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      Dedication

    


    

      The Four of Us is about friendship and is dedicated to:


    Linda Britter – a lifetime friend whose help and advice on all things literary is much valued.


    Kathleen Smith – a childhood friend regained through Friends Reunited.


    June Hanchard – a friend who has taught hundreds to dance –


    even me.


    Christine Morris – a friend who made life such fun in the ’60s and makes it fun still.


    And last, but by no means least, for Mike – who in over thirty


    years of marriage has been the best friend any woman could have.


  

    

      

    


    

      Part One

    


  

    

      Chapter One

    


    April 2003


    Seated in the elegant reception area of Marcus Black & Company, Solicitors, Primmie Dove’s fingers tightened on the strap of her shabby handbag. She was fifty years old and her only previous experience of solicitors was when her much-loved husband, Ted, had died. That had been three years ago and her sense of loss was still raw.


    She took a deep, steadying breath. Now was not the time to be thinking of Ted. All her attention needed to be focused on the letter in her handbag.


    

      Dear Madam, it read. I would appreciate it if you would contact me with regard to the estate of Mrs Amelia Surtees, the widow of your father’s brother, Gordon Surtees. Yours faithfully, Marcus Black.


    Had the childless Amelia, who had exchanged her council house in Redhill for one in Cornwall at about the time of Ted’s death, left her a small amount of money? It was the conclusion her twenty-two-year-old daughter, Millie, had come to, but then Millie was ever hopeful where money was concerned. Joanne, thirteen months older than Millie and an office manager at D. P. International, a Mayfair advertising agency, had been more prosaic.


    ‘You’re probably going to be asked to deal with some kind of paperwork. Remember when Dad died? Even though the amount of money he left was negligible, there was still paperwork to deal with.’


    She hadn’t been able to speak about the letter to her youngest daughter, Lucy, who was back-packing somewhere in Australia and her son, Josh, who never travelled out of London if he could help it, had been equally impossible to contact.


    ‘Mr Black will see you now,’ the woman at the reception desk said, breaking in on her thoughts.


    She rose to her feet, fighting down a sudden, irrational feeling of apprehension, and entered the adjoining room.


    ‘Thank you very much for being able to see me so promptly, Mrs Dove,’ Marcus Black said, beaming genially. ‘And my condolences on your aunt’s death.’


    ‘Thank you.’ After shaking hands with him and seating herself on the chair at the far side of his desk, she said, not wanting to mislead him in any way, ‘We weren’t close. I used to visit her once or twice a year when she lived near London, but since her move to Cornwall we’ve had no contact apart from exchanging cards at Christmas.’


    ‘Really? Now that does surprise me.’ Once more seated behind his desk, he looked down at the slim file that lay open in front of him. ‘I’d assumed you were close, but of course, as she had no other relatives and certainly no blood relatives …’ He leafed through a couple of pages of close print.


    ‘Has she asked that I be her executor?’


    ‘Executor?’ He looked up at her, startled. ‘No, indeed. We – Marcus Black & Company – are her executors.’ He removed a typed sheet from the file. ‘This is a copy of Amelia Surtees’s estate accounts, for your own records, but if you will bear with me, I would like to go through it with you, item by item.’ He cleared his throat and donned a pair of horn-rimmed glasses. ‘Assets at date of death, twenty-nine thousand, one hundred and ninety pounds.’


    Primmie gasped.


    ‘Balance at National Westminster Bank, eight thousand seven hundred and forty pounds forty-nine pence. Balance in Abbey National Building Society share account, twenty thousand four hundred and seventy-eight pounds. Jewellery sold, four hundred and two pounds. And now for the debit side of the estate, which is payment of funeral expenses, fee for copy of death certificate, the administrator’s expenses, my own costs for the winding up of the estate …’


    Vainly Primmie tried to keep a mental running total of how much was still left, but maths had never been her strong point.


    ‘And now to the residuary estate of twenty-four thousand five hundred and thirty pounds,’ Marcus Black said, ‘divisible in equal parts between the following six charities: The Sunshine Children’s Home, Birmingham; The Children’s Country Holidays Fund; Save the Children Fund; The Seal Sanctuary, Gweek; Redwings Horse Sanctuary, Norfolk; Foal Farm Animal Rescue Centre, Kent.’


    He clasped his hands on top of the sheet of paper he had been reading from and looked up at her. ‘Now, Mrs Dove. Is that all understandable?’


    Primmie nodded, understanding all too well that she wasn’t one of the beneficiaries. As she had never expected to be coming into money, the disappointment wasn’t too great, but just for a few minutes, when Marcus Black had announced the surprising amount of her aunt’s assets, that she might have been left something had suddenly seemed a possibility.


    ‘And now,’ he said, ‘we come to your aunt’s largest asset. The property she was living in at the time of her death.’


    Primmie blinked. ‘I’m sorry. I don’t understand. My aunt didn’t own property. She had a council house at Redhill, which she exchanged for a council house in Cornwall.’


    Marcus Black cocked his head to one side and said, ‘Your information is a little at fault, Mrs Dove. True, your aunt-by-marriage had a council home in Redhill. This she vacated in March 1997 when she inherited her father’s property – the property she was living in at the time of her death. This property – and its contents – she has bequeathed to you, Mrs Dove, for your lifetime.’


    ‘I’m sorry?’ Primmie said again, feeling as if she was being unutterably stupid. ‘Are you saying that my aunt owned her house? And that she’s left it to me?’


    ‘Yes and no. Your aunt most certainly did own her Cornish home, but the property has not been bequeathed to you outright. You are not, for instance, at liberty to sell Ruthven. You are, however, able to live in it, if you so wish, for the rest of your life. At your death, as part of Amelia Surtees’s estate, it will be sold, the resultant proceeds being then equally divided between the six charities aforementioned. If you have no desire to live in the property – and if the upkeep of the property proves burdensome – then you can forego it at any time. As part of your aunt’s estate it will then be sold and divided between the charities sooner, rather than later.’


    Primmie gaped at him. A house in Cornwall. Cornwall. A house she could live in, rent free, for the rest of her life if she so wished. It was so out of the blue, so totally unexpected, that she didn’t know what to say, or think.


