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Chapter One


Though it was empty once more, the big light room was no longer the unquestioned refuge of the past two years. The empty tumblers and sherry glasses, the plates which had held the smoked salmon sandwiches and the little biscuits covered with duck pâté, the chairs drawn towards the fire, changed it with a completeness that went far beyond their physical presence.


Almost in terror, Louise stood by the door as silence flowed back, the brief spurt of social effort over, the voices to which the room was unaccustomed gone, the dutiful well-meaning voices, untouched by emotion. If this room failed her then she had nothing, it seemed to her in that moment of emptiness and exhaustion. For after the first shock of Beatrice’s death, going in to wake her on that morning which now seemed a year ago, and finding that without sound or protest she had slipped away, the need to act and cope and arrange had carried Louise along, holding panicky fears at bay. There had been no time to realise she was alone. Almost it had seemed Aunt Bea was still there, that strong calm presence at the centre of the secluded world she had created for herself, its interests intellectual, its smooth rhythm making each day the same.


Which was why the altered look of the room so shook Louise. The world, shut out for so long, had found its way in, bringing vividly back the loss which had first driven her here, sharpening the pain of her present loss.


Mechanically, for she too liked order, she fetched a tray and began to tidy up, but the disturbing presences still lingered, the shape in this chair flattened by the broad rump of the minister, the plate used with disparaging spareness by Phyllis, the dram glass filled again and again by Nevil. Nevil, Beatrice’s nephew, who had been Louise’s father-in-law; Nevil, the only blood relative in the room, yet how long was it since he and Phyllis had last been in the house?


A friend from Lady Margaret Hall days, Beatrice’s doctor, the elderly neighbour who used to come and play chess with her for long silent hours, a fellow professor who had also retired to Stirling and who would call occasionally to bore her with diatribes about what university education was coming to … A handful of people, yet Beatrice had been a woman of wit and warmth.


How sad to realise this scatter of mundane objects represented the tally of the living souls who had felt the wish or obligation to say goodbye to her. Even at that, Beatrice would probably not have chosen to have any of them at the crematorium or here, but Louise was made of gentler, more conventional stuff, and minded that a woman of such qualities should be so little valued.


Pushing the heavy chairs back into their places, returning the room to its normal pattern, Louise saw what she had done. On one side of the fire stood the winged chair she herself always used, and opposite was the space for the wheelchair.


An empty space of carpet. The empty space she must face in her life. Beatrice would have mocked the triteness of that with her little huff of sardonic amusement, accompanied by the awkward jerk of her head and the wince that always followed, as though, still, she had not accepted the rigidity of her arthritic joints.


Yet she had been so well. In spite of the limitations of her crippled body, and the pain she never talked about, they had established a way of life which could have rolled on through the years, mutually supportive and with its own rewards, certainly with love and pleasure in each other’s company. And above all, safe, shielded from anger and disillusionment. And shielded from larger things, from financial worry, from the necessity to earn a living or have anything to do with anyone who didn’t fit into this rarefied world.


But five days ago, as she was sleeping, Beatrice’s heart had stopped.


Louise sank onto her knees in front of her chair, her hands over her face, her back to the space beside the small table still crowded with books, papers, magnifying glass, paperknife, pens, spectacles holder …


 


She had come, stunned by the death of her husband and twin nine-year-old daughters, on a stormy day in late February two years ago, to this eccentric wedge of a house, and had never left it since. At the corner of an elegant Victorian terrace, it had once formed part of the last house before the curve, but had been sliced off from it a generation ago. It consisted of four storeys with one west-facing room on each; in the windowless V at the back, bathrooms and a modern kitchen had been built. The tall windows of the first-floor room opened onto an iron-railed balcony, below which was a paved courtyard, sheltered and sunny. The basement, once a kitchen, provided storage. A lift had been added to carry the wheelchair from the drawing-room to Beatrice’s bedroom above, and above that again was a low-ceilinged attic with gable windows looking out over the Gargunnock Hills. Louise had settled into it with numb gratitude.


It was some time though before anything could penetrate her ice-cold inertia, and beyond immediate physical care, which Louise gave with loving readiness, Beatrice had asked no more of her for many months, offering only the refuge of her house, and the comfort of being ready to listen if and when Louise wanted to talk.


 


An ordinary Sunday. Charlotte and Gemma making a united attack at breakfast about having a television in their room.


‘Absolutely every single person at school has their own television.’


‘Every single person.’


United like this, as they almost invariably were, Louise found them hard to resist, but they were also good-natured and reasonable, and the protest had petered out in resigned mutterings. They were old enough to recognise that their father’s new enterprise of driftwood carving, begun after he had quarrelled with Grandpa and they had moved to this collection of workshops and antiques salerooms in an old steading yard near Coulter Moss, was not going to provide many luxuries.


It was while they were upstairs, getting ready to go out for the day, together, as a family, (delayed because Charlotte had changed her sweater while Gemma was in the loo, which meant Gemma, anxious and flurried, had to change too), that Owen had casually told Louise he had agreed to go shares in setting up a new kiln for the potter in the next unit, and intended to pot too.


Already on edge, not so much from refusing the children a television, which she didn’t see as a serious deprivation for them no matter what their peer group had or did, but from the dragging daily awareness that their circumstances were growing ever more straitened and their future ever more uncertain, Louise had responded with uncharacteristic anger.


There had been no time to discuss it, no time to deal with her distress, as the children came rattling down the stairs pouring out familiar appeals.


‘Why does Gemma always have to wear what I wear?’


‘We were going to wear our sweaters with the little fringes and Charlotte went and changed.’


‘Those fringes are stupid. I’m going to cut mine off.’


‘Charlotte, you can’t! Mum, tell her she can’t!’


Gemma’s orderly soul, so like her mother’s, had been horrified.


