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    Elfrida

  




  

    Before Elfrida Phipps left London for good, and moved to the country, she made a trip to Battersea Dogs Home, and returned with a canine companion. It took a good – and heart-rending – half-hour to find him, but as soon as she saw him, sitting very close to the bars of his kennel and gazing up at her with dark, melting eyes, she knew that he was the one. She did not want a large animal, nor did she relish the idea of a yapping lap-dog. This one was exactly the right size. Dog size.

  




  

    He had a lot of soft hair, some of which fell over his eyes, ears that could prick or droop, and a triumphant plume of a tail.

  




  

    His colouring was irregularly patched brown and white. The brown bits were the exact shade of milky cocoa. When asked his ancestry, the kennelmaid said she thought there was border collie there and a bit of bearded collie, as well as a few other unidentified breeds. Elfrida didn’t care. She liked the expression on his gentle face.

  




  

    She left a donation for the Battersea Dogs Home, and her new companion travelled away with her, sitting in the passenger seat of her old car and gazing from the window in a satisfied fashion, as though this were the life to which he was happy to become accustomed.

  




  

    The next day, she took him to the local poodle parlour for a cut, shampoo and blow dry. He returned to her fluffy and fresh and smelling sweetly of lemonade. His response to all this sybaritic attention was a show of faithful, grateful and loving devotion. He was a shy, even timid, dog, but brave as well. If the doorbell rang, or he thought he spied an intruder, he barked his head off for a moment, then retreated to his basket or to Elfrida’s lap.

  




  

    It took some time to decide on a name for him, but in the end she christened him Horace.

  




  

    Elfrida, with a basket in her hand and Horace firmly clipped to the end of his lead, closed the front door of her cottage behind her, walked down the narrow path, through the gate, and set off down the pavement towards the Post Office and General Store.

  




  

    It was a dull grey afternoon in the middle of October with nothing much to commend about it. The last of autumn’s leaves were drifting from trees, an unseasonable wind was too chill for even the most ardent of gardeners to be out and about, the street was deserted and the children not yet out of school. Overhead the sky was low with cloud that shifted steadily yet never seemed to clear. She walked briskly, Horace trotting reluctantly at her heels, knowing that this was his exercise for the day and he had no alternative but to make the best of it.

  




  

    The village was Dibton in Hampshire, and here Elfrida had come to live eighteen months ago, leaving London for ever and making for herself a new life. At first she had felt a bit solitary, but now she couldn’t imagine living anywhere else. From time to time old acquaintances from her theatre days made the intrepid journey from the city and came to stay with her, sleeping on the lumpy divan in the tiny back bedroom that she called her workroom, which was where she kept her sewing-machine and earned a bit of pin money making elaborate and beautiful cushions for an interior-decorating firm in Sloane Street.

  




  

    When these friends departed, needing reassurance – ‘You’re all right, aren’t you, Elfrida?’ they asked. ‘No regrets? You don’t want to come back to London? You’re happy?’ – she had been able to set their minds at rest: ‘Of course I am. This is my geriatric bolt-hole. This is where I shall spend the twilight of my years.’

  




  

    So by now there was a comfortable familiarity about it all. She knew who lived in this house, in that cottage. People called her by her name. ‘Morning, Elfrida,’ or ‘Lovely day, Mrs Phipps.’ Some of the inhabitants were commuting families, the man of the house setting out early each morning to catch the fast train to London and returning late in the evening to pick up his car from the station and drive the short distance home. Others had lived here all their lives in small stone houses that had belonged to their fathers and their grandfathers before that. Others were new altogether, inhabiting the council estates that ringed the village and employed by the electronics factory in the neighbouring town. It was all very ordinary, and so undemanding. Just, in fact, what Elfrida needed.

  




  

    Walking, she passed the pub, newly furbished and now called the Dibton Coach-house. There were wrought-iron signs and a spacious car park. Further on, she passed the church with its yew trees, lych-gate and a noticeboard fluttering with parish news: a guitar concert, an outing for the mothers’-and-toddlers’ group. In the churchyard, a man lit a bonfire and the air was sweet with the scent of toasting leaves. Overhead, rooks cawed. A cat sat on one of the churchyard gateposts, but luckily Horace did not notice him.

  




  

    The street curved and at the end of it, by the dull bungalow which was the new vicarage, she saw the village shop, flying banners advertising ice-cream, and with newspaper placards propped against the wall. Two or three youths with bicycles hung about its door, and the postman, with his red van, was emptying the post-box.

  




  

    There were bars over the shop window to stop vandals breaking the glass and stealing the tins of biscuits and arrangements of baked beans that were Mrs Jennings’s idea of tasteful decoration. Elfrida put down her basket and tied Horace’s lead to one of the bars, and he sat looking resigned. He hated being left on the pavement, at the mercy of the jeering youths, but Mrs Jennings didn’t like dogs in her establishment. She said they lifted their legs and were dirty brutes.

  




  

    Inside, the shop was bright with electricity, low-ceilinged and very warm. Refrigerators and freezers hummed and there was strip-lighting and an up-to-date arrangement of display shelving, which had been installed some months ago, a huge improvement, Mrs Jennings insisted, more like a mini-market. Because of all these barriers, it was difficult to know at first glance who was in the shop and who wasn’t, and it was not until Elfrida rounded a corner (Instant Coffee and Teas) that she saw the familiar back view standing by the till and paying his due.

  




  

    Oscar Blundell. Elfrida was past the age when her heart leaped for joy, but she was always pleased to see Oscar. He had been almost the first person she met when she came to live in Dibton, because she had gone to church one Sunday morning, and after the service the Vicar had stopped her outside the door, his hair on end in the fresh spring breeze and his white cassock blowing like clean washing on a line. He had spoken welcoming words, made a few noises about doing flowers and the Women’s Institute, and then, mercifully, was diverted. ‘And here’s our organist. Oscar Blundell. Not our regular organist, you understand, but a splendid spare wheel in times of trouble.’

  




  

    And Elfrida turned, and saw the man emerging from the darkness of the interior of the church, walking out into the sunshine to join them. She saw the gentle, amused face, the hooded eyes, the hair that had probably once been fair but was now thickly white. He was as tall as Elfrida, which was unusual. She towered over most men, being five foot eleven and thin as a lath, but Oscar she met eye to eye and liked what she saw there. Because it was Sunday he wore a tweed suit and a pleasing tie, and when they shook hands, his grip had a good feel to it.

  




  

    She said, ‘How clever. To play the organ, I mean. Is it your hobby?’

  




  

    And he replied, quite seriously, ‘No, my job. My life.’ And then smiled, which took all pomposity from his words. ‘My profession,’ he amended.

  




  

    A day or two later, and Elfrida received a telephone call.

  




  

    ‘Hello, Gloria Blundell here. You met my husband last Sunday after church. The organist. Come and have dinner on Thursday. You know where we live. The Grange. Turreted red brick at the end of the village.’

  




  

    ‘How very kind. I’d love to.’

  




  

    ‘How are you settling in?’

  




  

    ‘Slowly.’

  




  

    ‘Splendid. See you Thursday, then. About seven thirty.’

  




  

    ‘Thank you so much.’ But the receiver at the other end of the line had already been replaced. Mrs Blundell, it seemed, was not a lady with time to waste.

  




  

    The Grange was the largest house in Dibton, approached through hugely pretentious gates up a drive. Somehow none of this fitted in exactly with Oscar Blundell, but it would be interesting to go, to meet his wife and see his background. You never really got to know people properly until you had seen them within the ambience of their own home. Seen their furniture and their books and the manner of their lifestyle.

  




  

    On Thursday morning she had her hair washed, and the colour given its monthly tweak. The shade was officially called strawberry blonde but sometimes it came out more orange than strawberry. This was one of the times, but Elfrida had more important things to worry about. Clothes were a bit of a problem. In the end she put on a flowered skirt, which reached her ankles, and a long cardigan-type garment in lime green knit. The effect of hair, flowers and cardigan was fairly dazzling, but looking bizarre was one of Elfrida’s best ways of boosting her confidence.

  




  

    She set out on foot, a ten-minute walk, down the village, through the pretentious gates and up the drive. For once, she was dead on time. Never having been to the house before, she did not open the front door and walk in, calling, ‘Yoo-hoo,’ which was her normal procedure, but found a bell and pressed it. She heard it ring at the back of the house. She waited, gazing about her at well-tended lawns, which looked as though they had just had their first cut of the year. There was the smell of new-cut grass, too, and the damp scent of the cool spring evening.

  




  

    Footsteps. The door opened. A local lady in a blue dress and a flowered apron, clearly not the mistress of the house. ‘Good evening. Mrs Phipps, is it? Come along in, Mrs Blundell won’t be a moment, just went upstairs to fix her hair.’

  




  

    ‘Am I the first?’

  




  

    ‘Yes, but not early. Others’ll be here soon. Want me to take your coat?’

  




  

    ‘No, I’ll keep it on, thank you.’ No need to enlarge on this, to explain that the little silk blouse beneath the cardigan had a hole under the sleeve.

  




  

    ‘The drawing room—’

  




  

    But they were interrupted. ‘You’re Elfrida Phipps . . . I am sorry I wasn’t here to greet you . . .’ Looking up, Elfrida saw her hostess descending the wide staircase from a balustraded landing. She was a large lady, tall and well-built, dressed in black silk trousers and a loose, embroidered Chinese jacket. She carried a tumbler half full of what looked like whisky and soda.

  




  

    ‘ . . . I got a bit delayed, and then there was a telephone call. Hello,’ she held out her hand, ‘Gloria Blundell. Good of you to come.’

  




  

    She had an open, ruddy face with very blue eyes, and hair that, like Elfrida’s, had probably been twinked, but to a more discreet shade of soft blonde.

  




  

    ‘Good of you to invite me.’

  




  

    ‘Come along in by the fire. Thank you, Mrs Muswell, I expect the others will just let themselves in. This way . . .’

  




  

    Elfrida followed her through into a large room, much panelled in the style of the thirties and with a vast red-brick fireplace where burned a log fire. In front of the hearth was a leather-padded club fender, and the room was furnished with hugely padded and patterned sofas and chairs. The curtains were plum velvet, braided in gold, and the floor was closely carpeted and scattered with thick, richly coloured Persian rugs. Nothing looked old or shabby or faded, and all exuded an air of warmth and a cheerful masculine comfort.

  




  

    ‘Have you lived here long?’ Elfrida asked, trying not to appear too inquisitive.

  




  

    ‘Five years. The place was left to me by an old uncle. Always adored it, used to come here as a child.’ She dumped her glass on a handy table and went to hurl another enormous log on to the fire. ‘I can’t tell you the state it was in, everything threadbare and moth-eaten, so I had to have a really good refurbish. Made a new kitchen as well, and a couple of extra bathrooms.’

  




  

    ‘Where did you live before?’