    Marcus Black put his glasses back on and removed another sheet of paper from the file lying in front of him. ‘It is only fair to tell you that the property is a little isolated and that some of the outbuildings are, I am told, in a state of disrepair.’


    ‘Outbuildings?’ Primmie said dazedly. ‘It still has an outdoor privy?’


    Marcus Black chuckled. ‘No, Mrs Dove. The outbuildings in question are sheds and barns. If you look at the documentation I have given you, you will see that the property is a smallholding – a type of property very common in Cornwall.’


    ‘And the house?’ she asked, too fearful that the house, also, was in a state of disrepair to giggle at her mistake.


    ‘Sound,’ he said reassuringly, passing a thin sheaf of paperwork towards her. ‘And these, Mrs Dove, are the keys of the property in question.’ From a desk drawer he withdrew a large envelope and, opening it, tipped a small bunch of keys on to his desktop.


    Primmie stared at them, still struggling for a sense of reality.


    ‘If I could give you some advice, Mrs Dove?’


    ‘Yes. Of course. Please.’


    Aware of her situation – that she was widow of modest means – he said, ‘Don’t make any decision about the property until you have not only inspected it, but have familiarized yourself with it. Your present address is Rotherhithe – and life in south-east London is very different to life on a Cornish smallholding. You may find it impossible to adapt. Also, although Mrs Surtees has left you the property for your lifetime, she has not bequeathed to you money with which to maintain it – and maintenance costs may prove to be a heavy burden.’


    ‘But if it’s in such a lovely area there’ll be visitors – tourists. I could perhaps take in bed and breakfast guests …?’


    ‘You could indeed – particularly as Ruthven is situated only a short distance from the coastal footpath, in an area designated as an Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty.’ The horn-rims came off yet again. ‘I take it that you are considering accepting the offer your aunt has made you?’


    Primmie thought of the beautiful Lizard. She thought of the wonderment of living so close to the sea.


    ‘Oh yes,’ she said to Marcus Black as he continued to regard her with interest, toying with his glasses. ‘I’m going to move into Ruthven. I’m going to move into it just a soon as I can.’


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    Primmie eased her Vauxhall Corsa on to the A38, glad to have Exeter behind her. She wasn’t in a hurry. The journey she was taking was the most exciting journey of her life – and it was one she wanted to savour. As she thought of how she had always wanted to live in the country, she was seized by a memory from the past, a memory so strong and so totally unexpected that for a second or two she was robbed of breath.


    Petts Wood. It hadn’t been real country, being a leafy suburb of Bromley in Kent, but to a girl born and brought up in a Docklands council house it had seemed like country. The garden had been vast and beyond the garden had been a golf course, and beyond the golf course trees and yet more trees. She had been eighteen. Eighteen and in love and naively certain that the garden – and the golden-haired man it belonged to – were going to be hers to love and to cherish for as long as she lived.


    Regaining composure with difficulty she drove through the village of Dean and then, at the sign indicating Dean Prior, she slowed down. One of her favourite seventeenth-century poets, Robert Herrick, had been the vicar of Dean Prior and she wanted to look at the church.


    As she parked in front of St George the Martyr in the spring sunshine, she was overcome by a glorious sense of freedom. With her heart singing like a lark’s she stepped from the car, locked the door behind her and walked towards the church gate, well aware that the only one of her children who would understand the impulse that had made her stop was Lucy. Lucy was always doing things on a whim, chasing whatever rainbows came her way. And not only would Lucy have understood why she wanted to make a little pilgrimage to the church Robert Herrick had been vicar of for over forty years, she would also have understood why she hadn’t had a second’s thought about seizing the opportunity to enjoy a completely different lifestyle in a completely different part of the country to that in which she had always lived.


    ‘Go for it, Mum,’ is what Lucy would have said. ‘You only live once, so take a few risks. Enjoy yourself. What have you got to lose?’


    As she walked through the deserted church she knew she had nothing to lose. Millie, Joanne and Josh would probably not make the trip from London to Cornwall as often as she would like them to do and she would, of course, miss them, just as she would miss her friends and neighbours.


    She came to a halt in front of the beautiful stained-glass window that commemorated Robert Herrick’s incumbency from 1629 to 1674, her eyes overly bright. No matter how much she would miss her Rotherhithe friends, she wouldn’t miss them in the way that, for nearly thirty years, she had missed the friends of her youth.


    The garden at Petts Wood was once again so vivid in her mind’s eye that she could practically smell the scent of the old-fashioned roses and taste the lemonade that regularly, in summer, stood in a thermos on the low table near to the deckchairs. And she could hear the laughter – her own always a little shy, especially when Kiki’s father was present; Kiki’s laughter, rip-roaringly unrestrained; Artemis’s clear, flute-like laugh, as ladylike as everything else about her; Geraldine’s laughter husky and unchained.


    Then she thought of Destiny and, even at a distance of thirty years, pain knifed through her, its intensity so deep she could barely breathe. She closed her eyes, wondering if the real reason she had wanted to visit the church was because she had wanted to come and say a prayer for Destiny.


    Some minutes later, when her eyes were again open, her hands still tightly clasped, a voice said from a few feet away from her: ‘Can I help you? Would you like to sit down?’


    She turned to see the vicar. ‘No,’ she said, feeling apologetic for having aroused his concern. ‘I’m not ill. I was engulfed by a memory that is very painful. It took a few minutes to get over it, that’s all.’


    He nodded sympathetically. ‘I’d like to quote some Herrick that would comfort you, but I’m afraid he was a great melancholic. All that springs to mind is the third verse from The Night-piece.


    

      

        Let not the dark thee cumber:

        


        What though the moon does slumber?

        


        The stars of the night

        


        Will lend thee their light

        


        Like tapers clear without number.

      


    


    She managed an unsteady smile, knowing he was trying to be kind, knowing that Herrick’s Epitaph Upon a Child That Died would have been far more truly apt.


    In another half an hour, at the wheel of the Corsa, she was crossing the bridge over the Tamar, in Cornwall at last. She had been before, of course, but not for many years. When the children were young, they had visited Land’s End and Penzance and had driven across the Lizard to the most southerly tip of the country, Lizard Point. And now incredibly, unbelievably, she was going to live there – if not exactly on Lizard Point, then close to it.


