting the carriages, she found coach 12 and suggested to a young man struggling with a backpack that he might like to lift in her suitcase. This safely stored, she entered the grey and yellow carriage and looked for her seat number. Thank goodness, no babies or young children, just the usual businessmen already poring over their laptops and four burly Frenchmen at a table, who had lost no time in opening a bottle of red wine.

Now where was this woman she was travelling with? Halfway down the carriage she spotted what must be her, sitting by the window. With relief Elspeth thought, well, she looks all right. Middle-aged, rather a nice face, dressed in a pair of jeans and a pale blue long-sleeved T-shirt. No gold sandals or ankle chains, she was relieved to see, just  plain brown loafers and rather a pretty silver bracelet. Where she had pushed up her sleeves her forearms were tanned, and altogether she had a nutty brownness about her. A neglected complexion - the rosy broken-veined cheeks of a countrywoman, shockingly unmanicured hands, but pretty, curly, glossy hazel-coloured hair. Elspeth was expecting brown eyes, but when Kate turned from the window and looked up at her, she saw they were a bright blue and fringed with dark lashes.

‘Hello,’ she said, extending a hand. ‘I’m Elspeth Hunter. We’re travelling companions, I think.’

Kate, seeing a good-looking woman, older than herself, sixty perhaps, half rose and took her hand. ‘Hello,’ she said. ‘I’m Kate Hutchins. I was terrified that you had missed the train or that I had got on the wrong one.’ She laughed nervously. The slim, elegant woman who slid into the seat opposite her was not what she had been expecting at all and the image of Miss Bell faded abruptly. At that moment, the whistle blew and the train slid soundlessly from the station. Kate and Elspeth smiled across the table as they glided past graffiti-daubed walls and jumbled house backs, junk-filled balconies of tenement blocks and rubbish-strewn yards. ‘Amazing, isn’t it? The detritus of human life,’ said Elspeth, turning to look out of the window, ‘and I expect it all appears quite tidy from the other side.’

 



Across the river in another part of London, Anna Hutchins swivelled round on her desk chair and glanced out of the window. Her office was fourteen storeys up and the view was magnificent. Even after eleven months of sitting in the same seat, she was still riveted by the city spread below. The uniform pale grey of the buildings was broken by the  vivid green of parks and squares and gardens and the shining, luminous ribbon of the Thames which wound through its heart, past famous landmarks like the Houses of Parliament and the Tower of London that from here looked matchbox-sized. Traffic moved steadily along the grid of streets, the red double-decker buses like little scarlet cubes. The sense of order was what Anna found fascinating. From up here it was like looking at the inner workings of an intricate machine where each little cog moved in a precise and preordained pattern. It was hard to believe that it was human lives in all their infinite variety, with their ups and downs and unpredictable turns and mood swings, their broken relationships and lack of judgement, which kept the whole thing ticking. The orderliness was an illusion. Down there on the streets anything could happen.

Anna’s eye was caught by a small silver arrow moving through the clouds above St Paul’s Cathedral - an aeroplane recently taken off from Heathrow. This made her think of her mother, setting out this morning from Waterloo. She looked at her watch. Her train should have just left. The holiday had been Anna’s idea and she so wanted it to be a success. She had suggested it to her brothers as a special Christmas present for their mother. Ben and Edward, though good-natured young men, were too engrossed in their own lives to consider anyone else’s with much imagination and it would never have occurred to them that their mother might enjoy a break from the farm and a chance to start painting again. They would not understand that it was something she might love to do but would never consider spending the money on herself. That sort of self-denial was not within their experience. ‘Going without’ was a woman thing, thought Anna. Or at least, a woman of her mother’s generation. Her father spent what money there was on farm  machinery or livestock. If he wanted or needed something and they could afford it, he bought it. It was quite simple and there wasn’t this element of female martyrdom to complicate matters.

It wasn’t as if her mother did not contribute to the family income. Quite apart from all the unpaid work she did around the place, she also ran her own little business. What she earned went on household expenses and what she called ‘extras’, like running her own small car, buying clothes and make-up, Christmas and birthday presents, things for the house and garden, the odd day out. Anna knew she felt guilty spending on what she called ‘fripperies’ and often concealed them from Josh who would have thought them a waste of money.