  




  

    ‘Oh, London. I had a house in Elm Park Gardens.’ She picked up her glass, had a restoring swallow, then set it down again. She smiled. ‘My dressing drink. I have to have a little boost before parties. What would you like? Sherry? Gin and tonic? Yes, it was a good place to be and marvellously spacious. And Oscar’s church, St Biddulph’s where he was organist, was only ten minutes or so away. I suppose we’d have stayed there for ever, but my old bachelor uncle was gathered, as they say, and the Grange came to me. And we have this child, Francesca. She’s eleven now. I’ve always thought it better to bring a child up in the country. I don’t know what Oscar’s doing. He’s meant to pour drinks. Probably forgotten about everything and reading a book. And we have other guests to meet you. The McGeareys. He works in the City. And Joan and Tommy Mills. Tommy’s a consultant in our hospital at Pedbury. Sorry, did you say sherry or gin and tonic?’

  




  

    Elfrida said gin and tonic, and watched while Gloria Blundell went to pour her one from the well-provided table at the far end of the room. She also replenished her own glass, with a generous hand for the Scotch.

  




  

    Returning, ‘There. Hope it’s strong enough. You like ice? Now, sit down, be comfortable, tell me about your little cottage.’

  




  

    ‘Well . . . it’s little.’

  




  

    Gloria laughed. ‘Poulton’s Row, isn’t it? They were built as railway cottages. Are you frightfully cramped?’

  




  

    ‘Not really. I haven’t got much furniture and Horace and I don’t take up much room. Horace is my dog. A mongrel. Not beautiful.’

  




  

    ‘I have two pekes, which are, but they bite guests so they’re shut in the kitchen with Mrs Muswell. And what made you come to Dibton?’

  




  

    ‘I saw the cottage advertised in The Sunday Times. There was a photo. It looked rather dear. And not too expensive.’

  




  

    ‘I shall have to come and see it. Haven’t been inside one of those little houses since I was a child and used to visit the widow of some old station porter. And what do you do?’

  




  

    ‘Sorry?’

  




  

    ‘Garden? Play golf? Good works?’

  




  

    Elfrida hedged slightly. She knew a forceful woman when she met one. ‘I’m trying to get the garden straight, but it’s mostly shifting rubbish so far.’

  




  

    ‘Do you ride?’

  




  

    ‘I’ve never ridden a horse in my life.’

  




  

    ‘Well, that’s straightforward anyway. I used to ride when my sons were boys, but that’s a long time ago. Francesca’s got a little pony, but I’m afraid she’s not all that keen.’

  




  

    ‘You have sons as well?’

  




  

    ‘Oh, yes. Grown-up now and both married.’

  




  

    ‘But . . .?’

  




  

    ‘I was married before, you see. Oscar’s my second husband.’

  




  

    ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t realise.’

  




  

    ‘Nothing to be sorry about. My son Giles works in Bristol and Crawford has a job in the City. Computers or something, totally beyond me. Of course, we had known Oscar for years. St Biddulph’s, Raleigh Square, was our church. He played divinely at my husband’s funeral. When we married, everybody was astonished. “That old bachelor,” they said. “Do you have any idea what you’re taking on?” ’

  




  

    It was all marvellously intriguing. ‘Has Oscar always been a musician?’ Elfrida asked.

  




  

    ‘Always. He was educated at Westminster Abbey choir school, then went on to teach music at Glastonbury College. He was choir-master and organist there for a number of years. And then he retired from teaching, moved to London, got the post at St Biddulph’s. I think he’d have continued there until they carried him out feet first, but then my uncle died and fate decreed otherwise.’

  




  

    Elfrida felt a little sorry for Oscar. ‘Did he mind saying goodbye to London?’

  




  

    ‘It was a bit like pulling an old tree up by the roots. But, for Francesca’s sake, he put a brave face on it. And here he has his music room, and his books and scores, and he does a little private coaching, just to keep his hand in. Music is his life. He loves it when there’s an emergency and he can play for morning service in the Dibton church. And, of course, he’s always sneaking over to have a little quiet practice all on his own.’ Behind Gloria, quietly, the door from the hall had opened. Talking away, she was unaware of this but, realising that Elfrida’s attention had strayed, turned now in her chair to peer over her shoulder.

  




  

    ‘Oh, there you are, old boy. We were just talking about you.’

  




  

    All at once, and all together, the other guests arrived, letting themselves in, and filling the house with the sound of their voices. The Blundells went out to welcome them, and for a moment Elfrida was alone. She thought it would be rather nice to go home now, and have a solitary evening mulling over all she had learned, but of course this was not to be. Almost before she could put the shameful thought out of her mind, her hosts were back, their guests surged into the room and the dinner party was on its way.

  




  

    It was a formal evening, lavish and traditional, with excellent food and a great deal of splendid wine. They ate smoked salmon and a beautifully presented crown of lamb, and there were three puddings, with bowls of thick cream, and then a creamy, blue-veined Stilton. When the port was handed round, Elfrida noticed, with some amusement, that the ladies did not leave the room but stayed with the men, and although she was now on to copious glasses of water, which she poured for herself from a cut-glass jug, she saw that the other women enjoyed their port, and Gloria, perhaps, most of all.

  




  

    She wondered if Gloria, sitting in state at the head of the table, had slightly overdone her alcoholic intake and if, when the time came for them to get up, she would heave herself to her feet and fall flat on her face. But Gloria was made of tougher stuff, and when Mrs Muswell put her head round the door to say that coffee was ready in the drawing room, she led the way with a steady step out of the dining room and across the hall.

  




  

    They gathered around the fire but Elfrida, lifting her cup of coffee from the tray, saw through the uncurtained window a sky of deep sapphire blue. Although the spring day had been fitful, with showers and glimpses of sunshine, while they sat over dinner the clouds had dispersed, and a first star hung in the heavens over the top of a distant, budding beech. There was a window-seat and she went to sit on it, cradling the cup and saucer in her hands and watching the stars.

  




  

    Presently she was joined by Oscar. ‘Are you all right?’ he asked her.

  




  

    She turned to look up at him. So busy had he been through dinner, pouring wine, clearing plates, handing round the delectable puddings, that she had scarcely addressed him.

  




  

    ‘Of course. Such a lovely evening. And your daffodils will very soon be out.’

  




  

    ‘You like gardens?’

  




  

    ‘I’ve not had much experience. But this one looks particularly inviting.’

  




  

    ‘Would you like to take a little stroll and be shown around? It’s still not quite dark.’

  




  

    She glanced at the others, settled in the deep chairs around the fire and in full flood of conversation.

  




  

    ‘Yes, I would like that, but wouldn’t it be rude?’

  




  

    ‘Not at all.’ He took the cup from her hand and carried it back to the tray. He set it down. ‘Elfrida and I are going to have a stroll around the garden.’

  




  

    ‘At this hour?’ Gloria was astounded. ‘It’s dark and it’s cold.’

  




  

    ‘Not so dark. We’ll be ten minutes.’

  




  

    ‘Right, but make sure the poor girl’s got a coat – it’s chilly and damp. Don’t let him keep you too long, my dear . . .’

  




  

    ‘I won’t.’

  




  

    The others went back to their discussion, which was about the iniquitous price of private education. Elfrida and Oscar went out through the door. He closed it quietly behind him, then lifted from a chair a thick leather coat lined with sheepskin. ‘It’s Gloria’s – you can borrow it,’ and he draped it gently over Elfrida’s shoulders. Then he opened the half-glassed front door and they stepped outside into the chill and purity of the spring evening. Shrubs and borders loomed in the dusk and underfoot the grass was wet with dew.

  




  

    They walked. At the far end of the lawn was a brick wall, fronted by borders and broken by an archway with an imposing wrought-iron gate. He opened this and they were in a spacious walled garden, neatly divided into geometrical shapes by hedges of box. One quarter was a rose garden, the bushes pruned and richly composted. Clearly, when summer came, there would be something of a display.

  




  

    Faced with professionalism, she felt inadequate. ‘Is this all your work?’

  




  

    ‘No. I plan but I employ a labourer.’

  




  

    ‘I’m not much good at flower names. I’ve never had a proper garden.’

  




  

    ‘My mother was never lost for names. If someone asked her the name of a flower, and she had no idea what it was, she simply said, with much authority, Inapoticum Forgetanamia. It nearly always worked.’

  




  

    ‘I must remember that.’

  




  

    Side by side they strolled down the wide, gravelled pathway. He said, ‘I hope you didn’t feel too distanced at dinner. I’m afraid we’re something of a parochial lot.’

  




  

    ‘Not at all. I enjoyed every moment. I like to listen.’

  




  

    ‘Country life. It teems with intrigue.’

  




  

    ‘Do you miss London?’

  




  

    ‘From time to time, enormously. Concerts and the opera. My church, St Biddulph’s.’

  




  

    ‘Are you a religious person?’ Elfrida asked, impulsively, then wished that she hadn’t. Too soon for such a personal question.

  




  

    But he remained unfazed. ‘I don’t know, but I have spent the whole of my life steeped in the sacred music, the liturgies and magnificats of the Anglican Church. And I would find it uncomfortable to live in a world where I had no one to thank.’

  




  

    ‘For blessings, you mean?’

  




  

    ‘Just so.’

  




  

    ‘I understand, but even so I’m not a bit religious. I only went to church that Sunday because I was feeling a bit isolated and I needed the company of other people. I didn’t expect the lovely music. And I’d never heard that setting of the Te Deum before.’

  




  

    ‘The organ is a new one, paid for by countless bring-and-buy sales.’

  




  

    They trod in silence for a moment. Then Elfrida said, ‘Do you count that as a blessing? The new organ, I mean.’

  




  

    He laughed. ‘You’re like a little dog, worrying a bone. Yes, of course I do.’

  




  

    ‘What else?’

  




  

    He did not immediately reply. She thought of his wife, his enormously comfortable and lavish house; his music room, his friends, his obvious financial security. She thought it would be interesting to know how Oscar had come to marry Gloria. Had he, after years of bachelordom, small boys, meagre salaries and dusty academic rooms, seen, looming in the future, the emptiness of an elderly bachelor’s old age and taken the easy way out? The wealthy, forceful widow, the capable hostess, good friend, competent mother. Or perhaps it was she who had done the stalking, and she who had made the decision. Perhaps they had simply fallen madly in love. Whatever, it seemed to work.

  




  

    The silence lay between them. She said, ‘Don’t tell me if you’d rather not.’

  




  

    ‘I was simply trying to decide how to explain. I married late in life and Gloria already had boys by her previous marriage. For some reason it never occurred to me that I should have a child of my own. When Francesca was born, I was amazed, not simply that she was there, a tiny human being, but so beautiful. And familiar. As though I had known her always. A miracle. Now she is eleven and I am still astounded by my good fortune.’

  




  

    ‘Is she here, at home?’

  




  

    ‘No, at a weekly boarding-school. Tomorrow evening I fetch her for the weekend.’

  




  

    ‘I would like to meet her.’