    Joy fizzed in her throat as, a little later, she drove into St Austell. It was now nearly three o’clock and she hadn’t eaten since leaving home at eight. At the first signpost for a car park she turned in, well aware, as she parked, that with the passenger seats and the roof rack stacked high with luggage and household possessions she looked as if she were doing a moonlight flit.


    The nearest pub to the car park was the King’s Arms and she strolled inside and ordered herself a tomato juice and a Cornish pasty. Only when she was seated at a window table, the tomato juice and pasty in front of her, did she see the poster on the wall. ST AUSTELL’S GREAT EASTER ’60s ROCK REVIVAL WEEKEND – MARTY WILDE – ERIC BURDEN – KIKI LANE. There were accompanying photos running down the right-hand side of the poster. Marty Wilde still had a rumpled farmboy look about him, even though he was now in his mid-sixties and a Londoner born and bred. Eric Burden, too, still retained the mean and moody look that so suited his gravelly voice.


    It was Kiki’s photograph, though, that riveted her attention. There were only a few months in age between them, yet though she, Primmie, looked comfortably middle-aged – her grey-flecked hair in no particular style, her sweater and skirt chosen for practicality and comfort – Kiki looked nothing of the sort. Her hair was short, spikily gelled and still the same spicy red it had been when they had been at school together. There was a spotted chiffon scarf tied jauntily round her throat and she was wearing a denim bomber jacket, the collar flicked up. There were still hollows beneath her cheekbones, still a look of knife-edged purity about her jaw line. Only the expression in the green-gilt eyes was ages old and world weary.


    Aware that Artemis and Geraldine must also occasionally see photos of Kiki in magazines or on posters she wondered if, when they did, their memories also went spinning back through time to when the four of them had been young and inseparable: always together either at school or in the garden of the house at Petts Wood. Not that their memories of Petts Wood would be the same as hers. Even after all these years, a flush of colour touched her cheeks. Even then – even from the friends who had been as close to her as sisters – she had had secrets.


    Well aware that no one seeing her now would ever imagine what those secrets had been, she rose to her feet. Easter was well and truly over and Kiki would no longer be in St Austell or even, perhaps, in England, for she remembered reading in one of Lucy’s pop magazines that the majority of Kiki’s time was spent in America.


    She walked back to the car and in another ten minutes was back on the A390, motoring happily towards Truro, her excitement rising as she headed ever deeper towards the toe of Cornwall.


    She continued towards Helston and then, before reaching it, turned off on to a B road. The road was pretty and it grew prettier and prettier, winding through first one small village and then another. A right turn and then a left and she was crossing the thickly wooded shores of the Helford River at Gweek, on the Lizard Peninsula proper. She slowed down, taking from the glove compartment the directions that Marcus Black had given her.


    Another village and a little beyond it a left turn. She wound her window down, revelling in the smell of the sea, so near yet still out of sight.


    To the right of her now was the signpost for Calleloe. The road towards it dipped down steeply and she caught a glimpse of slate-roofed cottages huddled around a harbour. ‘Calleloe is, I believe, where Mrs Surtees did most of her shopping,’ Marcus Black had told her. ‘There’s a general shop there, a post office, a licensed hotel and a restaurant, two cafés, a couple of craft and clothing shops and a prestigious art gallery owned by an American.’


    With her heart beginning to hammer somewhere up near her throat, she ignored the road leading down to the harbour and continued on the narrow road that, from a distance of a quarter of a mile or so, continued to follow the line of the coast. Deep in its chine Calleloe slid out of sight and then, as the road again approached high ground, the trees began to thin and suddenly on the left-hand side of the road was a narrow turn-off and the signpost she had been looking for. PRIVATE. NO THROUGH ROAD, it read.


    With knots of nervous tension almost crippling her, Primmie turned left. Head-high hawthorn bushes and tall purple-headed thistles scratched at the Corsa’s sides and then, after about fifty yards or so, the road made a final twist and there, on the left-hand side, set in the hedgerow, were rusting double gates. There was nothing else. In front of her the single road ran out over a long, low headland to where, almost at its tip, a small church stood in splendid isolation. Beyond the church there was nothing but marram grass, sea and sky.


    On unsteady legs she got out of the car and walked towards the gates.


    Only by standing close up to them could she see the faded lettering: Ruthven.


    Beyond the gates an unmade track meandered up a slope towards a house that looked nothing at all as she had imagined it would. Instead of being long and low, with pretty whitewashed walls, the house, a farmyard and outbuildings to one side of it, was foursquare and built of sombre Cornish stone. There were green-painted shutters at either side of the long-paned windows and the front door was porched, its roof golden-green with lichen.


    She opened the gates wide and walked back to the car. It was nearly six o’clock and the sky was taking on the daffodil light of early evening. She had a couple of hours, perhaps less, in which to do all her essential unpacking and sorting out, for once it was dark her only lighting was going to be the oil lamp she had brought with her.


    ‘There will be no electricity until you arrange to have it reconnected,’ Marcus Black had said, ‘the telephone ditto. You will find the water turned off at the mains when you arrive, unless, of course, you arrange in advance for it to be reconnected.’


    Well, that at least she had done. And she would telephone the electricity people in the morning. As the heavily laden Corsa bucketed up the rutted track, she became aware of the two fields, one on either side of her. ‘There’s some grazing pasture and a donkey paddock,’ Marcus Black had told her and, in her ignorance, she had imagined merely small corners of waste land.


    Hardly able to believe the riches that had been heaped upon her, she drove into the cobbled farmyard and switched off the engine.


    Immediately half a dozen hens erupted from one of the outbuildings in an agitated flurry. She fought the urge to remain firmly out of their way. If there were hens here, then they were her hens, and the sooner she got used to them the better. Who, though, had been looking after them and feeding them?


    Taking the bunch of keys he had given her out of the glove compartment, she stepped out of the car and picked her way between the hens towards the house.


    The front door was painted a green that had seen better days. On the doorstep was an empty bottle with a rolled piece of notepaper wedged into its neck.


    She stretched out her hand.


    

      Dear Mrs Dove, the note read. I’ve looked after the hens and there is a fresh supply of logs and a fire laid. The key left with me, in case of emergency, I have posted through the letterbox. Matt Trevose. PS. The logs are in the woodrick.