The Protestant work ethic ran strong in her father. Anna always thought he had the look of an eighteenth-century Puritan preacher. She could imagine him in a white collar and a black frock coat denouncing dancing as the work of the devil. This was unjust, she knew, because he enjoyed a party as much as the next man, but there was something of the sobersides about him. Not joyless, but inclined to be sombre. Rarely exuberant; always cautious and restrained. Mum’s not like that, thought Anna, watching the plane disappear into the grey sky. She’s got a different sort of spirit. I want this holiday to allow her to be herself for once.

She had seen the advertisement for Arc en Ciel in a Sunday paper, alongside an article written by a woman journalist who had been on such a holiday in France. She wrote so lyrically of the peace and tranquillity of the Provençal landscape, describing how she slowly unwound in the sunshine and, restored by excellent food and wine and the chance to develop a dormant longing to paint,  came home refreshed and invigorated.

That’s what would do Mum good, Anna had thought. Their mother deserved a long-service medal and she and her brothers could well afford it. They were all on London salaries, spending what they earned on high-octane life-styles, and if they gave the holiday to her as a present, she could not resist. She needs a push, thought Anna. She’s lost all sense of adventure. She needs to be reminded that there’s another world out there.

Her telephone started to ring and she swung her chair back to pick it up. ‘Anna Hutchins. European desk. Oh, hi, Rich. Yeah, busy as usual. This weekend?’ Anna stared out of the window again. ‘Actually I thought I might go home. Haven’t been back for ages and Mum’s gone off to France today so Dad’s on his own. Why don’t you come too?’ On the other end of the telephone, Richard Lovegrove, a few miles away and at a similar desk in a similar office, tried not to sound annoyed. He had wanted Anna to himself this weekend and he didn’t much enjoy the country.

‘I thought you wanted to see the new Russian film everyone’s raving about.’

‘Well, I do, but I’m not sure I feel up to grainy black and white vodkaholics living in one-room apartments, facing the challenge of post-Soviet society. I think I’d rather loll about at home and watch a repeat of the Two Ronnies. You know, a bit less demanding.’

‘I see,’ said Richard, his voice huffy.

‘Don’t be like that. I’ve asked you to come too. Come on. It will be a change. Dancing Hill is lovely in the summer.’ As she spoke, a blast of wind flung raindrops like a shower of pebbles at the window. ‘Better than London, anyway,’ she added.

‘OK. Well, I’ll think about it. I’ll see you this evening.  Six o’clock?’ Richard felt resigned. Once Anna had made up her mind she was generally unmoveable.

‘Yeah, great. I can smell the gin, hear the ice clinking already. See you then.’

Anna was glad she was busy. She did not want to think too much about Rich. He was great. Lovely. She loved him. Funny, bright, handsome. She was bloody lucky to have found him. Why then did she always want to challenge him, to set him up in situations where he might possibly show himself in a less than flattering light? Why was she always testing him? She knew he wasn’t that keen on the farm. Really, he had no interest in the country, so why did the idea of going home come into her head the minute he made a suggestion about what they might do at the weekend? I’m a bloody contrary woman, that’s what, she told herself sternly. And I don’t deserve him.




Chapter Two

At about the time in the afternoon when George, the better for three pints of Badger beer with Wilf, was dozing in his armchair, and Josh was hosing down the lorry to comply with the government’s foot and mouth regulations on moving livestock, Kate and Elspeth were sitting outside a Paris pavement café, on the corner of Rue Hector Malot. The sun was hot and strong and the ugly paved square across from the Gare de Lyon was carved by young skateboarders and rollerbladers and mothers escorting neatly dressed children from school. It had been Elspeth’s idea that they leave the station and find somewhere to sit and have a drink. Kate would not have had the confidence, nor would she have coped so well at Paris Nord, with its confusion of signs and exits, but Elspeth knew the ropes, whisking her onto a double-decker RER train for the two swift stops.

‘Now what shall we have?’ said Elspeth, pushing back her dark glasses onto the top of her head. Kate was about to say, ‘A coffee would be lovely,’ but Elspeth had already called the waiter and was asking about wine. She turned to Kate as the man, impossibly French-looking, with a small black moustache and a wide white apron, hovered with his pad and pencil.

‘White, I think, don’t you? It’s too hot for red. How about a nice Sancerre?’

‘Lovely,’ murmured Kate.

‘And some olives, please. What on earth are olives in French?’