  




  

    ‘You shall. I like to think that you will be charmed by her. When Gloria inherited this pile of a house, I kicked against leaving London. But for Francesca I went with the tide and complied. Here, she has space and freedom. Trees, the smell of grass. Room to grow. Room for the rabbits and the guinea-pigs and the pony.’

  




  

    ‘For me,’ said Elfrida, ‘the best is birdsong in the morning and big skies.’

  




  

    ‘You too, I believe, have also fled from London?’

  




  

    ‘Yes. It was time.’

  




  

    ‘A wrench?’

  




  

    ‘In a way. I’d lived there all my life. From the moment I left school and left home. I was at RADA. I was on the stage, you see. Much to my parents’ disapproval. But I didn’t mind about disapproval. I never have, really.’

  




  

    ‘An actress. I should have known.’

  




  

    ‘And a singer too. And a dancer. Revues and big American musicals. I was the one at the back of the chorus line because I was so dreadfully tall. And then years of fortnightly rep, and bit parts on television. Nothing very illustrious.’

  




  

    ‘Do you still work?’

  




  

    ‘Heavens, no, I gave it up years ago. I married an actor, which was the most dreadful mistake for every sort of reason. And then he went off to America and was never seen again, so I kept myself by doing any sort of job that came my way, and then I got married again. But that wasn’t much use either. I don’t think I was ever a very good picker.’

  




  

    ‘Was number-two husband an actor as well?’ His voice was amused, which was exactly the way Elfrida wanted it to be. She seldom talked about her husbands, and the only way to make disasters bearable was to laugh about them.

  




  

    ‘Oh, no, he was in business. Terribly expensive vinyl flooring. One would have thought I would have been marvellously secure and safe, but he had that disagreeable Victorian conviction that if a man feeds and houses his wife, and doles out some sort of a housekeeping allowance, then he has kept his share of the marital bargain.’

  




  

    ‘Well,’ said Oscar, ‘and why not? An old-established tradition, going back for centuries. Only then it was called slavery.’

  




  

    ‘How nice that you understand. Turning sixty was one of the best days of my life, because I got my pension book, and knew that I could walk down to the nearest post office and be given money, cash in hand, for doing nothing. I’d never in my life been given something for nothing. It was like a whole new world.’

  




  

    ‘Did you have children?’

  




  

    ‘No. Never children.’

  




  

    ‘You still haven’t explained why you moved to this particular village.’

  




  

    ‘A need to move on.’

  




  

    ‘A big step.’

  




  

    It was quite dark now. Turning, Elfrida looked back towards the house and saw, through the lacework of the wrought-iron gate, the glow of the drawing-room windows. Somebody had drawn the curtains. She said, ‘I haven’t talked about it. I haven’t told anybody.’

  




  

    ‘You don’t need to tell me.’

  




  

    ‘Perhaps I’ve talked too much already. Perhaps I drank too much wine at dinner.’

  




  

    ‘I don’t think so.’

  




  

    ‘There was this man. So special, so lovely, so loving, funny and perfect. Another actor, but successful and famous this time and I won’t say his name. Brilliant. We lived together for three years in his little house in Barnes, and then he got Parkinson’s disease and it took him another two years to die. It was his house. I had to leave. A week after his funeral I saw an advertisement for the cottage in Poulton’s Row. In The Sunday Times. And the next week I bought it. I have very little money but it wasn’t too expensive. I brought my dear dog Horace with me for company, and I have my pension, and I have a little job making cushions for a rather snob interior designer in London. It’s not very arduous and it keeps me busy and my head above water. I always liked to sew, and it’s good to work with lovely, expensive materials, and each project is different.’ It all sounded very trivial. ‘I don’t know why I’m telling you all this. It’s not very interesting.’

  




  

    ‘I find it fascinating.’

  




  

    ‘I don’t see why you should. But you’re very kind.’ It was too dark now to see into his face, or read the expression in his hooded eyes. ‘I think perhaps it’s time we went back to the others.’

  




  

    ‘Of course.’

  




  

    ‘I love your garden. Thank you. Some time I must see it in daylight.’

  




  

    That was Thursday. The following Sunday morning it rained, not a spring shower but regular rain drumming against the windows of Elfrida’s cottage and darkening the tiny rooms so that she was forced to switch on all the lights. After she had put Horace out into the garden for his morning wee, she made a cup of tea and took it back to bed with her, intending to spend the morning warm, comfortable and idle, reading yesterday’s newspapers and struggling to finish the crossword.

  




  

    But just after eleven she was interrupted by the ringing of the front-door bell, a jangling device operated by a hanging chain. The noise it made was like nothing so much as an emergency fire alarm and Elfrida nearly jumped out of her skin. Horace, lying across the foot of the bed, raised himself into a sitting position and let out a couple of barks. This was as much as he was prepared to do in the cause of protecting his mistress: he was of a cowardly nature and not in the habit of snarling or biting intruders.

  




  

    Astonished, but not alarmed, Elfrida climbed out of bed, pulled on her dressing-gown, tied the sash and made her way down the steep, narrow staircase. The stairs descended into her living room, and the front door opened straight on to the miniature front garden. There she found a small girl, in jeans and sneakers and a dripping anorak. The anorak had no hood, so the child’s head was as wet as the coat of a dog that had just enjoyed a good swim. It was auburn hair, braided into plaits, and her face was freckled and rosy from the chill, damp outdoors.

  




  

    ‘Mrs Phipps?’

  




  

    There were bands on her teeth, a mouthful of ironmongery.

  




  

    ‘Yes.’

  




  

    ‘I’m Francesca Blundell. My mother said it’s such an awful day, would you like to come for lunch? We’ve got an enormous bit of beef and there’s heaps . . .’

  




  

    ‘But I’ve only just been to dinner.’

  




  

    ‘She said you’d say that.’

  




  

    ‘It’s terribly kind. As you can see, I’m not dressed yet. I hadn’t even thought about lunch.’

  




  

    ‘She was going to phone but I said I’d bicycle.’

  




  

    ‘You biked?’

  




  

    ‘I left it on the pavement. It’s all right.’ A douche of water from an overflowing gutter missed her by inches.

  




  

    ‘I think,’ said Elfrida, ‘you’d better come in before you drown.’

  




  

    ‘Oh, thank you.’ Briskly, Francesca accepted the invitation and stepped indoors. Hearing voices, and deciding that it was safe to appear, Horace, with dignity, descended the stairs. Elfrida closed the door. ‘This is Horace, my dog.’

  




  

    ‘He’s sweet. Hello. Mummy’s pekes always yap for hours when there’s a visitor. Do you mind if I take off my anorak?’

  




  

    ‘No, I think it would be a very good idea.’

  




  

    This Francesca proceeded to do, unzipping it and draping it over the newel post at the bottom of the banister where it dripped on to the floor.

  




  

    Francesca looked about her. She said, ‘I always thought these were the dearest little houses but I’ve never been inside one of them.’ Her eyes were very large and grey, fringed with thick, fair lashes. ‘When Mummy said you were living here, I couldn’t wait to come and look. That’s why I biked. Do you mind?’

  




  

    ‘Not a bit. It’s all rather cluttered, I’m afraid.’

  




  

    ‘I think it’s perfect.’

  




  

    It wasn’t, of course. It was cramped and shabby, filled with the few personal bits and pieces Elfrida had brought with her from London: the sagging sofa, the little Victorian armchair, the brass fender, the battered desk, lamps, worthless pictures and too many books.

  




  

    ‘I was going to lay and light a fire as it’s such a grey day, but I haven’t got round to it yet. Would you like a cup of tea or coffee or something?’

  




  

    ‘No, thank you, I’ve just had a Coke. Where does that door go?’

  




  

    ‘Into the kitchen. I’ll show you.’

  




  

    She led the way, opened the wooden door with the latch and pushed it ajar. Her kitchen was no larger than a ship’s galley. Here a small Rayburn simmered away, keeping the whole house warm; a wooden dresser was piled with china, a clay sink stood beneath the window, and a wooden table and two chairs filled the remainder of the space. Alongside the window, a stable door led out into the back garden. The top half of the door was glazed in small panes and through it could be seen the flagged yard and the narrow border, which was as far as Elfrida had got in the way of making a flower-bed. Ferns thrust their way between the flags, and a honeysuckle scrambled over the neighbour’s wall.

  




  

    ‘It’s not very inviting on a day like this, but there’s just room to sit out in a deck-chair on a summer evening.’

  




  

    ‘Oh, but I love it.’ Francesca looked about her with a housewifely eye. ‘You haven’t got a fridge. And you haven’t got a washing-machine. And you haven’t got a freezer.’

  




  

    ‘No, I haven’t got a freezer. But I have got a fridge and a washing-machine, I keep them in the shed at the bottom of the yard. And I do all my dishes in the sink because there’s no space for a dishwasher.’

  




  

    ‘I think Mummy would die if she had to wash dishes.’

  




  

    ‘It’s not very arduous when you live on your own.’

  




  

    ‘I love all your china. Blue and white. It’s my favourite.’

  




  

    ‘I love it too. None of it matches, but I buy a bit whenever I find something in a junk shop. There’s so much now there’s scarcely space for it.’

  




  

    ‘What’s upstairs?’

  




  

    ‘The same. Two rooms and a tiny bathroom. The bath is so small I have to hang my legs over the side. There’s a bedroom for me and a workroom where I do my sewing. If I have a guest, they have to sleep there, along with the sewing-machine and scraps of material and order books.’

  




  

    ‘Daddy told me you made cushions. I think it’s all exactly right for one person. And a dog, of course. Like a dolls’ house.’

  




  

    ‘Have you got a dolls’ house?’

  




  

    ‘Yes, but I don’t play with it any more. I’ve got animals. A guinea-pig called Happy but he’s not very well. I think he’ll have to go to the vet. He’s got horrible bare patches all over his fur. And I’ve got rabbits. And a pony.’ She wrinkled her nose. ‘He’s called Prince but he’s a bit nappy sometimes. I think I’d better go now. Mummy said I had to muck him out before lunch and it takes ages, specially in the rain. Thank you for letting me see your house.’

  




  

    ‘A pleasure. Thank you for bringing that kind invitation.’

  




  

    ‘You’ll come, won’t you?’

  




  

    ‘Of course.’

  




  

    ‘Will you walk?’

  




  

    ‘No, I’ll bring my car because of the rain. And if you ask me where I keep my car, I’ll tell you. On the road.’

  




  

    ‘Is it that old blue Ford Fiesta?’

  




  

    ‘It is. And old is the operative word. But I don’t mind provided the wheels go round and the engine starts.’

  




  

    Francesca smiled at this, revealing, unembarrassed, her wired-up teeth. She said, ‘I’ll see you later, then.’ She reached for her anorak, still dripping, pulled on the sodden garment and tossed free her plaits. Elfrida opened the door for her.

  




  

    ‘Mummy said a quarter to one.’

  




  

    ‘I’ll be there, and thank you for coming.’

  




  

    ‘I’ll come again,’ Francesca promised, and Elfrida watched her go splashing down the path and through the gate. A moment later, she was off on her bike with a wave of her hand, pedalling furiously down through the puddles and along the road, out of sight.