    The tension she had felt in the seconds before reading the note ebbed. Somewhere nearby was a conscientious neighbour. Grateful to Matt Trevose for the care he had taken of the hens she took a deep breath, slid the key into the lock and opened the front door.


    The stone-floored entrance hall was larger than her Rotherhithe living room. There was a gaily coloured rag rug on the flags, a grandfather clock against one wall, an oak chest with brass corners and side handles against the other. A staircase with wide, shallow treads rose from the centre of the hallway, its faded stair runner held in place by brass rods. On the right of the staircase the hallway was deeper than on the left, running off into a passageway that was blocked at its far end by a door. Other doors, one on the right-hand side and two on the left-hand side, led off the hall.


    Leaving the front door open behind her, she crossed the hall and opened the first of the left-hand doors. It was a study with books floor to ceiling on three walls, a small, prettily tiled fireplace and a window that looked out on to a garden. In front of the window and taking up nearly all the available space was an ancient roll-top desk.


    The second door on the left led into a sitting room. There was a chintz-covered sofa, a Victorian armchair and a glass-fronted display cabinet filled with china. A glorious Persian rug, its once vibrant reds and blues gently faded, graced the wood floor. There was another rug, white sheepskin, in front of the fireplace, which, much grander than the fireplace in the study, had a bed of knotted newspapers topped by fire-lighters and logs in its grate. The door on the opposite side of the hall led into a dining room, the door at the end of the passageway into a kitchen.


    It was upstairs that the surprise came – though not in the bedroom that had clearly been Amelia’s. There, the walnut bedroom suite looked ancient enough to have belonged to Amelia’s mother, the overall heaviness redeemed by the golden light flooding in through the south-facing windows.


    The surprise was in the other three bedrooms. Instead of flower-patterned wallpaper and muddy cream paintwork, one room was painted a pretty lavender-blue, another was painted shell-pink and the third had walls of pale mauve. The furniture in each room – wardrobe, dressing table and beds – was stripped pine, the curtains and bedding beautifully coordinated to the colour of each room’s walls.


    It was the beds, though, that were the real mystery. Each room held three. A bunk bed and a single bed.


    There were no personal items in the rooms, no framed photographs or articles of clothing. Bemusedly she wondered if Amelia had been renting out rooms to bed and breakfast guests. Looking at the bunk beds, it seemed highly unlikely. Tourists would no doubt put up with many minor inconveniences, but hauling themselves up into a child’s top bunk bed was surely not one of them.


    Wondering if the answer was that Amelia had bought the furniture and furnishings cheaply, as a job lot, she surveyed the bathroom. A chipped white porcelain bath stood in lonely splendour on ornate claws. The lavatory had a mahogany seat and an overhead cistern. The pedestal hand-basin looked as if it had come out of the Ark with Noah.


    She didn’t care. Deeply satisfied with all she had seen she went back downstairs, eager to get on with the task of carrying as much as possible from the car to the house before night fell.


    Two hours later, as darkness closed in, she was comfortable for the night. None of the mattresses was damp and she had carried a sleeping bag, pillow and duvet in from the car and laid them on Amelia’s bed. Though one of the other bedrooms also looked out towards the headland and the sea, the window in it was smaller than the one in Amelia’s room. In Amelia’s room the window was wide and deep with a comfortable window-seat, and it meant that when she woke she would be able to see the view out over the headland to the English Channel.


    With her most important chore out of the way she carried a cool-box from the car boot into the kitchen and, removing a bottle of milk and a packet of biscuits from it, gave herself a fifteen-minute rest break. Afterwards she lit the fire Matt Trevose had laid for her and the oil lamp she had had the sense to bring with her.


    For the remainder of the time until it grew too dark to continue she ferried her belongings from the car into the house.


    With the fire crackling and the lamp glowing, it had been an enjoyable task. Now, having allowed the fire to burn out, she was in pyjamas and dressing-gown and, utterly exhausted, the duvet round her shoulders, was seated in the window embrasure of what had been Amelia’s bedroom, a tumbler of whisky in one hand.


    The oil lamp she had brought upstairs with her lit the room with a soft glow. Outside, the darkness of the headland was so deep as to be impenetrable. Never before had she slept in a room from which streetlights could not be seen. It was a moment she had braced herself for – a moment when she had expected to feel panic-stricken and nervous. She didn’t. The whisky was warming, the light from the oil lamp comforting. She was in her new home and on the verge of a completely new way of life. It was a marvellous feeling – a feeling unlike any other she had ever known.


    Still curled in the window-seat, deeply happy and utterly content, she watched as stars began pinpricking the darkness, and then, climbing into bed, she closed her eyes and slept.


  

    

      Chapter Three

    


    When she woke it was to the sound of rain falling against the windows. There were no other sounds. Previously when she woke, there was always noise. The distant roar of traffic from the constantly busy Jamaica and Lower Roads, the sound of people talking as they walked past her front door on their way to the nearby train station and of children chattering and squabbling as they made their way to school.


    This morning, there was only the sound of the rain. She opened her eyes. There was another sound. A sound so alien it simply hadn’t registered on her consciousness. Excitement coiled deep within her as she realized what it was. For the first time ever, she was lying in bed in her own home, listening to the sound of the sea.


    Ten minutes later she was downstairs and in the kitchen, eager to start the day. It was a large room and, even though the sky was overcast and there were still flurries of rain against the windows, it was full of light.


    Last night when she had been in the kitchen, she had been too busy finding room for all the boxes she had brought in from the car to take anything more than a cursory glance round. Now she took stock, and liked what she saw.


    It was quite obviously the heart of the house. As well as a small deal table beneath one of the windows there was an enormous oak refectory dining table and, adjacent to the Aga, a rocking chair. On the far wall was a tall dresser crammed with crockery and on the quarry-tiled floor were rag rugs, similar to the one in the spacious entrance hall.


    She poured herself a glass of milk and drank it, gazing through a window that looked out over a vegetable garden towards an orchard. Hardly daring to hope that the orchard, too, was hers, she began making a mental list of all the things she needed to do, beginning with the need to drive into Calleloe and make arrangements for the telephone and the electricity to be reconnected.


    Another thought intruded. Did she need to feed the hens or would Matt Trevose be arriving any minute to do so? And how had Matt Trevose known of her impending arrival? And her name?


    Right on cue, there came a short, sharp knock on the front door.