‘For goodness’ sake, be quiet, both of you. Nobody’s going to cut anything up. Go and get into the car – and take your boots with you, you know perfectly well you’ll need them at Lennoxtown.’


They had gone, subdued by the sharp tone she so rarely used, and guilt about that, added to the shock of what Owen had just told her, had suddenly filled her with despair. The prospect of getting through a whole day with other people before they could discuss it had been unbearable, and she had said to Owen, ‘Look, I don’t think I can cope with the Tomlinsons. I feel so shaken by what you’ve just told me. I don’t know where you think the money’s going to come from—’


She had been unable to continue, faced yet again by the gulf between his feckless optimism and her concerns about what to put on the table, how to buy the children clothes, how to pay the rent.


‘Come on, this isn’t like you,’ Owen had said with the facile breeziness with which he met every attempt to make him face realities. ‘We can talk it over later if you want to, though I can’t see there’s much to discuss. But there’s no point in spoiling the day for everyone. It’s ages since we’ve been over to Lennoxtown, and the girls always enjoy a day there. Have you got everything?’


She had refused to go. For the first time in her married life she had opposed him. Even when the twins had run in again to plead with her she had refused to budge, longing only for them to drive off so that she could be alone to cry.


And so Owen had been angry, and when Charlotte and Gemma had wanted to go by their favourite route over the Campsie Fells he had been brusque with them.


‘For God’s sake, that’ll take hours. We’re late already.’ And with only a token lift of his hand to Louise he had lurched off fast down the hard-frozen ruts of the track and headed onto the motorway.


And so she, with her even temper, her capacity for taking the heat out of quarrels, her willingness to support Owen in everything, even the break away from the future mapped out for him by his parents, had seen them off in weary anger, and less than an hour later the police car had come nosing up the lane.


 


The family had scarcely known what to do with her. Owen’s family, that is, not her own. Her parents had been quite clear about what she should do. They had refrained from saying they had known all along that her marriage would end in disaster, even they were not that brutally insensitive, but they had taken it for granted that she would go back with them to Launceston, and had been baffled and offended when she refused. But even in her confusion of shock and grief, Louise had recognised that they saw the tragedy as an opportunity to draw her back into their orbit, and it had made her all the more ready to accept Owen’s father’s proposal.


Nevil Donaldson, though more shaken by the death of his son and grand-daughters than he let anyone see, was still able to weigh the benefits of the solution he suggested. He and Phyllis would be seen to be looking after their son’s widow, and Louise could look after his Aunt Beatrice, whose increasing immobility had recently led to a succession of problems over her care which he had been obliged to deal with.


Phyllis Donaldson had been as bitterly negative about the plan as she had been about the marriage in the first place. She regarded Louise as a girl without drive or ambition, as indeed she was, and therefore of no use to Owen, though without going so far as to admit that he would get nowhere without someone to push and bully him. In her eyes he had to be perfect, and so she had laid at Louise’s door his decision to abandon his comfortable prospects in the family firm of solicitors, and become ‘arty’.


In the distortions of a stupid and biased mind, exaggerated by grief, she had tried to comfort herself after her son’s death by establishing several immovable tenets of faith: Louise had persuaded Owen to leave the flat adjoining his parents’ house where they had lived when they were first married; Louise had squandered their money; Louise had refused to allow the twins to go to boarding school; and Louise had been selfish and irresponsible to let Owen go off on his own with the girls on that dreadful day. No proper, caring mother would have done such a thing. She should have been there, with her family, when … But there even Phyllis drew back.


So, almost without knowing how it happened, Louise had found herself established in the tall narrow house, and gradually its quietness, its sense of reclusive security, had worked a kind of healing. Gradually the balance had swung from Beatrice comforting her, to Louise tending and caring for Beatrice. A pattern had emerged which suited them both. Beatrice continued to write erudite papers, mostly for her own pleasure, and to correspond with friends in the academic world on her chief interest, the eighteenth century, a period of order and clarity which Louise felt suited their composed and uneventful existence.


Louise typed up sheafs of notes, not without difficulty, in her great-aunt-by-marriage’s scholarly hand, and familiarised herself with an obscure cross-reference system. She went almost daily to the library, and to shop for fresh ingredients to tempt the appetite of the older woman, who after losing so many battles with incompetent or indifferent carers had allowed herself to fall into slipshod habits over food.


Louise began to take an interest in the house, restoring the wood of its solid Victorian furniture to glowing richness, repairing needlework chairs, rescuing enormous curtains from the ravages of sun and time. It was more rewarding to do this for Aunt Beatrice than it had been doing the same sort of thing to fill the cold hours looking after one of the antique shops at Coulter Moss, in order to add a few pounds a week to the kitty. She planted the tubs in the little courtyard, cut back the ramping clematis and repainted the decorative ironwork of the balcony, finding a satisfaction in all this which she had not felt since they had left the bright little flat adjoining Owen’s parents’ house.


She and Beatrice read, played Scrabble, watched any and all ‘information’ programmes on television. Late into the night Beatrice listened to talking books or to music, while Louise got through the hours as best as she could, remembering, unable not to remember, yet in time remembering differently, bearably.


Owen’s parents, usually separately, called for a while, then allowed the gaps between visits to lengthen. Phyllis always came prepared to be indignant about something and Beatrice readily provided her with grounds, having a poor opinion of her mentality and character and disapproving of anyone calling anywhere uninvited. Nevil came primarily to seek comfort from Louise’s presence, but as time passed needed that less, withdrawing once more to a distant dutiful care for their welfare.


And so it could all have gone on; an undemanding way of life in a pleasant house, the world at arm’s length, wounds hidden by scar tissue, hurting less. Till Beatrice died. Till her body slid silently away to be reduced to ashes, mixed, whatever they pretended, with the ashes of other unknown bodies burned that day. How little Beatrice would have cared about that, or what happened to them.