  




  

    Oscar, Gloria and Francesca were Elfrida’s first friends. Through them, she met others. Not just the McGeareys and the Millses, but the Foubisters, who were old-established and held the annual church summer fête in the park of their rambling Georgian house. And there was Commander Burton-Jones, RN (Retired), a widower and immensely industrious, labouring in his immaculate garden, chairman of the Public Footpath Association, and principal chorister in the church choir. Commander Burton-Jones (‘Bobby’s the name’) threw racy little drinks parties, and called his bedroom his cabin. Then there were the Dunns, he an immensely wealthy man who had bought and converted the old rectory into a marvel of space and convenience, complete with games room and a covered, heated swimming-pool.

  




  

    Others, humbler, came into her life one by one, as Elfrida went about her daily business: Mrs Jennings, who ran the village shop and the post office; Mr Hodgkins, who did the rounds once a week with his butcher’s van, was a reliable source of news and gossip and held strong political views; Albert Meddows, who answered her advertisement (a postcard stuck up in Mrs Jennings’s window) for garden help, and tackled, single-handed, the sad disarray and crooked paving of Elfrida’s back garden. The Vicar and his wife invited her to a fork supper, in the course of which it was suggested once more that she join the Women’s Institute. Politely declining – she did not enjoy bus trips and had never made a pot of jam in her life – she agreed to involvement with the primary school and ended up producing their annual pantomime at Christmas.

  




  

    They were all amiable enough and welcoming, but Elfrida found none of them either as interesting or stimulating as the Blundells. Gloria’s hospitality was without bounds, and scarcely a week went by when Elfrida was not invited to spend time at the Grange, for a lavish meal or some outdoor occasion like a tennis party (Elfrida did not play tennis but was happy to observe) or a picnic. There were other, more far-flung, occasions; the spring point-to-point at a nearby farm, a visit to a National Trust garden, an evening out at the theatre at Chichester. She had spent Christmas with them, and New Year’s Eve, and when she threw her first little party for all her new friends (Albert Meddows having resuscitated her garden, levelled the flagstones, pruned the honeysuckle and painted the shed) it was Oscar who volunteered to be her barman and Gloria who produced copious eats from her own spacious kitchen.

  




  

    However, there were limits and reservations. There had to be if Elfrida was not to be absorbed by, and beholden to, the Blundells. From the very first she had recognised Gloria as a forceful woman – with, possibly, a ruthless streak, so determined was she always that things should go her way – and was more than aware of the dangers of such a situation. She had left London to make a life of her own, and knew that it would be only too easy for a single and fairly impoverished female to be swept along (and possibly drowned) in the churning wake of Gloria’s social energy.

  




  

    So, from time to time, Elfrida had learned to step back, to keep to herself, to make excuses. A work overload, perhaps, or a prior engagement, which could not possibly be broken, with some imagined acquaintance whom Gloria did not know. Every now and then she escaped from the confines of Dibton, packing Horace into the passenger seat of her car and driving far out across country to some other county where she was not known, and where she and Horace could climb a sheep-grazed hill, or follow the path by some dark, flowing stream and find at the end of it a pub full of strangers where she could eat a sandwich and drink coffee and relish her precious solitude.

  




  

    On such occasions, distanced from Dibton and with perceptions sharpened by a sense of perspective, it became possible to be analytical about her involvement with the Blundells and to catalogue her findings, impersonal and detached as a shopping list.

  




  

    The first was that she liked Oscar immensely; perhaps too much. She was well past the age of romantic love, but companionship was another matter. From their first meeting outside Dibton church, when she had been instantly taken with him, she had come to enjoy his company more and more. Time had not proved that first impression wrong.

  




  

    But the ice was thin. Elfrida was neither sanctimonious nor a lady with enormously high moral standards; indeed, all the time she lived with him, her dear dead lover had been the husband of another woman. But Elfrida had never met his wife, and the marriage was already on the rocks by the time he and Elfrida found each other, and for this reason she had never been consumed by guilt. On the other hand, there was another and not nearly so harmless scenario, and one that Elfrida had witnessed more than once: that of the single lady, widowed, divorced, or otherwise bereft, being taken under the wing of a loyal girlfriend, only to scarper with the loyal girlfriend’s husband. A reprehensible situation and one of which she strongly disapproved.

  




  

    But in Elfrida’s case, it was not about to happen. And she knew that her awareness of danger and her own common sense were her greatest strengths.

  




  

    Second was that Francesca, at eleven years old, was the daughter whom, if she had ever had a child, Elfrida would have liked to call her own: independent, open and totally straightforward, yet possessed of a sense of the ridiculous that could reduce Elfrida to helpless laughter, and an imagination that was fed by voracious reading of books. Francesca became so absorbed in them that one could go into a room, switch on the television, hold a loud discussion and Francesca would not even raise her head from the page. During the school holidays she frequently turned up at Poulton’s Row, to play with Horace or watch Elfrida at her sewing-machine, at the same time asking endless questions about Elfrida’s theatrical past, which she clearly found fascinating.

  




  

    Her relationship with her father was unusually close and very sweet. He was old enough to be her grandfather, but their delight in each other’s company went far beyond that of the normal parent and child. From behind his closed music-room door could be heard the two of them playing duets on his piano, and fumbling mistakes brought not recrimination but much laughter. On winter evenings he read aloud to her, the two of them curled up in his huge armchair, and her affection for him was manifested in frequent hugs, thin arms wound about his neck and kisses pressed on the top of his thick white hair.

  




  

    As for Gloria, Gloria was a man’s woman, so closer to her grown-up, married sons than to her lately conceived daughter. Elfrida had met these sons, Giles and Crawford Bellamy, and their pretty, well-dressed wives, when they turned up at the Grange for a weekend or drove down from London for Sunday lunch. Although not twins, they were strangely similar, conventional and opinionated. Elfrida got the impression that neither of the brothers approved of her, but as she didn’t much like either of them it was not worth bothering about. Gloria doted on them, which was far more important, and when the time came for them to leave, the boots of their expensive cars loaded down with fresh vegetables and fruit from Gloria’s kitchen garden, she would stand, waving them away, like any sentimental mother. It was patently clear that in her eyes neither son could do wrong, and Elfrida was pretty sure that if Gloria had not approved of their chosen brides, then both Daphne and Arabella would have got short shrift.

  




  

    But Francesca was a different cup of tea. Deeply influenced by Oscar, she went her own way, followed her own interests, and found books and music a good deal more alluring than the local Pony Club gymkhana. Even so, she was never rebellious or sulky and cared for her bad-tempered little pony with good grace and exercised him regularly, riding around the paddock that Gloria had set aside for equestrian activities and taking him on long hacks down the quiet tracks by the little river. Often, on these occasions, Oscar accompanied her, mounted on an ancient sit-up-and-beg bicycle, relic of his schoolmaster days.

  




  

    Gloria let them be, possibly, Elfrida decided, because Francesca was not that important to her; not as absorbing or fulfilling as her own hectic lifestyle, her parties, her circle of friends. Important, too, was her position as social mentor, and sometimes she reminded Elfrida of a huntsman, blowing his horn for attention and whipping in his hounds.

  




  

    Only once had Elfrida fallen from grace. It was during a convivial evening at the Foubisters’, a dinner party of great formality and style, with candles lit and silver gleaming and an aged butler waiting at table. After dinner, in the long drawing room (rather chilly, for the evening was cool), Oscar had moved to the grand piano to play for them, and after a Chopin etude, had suggested that Elfrida should sing.

  




  

    She was much embarrassed and taken aback. She had not sung for years, she protested, her voice was hopeless . . .

  




  

    But old Sir Edwin Foubister added his persuasions. ‘Please,’ he had said. ‘I’ve always liked a pretty tune.’

  




  

    So disarming was he that Elfrida found herself hesitating. After all, what did it matter if her voice had lost its youthful timbre, she wobbled on the high notes, and was about to make a fool of herself? At that moment, she caught sight of Gloria’s face, florid and set like a bulldog’s in an expression of disapproval and dismay. And she knew that Gloria did not want her to sing. Did not want her to stand up with Oscar and entertain the little group. She did not like others to shine, to steal attention, to deflect the conversation away from herself. It was a perception of total clarity and somewhat shocking, as though she had caught Gloria in a state of undress.

  




  

    In different circumstances Elfrida might have played safe, gracefully declined, made excuses. But she had dined well and drunk delicious wine and, emboldened by this, a tiny flame of self-assertion flickered into life. She had never allowed herself to be bullied, and was not about to start. So she smiled into Gloria’s threatening frowns, then turned her head and let the smile rest upon her host. She said, ‘If you want, I should like to, very much . . .’

  




  

    ‘Splendid.’ Like a child, Sir Edwin clapped his hands. ‘What a treat.’

  




  

    And Elfrida stood, and crossed the floor to where Oscar waited for her.

  




  

    ‘What will you sing?’

  




  

    She told him. An old Rodgers and Hart number. ‘Do you know it?’

  




  

    ‘Of course.’

  




  

    A chord or two for introduction. It had been a long time. She straightened her shoulders, filled her lungs . . .

  




  

    I took one look at you,

  




  

    Her voice had aged to thinness, but she could still hold, truly, the tune.

  




  

    And then my heart stood still.

  




  

    And she was all at once consumed by reasonless happiness and felt young again, standing by Oscar, and, with him, filling the room with the music of their youth.

  




  

    Gloria scarcely spoke for the rest of the evening, but nobody endeavoured to coax her out of her black mood. While they marvelled and congratulated Elfrida on her performance, Gloria drank her brandy. When it was time to leave, Sir Edwin accompanied them out to where Gloria’s powerful estate car was parked on the neatly raked gravel. Elfrida bade him goodnight and got into the back of the car but it was Oscar who slipped in behind the wheel, and Gloria was forced to take the passenger seat of her own vehicle.

  




  

    Heading home, ‘How did you enjoy the evening?’ Oscar asked his wife.

  




  

    Gloria replied shortly, ‘I have a headache,’ and fell silent once more.

  




  

    Elfrida thought, No wonder, but prudently didn’t say it. And that was perhaps the most concerning and sad truth of all. Gloria Blundell, hard-headed and with a stomach like a tin bucket, drank too much. She was never incapable, never hung over. But she drank too much. And Oscar knew it.

  




  

    Oscar. And now, here he was, in Mrs Jennings’s shop on a grey October afternoon, picking up his newspapers and paying for a bag of dog-meal. He wore corduroys, a thick, tweedy-looking sweater and sturdy boots, which seemed to indicate that he had been gardening, remembered these necessary errands, and come.

  




  

    Mrs Jennings looked up. ‘Afternoon, Mrs Phipps.’

  




  

    With his hand full of change, Oscar turned and saw her. ‘Elfrida. Good afternoon.’

  




  

    She said, ‘You must have walked. I didn’t see your car.’