‘Olives?’ suggested Kate in a French accent and giggled. It was a relief that Elspeth, despite her confidence, spoke no better French than she did.

Kate gave a deep sigh of happiness, looking about her appreciatively. It was all so different; so, well, French. The tall grey buildings opposite with their shutters and balconies and grey tiled roofs out of which romantic-looking attic windows opened; the extraordinary old woman who was tottering past in a nylon fur coat, her sparse hair dyed apricot to match her ancient poodle and with a baguette under her arm; this café itself, with its little round tables set on the pavement, its elaborate lunch menu chalked on a board under the reassurance of ‘boeuf français seulement’, and one or two lone men dining with a sort of concentration that you would never find in England. Certainly not at half past four in the afternoon.

The wine arrived and the label was elaborately displayed to them both, with the bottle wrapped in a white napkin. A mere inch was poured into Elspeth’s glass. She tasted it with a critical and serious expression while the waiter paused. Kate found it hard not to smile at the ceremony and then Elspeth looked up and nodded and the waiter filled their glasses. The wine was delicious, a good choice, cold and clean-tasting. It reminded her of the taste of rusty metal from when she and Tom used to swing on gates as children.

‘Well,’ said Elspeth, leaning back in her chair, lifting her face to the sun and readjusting her sunglasses, ‘this is more  like it!’ A pleasant-looking middle-aged man walked past with a large boxer dog on a chain. He gave the two women a frank, assessing stare, before sitting down at a table two away from them and adjusting the position of his chair to continue his appraisal. His dog sat on its haunches and, lifting one hind leg, began a thorough licking of its very conspicuous organs.

‘My God!’ said Elspeth, pulling a face at Kate. ‘Have you got dogs? That one should really wear a pair of pants, don’t you think?’

‘Yes, I do,’ said Kate, glancing over at the man who raised his eyebrows suggestively, ‘but then the dog is just an advertisement for his master, isn’t he? Poor thing. A bit like a walking billboard saying, ‘See my dog! Wait till you see me!’

Elspeth burst out laughing. ‘Absolutely right! Here, let me fill your glass.’

‘Am I being crude? Sorry. Remember I’m a farmer’s wife. I’m used to these male displays. We have three dogs. Collies. Working dogs, not pets.’

‘Ah, yes. I’ll have to hear all about this farm of yours. I love Dorset. Archie used to have a cottage near Lyme Regis; not that I went there often. It was very much the preserve of his wife. Off limits to me.’

‘Oh, I see,’ said Kate, who didn’t at all. From their conversation on the train she had gathered that Elspeth was widowed; who Archie was she could only guess. Elspeth seemed to assume some previous knowledge on her part and she felt it was prying to ask. They lapsed into a companionable silence and Kate was grateful that Elspeth was not the sort of woman who felt the need to chatter. It was such a pleasure to sit and drink in the sunshine and feel anonymous and free of obligations or  responsibilities towards anybody.

After ten minutes or so, Elspeth consulted her watch and said, ‘We should drink up, I suppose. Half an hour before the TGV leaves, but there’s no rush, the seats are all pre-booked. Trains in France are so much more civilised than ours.’ She leaned across and refilled Kate’s glass. Kate was already hot from the sun and now she began to feel slightly tight as well. It was funny, she thought, that it should be called tight, when in fact the general feeling was the opposite, one of loose-limbed relaxation.

‘Here,’ she said, reaching for the slip of white paper placed on a saucer. ‘I’ll do this.’

‘Thank you. That’s very kind,’ said Elspeth, taking her compact out of a cosmetic bag and studying her face.

Kate struggled with the bill, which seemed to be in both euros and francs and included some sort of tax and service charge and came to a huge amount when she tried to convert it back into pounds sterling. Surely a bottle of wine couldn’t cost eighteen pounds in such an ordinary café. Never, ever, would she spend that amount on a bottle at home, where she and Josh cheerfully quaffed supermarket plonk. Carefully, she counted notes onto the saucer while Elspeth reapplied lipstick and smoothed her brows with a finger. Then the waiter swept past and whisked away her money and for a moment, as he studied the bill, she thought she had made a mistake with the decimal point and that she was going to get handed back a sheaf of notes, but no such luck. Only a few unimportant-looking coins were returned to her.

‘Ready?’ said Elspeth, putting away her lipstick. ‘Shall we go?’