And people who never came here had come as of right, had eaten and drunk and selected those things to say which they deemed acceptable. Acceptable to whom? To Beatrice, who according to her own beliefs would not be listening? Or acceptable to each other? They had spoken in carefully adjusted voices. Had one after another disappeared to the loo because it was a stark and freezing day. Just like the day when …


And they had left behind the visible signs of their intrusion, breaking apart the safety of this place.










Chapter Two


The agency was unexpected. Louise, looking for an office, searched twice along the road in the suburb of St Ninians before turning into the drive of a square stone house with bay windows and a well-used garden. Indeed, the sight of a swing suspended from a beech tree, and a ball kicked into the rough wintry grass under a holly hedge, almost made her turn back, so ingrained had the habit of shielding herself from reminders become. But she could no longer afford the indulgence.


She parked Aunt Bea’s cumbersome Vauxhall beside an expensive-looking Volvo with mud splashes high on its sides, and her doubts grew. No plate by the door, no name above the bell to tell her she was in the right place. But she knew her doubts were compounded by a churning irrational fear. She wanted this to be the wrong place; she wanted to be let off. She wanted to rush back to the known safe haven where everything was within her capacity to handle. There had been enough time, however, since Beatrice had died, to see how dangerous the temptation was to stay for ever in that tiny corner, meeting no one, facing nothing. Without the need to care for Beatrice, the twenty-four-hour-a-day need, for latterly she had had to be helped with everything, there was no meaning to life, and no excuse for evasion.


How swift the swing had been from satisfying busyness to purposeless vacuum. The activities which had seemed necessary and worthwhile, cleaning and polishing, keeping the vases filled with fresh flowers, tending the plants, planning and cooking meals designed to sharpen a failing appetite, had become pointless, the hours they failed to occupy frighteningly long.


She pressed the bell with a quick nervous touch, as though still playing games with herself. If they don’t hear I can go away. Searching for anything that would make decisions for her, she thought with shame, putting her finger on the button again with a more convincing firmness.


Dimly in the hall behind a second door she saw someone coming, and drew in a wavery breath. She was being carried along this route whether she liked it or not.


‘Louise Donaldson? Hi, come in, I’m Cass Scott.’ A very tall girl, perhaps further into her thirties than Louise, with short densely curly hair and a friendly smile that crinkled her eyes to blue slits. Her voice was not the Scottish voice which had arranged the interview. ‘Come in. It’s a horrible day, isn’t it? It feels as though spring will never come. Warm in here though – do you want to dump your coat somewhere?’


Not an office, but a comfortable sitting-room, its usual clutter contained to leave a space where business could be done. Toys were parked under the table which held the television. A baby-walker was pushed askew into a corner, a mug with a spout, wooden building blocks and a grubby white rabbit on its tray. Louise took in no other details of the room, and was unaware of the quick searching look Cass gave her.


‘Don’t worry, they won’t invade us, one’s asleep upstairs and the other’s in the park.’ Cass spoke without any special emphasis. ‘Would you like coffee? I’ve just had lunch with a friend but we talked so much that we ran out of time for coffee. Sit by the fire and get warm. I shan’t be a moment.’


Cass was annoyed with herself as she went to the kitchen. She ran the main office of the employment agency in Perth, but either she or her assistant came to Stirling once a week, using as a sub-office the house belonging to another of her staff, one of the monitors established throughout Scotland as contacts and trouble-shooters for employers and employees. She was so used to coming here, often preferring the informal atmosphere Susie’s sitting-room provided, that she had forgotten the obvious drawback in this particular case; signs of the children were everywhere. And Louise’s completed application form had contained the proviso, ‘Nowhere where there are children.’


The way her face had tightened at the sight of the toys had not only made Cass feel exasperated at her own carelessness, but had increased her interest in that application. Cass had several years’ experience of recruitment, originally establishing a London-based company but expanding it to include Scotland two years ago, at the same time moving north to live. She was well aware that women of Louise’s age, free and willing to go into other people’s houses to cook and care for children, the ill or the old, frequently had some story behind them, a failed marriage perhaps, financial difficulties, no home. Her task, over and above the normal selection process, was to make sure that these problems were not the result of some flaw which would be carried into whatever job was undertaken, causing disruption in the very households which most needed help.


She came back with the coffee to find Louise huddled over the fire. Though she smiled at Cass over her shoulder and, Cass noted, already assessing, at once drew a low table within reach and made room on it for the tray, Cass had the impression that while she had been out of the room Louise had been refusing awareness of anything.


Chatting easily, her long legs in endless jeans (with, Louise in her turn noted, the tiniest hems possible coming unstitched at the heels) stretched out on the hearth, Cass explained about using Susie’s house for the interview, told Louise about her own cottage up at Bridge of Riach, and talked a little about the background of the company.


‘Originally we placed cooks, nannies, etc. for what were laughingly called “permanent” posts. Then we branched out into temp jobs, mainly filling gaps for hotels with short-term, next-day staff, no interviews, sight unseen. It’s a system that suits travelling Australians and so on. Recently, however, we’ve started to supply stopgaps on a different level, quality cooks – no, hang on a minute, this is just broad-brush,’ as Louise opened her mouth in alarm, ‘and carers for house-bound old people whose regular carers are on holiday, or for families while Mum’s in hospital or whatever.’


Damn, I should have left that one for the time being, she thought, seeing Louise’s look of distress deepen. Still, this was an interview; it was vital to learn as much as she could about any applicant since the jobs carried so much responsibility. ‘I’m hoping to establish a small core of capable people who can respond to that type of need, preferably with a home base of their own, but who are reasonably free of commitments.’