  




  

    ‘Parked it round the corner. That’s it, I think, Mrs Jennings.’

  




  

    He moved aside to make space for Elfrida, and stood, apparently in no sort of hurry to go. ‘We haven’t seen you for days. How are you?’

  




  

    ‘Oh, surviving. A bit fed up with this weather.’

  




  

    ‘Dreadful, isn’t it?’ Mrs Jennings chipped in. ‘Chilly and muggy all at once, doesn’t make you feel like doing anything. What have you got there, Mrs Phipps?’

  




  

    Elfrida unloaded the contents of her basket, so that Mrs Jennings could price them and put it all through her till. A loaf of bread, half a dozen eggs, some bacon and butter, two tins of dog-food and a magazine called Beautiful Homes. ‘Want me to charge them?’

  




  

    ‘If you would, I’ve left my purse at home.’

  




  

    Oscar saw the magazine. He said, ‘Are you going to go in for some domestic improvements?’

  




  

    ‘Probably not, but I find reading about other people’s therapeutic. I suppose because I know I haven’t got to get my paint pot out. A bit like listening to somebody else cutting the grass.’

  




  

    Mrs Jennings thought this was very funny. ‘Jennings put his mower away back of September. Hates cutting the grass, he does.’

  




  

    Oscar watched while Elfrida loaded her basket. He said, ‘I’ll give you a ride home, if you like.’

  




  

    ‘I don’t mind walking. I’ve got Horace with me.’

  




  

    ‘He’s welcome to join us. Thank you, Mrs Jennings, goodbye.’

  




  

    ‘Cheerio, Mr Blundell. Regards to the wife.’

  




  

    Together they emerged from the shop. Outside on the pavement the youths still loitered. They had been joined by a dubious-looking girl with a cigarette, raven-black hair and a leather skirt that scarcely reached her crotch. Her presence seemed to have galvanised the young men into a pantomime of joshing, insults and meaningless guffaws. Horace, trapped in the middle of such unseemly behaviour, looked miserable. Elfrida untied his lead and he wagged his tail, much relieved. The three of them made their way around the corner and down the narrow lane where Oscar had left his car. She got into the passenger seat, and Horace jumped up and sat on the floor, between her knees, with his head pressed on to her lap. As Oscar joined them, slammed the door, then switched on the ignition, she said, ‘I never expect to meet anyone in the shop in the afternoons. Mornings are the social time. That’s when you get all the chat.’

  




  

    ‘I know. But Gloria’s in London and I forgot about the papers.’ He turned the car and nosed out into the main street. School for the day was over, and the pavements were busy with a procession of tired, grubby children, trailing satchels and making their way home. The man in the churchyard had got his bonfire going, and grey smoke streamed up into the still, dank air.

  




  

    ‘When did Gloria go to London?’

  




  

    ‘Yesterday. For some meeting or other. Save the Children, I believe. She took the train. I’ve got to meet her off the six thirty.’

  




  

    ‘Would you like to come back and have a cup of tea with me? Or would you prefer to return to your gardening?’

  




  

    ‘How do you know I’ve been gardening?’

  




  

    ‘Clues dropped. Woman’s intuition. Mud on your boots.’

  




  

    He laughed. ‘Perfectly correct, Mr Holmes. But I wouldn’t say no to a cup of tea. Gardener’s perks.’

  




  

    They passed the pub. Another moment or so and they had reached the lane that ran down the slope towards the railway line, and the terraced cottages that were Poulton’s Row. At her gate he drew up and they decanted themselves, Horace, freed of his lead, bounding ahead up the path, and Elfrida, lugging her basket, followed him. She opened the door.

  




  

    ‘Don’t you ever lock it?’ Oscar asked, from behind her.

  




  

    ‘Not for a village shopping spree. Anyway, there’s little to steal. Come along in, shut the door behind you.’ She went through to the kitchen and dumped the basket on the table. ‘If you felt very kind, you could put a match to the fire. A day like this needs a bit of cheer.’ She filled the kettle at the tap and set it on the stove. Then she took off her jacket, draped it over the back of a chair, and began to assemble a few items of mismatched china.

  




  

    ‘Mugs or teacups?’

  




  

    ‘Mugs for gardeners.’

  




  

    ‘Tea by the fire, or shall we sit in here?’

  




  

    ‘I’m always happier with my knees under a table.’

  




  

    Without much hope, Elfrida opened cake tins. Two were empty. The third contained the heel of a gingerbread. She put this on the table with a knife. She found milk in the fridge and emptied the carton into a yellow pottery jug. She found the sugar bowl. From the other room could now be heard crackling sounds and the snap of hot twigs. She went to the doorway and stood, leaning against the lintel, observing Oscar. He was placing, with some care, a couple of lumps of coal on the top of his small pyre.

  




  

    Aware of Elfrida’s presence, he straightened, and turned his head to smile at her. ‘Blazing nicely. Properly laid, with plenty of kindling. Do you need logs for the winter? I can let you have a load, if you’d like.’

  




  

    ‘Where would I store them?’

  




  

    ‘We could stack them in the front garden, against the wall.’

  




  

    ‘That would be marvellous, if you could spare a few.’

  




  

    ‘We’ve more than enough.’ He dusted his hands on his trouser legs and looked about him. ‘You know, you have made this little place very charming.’

  




  

    ‘It’s a muddle, I know. Not enough space. Possessions are a quandary, aren’t they! They become part of you and I’m not very good at throwing things away. And there are one or two little bits and pieces I’ve been carrying about with me for years, dating back to the giddy days when I was on the stage. I was like a snail with its shell on its back. A silk shawl or the odd knick-knack rendered theatrical lodgings a little more bearable.’

  




  

    ‘I particularly like your little Staffordshire dogs.’

  




  

    ‘They were always part of my luggage, but they’re not, actually, a pair.’

  




  

    ‘And the little travelling clock.’

  




  

    ‘That travelled, too.’

  




  

    ‘It appears well-worn.’

  




  

    ‘Battered would be nearer the truth. I’ve had it for years, it was left to me by an elderly godfather. I . . . I have one thing I think might be very valuable, and it’s that little picture.’

  




  

    It hung to one side of the fireplace, and Oscar found his spectacles and put them on, the better to inspect the painting.

  




  

    ‘Where did you get this?’

  




  

    ‘A present from an actor. We were both in a revival of Hay Fever at Chichester, and at the end of the run, he said that he wanted me to have it. A leaving present. He’d picked it up in a junk shop and I don’t think paid all that much for it but he was excited because he was sure it was a David Wilkie.’

  




  

    ‘Sir David Wilkie?’ Oscar frowned. ‘A valuable possession. So why did he give it to you?’

  




  

    But Elfrida would not be drawn. ‘To thank me for mending his socks?’

  




  

    He returned his gaze to the painting. It took up little space, being only about eleven inches by eight, and depicted an elderly couple in eighteenth-century dress sitting at a table on which lay a huge leather Bible. The background was sombre, the man’s clothes dark. But the woman wore a canary yellow shawl, and a red dress, and her white bonnet was frilled and ribboned.

  




  

    ‘I would say she had dressed for some celebration, wouldn’t you?’

  




  

    ‘Without doubt. Perhaps, Elfrida, you should lock your front door.’

  




  

    ‘Perhaps I should.’

  




  

    ‘Is it insured?’

  




  

    ‘It is my insurance. Against a rainy day. When I find myself on the streets with only a couple of plastic bags and Horace at the end of a piece of string, then, and only then, will I think about selling it.’

  




  

    ‘A hedge against disaster.’ Oscar smiled and took off his spectacles. ‘Whatever. It is the manner in which you have put your possessions together that melds into such a pleasing whole. I’m sure you own nothing that you do not think to be beautiful or know to be useful.’

  




  

    ‘William Morris.’

  




  

    ‘And, perhaps, the measure of good taste.’

  




  

    ‘Oscar, you say the nicest things.’

  




  

    At this moment, from the kitchen, Elfrida’s kettle let out a startling toot, which meant that it was boiling. She went to retrieve it. Oscar followed, and watched while she made the tea in a round brown teapot, which she set upon the wooden table.

  




  

    ‘If you like builders’ tea, you’d better wait for a moment or two. And, if you’d rather, you can have lemon instead of milk. And there’s some stale gingerbread.’

  




  

    ‘A feast.’ Oscar pulled out a chair and settled himself, as though relieved to get the weight off his legs. She sat, too, facing him across the table, and busied herself cutting the gingerbread. She said, ‘Oscar, I am going away.’

  




  

    He did not reply, and she looked up and saw on his face an expression of horrified astonishment.

  




  

    ‘For ever?’ he asked, fearfully.

  




  

    ‘Of course not for ever.’

  




  

    His relief was evident. ‘Thank God for that. What a fright you gave me.’

  




  

    ‘I’d never leave Dibton for ever. I’ve told you. This is where I’m going to spend my twilight years. But it’s time for a holiday.’

  




  

    ‘Are you feeling particularly exhausted?’

  




  

    ‘No, but autumn always depresses me. A sort of limbo between summer and Christmas. A dead time. And I’m going to have another birthday soon. Sixty-two. Even more depressing. So, time for a change.’

  




  

    ‘Perfectly sensible. It will do you good. Where will you go?’

  




  

    ‘To the very end of Cornwall. If you sneeze you’re in danger of falling over a cliff into the Atlantic.’

  




  

    ‘Cornwall?’ Now he was astounded. ‘Why Cornwall?’

  




  

    ‘Because I have a cousin who lives there. He’s called Jeffrey Sutton and he’s exactly two years younger than I am. We’ve always been friends. He’s one of those nice people one can telephone without reservation and say, “Can I come and stay?” And you know he’ll say yes. And, moreover, sound pleased. So Horace and I will drive down together.’

  




  

    Oscar shook his head in some bewilderment. ‘I never knew that you had a cousin. Or any sort of relation, for that matter.’

  




  

    ‘The product of an immaculate conception, you mean?’

  




  

    ‘Hardly that. But, admit, it is surprising.’

  




  

    ‘I don’t think it’s surprising at all. Just because I don’t rabbit on all the time about my family.’ Then Elfrida relented. ‘But you’re not far wrong. I am a bit denuded. But Jeffrey’s a special person and we’ve always kept in touch.’

  




  

    ‘Has he a wife?’

  




  

    ‘Actually, he’s had two. The first was a pain in the neck. She’s called Dodie. I suppose he was charmed by her pretty looks and sweet air of helplessness only to discover, poor man, that he had tied himself to a woman of such self-absorption as to beggar belief. She was, as well, idle and undomestic, and most of Jeffrey’s hard-earned salary went on paying the wages of cooks, cleaners, and au pairs in the faint hope of keeping some sort of an establishment going for his two daughters.’

  




  

    ‘What happened to the marriage?’ Oscar was clearly fascinated.