    She crossed the stone-flagged hall and opened the door, a smile on her face.


    Just as Ruthven had not looked as she had expected it to, neither did Matt Trevose.


    For some reason she had expected him to be elderly. Instead, he was, at a rough guess, only a few years older than herself. He wasn’t very tall, five foot eight or nine, but beneath his fisherman’s jersey he still had a good pair of shoulders and he still had a thick pelt of hair, shot through with silver.


    ‘Mrs Dove?’ he said, an attractive Cornish lilt in his voice.


    ‘Yes.’ She held out her hand. ‘And you must be Mr Trevose. Please come in.’


    ‘D’you mind if I come in via the side door? My boots are a bit dirty for front entrance halls.’


    He was wearing mud-splattered Wellingtons, well-worn jeans tucked inside them.


    Five minutes later he was standing in the middle of the kitchen, looking indecently at home.


    ‘I can’t offer you a cup of tea,’ she said apologetically. ‘All I can offer is a glass of milk and a couple of biscuits.’


    ‘Thank you.’ He stared in disbelief at the number of framed paintings and prints that leaned against every available surface.


    ‘I like pictures,’ she said unnecessarily, pouring milk into a glass and emptying a packet of chocolate digestive biscuits on to a plate. ‘I didn’t really have the wall space for them in my home in London – they always looked a bit cramped. Now, though, in this house, they are going to look splendid.’


    ‘I’ll have to introduce you to my friend Hugo. He owns the art gallery in Calleloe.’


    Remembering that Mr Black had said that the art gallery was very prestigious, Primmie said, ‘I think your friend’s artworks may be a little out of my league. Most of my pictures are cheap Athena reproductions. I want to thank you for looking after Amelia’s hens for me. I didn’t know about them and haven’t a clue how to look after them.’


    ‘Then you’ll have to learn.’ There were webs of laughter lines at the corners of his eyes. They were very nice eyes, amber-brown and full of good humour. He drained his glass of milk. ‘Would you like to walk out to the grazing pasture and the hen arks now?’ he said, putting the empty glass in the sink.


    ‘I’d love to. Is the grazing pasture one of the fields on either side of the track? And is the orchard beyond the vegetable garden part of Ruthven as well?’


    ‘Yes, to the first question, and if, by the orchard, you mean Amelia’s motley collection of old apple trees, yes again.’ He hooked his thumbs into the front pockets of his jeans and she noticed there was no wedding ring on his square, work-hardened hands.


    Cross with herself for having registered the fact, she said, ‘If it’s so muddy outside, should I be wearing Wellingtons, too?’


    ‘Yes. And if you don’t have a pair, don’t worry. Amelia kept a pair under the bench, in the porch leading to the side door.’


    As they walked out of the kitchen towards it, she said, ‘How did you know about me? Your note was addressed to me by name. Did Amelia’s solicitor contact you?’


    ‘Yes,’ he said, as she dragged a pair of battered Wellingtons into the light of day. ‘And Amelia asked me if I’d keep an eye on things until you arrived.’


    Making a mental note that her aunt’s relationship with him was one of real friendship and not just ordinary good-neighbourliness, Primmie squeezed her feet into Wellingtons that were a size too small.


    ‘And can you tell me about the logs for the fire? Does a supplier deliver them every month?’


    ‘There’s a wood supplier in Calleloe,’ he said, opening the porch door. ‘Though the logs now in the rick are logs I sawed myself at the end of last year.’


    Moments later they were squelching across the still wet grass of the field he had referred to as the grazing pasture. In one corner of it were two long, triangular wooden and wired structures.


    ‘This is the best time of day to collect the eggs,’ he said as they reached them. ‘And you need to do it every morning, because these hens are very good layers.’ He squatted down in front of the first of the arks. ‘See this sliding door here? It allows you to reach into the nesting boxes. Let me show you.’


    For ever afterwards, she was to remember that morning as being one of the most memorable of her life. For one thing, it was her very first morning at Ruthven, for another, it was the day she and Matt made friends and lastly, but by no means least, it was the day she lifted a warm, brown-speckled egg from out of a nest-box for the first time.


    That afternoon she drove down into Calleloe. It was an enjoyable trip. She exchanged pleasantries with the postmistress, who cheerily gave her twenty-pence pieces for pound coins so that she would have enough of them for her telephone calls. Then, with arrangements for electricity and telephone reconnections all in place, she strolled down the main street towards the harbour until she came to the large double windows of the Hugo Arnott Art Gallery.


    There was only one picture on display in the first window and it stopped her dead in her tracks. In a heavy ornate gold frame, set on an emerald-green silk-covered stand, was a large oil painting of four young women in a garden. The style was Impressionistic, full of light and pastel colour, the period – if the girls’ankle-length, broderie-anglaise-trimmed white dresses were anything to go by – was Edwardian. Three of the girls were seated on a wide garden swing. Two had their arms round each other’s waists, the third, holding on to the rope of the swing, was resting her head against her hand.


    The fourth girl was standing looking towards the three of them, a pale blue sash around her narrow waist, a wide-brimmed straw sun hat held low in one hand.


    With her throat dry and tight, she saw that the painting was titled Summer Memory.


    Foolishly, she felt tears prick the back of her eyelids. She, Kiki, Artemis and Geraldine could never have looked so sublimely languorous when enjoying the summer sunshine in the garden at Petts Wood, but it was the four of them nevertheless. The two embracing girls, heads close, one golden-haired, one titian-haired, were, for her, Artemis and Kiki. The girl resting against the rope of the swing, looking coolly and clearly out of the frame with steady dark eyes was, surely, Geraldine. And she, Primmie, was the girl a little apart from them – the girl who looked somehow younger than the other three – the girl with the blue sash and the sun hat.


    The tears continued to prick and she blinked them away, suddenly conscious of the people passing to and fro behind her on the narrow pavement. It was a stunning picture and she wanted it more than she could remember wanting anything. It wasn’t priced, and she could well imagine why.


    Not going into the gallery to ask the price, knowing it would be way beyond her means, she turned away from the window and went, instead, into the general clothing store opposite and bought herself a pair of very sensible and inexpensive green Wellingtons.


    All the way home, the picture haunted her. Had the young women, so at peace together in the sunlit garden, been real people, and, if so, what had happened to them? Had they been sundered apart as she, Kiki, Artemis and Geraldine had been sundered apart?