This time she didn’t add, ‘especially in the school holidays,’ but even so Louise rushed in. ‘No, I’m sorry, I don’t think it’s going to be any use. I shouldn’t have taken up your time. I’m sure I couldn’t offer what you need—’


‘Oh, I don’t know.’ Cass, who was more business-like than she looked, had drawn Louise’s application form from her bag and, flipping back the top page, was already at the section she wanted. ‘You seem to have some quite heavy guns. A home economics qualification—’


‘It was the only thing I could—’


‘—cooking for a nursery school, running your own household,’ Cass read smoothly on, ‘sole carer for elderly wheelchair-bound relative for two years. It’s very much the sort of background we look for.’


She did not add that in other, less definable ways, which did not appear on application forms and needed no questions to discover, Louise was more than acceptable. From the moment of seeing this small, neat girl, with her thick golden hair, nearly as short as Cass’s own, in her dark-green car coat with silk scarf tucked into the upturned collar, hearing her quiet voice and meeting her shy smile, the ‘yes’ of gut reaction had been there.


And yet … ‘no children’. The look of sadness in Louise’s eyes when she wasn’t smiling, her doubts about her own ability, and more than anything else an air of withholding herself, protecting herself almost, told Cass that there were dangers here too.


Women alone, women emerging from some tragedy, women whose lives had fallen apart, tended to seek, whether consciously or not, what they had lost – a family, a home, a man. In almost every case, they needed to be needed, but that need of theirs could seriously undermine their capacity to give a hundred per cent to any job they took on.


‘I’m not really qualified at all,’ Louise was insisting. ‘The home economics certificate means very little. I did a year at a college when I was eighteen, the most obvious stuff imaginable, shiny folders full of pages with one pie chart and one sentence about nutrition. You could learn more from a wrapper in the supermarket. I’d hate you to think I knew all sorts of technical stuff.’


‘What about the nursery school?’


‘That was very basic too, I’m afraid, and on a small scale. Only a few of the children stayed for lunch. I was just helping the friend who ran it. I’d come up to Scotland to stay with her for a week or two, and she asked me to stay on.’ How dazzling the realisation had been that she could do just that, defy her parents, earn her own living. ‘Apart from that I’ve only ever cooked for – done home cooking. Looking after Aunt Beatrice, a great-aunt by marriage really, was something I slipped into because I was there, living in her house. I know nothing about real nursing.’


So she found it hard to speak of the husband she had lost. Already Cass knew she wanted to help this girl if she could. ‘People who need actual nursing employ a nurse,’ she said easily. ‘You are qualified for caring in the best sense – you’ve done the job for two years.’


‘But only – I mean, in other ways I’m terribly out of touch. I haven’t been doing anything very demanding.’ Louise found it impossible to put into words her fears that life, the real world, had moved on without her, her doubts of being able to establish a place in it again, alone. Lately she had sometimes felt as if she scarcely knew who she was any more.


‘So you don’t want a job?’ Cass spoke teasingly, hoping to make Louise relax a little. To her dismay the small face opposite, its golden skin tones complemented by the richly coloured scarf, tightened in what looked like despair, eyes wide with misery.


‘Oh, how awful of me!’ In her consternation Cass pulled in her legs and tipped forward onto her knees, putting a hand on Louise’s arm. She could feel its rigidity, rejecting contact, and withdrew her hand quickly. But she didn’t move away.


‘Look, I’m sorry. That wasn’t a serious question. I wasn’t winding up the interview.’


Louise nodded jerkily, engrossed in holding back tears, and Cass waited, still on her knees, looking into her face with sympathy and concern.


Louise was appalled by this violent need to weep, by the pain in her throat, the hot pressure behind her lids, the sensation that if she released control she would be lost in a storm of crying, wild and unreasonable, related to nothing.


‘You can talk to me, you know,’ Cass’s voice came quietly. ‘Even if you decide against the job, even if we never see each other again, you can still talk. I’m in no hurry and no one will come in. The house is ours.’


An image of the sleeping baby upstairs came to Louise, and fumblingly, hardly conscious of what she was doing, she reached out and felt Cass’s long capable hand take hers.


‘I’m sorry,’ she managed to say again after a moment, ‘but I really think I’ve wasted your time. I’m not sure I’m ready to take a job yet. I thought I was. I must actually, or – well, that’s another problem. Heavens, though,’ with a grasp at ordinariness, and a smile whose tremulousness made Cass feel close to tears herself, ‘you’re hardly likely to want to send a lunatic like me into some household in crisis.’


The very fact that Louise could see the problem confirmed Cass in the opinion she had formed. She could use this person; but was it too soon? What lay behind this tension and anxiety?


‘I think we should talk,’ she said, giving the words an unhurried judiciousness which, as she had intended, Louise found comforting.


‘I’m not sure I’d know where to begin,’ she said, but she settled back a little into her chair, and her smile was less strained.


‘Tell me a bit about where you’re living, and your day-to-day life. I’ve only got the bare bones here.’


It wasn’t difficult to talk about Beatrice, or the emptiness of the house. ‘I find it hard to remember how we filled the time,’ Louise confessed. ‘We were always busy, but now, though I think I’m doing more or less what I did before, there seem twice as many hours in the day.’


Gently, casually almost, her questions pitched more at helping Louise to go on than eliciting information for her own purposes, Cass drew her out.


‘Are you OK for cash?’ she enquired after a while, not clear what Louise had been living on.


‘Um. Not quite as well as I thought,’ Louise admitted.


Aunt Bea had always said, ‘Whatever I have will be yours. After all, I’ve no one else to leave it to,’ and Louise, at first too numb to care, had soon grown used to a lifestyle where bills were paid without pain and an effortless level of comfort maintained. She had assumed, though they had never discussed it, that Beatrice owned the house and also had capital which yielded a satisfactory level of interest. Certainly cash was never short in the Donaldson family – until Owen broke out of the mould and his father refused to help him – since as well as the legal firm they owned extensive property in the town. But three weeks or so after Beatrice died Nevil had called, having made a formal appointment to do so.