  




  

    ‘He remained constant and enduring, but finally when both the girls were grown, educated and earning, he walked out. There was this girl, Serena, much younger than Jeffrey and perfectly sweet. She was a gardener and ran a nice little business doing flowers for parties and looking after other people’s window-boxes. He’d known her for years. When he walked out on his marriage, he walked out on his job as well, wiped the dust of London from the soles of his shoes, and moved, with Serena, as far away from London as he could possibly get. When the very acrimonious divorce was over, he married Serena and almost at once started another little family. A boy and a girl. They live on a shoestring, keeping hens and doing bed and breakfast for summer visitors.’

  




  

    ‘Happy ever after?’

  




  

    ‘You could say that.’

  




  

    ‘What about his daughters? What happened to them?’

  




  

    ‘I’ve rather lost touch. The eldest was called Nicola. She married some man and had a child, I think. She was always dreadfully disagreeable, dissatisfied and perpetually complaining about the unfairness of life. I think she was always terribly jealous of Carrie.’

  




  

    ‘Carrie being her sister.’

  




  

    ‘Precisely so. And a darling. Jeffrey’s nice personality all over again. About ten years ago, when I had to have some female operation – upon which, at this moment, Oscar, I shall not enlarge – she came to take care of me. She stayed for six weeks. I was on my own at the time, living in a grotty little flat in Putney, but she took it all in her stride and we got on like a house on fire.’ Elfrida frowned, grappling with mental arithmetic. ‘She must be about thirty now. Aged. How time flies.’

  




  

    ‘Did she marry?’

  




  

    ‘I don’t think so. Like I said, I’ve rather lost touch. Last time I heard, she was working in Austria for some big tour company. You know, being a ski rep and making sure every tourist was in the right hotel. She always loved skiing more than anything. Whatever, I’m sure she’s happy. I think your tea will be black enough now.’ She poured his mug – it was satisfactorily dark – and gave him a slice of the crumbling gingerbread. ‘So, you see, I do have a family, if not a particularly close one.’ She smiled at him. ‘How about you? Confession time. Do you have any dotty relations you can boast about?’

  




  

    Oscar put up a hand, and rubbed it over his head. ‘I don’t know. I suppose I do. But, like you, I haven’t much idea where they are or what they’re up to.’

  




  

    ‘Tell.’

  




  

    ‘Well,’ thoughtfully, he ate a bit of gingerbread, ‘I had a Scottish grandmother. How’s that for starters?’

  




  

    ‘Hoots toots.’

  




  

    ‘She had a great big house in Sutherland, and a certain amount of land, and a farm.’

  




  

    ‘A lady of property.’

  




  

    ‘I used to spend summer holidays with her, but she died when I was sixteen and I never went back.’

  




  

    ‘What was her house called?’

  




  

    ‘Corrydale.’

  




  

    ‘Was it enormously grand?’

  




  

    ‘No. Just enormously comfortable. Huge meals, and gumboots and fishing rods lying around the place. Good smells, of flowers and beeswax polish, and grouse cooking.’

  




  

    ‘Oh, delicious. Mouth-watering. I’m sure she was heaven.’

  




  

    ‘I don’t know about that. But she was totally unpretentious and enormously talented.’

  




  

    ‘In what way?’

  




  

    ‘I suppose a talent for living. And for music. She was an accomplished pianist. And I mean really accomplished. I think I inherited my small talent from her, and it was she who set me on the road to my chosen career. There was always music at Corrydale. It was part of my life.’

  




  

    ‘What else?’

  




  

    ‘Sorry?’

  




  

    ‘What else did you do?’

  




  

    ‘I can scarcely remember. Go out in the evenings and pot rabbits. Fish for trout. Play golf. My grandmother was an avid golfer and she tried to get me going on the links, but I was never a match for her. Then people came to stay and we played tennis, and if it was warm enough, which it mostly wasn’t, I might bicycle to the beach and fling myself into the North Sea. At Corrydale, it didn’t matter what you did. It was all very relaxed. Good fun.’

  




  

    ‘So what happened?’

  




  

    ‘My grandmother died. The war was on. My uncle inherited and went to live there.’

  




  

    ‘Didn’t he invite you for summer holidays?’

  




  

    ‘Those days were over. I was sixteen. Into music. Taking examinations. Other interests, other people. A different life.’

  




  

    ‘Does he still live there? Your uncle, I mean.’

  




  

    ‘No, he lives in London, now, in a mansion flat near the Albert Hall.’

  




  

    ‘What’s his name?’

  




  

    ‘Hector McLellan.’

  




  

    ‘Oh, splendid. All kilts and a red beard?’

  




  

    ‘Not any more. He’s very old.’

  




  

    ‘And Corrydale?’

  




  

    ‘He made it over to his son, Hughie. My cousin. A feckless fellow, whose one idea was to live a grand life and do things in tremendous style. He filled Corrydale with all his rather degenerate friends, who drank his whisky and behaved badly to the despair of all the respectable old retainers who had worked in the house and on the estate for years. It was all something of a scandal. Then Hughie decided that life north of the border was not for him, so he sold up and scarpered off to Barbados. As far as I know, he’s still there, on to his third wife and leading the life of Reilly.’

  




  

    Elfrida was envious. ‘Oh, he does sound fascinating.’

  




  

    ‘No. Not fascinating. Boringly predictable. We used to put up with each other, but we were never friends.’

  




  

    ‘So everything’s sold up, and you’ll never return?’

  




  

    ‘Unlikely.’ He leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms. ‘Actually, I could go back. When my grandmother died, she left Hughie and me a house between us. But it’s been let for years to some old couple. Every quarter I get a trickle of rent, posted from the factor’s office. I suppose Hughie gets the same, though it’s scarcely enough to pay for a couple of planter’s punches.’

  




  

    ‘Is it a big house?’

  




  

    ‘Not particularly. It’s in the middle of the little town. It used to be estate offices, but then it was converted to a dwelling house.’

  




  

    ‘How too exciting. I wish I had a house in Scotland.’

  




  

    ‘Half a house.’

  




  

    ‘Half a house is better than no bread. You could take Francesca for half a holiday.’

  




  

    ‘Never thought of it, to be truthful. Never think about the place. I suppose one day Hughie will either offer to buy me out or suggest that I buy him out. But it’s not something I worry about. And I prefer not to precipitate any action. The less I have to do with Hughie McLellan the better.’

  




  

    ‘I think you’re being frightfully feeble.’

  




  

    ‘Just keeping a low profile. Now, when are you off?’

  




  

    ‘Next Thursday.’

  




  

    ‘For how long?’

  




  

    ‘A month.’

  




  

    ‘Will you send us a postcard?’

  




  

    ‘Of course.’

  




  

    ‘And let us know when you return?’

  




  

    ‘At once.’

  




  

    ‘We shall miss you,’ said Oscar, and she felt warmed.

  




  

    The house was called Emblo Cottage. It stood with its granite face to the north wind and the Atlantic, and on this side the windows were small and few and deep-set, with windowsills wide enough for the potted geraniums, scraps of driftwood and the shells Serena loved to collect. Once, it had been part of Emblo, a prosperous dairy farm, and the dwelling of the resident cowman, but the cowman retired and then died, mechanisation took over the milking parlours, agricultural wages soared and the farmer cut his losses and sold the cottage. Since then, it had belonged to three different owners, and had come on the market for the last time just as Jeffrey had made the great decision to cut loose from London, Dodie and his job. He saw the advertisement in The Times, got straight into his car, and drove through the night in order to view the property before any other person had time to put in a bid. He found a dank little place, dismally furnished for holiday letting, crouched in an untended garden and set about by stunted sycamores leaning at right angles away from the prevailing wind. But there was a view of the cliffs and the sea, and on the south side a sheltered patch of lawn where wisteria climbed the wall and there still flowered a camellia bush.

  




  

    He telephoned his bank manager, got a loan and bought the place. When he and Serena moved in, there were birds’ nests in the chimneys, old paper peeling from the walls, and a smell of damp and mould that hung over every room. But it didn’t matter. They camped in sleeping-bags and opened a bottle of champagne. They were together and they were home.

  




  

    That had been ten years ago. It had taken two of those years to get the place in order, involving much hard physical labour, dirt, destruction, inconvenience and a succession of plumbers, builders, tilers and stonemasons, who trod around the place in mud-caked boots, boiled up endless cups of tea and indulged in long conversations as to the meaning of life.

  




  

    From time to time Jeffrey and Serena became exasperated by their slowness and unreliability, but it was impossible not to be beguiled by these amateur philosophers, who seemed to know no sense of hurry, content in the knowledge that tomorrow was another day.

  




  

    Finally, all was done. The workmen departed, leaving behind them a small, trim, solid stone house, with kitchen and sitting room downstairs and a creaking wooden staircase leading to the upper floor. At the back of the kitchen jutted what had once been a wash-house, slate-floored and airy, and here waterproofs and rubber boots were dumped, and Serena kept her washing-machine and her deep freeze. There was as well a huge clay sink, which Jeffrey had found abandoned in a ditch. Restored, it was constantly in use for washing eggs and mud-caked dogs, and for the buckets of wild flowers Serena loved to pick and arrange in old-fashioned pottery jugs. Upstairs there were three white-painted bedrooms with sloping ceilings, and a small bathroom, which had the best view of all from its window, looking south over the farmer’s fields and up the slope of the hill to the moor.

  




  

    They were not isolated. The farmhouse, with its considerable outbuildings, stood only a hundred yards or so away, so that there was a constant coming and going of traffic up and down the lane and past their gate: tractors, milk lorries and cars, and small children who, dumped by the school bus at the end of the road, walked their way home. The farmer had a family of four, and these children were Ben and Amy’s best friends. With them, they rode bicycles, went blackberrying, walked down to the cliffs with haversacks slung from their inadequate shoulders to swim and picnic.

  




  

    Elfrida had never seen this house, had never been to visit them. But now she was coming, and Jeffrey was filled with an old sensation, almost forgotten, but which he finally acknowledged to himself was excitement.

  




  

    Elfrida. He was now sixty, and Elfrida was . . .? Sixty-one, sixty-two? It didn’t matter. As a boy, he had always thought the world of her because she was fearless and she made him laugh. As an adolescent, trapped in the inky disciplines of boarding-school, she had been like a light in his life: gloriously attractive, admirably rebellious, fighting parental opposition, and finally going on the stage and becoming an actress. Such determination, bravery and achievement had filled Jeffrey with admiration and devoted attachment. Once or twice she had actually come to his boring school and taken him out for an exeat Saturday or Sunday, and he had boasted about her a little to his friends, and kept her waiting at the ghastly pseudo-Gothic red-brick front door because he wanted others to see her there, sitting in her little red sports car with her dark glasses and her pineapple-coloured hair tied about with a chiffon scarf.

  




  

    ‘My cousin. She’s in some show or other. In London,’ he said, with marvellous casualness, as though it happened to everybody every day. ‘They brought it over from New York.’

  




  

    And finally he would go out to meet her, apologising for lateness, climbing into the tiny bucket seat beside her, being driven away with an impressive roar of the engine and a lot of flying gravel. When he got back to school, he remained determinedly blasé. ‘Oh, we just went to the Roadhouse. Had a swim in the pool and a meal.’