    As she stowed away clothes and books – and as she discovered to her delight that the electricity had been reconnected – her thoughts refused to leave the past and when, just after three o’clock, the phone rang and she answered it to a male voice saying, ‘Just confirming your reconnection, Mrs Dove’she knew exactly what it was she was going to do next.


    She was going to put one of her leaving presents to good use. It was a laptop computer given to her by Josh, who had bought it cheaply from a friend. With excitement coiling deep in her tummy she hoisted it from the bubble-wrapping it had travelled to Cornwall in and, with a mug of freshly made tea beside her, set about registering on the Friends Reunited website.


    Everything was straightforward until she came to the point where she was required to enter some details about herself. What on earth could she put that would encourage Geraldine or Kiki or Artemis to get in touch with her? Widowed after being married for twenty years, four children and living in Cornwall? It didn’t exactly add up to anything exciting.


    She picked up her mug of tea, nursing it in her hands as she thought over the little she knew about her friends’lives since they had last all been together. Kiki, of course, was easy, because she had been able to keep up with Kiki’s life through the occasional articles she had read about her in Lucy’s pop magazines. Geraldine’s photograph, too, in the early years after they had parted, had quite often appeared in the gossip columns, not because she was also in show business, but because she was so regularly on the arm of high-profile businessmen or media-conscious aristocrats. Whether she had married one of her highly eligible men friends, Primmie didn’t know. What she did know, though, was that Geraldine’s lifestyle had been worlds removed from her own humdrum but happy one in Rotherhithe. And then there was Artemis.


    Her throat constricted. It was impossible to think of Artemis without also thinking of Destiny – and she couldn’t do that again, not so soon after the moment in the church at Dean Prior, when thinking about Destiny had so nearly unhinged her.


    Artemis had married well. When last she had heard of her, as well as a home in the Cotswolds, she’d had homes in London and Spain, two sons at Eton and a husband who was in the same league as Geraldine’s high-flying businessmen boyfriends. Even as a girl at Bickley High, Artemis had been mindful of people’s backgrounds and social credentials. Why, then, would Artemis be tempted to get in touch with her after all these years? Considering all that had happened between them, why would any of them be tempted to get in touch with her, or, come to that, with each other?


    The tea was cold and she put the mug down, a headache building up behind her eyes. Knowing that the only cure for it was fresh air, she picked up her coat and stepped outside the house, seeing with startled surprise that the light was already smoking to dusk. Undeterred, she wrapped her coat a little closer and set off on foot down the track towards the church and the sea.


    The locked church was even smaller than St George’s had been. It was also, according to the notice pinned in its porch, nominally in use, with a church service scheduled for the last week in May.


    Beyond it, the headland shelved steeply to a small sickle of sand and shingle. There was a narrow pathway leading down to it and she took it, uncaring that it was now dusk and would soon be dark. She was too deep in thoughts of the past to be concerned about the safety of what she was doing. With every step towards the sea, the years were rolling backwards. The ’90s. The ’80s. The ’70s.


    At last, on damp shingle, she came to a halt, her hands deep in her coat pockets, the evening breeze tugging at her hair.


    The ’ 60s.


    That was when it had all begun. That was when the four of them had formed a friendship and unity so close it had seemed indissoluble.


    She looked out over the silky, heaving darkness of the sea, remembering with absolute clarity the fourteenth of September, 1962.


    Remembering the beginning.


  

    

      Chapter Four

    


    September 1962


    ‘Come on, Primmie! You can’t be late! Not on yer first day.’


    Primmie stood in front of her wardrobe mirror, moving the knot of her school tie up a little bit, and then down a little bit. Where should it be? She moved it upwards again. It looked better like that, even though it was half-throttling her.


    

      ‘Primmie!’

    


    ‘Coming, Mum!’ She slid her arms into her new maroon blazer and picked up her shiny new satchel from the bed.


    ‘Oh, Primmie,’ her mum said to her as she ran down the stairs. ‘Primmie darlin’, you do look smart. I can’t tell you’ow proud I am. No one from round’ere’as ever gone to Bickley. No one.’


    ‘Well, I’m only going because Mr Moss suggested I sit for a scholarship place.’ She tried to keep the nervousness from her voice, wishing her mum wouldn’t go on so. She was nervous enough as it was – and one of the reasons was precisely that she didn’t know anyone at Bickley High. All her other friends had gone off to local secondary modern or grammar schools last week – and they’d gone off to them in large friendly groups.


    Bickley High wasn’t a secondary modern or a grammar school. It wasn’t a state school at all. It was a fee-paying public school – which was why its start of term date was different to that of her friends’schools – and it was a train journey and a long walk from where she lived.


    ‘Goin’to start talkin’posh now, are yer?’ her friends had said tauntingly when news of her having won a scholarship place to a public school had spread round the playground. ‘You always did think a lot of yerself, Primmie Surtees. Always top of the class. Always teacher’s pet.’


    She had hotly denied the jibes, stung by their unfairness. It had made no difference. The nasty, sarcastic remarks had continued, making one thing quite clear she wasn’t going to be able to both go to Bickley High and continue to be accepted as one of the crowd in Rothehithe. Bickley High’s cream and maroon uniform set her apart far too obviously. Through no fault of her own, she was already being regarded as one of ‘them’and not one of ‘us’.


    Her overriding fear, as she saw with a sinking heart that her mother had her hat and coat on, was that her fellow pupils at Bickley High would regard her in exactly the same way. It was why she was now being so careful about the way she talked. Not because she wanted to sound posh – which was what her former friends seemed to think – but simply because she wanted to fit in and not be different.


    ‘You don’t have to come with me, Mum,’ she said, not wanting to start her first day being laughed at for having her mum with her, as if she were a five-year-old. ‘I can remember the way. I ain’t…’ She stopped herself and took a deep breath. ‘I’m not going to get lost. The school might be a long walk from the station, but it’s a straight walk.’


    ‘Maybe it is, Primmie,’ her mother said, removing an imaginary speck of dust from her school blazer, ‘but just for the first day, it’s best to be on the safe side. Now let’s get cracking or we’re goin’ to miss that bloomin’train.’