Beatrice, it appeared, had had a small amount of capital, which produced a small amount of interest and was now to be Louise’s. She had lived as comfortably as she had because her nephew had made her a generous allowance. The house belonged to the family; to Nevil, in short. Louise was to have the car.


‘I thought – I had understood – Beatrice always spoke of it as though the house was hers,’ she had stammered in shock.


‘Certainly, for her lifetime,’ Nevil had agreed smoothly. ‘That was always understood. Absolute security of tenure.’ He had studied Louise with a calculating sharpness which did not accord with his unctuous tone, but which she, stunned, had not seen. ‘Naturally we are happy for you to continue to live here … our son’s widow and so forth … family property … grateful to you for looking after Beatrice when no one else was available …’


Or willing, Louise had amended afterwards, with a dreary bitterness, when the fresh shock had been assimilated and her brain was working again. Not even willing to visit Beatrice more than a few times a year, let alone look after her, help her to dress, take her to the loo, lift her from bed to chair, get up half a dozen times a night to try to ease her pain. Louise hoped, how passionately she hoped, that she had not revealed to Nevil her assumption that the house would be hers.


Some, not all of this, Cass gleaned, and sad tale though it was, much of it suited her requirements. Somewhere to live, freedom to take jobs wherever they cropped up, no ties, and limited means making some form of employment essential.


But the emotional baggage. There she had a definite responsibility, and unfeeling as it seemed to question Louise, Cass knew that for the sake of her clients she should find out more.


‘Look,’ she said, ‘in spite of all you say about not being qualified, you seem ideal for our needs. You could do any of the jobs we offer standing on your head. But I do just have to ask, if you don’t mind, concerning this stipulation about children. There may be some—’


‘No,’ Louise interrupted violently. Then, taking a swift grip on herself, ‘Sorry, I’m usually rather a calm person. But no, children would be a problem. I can’t talk about it but if it means you can’t take me on, then that’s all there is to be said.’


‘It doesn’t mean that at all. There are plenty of other jobs. But my worry is that no matter where I send you there may always be extended family, unforeseen visits and that sort of thing. I think if I could just understand a little more—’


Scrunching of gravel outside, the front door opening, then the inner door, feet running across the hall, a voice calling, ‘No, you mustn’t disturb Cass, she’s busy. Don’t go in.’


A child’s voice protested, ‘This is my best cone to show Cass.’ The door knob turned, there was a brief scuffle, followed by a receding wail of, ‘It was the best cone I ever had and now you’ve dropped it.’


Louise came to her feet, her face white.


Somewhere upstairs, with a reedy, just-awake girning, the baby began to cry.










Chapter Three


The coffee bar was warm, subtly lit, with solid tables and bench seats covered in green leather-look. Its lights reflected back from copper fittings and shining surfaces; fat fruity scones and cream-filled cakes tempted from behind gleaming glass; the air was rich with the scents of fresh coffee and fresh baking.


Gradually Louise stopped huddling over her mug of black coffee, its in-curved earthenware sides inviting just such a tense clutch as hers. Cass saw her shoulders relax, could almost read the signals her brain was sending to her muscles: ‘Don’t be a fool, it was nothing. Nothing happened. It’s over.’


Louise had been surprised to find Cass leaving when she did. She had supposed there would be other ‘office’ business to attend to, matters to discuss with Susie, and that her own interview, because it had turned out to be a non-starter, would vanish from their minds at once. She had hardly been aware of Cass pushing the folder into her bag and swinging the bag over her shoulder, calling Susie into the hall to say goodbye rather than going to find her, following her to the door. She had supposed, as far as she had been capable of giving it any thought, that she was being seen off. She had barely said goodbye to Susie, her whole being concentrated on getting away, back to her own normality, the safe burrow which looked out only one way.


But Cass had come out with her, onto the wet gravel, into the dank afternoon, and had said gently, ‘Louise, I don’t think you should go back alone. Shall I come home with you? Would that help?’


‘No, no.’ Louise had shaken her bent head violently, fumbling to find her keys, then had been appalled to hear how her answer sounded, quite outside all normal courtesy and friendliness. But she could not cope, in that moment, with the thought of the challenges which had just been presented to her and which she had failed to meet, being renewed or even referred to in the only refuge she had.


‘I’m sorry to be so rude. It’s just—’ But how could that reluctance be explained to someone she had never seen before today?


Cass had seemed nevertheless to understand. ‘There are plenty of nice places in the town centre where we could talk,’ she had said. ‘Warm ones too,’ with a shiver. ‘Come on, I’ll follow you.’


She had made it so simple, removing the need to look any further, and obediently Louise had set off for the big carpark she used when her shopping was too heavy or bulky to carry home.


‘It’s good of you to give me your time like this,’ she said now, normal perspectives beginning to filter back. ‘Especially,’ managing a tight smile, ‘as I seem bent on convincing you that I’m unemployable.’


‘How long is it since your aunt died?’


Cass’s directness was strangely steadying. She obviously believed they could now go to the nub of what needed to be said, but she also made Louise feel that her interest was more than professional. There was ease between them, immediate understanding; they talked the same language.


‘A month.’


‘Was it expected?’


‘Not in the least. Well, I suppose yes, in the sense that she was eighty-one, but apart from the arthritis she was so well, her brain tremendously alert, her interest in her own field still keen. Or perhaps I was blinkered, seeing nothing.’


Cass waited a moment, watching the transparent thoughts; a realisation of a more serious blinkering. ‘What happened?’ she asked, wanting to keep the thoughts coming if she could.