  




  

    He was enormously proud of her and more than a little in love.

  




  

    But time went by, and they grew up, and lost touch, and made their own lives. Elfrida married some actor or other, and it all fell apart, and then she married another dreary character, and finally ended up with her famously successful lover. All seemed set for lifelong happiness, and then the alliance was stunned by tragedy, his struggle with Parkinson’s and eventual death.

  




  

    The last time Jeffrey had seen Elfrida had been in London, just after she had met this exceptional man, to whom she always referred as Jimbo. ‘Not his real name, darling, but my own name for him. I never thought it could be like this. I never thought one could be so close and yet so different from a single human being. He is everything I’ve never been, and yet I love him more than any person or anything I’ve ever known.’

  




  

    ‘What about your career?’ Jeffrey had asked.

  




  

    ‘Oh, bugger my career,’ Elfrida had said, and collapsed into laughter. He had never seen her so happy, so beautiful, so utterly fulfilled.

  




  

    His own unhappy marriage was falling to bits, but Elfrida was always there, at the end of the telephone, ringing him up, ready with all sorts of advice, both good and bad, but most important, endlessly sympathetic. Once he took Serena to meet her, and she rang the next evening, and said, ‘Jeffrey, darling, she is too sweet . . . Cut your losses and concentrate on her.’

  




  

    ‘What about my daughters?’

  




  

    ‘Grown-up and self-supporting. You must think of yourself. Bite the bullet. Don’t dither. There’s not time. Only one life.’

  




  

    ‘Dodie?’

  




  

    ‘She’ll manage. She’ll bleed you white for alimony. She’s not going to give up her creature comforts. Let her have the lot and go and be happy.’

  




  

    Go and be happy. He had done just that.

  




  

    Five o’clock on a grey October evening. The wind was getting up. He had done the hens, gathered the eggs, shut away the clucking creatures in their small, domestic wooden houses. It was growing dark. Inside Emblo Cottage, Serena had turned on the lights, and small yellow windows glowed out into the dying light. It was a Thursday, the day when the wheelie-bin had to be trundled down the lane in order for the weekly dustbin lorry to empty it in the morning. A wind had got up, blowing in from the sea with an edge to it that tasted and smelled of salt. In this wind, the gorse bushes jigged and rustled along the tops of the hedges. Over its whine, he could hear the water of the stream bubbling its way down the hill and along the edge of the lane. Because it felt cold he went indoors to get a thick jacket. Serena was stirring something at the stove and the children were busy with their homework at the kitchen table.

  




  

    He said, ‘Wheelie-bin.’

  




  

    ‘Oh, clever man to remember.’

  




  

    ‘Back in five minutes.’

  




  

    ‘I shall watch out for Elfrida.’

  




  

    He trundled the wheelie-bin down the rutted lane and set it in its place on the verge. Across the road was a wooden gate, which led into another farmer’s field, and Jeffrey went to lean against this, like any old countryman, felt for his cigarettes, took one and lit it with his old steel lighter. The day was dying. He watched the sky darken, thick with cloud. The sea was the colour of slate, flecked with foam. A rough evening. Breakers boomed at the foot of the cliffs and he could feel the damp of sea mist on his cheeks.

  




  

    He thought of a poem, once read, long forgotten.

  




  

    My room is a bright glass cabin,

  




  

    All Cornwall thunders at my door,

  




  

    And the white ships of winter lie,

  




  

    In the sea roads of the moor.

  




  

    He stayed until his cigarette was finished, then threw away the stub and turned to go home. And, at that moment, saw the headlights approaching from the east, blinking as the road twisted. He leaned against the gate and waited. After a bit an old blue Fiesta appeared, cautiously taking the last narrow bend before the Emblo turning. He knew, instinctively, that it was Elfrida. He stepped into the road, waving his arms, and the car stopped. He opened the door and got in beside her. He smelt her familiar perfume, the scent she had always used, that was part of her.

  




  

    He said, ‘You mustn’t park here. This is the main road. You will be struck by a tractor or a German tour bus. Turn into the lane.’

  




  

    Which she did, then stopped again.

  




  

    She said, ‘Hello.’

  




  

    ‘You made it.’

  




  

    ‘Five hours.’

  




  

    ‘Found the way?’

  




  

    ‘Such a clever map you drew for me.’

  




  

    ‘Who’s this in the back?’

  




  

    ‘Horace, my dog. I told you he had to come.’

  




  

    ‘How wonderful that you’re here. I kept steeling myself for a telephone call to say that you’d changed your mind.’

  




  

    ‘I’d never do that,’ Elfrida told him. And then became practical.

  




  

    ‘Is this your front drive?’

  




  

    ‘It is.’

  




  

    ‘Dreadfully narrow, darling.’

  




  

    ‘Wide enough.’

  




  

    ‘Forward, then.’

  




  

    He began to laugh. ‘Forward.’

  




  

    She put the car into gear and they lurched up the narrow tunnel that was the lane.

  




  

    ‘What sort of a journey did you have?’ Jeffrey asked.

  




  

    ‘All right. I was a bit nervous. It’s years since I’ve done such a long drive; unknown motorways and thundering lorries I find a little unnerving. This car isn’t exactly a Ferrari.’

  




  

    ‘Good enough.’

  




  

    As they approached the cottage, an outside light came on. Serena, clearly, had heard them grinding up the lane. This light illuminated an open space, backed by a tall granite wall. The road continued towards the distant farm, but Jeffrey said, ‘Park here,’ so she did. At once two sheepdogs appeared from nowhere, bounding towards them and barking their heads off.

  




  

    ‘Not to worry,’ Jeffrey assured her, ‘they’re mine, Tarboy and Findus, and they don’t bite.’

  




  

    ‘Not even Horace?’

  




  

    ‘Least of all Horace.’

  




  

    They climbed out of the car and let Horace free. There was the usual small skirmish as the three strange dogs met each and circled and sniffed, then Horace disappeared into the thicket of a handy bush and, gratefully, lifted his leg.

  




  

    Jeffrey was amused. ‘What breed is Horace?’

  




  

    ‘Unknown. But loyal, troublefree and clean. He can sleep with me. I’ve brought his basket.’

  




  

    He opened the boot of her car and heaved out a battered suitcase and a large bulging paper carrier-bag. ‘Have you brought your own supplies?’

  




  

    ‘That’s Horace’s food and his bowl and stuff.’ From the back seat of the car she hauled his basket and another bulging carrier-bag. Doors were slammed, and Jeffrey led the way up a slate path and around the corner of the house. The wind from the sea pounced upon them, and yellow squares of light, from windows and a half-glassed door, lay upon the cobbles. Jeffrey set down Elfrida’s suitcase and opened the door and she went through and into the kitchen. The two children looked up from the table, and Serena turned from the stove and came, aproned and open-armed, to greet them.

  




  

    ‘Jeffrey, you actually found her. So clever, he went down with the wheelie-bin and came back with you. What a perfect bit of timing. Did you have a frightful drive? Would you like a cup of tea and something to eat? Oh, and you haven’t met the children, have you? Ben. And Amy. This is Elfrida, ducks.’

  




  

    ‘We know,’ said the boy. ‘You’ve been talking about her for ages.’ He was dark and his younger sister blonde. He got up from the table and came to shake hands, his eyes scanning Elfrida’s luggage with some interest. He was expecting a present but had been told not to mention this in case none was forthcoming. He had his father’s eyes and olive skin, and a thatch of heavy dark hair. Elfrida guessed that in a few years’ time, there would be a clutch of broken girlish hearts in the surrounding neighbourhood.

  




  

    His father came through the door behind Elfrida and dumped the suitcase at the foot of the stairs. ‘Hi, Dad.’

  




  

    ‘Hi, Ben. Finished your homework?’

  




  

    ‘Yep.’

  




  

    ‘Good man. And Amy. You done too?’

  




  

    ‘I finished mine ages ago,’ Amy told him smugly. She was shy. She came to her father and buried her face in his leg, so that all that showed of her was her long flaxen hair, pale as milk, and the faded blue of her dungarees. Elfrida had always known about Ben and Amy but, seeing them now, marvelled that they were actually the children of Jeffrey, although young enough to be his grandchildren. She decided that they were beautiful. But, then, Serena was beautiful in her own individual way. Her hair was as pale as Amy’s but twisted up into a chignon and fastened with a tortoiseshell clip. Her eyes were a brilliant blue, and her thin face was dusted with freckles. She wore slender jeans, which made her legs look endless, and a blue pullover, and she had knotted a silk scarf around her neck. Because of the cooking, she had tied the striped apron around her waist, and now made no effort to remove it.

  




  

    ‘What’s the form?’ Jeffrey asked, and Serena told him, ‘I’ll make a cup of tea for Elfrida if she wants one. Or she can sit by the fire; or go up to her room and unpack; or have a bath. Whatever she wants.’

  




  

    ‘When’s dinner?’

  




  

    ‘Eight, I thought. I’ll feed Ben and Amy first.’

  




  

    Amy emerged from her father’s legs. She said, ‘Sausages.’

  




  

    Elfrida frowned. ‘Sorry?’

  




  

    ‘Sausages for our tea. And mashed potatoes and baked beans.’

  




  

    ‘How delicious.’

  




  

    ‘But you’re having something else. Mum’s been making it.’

  




  

    ‘Don’t tell me, and then it will be a wonderful surprise.’

  




  

    ‘It’s chicken and mushrooms.’

  




  

    ‘Amy!’ Her brother yelled at her. ‘Don’t tell.’

  




  

    Elfrida laughed. ‘It doesn’t matter, I’m sure it will be delicious.’

  




  

    ‘Now,’ said Serena, raising her voice slightly over the squabblings of her offspring, ‘would you like a cup of tea?’

  




  

    But other treats that had been mentioned were more tempting. ‘What I’d really like is to go upstairs and unpack and have a bath. Would that be dreadfully inconvenient?’

  




  

    ‘Not a bit. We only have the one bathroom but the children can go in after you. There’s plenty of hot water.’

  




  

    ‘Bless you. Then that’s what I’ll do.’

  




  

    ‘How about Horace?’ Jeffrey asked. ‘Does he need to be fed?’

  




  

    ‘Yes, of course he does. Are you offering to do it for me? Two scoops of biscuits and half a tin of meat. And a bit of hot water.’

  




  

    ‘Is Horace a dog?’ asked Ben.

  




  

    ‘Well, he’s certainly not my husband.’

  




  

    ‘Where is he?’

  




  

    ‘Outside. Making friends – I hope – with your dogs.’

  




  

    ‘I want to go and see . . .’

  




  

    ‘I do, too . . .’

  




  

    ‘Wait for me . . .’

  




  

    They were away, out into the dark garden without extra sweaters, gumboots or any wails of protest from their mother. The door was left swinging open, letting in gusts of cold air. Jeffrey went quietly to shut it, then once more picked up Elfrida’s suitcase.