    The first thing Primmie noticed as she walked with her mother the mile and a quarter from Bickley Station to the school was the amazing number of cars zooming down the tree-lined road, all with passengers wearing Bickley High uniform. There were some other maroon-blazer-ed pupils on foot, but all of them were walking in small friendly groups – and none of them was wearing a blazer as shriekingly stiff and new as hers.


    ‘It’s quite a trek, gel, ain’t it?’ her mother said, puffing for breath as they reached the school gates. ‘Still, you’ve got young legs. As long as you don’t miss the train in the morning, you’ll be tickety-boo.’


    The school was long and low, with lots of large windows. The gravelled area in front of it, too, was large. It had to be, as car after car swept through the gates, crunching to a halt and disgorging two or three or even four girls at a time.


    ‘I think you should go now, Mum,’ Primmie said as a white Zodiac pulled on to the gravel within feet of them. ‘None of the other mothers are hanging around.’


    ‘W-e-ll, that’s p’raps because none of the other girls are new,’ her mother said uncertainly, overawed by the sheer number of girls now thronging the area in front of the school.


    ‘Geraldine is new,’ a well-spoken voice said suddenly from just behind them. ‘And I’m not going to stay with her. I’m driving back into Bickley High Street. Would you like a lift?’


    The speaker was the driver of the Zodiac. She was a dark, vital, casually dressed woman who looked years too young to have a daughter of eleven.


    ‘Oh, that’s very kind of you, I’m sure, but I couldn’t possibly …’


    Well aware of how deep her mother’s discomfiture was and also aware that if her mother didn’t accept the offer she would probably still be hovering around her when morning assembly began, Primmie said forcefully, ‘Of course you can, Mum. That’s very kind of you, Mrs …?’


    ‘Mrs Grant. Jacqueline Grant. And my daughter is Geraldine. She isn’t very happy at being here this morning …?’


    ‘Primmie,’ Primmie said as Mrs Grant waited enquiringly for her name. ‘Primmie Surtees.’


    ‘And so if you would keep an eye on her for me, Primmie, I’d be very grateful.’


    Geraldine Grant didn’t look as if she would suffer anyone keeping an eye on her. Tall and skinny, her hair was cut in a short bob and was night-black and so shiny it looked like silk. Her eyes were dark, too, wide spaced and thick lashed. As she caught Primmie looking at her, she flashed her a dazzling smile and then, behind her mother’s back, rolled her eyes to heaven so expressively that it took all Primmie’s self-control to fight down a fit of the giggles.


    ‘Yes, Mrs Grant, I’ll do my best,’ she said, struggling to keep a straight face.


    The minute Primmie’s mother began awkwardly to get in the car and her own mother slid again behind the driving wheel, Geraldine said as if they’d been friends for years, ‘Well, thank goodness we’re on our own. What’s Primmie short for?’


    ‘Primrose.’ Primmie suddenly felt shy. ‘It’s a bit old-fashioned and so I prefer to be called Primmie.’


    ‘I’m not surprised,’ Geraldine said with wry frankness, ‘though the name suits you. You’ve got fair hair and green eyes and so with a bit of imagination I suppose you could be said to look primrosey.’


    Geraldine flashed her another radiant smile and slid her arm companionably through hers. ‘Come on, Primmie Surtees, let’s find out where we’re supposed to be. I didn’t want to come here, did you? I wanted to go to Benenden.’


    Primmie’s eyebrows shot high. ‘Benenden, where Princess Anne went?’


    ‘Yes, but not because she went there, but because it’s in Sussex and that’s where my cousin Francis lives.’


    As they were talking, they were making their way through the throng towards the school’s main entrance. Suddenly there was the sound of a commotion behind them and they turned round just in time to see a powerfully built man slam the driver’s door of a powder-blue Rolls Royce behind him and stride across to a dark-green Volkswagen.


    ‘Are you bloody blind!’ he was thundering to the Volkswagen’s driver. ‘You’ve smashed my wing mirror and come damn near to scraping the side of my car!’


    That he was the owner of the Rolls and not a chauffeur was obvious from his Crombie overcoat and the half-smoked cigar he tossed to the ground as the driver’s door of the Volkswagen opened and an attractive blond-haired man in his mid-thirties stepped out on to the gravel.


    ‘Mea culpa,’ he said a little sheepishly. ‘Here’s my card. Send me the bill for a new mirror. Best not to lose our tempers in front of so many young people, eh?’


    His spare build and the way he was dressed, a much-worn tweed jacket with leather elbow patches, grey flannels and brown suede shoes, was in marked contrast to the other man’s flashy ostentation. When the cigar had been tossed aside there had been the glint of gold on his little finger as well as round his wrist. It had looked more like a bracelet that a wristwatch and Primmie felt her interest deepening. In the part of south-east London she came from, Crombie overcoats and gold jewellery were the signature of villains and the man in question was certainly built like a villain – and had a villain’s threatening attitude, as well.


    ‘Don’t tell me how I should be behaving, pal,’ he was saying now, stabbing the driver of the Volkswagen in the chest with a stubby finger. ‘Because I don’t take kindly to it.’


    All round them shocked mothers were hurrying their daughters away from the fracas and towards the shallow steps leading to the school’s main entrance. Standing on the top step, and with no parent to chivvy them inside, Primmie and Geraldine continued to watch the scene with fascinated interest.


    ‘And I don’t take kindly to being poked in the chest,’ they could hear the Volkswagen’s driver say steelily. Despite his narrow shoulders, he was beginning to look far less diffident and it occurred to Primmie that her first day at Bickley High might very well be about to kick off with fisticuffs in the school car park. As the thought flashed through her mind, rear doors of the Volkswagen and the Rolls opened simultaneously.


    From the Volkswagen a diminutive red-haired girl tumbled into view, yelling, ‘Don’t you dare talk to my father like that, you horrid person!’ From the Rolls, a plump, fair-haired girl emerged. With obvious reluctance and deep embarrassment she walked across to her father, taking hold of his arm, saying pleadingly, ‘Please, Daddy. Don’t go on about it any more. People are looking.’


    Amazingly, the intervention seemed to do the trick. Mr Nasty ceased his finger-jabbing and with a last threatening glare at Mr Nice turned away from him, giving his attention, instead, to his mortified daughter.