‘Heart. She just slipped away in her sleep. The bed wasn’t even disturbed. It was the most marvellous way to go, of course, and the end of pain for her.’


‘Did you have to deal with everything on your own?’


‘Oh no, her nephew looked after most of it. My husband’s father. My late husband’s father.’ The phrase sounded dated and awkward; she had always avoided it till now. But having used the words she found unexpectedly that she wanted to go on. ‘My husband died two years ago. Was killed.’


Cass waited.


‘Just over two years ago. In the car.’


Cass, aching for her, wanted to assure her it wasn’t necessary to say more, but guessed it would probably help her more than anything to do so.


Around them humdrum comings and goings, voices and steps, clatter of crockery and trays, hissing of cappuccino machine, street noises muted beyond plate glass decorated with golden curls of elaborate lettering, formed a protective screen of indifferent normality.


‘Do you mind my telling you this?’ But Louise knew that she wanted to go on now, afraid that if she went home and found herself alone with her thoughts once more, having fallen at the first hurdle, she would be incapable of trying again. It was about more than getting a job. And however tenuous the link with this apparently casual but kind and perceptive stranger was, Louise had the feeling that she would never find a better person to confide in.


‘Tell me anything you want to,’ Cass said, making an effort to keep compassion out of her voice. She didn’t think it would help at this moment.


Louise looked away across the busy tables, at people shrugging into coats, gathering up shopping bags, and saw nothing.


‘I had two daughters,’ she said. ‘Twins of nine. They were in the car too.’


And I do not think, she registered with an almost objective interest, that I have spoken the word ‘daughter’ since that day.


 


Louise drove along the well-known road to Bridge of Allan in a state of suspended awareness. The village was almost part of Stirling, and there was a sense of anticlimax mixed with her nervousness. She had geared herself up to face all kinds of challenges, and here she was driving, as it were, to the other end of town to look after one temporarily disabled old lady.


Methodically packing, refusing more apprehension or speculation, Louise had kept coming up against the sheer ordinariness of her preparations. She had only to turn the heating down, make sure the windows were closed. There were no animals to worry about. She didn’t have to work out a route, check the car. She had only to pack what she would ordinarily wear. The solitary decision she had had to make was whether to tell Nevil and Phyllis where she was going. But that would have led to telling them what she planned to do in the long-term.


In the long-term. Anxiety had seized her again and she had turned her mind away from the alarming phrase, reminding herself that whatever she did it was of no interest to her parents-in-law. It was hard to imagine she ever entered their minds or conversation. What link was there now that Beatrice was dead? The widowed daughter-in-law, with no longer any role to fulfil in relation to son or grandchildren, superfluous. From their first meeting Owen’s mother had resented Louise, moving swiftly from a jocular jealousy to open criticism. There had been no defence against it, for it had been concocted out of Phyllis’s own spoiled pettiness. Until Louise had appeared on the scene Phyllis had had her well-trained husband, her adored only son, to herself, and had had her way in everything.


There might have been little contact with Nevil and Phyllis when Beatrice was alive, but there had nevertheless been an awareness of the family tie, Nevil the authority in the background, the ultimate bearer of responsibility. In the weeks since Beatrice’s funeral Louise had continued to take this for granted. Little as she liked the Donaldsons, it was chilling to realise that, in their eyes, she was now a separate entity, nothing more than a reminder of grief they wanted to forget.


It had been bleak to finish her packing, make sure in her methodical way that bins were empty, no fruit left to rot in the bowl, no food in the fridge which would not survive her absence for nine days, then without a word to anyone, for there was no one to tell, go down and get into the car.


It was a small comfort, as she made the brief journey, to let her thoughts turn to Cass. Does there have to be somebody, she mocked herself, can’t you just be you, on your own? But Cass’s appearance in her life was too important at present for the mockery to sting.


After their conversation in the coffee bar, where they had talked for a long time – until, as Louise had been gratefully aware, Cass was sure she was ready to face being alone – there had been a second ‘interview’. Cass had wanted to give Louise plenty of time to think things over, and be absolutely sure that she was ready to move out of her secure niche, and that, more importantly, she was ready to give others the care and attention which would be exacted.


On this occasion Cass had played devil’s advocate, not mincing her words about the downside of the job, stressing the long hours, the lack of freedom and the demanding nature of many of the clients, elderly, ill and often lonely. There were the problems to consider of familiarising herself with new kitchens, new equipment like stair-lifts and bath-lifts; there was the impermanence of being part of a succession of households for brief periods, the isolation of being always the stranger.


Louise had understood what Cass was doing and had been grateful for it. She had gone over these aspects endlessly for herself, but to hear someone else spell them out brought them into sharper focus. Yet what, in truth, apart from the mechanics of different houses, was so different from her present existence, cut off from contact of any kind?


‘I want to try,’ she had said, and Cass, her serious business-like expression overtaken by her warm smile, had looked ready to hug her.


‘Good for you!’ she had exclaimed. ‘I honestly think you need something like this, if you feel ready to tackle it. At worst, if you find it’s too much to cope with at present, you can put the plan on hold, and we’ll work out something for you later.’


This promise had meant more than she could have imagined to Louise, assuring her that contact with the outside world was accessible to her, and that whatever happened the daunting blankness of her lonely existence had been pierced.


One more thing Cass had felt obliged to warn her about. ‘I can do my utmost to find you jobs where there are no children, but I can’t ever promise that you won’t encounter them at some point. Families are families. That’s the one factor which makes me wonder if you should wait a little longer.’


‘It’s been a long time already,’ was all Louise had been able to say. She was barely coming to terms with how long herself, for it seemed now that for the two years spent with Beatrice time had stood still as far as her acceptance of the twins’ death was concerned. She felt as though she had been buried in ice, every function suspended, only now coming agonisingly back to life.