  




  

    ‘Come,’ he said, and led the way up the creaking wooden stairs.

  




  

    He showed her round, said, ‘See you in about an hour. I’ll give you a drink,’ and left her, closing the door behind him. It had a wooden latch. Elfrida sat on the bed (a double one) and realised, all at once, that she was tired. She yawned enormously, then looked about her at the charming room, minimal to the point of sparseness but marvellously tranquil. A bit like Serena. White walls, white curtains, rush matting on the floor. A pine chest of drawers, draped in white linen and lace. Wooden pegs and a clutch of colourful hangers for a wardrobe. The duvet cover was blue gingham, there were books on the bedside table and new magazines, and a blue pottery mug in which sat a single hydrangea head, blotting-paper pink.

  




  

    She yawned again. She was here. She had not lost the way, or broken down, or been involved in a fatal accident. And Jeffrey had been out there to meet her at the end of the lane, leaping out from the side of the road like a footpad and waving her to a halt. If he hadn’t been so instantly recognisable she might well have been frightened out of her wits, but there could be no mistaking that tall, lanky figure, still lithe and active despite his advancing years and, in all likelihood, kept that way by the company of his youthful wife and little children. Most important, he looked content. He had done the right thing. His life seemed to have worked itself out, which was exactly what she had always wished for him.

  




  

    After a bit, she got off the bed, unpacked and set about the place her few belongings, turning the simple room into her own. Then she undressed, wrapped herself in her old dressing-gown and went next door to the little bathroom, where she soaked for a little while in a scalding bath. When she got out she had stopped yawning and felt tired no longer but active and cheerful and ready for the evening ahead. She dressed again, in velvet trousers and a silk shirt, gathered up her carpet-bag, which was filled with presents, and went downstairs, feeling like a sailor descending a gangway on to a lower deck. In the kitchen she found the children eating their sausages, while their mother whipped up egg whites in a bowl with an electric beater. As Elfrida appeared she looked up to smile, and said, ‘Go and be with Jeffrey – he’s in the sitting room. He’s lit a fire.’

  




  

    ‘Can’t I help? I’m not much of a cook, but a dab hand at scouring saucepans.’ Serena laughed. ‘Not a saucepan to be scoured.’

  




  

    ‘Will I see Ben and Amy again?’

  




  

    ‘Of course. They’ll come and say goodnight after their bath.’

  




  

    ‘I had a wonderful bath. Rejuvenating.’

  




  

    Ben said, ‘What does rejuvenating mean?’

  




  

    ‘It means make younger,’ Serena explained.

  




  

    ‘She doesn’t look any younger.’

  




  

    ‘That’s because I’m so old,’ Elfrida told him. ‘Be sure to come and say goodnight, because I’ve got something for you . . .’ she raised the carpet bag ‘ . . . in here.’

  




  

    ‘Can we look now?’

  




  

    ‘No, you can look later, by the fire. A bit like Christmas stockings.’

  




  

    She found Jeffrey in the little sitting room, esconced like any old gentleman by the fire, reading The Times. As she appeared, he tossed this aside and rose cautiously to his feet – cautiously because in this room, for some reason, the ceiling was exceptionally low, and Jeffrey was clearly aware of the danger of bashing his head on one of the white-painted beams. He was particularly vulnerable because he was bald, his head burned chestnut brown by the sun, but the remaining hair that circled his collar was still as dark as it had ever been. His eyes were dark, too, laughter lines fanned out over his thin cheeks, and he wore a navy blue sweater with a red bandanna knotted around his neck in lieu of a tie. Elfrida had always had an eye for a good-looking man, and it was gratifying to discover that her cousin Jeffrey was as toothsome as ever.

  




  

    He said, ‘How dashing you look.’

  




  

    ‘Clean, at last. Heavenly bath.’ She dumped down her carpet-bag, lowered herself into the other armchair and looked about her appreciatively, seeing pictures that were familiar, others that were not. A blazing fire, jugs of dried grasses, family photographs in silver frames, a few pieces of pretty old furniture. There wasn’t room for much more. She said, ‘You have made an enchanting house here.’

  




  

    ‘No credit to me, Elfrida. All Serena. A glass of wine?’

  




  

    ‘Delicious, thank you. It’s like another world, isn’t it, from the way you used to live? The house in Campden Hill, and flogging off to the City every day, and formal entertaining, and knowing all the right people.’

  




  

    He was on the other side of the room, pouring her wine. He did not immediately reply to her remarks, but seemed to be considering them. Returning, he gave her the wine glass and sat again in his wide-lapped chair. Across the hearthrug, their eyes met.

  




  

    She said, ‘I’m sorry.’

  




  

    ‘Why sorry?’

  




  

    ‘Tactless. You know I’ve never thought before I spoke.’

  




  

    ‘Not tactless. Just truthful. You’re right. Another world and one not mourned. Chasing after money, sending the girls to the right, appallingly expensive schools. Hiring a butler every time we had a dinner party. Redesigning the kitchen because the Harley Wrights on the other side of the square had redesigned theirs and Dodie couldn’t stand to be left behind. Perpetually worried about the cash-flow, the state of the stock market, the demands of Lloyds, the possibility of being made redundant. Sometimes I went through the whole night without sleeping. And all about nothing. But I had to walk out to discover that.’

  




  

    ‘You’re all right now?’

  




  

    ‘In what way?’

  




  

    ‘I suppose financially.’

  




  

    ‘Yes, we’re fine. Even keel. We haven’t got much but we don’t need it.’

  




  

    ‘What do you live on? Your hens?’

  




  

    He began to laugh. ‘Scarcely. But they provide an occupation and a tiny income. Bed and breakfast helps in the summer, but we only have one room, which is yours, and the shared bathroom, so we can’t charge too much. There’s a derelict outbuilding between us and the farm, and from time to time we think of putting in an offer and converting it into an annexe for paying visitors, but it’s such an undertaking that we keep putting it off. But Serena still works, doing flowers for weddings and parties and such, and Ben and Amy are getting an excellent education at the local school. To me it’s been a revelation, how simply one can live.’

  




  

    ‘And happy?’

  




  

    ‘Happier than I ever thought possible.’

  




  

    ‘And Dodie?’

  




  

    ‘She’s living in a flat near Hurlingham, very desirable, with a view of the river. Nicola’s with her. Nicola’s marriage fell to bits, so the two of them are shacked up together, doubtless getting on each other’s nerves.’

  




  

    ‘And Nicola’s child?’

  




  

    ‘My granddaughter, Lucy. She’s fourteen now. Poor kid, she’s living there too. Can’t be much fun for her, but there’s not much I can do about it. I’ve tried asking her to come down to us and stay for a bit, but Nicola has labelled me a villain and Serena a witch and refuses to let her visit.’

  




  

    Elfrida sighed. She could understand perfectly the hopelessness of the situation. She said, ‘How about Carrie?’

  




  

    ‘Still in Austria or wherever. She’s got a good job with a travel company, quite a responsible position.’

  




  

    ‘Do you see her?’

  




  

    ‘Last time I was in London we had lunch together but our paths seldom cross.’

  




  

    ‘Not married?’

  




  

    ‘No.’

  




  

    ‘Does she come here?’

  




  

    ‘No, but for the best of reasons. She doesn’t want to intrude, to make things awkward for Serena, Ben and Amy. Anyway, she’s thirty now, not a child. She leads her own life. If she wants to come to Emblo, she knows she only has to pick up the telephone.’ He paused to set down his glass, reach for a cigarette and light it. Elfrida said, ‘You haven’t given up.’

  




  

    ‘No, I haven’t given up and don’t intend to. Does that offend you?’

  




  

    ‘Jeffrey, nothing in all my life has ever offended me. You know that.’

  




  

    ‘You look wonderful. How are you?’

  




  

    ‘Wonderful, perhaps.’

  




  

    ‘Not too lonely?’

  




  

    ‘Getting better.’

  




  

    ‘It was cruel, what happened to you.’

  




  

    ‘Jimbo, you mean? Darling man. It was crueller for him than for me. A slow degeneration of a wonderful, brilliant man. But no regrets, Jeffrey. I know we didn’t have very long together, but what we did have was special. Not many people achieve such happiness, even for a year or two.’

  




  

    ‘Tell me about your Hampshire hideaway.’

  




  

    ‘Dibton. The village is rather ordinary and dull. But somehow that was what I wanted. The house is a tiny railway-worker’s cottage, one in a row. All I need.’

  




  

    ‘Nice people?’

  




  

    ‘Ordinary again. Kind and friendly. I think you could say I’ve been made welcome. I couldn’t stay in London.’

  




  

    ‘Any special friends?’

  




  

    She started telling him about the Foubisters and Bobby Burton-Jones and the Vicar and his wife and the primary school pantomime. She told him about Mrs Jennings and Albert Meddows and the fabulously wealthy Mr Dunn with his indoor swimming-pool and immense conservatory filled with red-hot geraniums and rubber plants.

  




  

    Finally, she told him about the Blundells. Oscar and Gloria and Francesca. ‘They’ve been truly, enormously kind. Taken me under their wing, one might say. Gloria is wealthy and generous. The two don’t always go together, do they? She owns the house they live in. It’s called the Grange and is perfectly hideous, but frightfully warm and comfortable. She was married before, so she’s got two grown-up married sons, but Francesca is so original and funny and sweet. Gloria is an avid hostess – scarcely a day passes when she isn’t organising some party or picnic, or get-together or committee meeting. She’s rather horsy and loves gathering a great gang of friends, and setting off for some point-to-point, with a bar in the boot of her car and her pekineses tied to the bumper, barking their heads off at anyone who passes.’

  




  

    Jeffrey was clearly amused. ‘And does Oscar enjoy such occasions?’

  




  

    ‘I don’t know. But he’s a gentle, amiable man . . . a charmer, really . . . and he and Francesca go off together, and put bets on unlikely horses and buy themselves ice-creams.’

  




  

    ‘What does he do? Or is he retired?’

  




  

    ‘He’s a musician. An organist. A pianist. A teacher.’

  




  

    ‘How clever of you to find such an interesting couple. They clearly adore you, probably because you’ve always had the effect of a good strong gust of fresh air.’

  




  

    But Elfrida voiced her reservations. ‘I have to be quite careful and strict with myself. I do not intend to become absorbed.’

  




  

    ‘Who wouldn’t want to absorb you?’

  




  

    ‘You mustn’t be partisan.’

  




  

    ‘I was always on your side.’

  




  

    In later years, looking back to those weeks she spent at Emblo, the thing that Elfrida most clearly remembered was the sound of the wind. It blew perpetually, at times shrunken to a lively breeze, at others pounding in from the sea at gale-force strength, assaulting the cliffs, howling down chimneys and rattling doors and windowpanes. After a bit, she became used to its constant presence, but at night it was impossible to ignore, and she would lie in the dark, hearing it sweep in from the Atlantic, stream up across the moor, send the branches of an elderly apple tree tapping like a ghost at her window.
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