As they crossed the hot concrete plaza back to the station, Kate still felt rattled. She couldn’t believe that she  had just parted with so much money, so carelessly. It had quite spoiled the pleasure of the café. Had she known Elspeth better, she would have exclaimed at how expensive the wine had been, but having offered to pay, it would now seem churlish to draw attention to it. Oh, damn it! she thought, impatiently. Josh wasn’t with her, so why should she feel the weight of his imagined disapproval? A spark of rebellion ignited and she thought of Anna who had so much wanted her to have a good time. She wasn’t going to let a little thing like an expensive bottle of wine upset her day. She could put it down to experience and save on other things, and after all, it had been delicious.

Together the two women hurried along, but Kate’s little suitcase felt heavy and her bags were awkward, bumping into her legs while Elspeth, unencumbered, wheeled her suitcase smoothly at her heels like an obedient dog. When they reached the station, Kate stopped to change hands and Elspeth disappeared into the crowd gathered round the departure board. When Kate caught up with her she was standing waiting by a ticket-stamping machine. ‘There you are,’ she said. ‘Look, you have to put your ticket through here. Platform ten. This way.’

Is she going to be bossy? thought Kate. Bossy and managing? I can’t really blame her for the wine. That was my fault, I should have found out the price. Still, she’s a bit like a prefect, herding the juniors along on a school trip. Kate followed Elspeth’s neat white linen back along the busy platform. The train was going to be crowded by the look of it. Elspeth’s low-heeled shoes clicked along in a businesslike way and Kate wondered how her slim grey trousers managed to remain uncreased. She felt rumpled and untidy by comparison. She saw that, like Susie, her sister-in-law, Elspeth was the sort of woman who was  always immaculate and Kate allowed herself to wonder whether this wasn’t in some way a failing - an indication of a shallow, self-centred character.

Elspeth counted the carriages and when she found the right one, commandeered a young man to lift her suitcase into the train. He spoke no English but she made her request perfectly clear by hand signals and a pleasant smile. Kate bundled on behind her and when they found their seats, facing each other across a table, Elspeth settled herself neatly by the window, with her back to the engine. How would she have managed without me? she thought as she watched Kate stowing her bags in the overhead rack and dropping her sweater on the floor. She’s really rather gormless. All that pondering over the bill, for instance, as if she had never had to handle foreign currency before. I hope I won’t get stuck with her when we arrive. I don’t want her round my neck the whole week, pleasant though she is.

Kate, sliding into the seat opposite, got a novel out of her bag and laid it on the table. Watching her, Elspeth recognised the inevitable stab of hostility that she routinely felt towards a younger, attractive woman. Years of looking after herself had made her wary. Still, this was a holiday and not the workplace, where she had grown to dislike the fluffy young PAs with their short skirts and kitten heels and languorous looks. Closing her eyes, Elspeth determined to snooze for most of the long journey ahead.

Kate opened her book. She could see that Elspeth wanted to sleep and it was a relief not to have to make conversation. Two stout, grey-haired men were negotiating their way into the two adjacent seats at the table, stowing plastic bags and jackets on the rack and talking  loudly in a torrent of excited French as the train drew out of the station and slid smoothly through Paris suburbs. Kate glanced at them. Tieless, and wearing checked shirts with the sleeves rolled up, they did not look like Parisians. With their ruddy complexions and air of prosperity they could be a pair of horse butchers, she decided, up from the country. The one sitting opposite caught her eye and smiled and said something to his companion which made him turn to look at her. She smiled back.

‘English? he said.

‘Yes,’ she replied. ‘Oui, rather.’

‘Marseilles?’

‘Non, St Raphael,’ said Kate, showing him her ticket.

‘Ah! Very good!’ He looked pleased and indicated from his own ticket that he and his friend were also going there. ‘I no speak English,’ he added, shrugging happily.

Good, thought Kate, keeping up the smile. That makes things easier. More smiling, and then she was able to drop her eyes to the page.

The carriage was warm and she must have fallen asleep because what seemed like only a minute or two later she was woken by a jolt. Opposite her, Elspeth was awake too, her head up in a questioning attitude. The train was slowing down and the whole carriage seemed unsettled and anxious. The level of talk grew and heads turned to peer out of the windows at the green rolling countryside dotted with fat white cattle, in which they were gradually coming to a halt.

‘Has something happened?’ said Elspeth. ‘Why are we stopping?’