‘It will be all right,’ she had continued after a moment, realising Cass needed some reassurance. ‘There are children everywhere, I see them when I go out, I hear them, see them on the television.’ Though there were many programmes it tortured her even to catch a glimpse of by accident.


‘But they are separate from you, you can shut them out,’ Cass had said astutely. ‘If they were in the same house, with names and personalities, it wouldn’t be so easy. Could you cope with that?’


Louise had drawn a long uneven breath. ‘I actually don’t know.’


‘But you still want me to find you a placement?’


‘Yes.’


‘Well done,’ Cass had said quietly, and the words had brought a momentary threat of tears.


The job she had found was so tailor-made Louise had accused her of creating it specially.


‘You won’t think so when you meet Mrs Baines,’ Cass had retorted. ‘She has a very disagreeable temper indeed. The last temporary carer walked out after a couple of days.’


On her way to face the cantankerous Mrs Baines Louise added up with determined optimism the advantages of the post, large and small: the reassuring feel of a familiar landscape, even shops she knew, the knowledge that her bolthole was close by if she needed it. And what could be so difficult about looking after one elderly lady for such a short time? There was an unmarried son who had been living at home since his mother had been semi-immobilised by damaging her knee in a fall, but he was due to go off on a course of some kind. Still, if things went badly wrong Cass was at hand.


Louise knew she was being unadventurous, but she clutched at these comforting facts without shame as she cruised along a quiet road, found the right number and turned into a steep-tilted drive.










Chapter Four


Heat. Dry, blanketing, inescapable heat, which made her skin feel tight-drawn and her eyes prickle, which exhausted her yet made it difficult to sleep at night. That was to be Louise’s enduring memory of Drummond View. The heat reached out for her as she stood on the stone doorstep of the small traditional Scottish villa, flanked by stone urns each holding a miniature conifer, and the door opened onto a narrow hall carpeted in wild red and orange swirls.


Mrs Baines’s son, Dale, a colourless wisp of a man in his forties, welcomed her with nervous fussiness, his uncertainty increasing visibly as he ushered her into the ‘lounge’ to meet his mother. Mrs Baines, recovering after her fall, could get about with the aid of a zimmer frame, but was not ready to admit it yet. Apart from the strapped-up knee, she suffered – or, Louise was to decide, did not suffer – from aches in her legs which defied diagnosis, migraines, indigestion, osteoporosis, heart flutters and breathlessness. Her temperature could soar on the slightest provocation past some safe cut-off point, bringing her out in a furious scarlet rash and a furious temper to match. After two or three of these unpleasant episodes it emerged that she was supposed to take anti-histamine pills but often ‘forgot’. Louise thought it might help to turn down the heating.


Her welcome from Mrs Baines was very much of the ‘Humph’ and compressed-lips variety, delivered in a single glance away from the television screen. Dale suggested hurriedly that Louise might like to see her room. Louise thought, on the evidence so far, that she probably wouldn’t.


Every original detail of the century-old house had, where possible, been stripped away or modernised – fire-places, floors, stairs, electrical fittings and of course plumbing. The door to the lounge was of dimpled glass, window frames were of PVC and offered only a mean slit to leave open at the top.


Dale hovered on the landing with a no-woman-is-at-risk-in-this-house virtuousness while Louise carried in her bag. Rosebuds and white candlewick; some ‘dainty’ smell whose source would have to be tracked down as soon as possible; and the feeling that the concentrated heat of the house had poured up the stairs and collected here. But the room was sparklingly clean and it would do.


Dale showed her round the kitchen, interpolating between every other sentence an apologetic, ‘But I’m sure you know more about this than I do,’ while his mother added strident information one step behind where they’d got to.


‘You be sure to turn that off at night,’ she bawled, as Dale was showing Louise the plant food she had to use for the grape ivy, five drops at a time. And, ‘It needs a good slam,’ when they had passed on from the vagaries of the fridge door and Louise was being instructed about the budgie’s diet. She hated birds in cages; the idea of any winged creature confined to inches of space for the whole of its life could bring tears to her eyes. This particular budgie also made one hell of a racket.


Dale vanished as soon as he could, on tenterhooks about his journey to Glasgow. Louise speculated about what emergency kit he would carry in his elderly Ford. After the torrent of information she had been struggling to absorb there was suddenly a nasty blank when it dawned on her that that was all the briefing she would get, and that she was alone in this unappealing little house to care intimately for a highly unfriendly woman.


She was to come to the conclusion that most of Mrs Baines’ complaints arose from boredom, which arose from the complete vacuity of her brain. She had never used it. Anything difficult, threatening or tedious her husband had looked after and now Dale did, though not, it seemed, to her satisfaction. She resented his having moved into his own house, and made no secret of her satisfaction that her accident had forced him to come home. She had wanted him to take long leave from his job at the bank and had been angry at the compromise of day-time care when he was at work. Louise wondered where he had found the strength to resist, but two days of Mrs Baines gave her a rough idea.


It was a strange time, a time of huge adjustments, with a sensation of taking huge steps, yet in other ways Louise felt she was merely marking time in an alien place, inhabited by a disagreeable woman whose querulous voice from morning till night objected, carped, criticised and demanded.


On the face of it, she was doing what she had been doing for the past two years – living an indoor life, on hand more or less continuously to look after a single female old enough to be her grandmother. But what a gulf between the arid wastes of time here – the endless television not even interrupted by meals or all the other indulgences of coffee and tea, biscuits, sweeties and snacks – and the even-paced calm of life with Beatrice, filled with pursuits which satisfied the mind, shared humour, shared interests, mutual consideration and respect.


Listening to the babble of a morning chat show as she prepared the unbelievably early lunch Mrs Baines liked (never had afternoons seemed so endless, with the washing up done by twelve-thirty), Louise would think with loving amusement of Beatrice. Beatrice and her mountains of papers, her pile of reference books sprouting markers, one pair of specs on the end of her nose, a second, forgotten, pushed into her rough white hair. Beatrice deep in the agricultural problems of post-Union Scotland, or running a pencil, mouth pursed in muted approval, down some paper she had produced years ago – Fletcher of Saltoun: an evaluation of the problems of the sorners and compulsory servitude; or The Scottish Society for Propagating Christian Knowledge – the Legacy of the Highland Missions. Louise, potato and peeler suspended above the earthy water, would find herself longing with a wrenching nostalgia to be back in the high-ceilinged elegant room, the great windows open to the balcony, typing a rework of Aunt Bea’s commentary on the 1748 act abolishing Heritable Jurisdictions.


If sometimes a tear slid out at the contrast with her present surroundings, Louise thought on the whole that was a good thing, a direct benefit of these days at Drummond View. If she had stayed shut in and safe, would she have wept? Would she have moved forward at all?


Cass phoned on the second evening, and hearing her voice brought a delightful feeling of contact with home, with sane normality.


‘I thought we weren’t allowed phone calls.’


‘I’m your boss, idiot. How’s it going, or can’t you say at the moment?’


‘Hang on. She wants to know who’s phoning.’


Mrs Baines, red-faced, was demanding to be helped up. This was her house, her telephone, and the call could only be for her and from Dale, anxious to know how she was. If he tried to go on about his dratted course, though, she’d soon choke him off. A load of nonsense, that was. The Management of Executive Stress. What did they think they were on about?


Louise thought the lecturers should first deal with Dale’s level of domestic stress, after which the rest of the course probably wouldn’t be necessary.


Mrs Baines shouted and rattled her zimmer frame, the television blared, the budgie responded with a combative outpouring, and Louise was half-deafened by the time she had got Mrs Baines back into her chair and returned to the phone, which squatted on a shiny table all its own with a book that said Telephone and had six numbers in it.


‘God, rather you than me,’ Cass commented.


‘That’s rich.’


‘Is it bearable, though, really?’


‘Oh, sure, once you know that everything you do is going to be wrong it’s perfectly simple.’


Louise had cooked fish for lunch. Mrs Baines had spat out her first mouthful, saying angrily, ‘This is off, this is.’


‘I put some fennel in.’ Louise had resisted adding placatingly, ‘Just a touch.’


‘Ruin of a nice bit of plaice,’ and the plate had been pushed sourly away.


Moral: don’t imagine you will please by trying to improve on what people normally have.


Cass was saying, ‘I wish everyone was as pragmatic. But are you all right?’


‘Roots aching a little perhaps.’


‘Oh, you poor dear. I’m sorry it’s horrid for you.’


Don’t be kind. Please, please don’t be kind.


Perhaps Cass understood that, for she went on, ‘Anyway, it’s a great relief to me that you can stick it out. I don’t know where I’d have found a replacement, and with poor old Dale on the loose for once Mrs B really couldn’t be abandoned.’


‘Oh, I can stick it. It’s not for very long.’


‘Well, if you feel lonely or want a chat pick up the phone. And if you get any hassle, just remind her that the rules don’t apply to phoning the agency. You’ve got my number at home if you need it, so – any time. Oh, by the way, do you want me to find you another job right away, or would you like a pause? Or a re-think?’


‘Ah.’ Flurry of temptation; vision of solitude, cool and welcoming, translating swiftly into bleak and empty. ‘Yes, another job, please.’


‘Sure? We can take our time over this, you know.’


‘I’m sure.’


‘Good. I’ll be in touch soon then, and many thanks. You’re doing brilliantly.’


Dale came back on Sunday afternoon, breaking into the omnibus edition of EastEnders, which his mother was unforgiving about in spite of having seen every episode already. He was jaunty, gorged on undigested gobbets of new wisdom, his management skills freshly furbished, his ego bolstered by the fulsome encouragement of his mentor, as improbable but dazzling as the rantings of a revivalist preacher. His mother soon knocked all that out of him.


‘I got back on Friday evening, as a matter of fact,’ he confessed defiantly to Louise, under cover of helping her to ‘get the tea’. His ears were still pink from his mother’s drubbing, and he picked with futile persistence at the corner of a pack of sliced ham which was not designed to peel back.


Louise took it from him, angry for a second that she had had two extra days here which she need not have endured. But this was a job; this was the way she was earning her living, how could a day more or less matter? And seeing the way Dale humbly rendered up the ham, observing the twist of his lips and the sag of his shoulders as his mother effortlessly re-assumed her mastery, Louise forgot to be indignant. How had he employed the stolen two days though? She entertained herself with lurid improbable visions.


 


As she drove home that evening Stirling had the appearance of a foreign country, though she had twice come into town to shop for Mrs Baines. But it was she who had become the foreigner, she realised, as she closed the garage, let herself in at the basement door and went up the stairs whose treads seemed oddly higher than she remembered. She felt a physical trepidation, her stomach quivering and her hands clammy, as she went into the drawing-room, and after only nine days at Drummond View her first reaction was disbelief that she could ever have existed in its frigid temperature. But of course she had turned the heating down. Hurrying, still in her coat, trying to ignore her feeling of strangeness, she adjusted the dial, switched on the convector heater they used as a booster on winter mornings, and put on the kettle to make more palatable tea than Mrs Baines’ taste in teabags produced.


Going up to her room, still trying to shake off a feeling of disorientation, Louise knew that the protective casing which had enclosed her since Owen and the children had vanished on that appalling morning had splintered apart for good. Around her the silence of the house seemed weighty, as unmoving as the chilly air of the March dusk. The house seemed gaunt and shadowy, big and unwieldy. She felt panicked and alone. If her own room rejected her …
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