No one seemed to know, to judge by the air of puzzlement. Then came a lengthy passenger announcement, after which there was a hubbub of voices, impatient  exchanges, a consulting of watches and reaching for mobile telephones.

‘What is it? Did you get any of that?’ asked Elspeth. ‘I didn’t catch a word.’

People were starting to get to their feet and the two horse butchers began to collect their bags and indicated that they were getting off the train.

A well-dressed young man who had been working on a laptop computer on the other side of the aisle leaned across. ‘I am afraid there has been an incident,’ he explained in precise English. ‘A stone has been thrown through the window of the driver’s cab. It is necessary that the train stop at the next station and that we disembark. Another train will arrive to convey us further.’ He shut his computer with a snap and began to stow it in its case.

‘A stone?’ said Elspeth incredulously.

The young man shrugged. ‘Vandalism, I am afraid. No doubt the work of children.’

‘Goodness!’ said Kate. ‘How like home! It’s quite heartening to hear you have that sort of thing in France. That it’s not just us.’

‘But where are we?’ said Elspeth, looking out of the window. ‘Back of beyond, it looks like.’ She glanced at her watch. ‘Only just over an hour from Paris. Oh dear, this is not a good start.’

The train drew slowly into a long, empty platform and stopped, upon which there was a terrific surge as people, already on their feet, jostled one another to get out, the horse butchers among them.

‘Really! Just look at this stampede!’ said Elspeth, disapprovingly. ‘What on earth is the rush? We’ll be very British, shall we, and just sit here and wait. Let them get on with it.’

Kate watched the muddle of passengers disentangling themselves on the platform. Mothers struggled with folded baby buggies, an elderly lady with a Yorkshire terrier under her arm heaved along a suitcase, and two vast black women in brightly flowered robes and turbans seemed to have all their worldly goods stacked at their feet. There were no trolleys in evidence and no porters; in fact, no station staff at all that Kate could see.

‘Shall we go?’ she said, getting to her feet as the carriage emptied. ‘That seems to be the rush over.’ She was frightened that the train might leave with them still on board.

As they stepped down from the carriage the first thing she noticed was the smell. They’ve been haymaking, she thought, looking about her. The long platform did not seem to be attached to a station of any size. At the far end she could make out only one small building, like a sort of modern bus shelter, and that was it. On all sides the tranquil countryside basked in the evening sunlight. In fact, it was still hot in the sun. The few benches were already taken and people were heading off to sit on the ground in the strip of shade provided by the bank which edged the platform. Above the swell of voices Kate could hear birds singing.

She recognised this sort of country, which was mostly grass. Stock country. The large cream-coloured cows were Limousin, she guessed, and they grazed in small hedged fields bordered with trees. In the distance she could see a church spire and the roofs of a large village. All looked prosperous and well kept. Familiar, but unmistakably foreign. The scale was wrong for England - everything too wide, too spaced apart, and the quality of light was different, harder and brighter.

Elspeth, who had nabbed one of the horse butchers to retrieve her case, came to stand beside her. ‘Really,’ she said, ‘isn’t this infuriating. Look, there are no seats, either. I gather from that young computer man that we have forty minutes to wait for the next train. I’m parched and hungry, aren’t you? I’d love a cup of tea and something to eat.’

‘I’ve got a bottle of water and some sandwiches in my bag,’ offered Kate. ‘We could find somewhere to sit and have them.’

Elspeth warmed to her. ‘Wonderful,’ she exclaimed. A countrified, practical sort of person came into their own in these situations.

Together they walked up the platform to where the people thinned out and found a cleanish place to sit on the glittering asphalt next to a group of American girls who had rolled up their jeans, pulled up their T-shirts and were sunbathing propped against their backpacks.

Kate unpacked her sandwiches and offered them to Elspeth. Despite the long journey and the heat, the homemade brown bread travelled well and she had tucked baby tomatoes and radishes along the edge of the old ice-cream carton. She had wondered if it was silly, old-maidish, to bring her own food, being just something else to carry, but because she was cutting sandwiches for Josh to take in the lorry she had made a few extra for herself.

‘But these are delicious,’ said Elspeth appreciatively. ‘Don’t tell me you make your own bread?’

Kate nodded. ‘Eggs from my own chickens and cheese from the next door farm. It’s my business, food. I supply some local shops with homemade cakes and pies, and do a bit of outside catering.’
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