    ‘Shame,’ Geraldine said as she and Primmie also turned round and began walking into the school’s spacious entrance hall. ‘I thought there was going to be a fight. It would have been the most enormous fun, wouldn’t it?’


    ‘You’re only saying that because you’ve never seen one,’ Primmie said chidingly. ‘Real fights aren’t like fights in films, you know. They’re ugly and frightening.’


    Geraldine’s sloe-dark eyes blazed with interest. ‘You’ve seen fights, Primmie Surtees? Where on earth do you come from?’


    ‘Rotherhithe.’


    There was no time to say anymore because an official-looking woman was holding up a large placard on which was written ALL NEW GIRLS LINE UP HERE, PLEASE and, underneath in smaller letters, NO TALKING.


    The queue was already fairly long and as she and Geraldine attached themselves to the end of it, as did the diminutive girl with the mop of spicy red hair.


    ‘I thought your father was great,’ Geraldine said to her, ignoring the instruction not to talk and breaking the ice immediately, just as she had done with Primmie. ‘A lot of people wouldn’t have kept their temper as he did. Primmie,’ she gave a nod of her head in Primmie’s direction, ‘thinks the driver of the Rolls is a nouveau riche from the East End.’


    ‘I never said any such thing!’ Primmie protested, scandalized.


    ‘Silence, please!’ the woman holding the placard thundered.


    ‘And what’s a noovo reesh?’ Primmie persisted, lowering her voice to a whisper. ‘A criminal?’


    ‘No, idiot.’ Geraldine gave a gurgle of laughter, uncaring of the glare she received from the woman at the head of the column they had formed. ‘It’s someone who’s come into money and has no taste – or, in this case, no manners.’


    ‘We are now going to file silently into the Grand Hall for assembly,’ the woman said, shooting Geraldine a look to kill. ‘After assembly you will then re-form in a line to be taken to your form rooms and given an introductory talk.’


    ‘I don’t like the sound of form rooms, plural,’ Geraldine said as their column began to move off. ‘It means we may be split up if we don’t keep together. Let’s stick close, shall we? I’m Geraldine Grant and this is Primmie Surtees.’


    ‘Kiki Lane,’ the red-haired girl said and then, as they entered a huge hall already filled with line after line of dutifully silent pupils, ‘And why does Primmie know about the East End? Is that where she’s from? Is it why she speaks with a Cockney accent?’


    Primmie’s reaction was drowned as five hundred voices launched into a spirited rendering of ‘Jerusalem’.


    No hymnbooks were used and Primmie, who had never sung the song before, was at a loss.


    ‘And did tho-ose feet, in ancie-nt ti-me,’ Geraldine was singing in cut-glass tones beside her. ‘Walk upon Eng-land’s moun-tains green.’


    It was Kiki Lane’s voice that was the real surprise, though. Strong and rich and with perfect pitch, it sent tingles down Primmie’s spine. Deciding that anyone who could sing so stunningly deserved forgiving for the remark about her accent, Primmie hummed along as best she could, looking round the vast hall with interest as she did so.


    Enormous polished boards hung on the walls, bearing lists of names of former pupils in gold lettering, along with the dates they had attended Bickley as well as their eventual scholastic achievements on leaving university. On another wall was a reproduction of Jean-Francois Millet’s The Angelus and, several yards down from it, a reproduction of Sir John Everett Millais’Ophelia.


    Turning her head to look behind her to see if there were any more pictures, she saw the plump fair-haired girl whose father had behaved so appallingly to Kiki’s father. She wasn’t singing the words of the hymn, either, but somehow Primmie didn’t think it was because she didn’t know them, but because she’d been crying – and looked as if, at any second, she would begin crying again. Her eyes were red rimmed and she was clutching a sodden handkerchief in one hand. Having obviously entered the hall late, she was standing at the far end of the rear row, looking so miserable that Primmie’s heart went out to her. It hadn’t, after all, been her fault that her father had behaved as he had.


    As she turned her head away she saw out of the corner of her eye that the girls further along the rear row were nudging each other and making whispered comments that were quite clearly about the new girl and, equally clearly, were spitefully unkind.


    ‘Till we have built Jer-u-salem,’ Kiki and Geraldine were singing at full belt, ‘in England’s green and pleasant la-and.’


    Fifteen minutes later, when assembly had been dismissed, they and the rest of the new girls had been divided into two groups and led off towards two separate classrooms.


    ‘So far so good,’ Geraldine said as they remained steadfastly together. ‘We’re the only three in this group who haven’t come up from the Lower School, did you know that? It means we’ll never fit in with the rest of them and why should we try? I’m only here because I didn’t get a place at Benenden. I’m guessing you’re here on a non-fee-paying scholarship, right?’


    Primmie nodded, happy to have her non-fee-paying status out in the open where her two new friends were concerned.


    ‘And what about you, Kiki?’ Geraldine asked as, bringing up the rear of their group of twenty or so, they finally reached the light and airy classroom that was apparently going to be their form room. ‘Why did you opt for Bickley High?’


    Kiki gave a rude snort. ‘I didn’t. I wanted to go to stage school but Daddy said no way, not until I’d got what he calls a proper education. He’s a doctor,’ she added as everyone in front of them began selecting desks and sitting at them. ‘He thinks I’ve got the brains to be a doctor too, and I probably have, but I don’t want to be one.’


    ‘Let’s take three desks at the back,’ Geraldine said, indicating the still half-empty back row as it became apparent that if they didn’t they weren’t going to be able to have desks next to each other. ‘So what is it you want to be, Kiki? An actress?’


    ‘A singer. A rock singer.’


    ‘Would you three girls at the back please have the good manners to be silent,’ the woman who had formed them into a column before leading them into the school hall now said, glaring freezingly at Geraldine, who seemed incapable of lowering her voice to a discreet whisper. ‘My name is Mrs Sweeting and I am your form mistress for the next year. Now, before I give you the introductory talk, can you please tell the rest of the form your names, starting with the girl in the bottom left-hand corner and continuing along each row until we reach the girl seated at the top right-hand corner. I’m well aware that the majority of you have come up from the prep department and already know each other, but I do not know you as yet and neither do any of the girls who have come here from other prep departments.’


    ‘Or Rotherhithe Juniors,’ Kiki whispered wickedly to Primmie, making her grin.


    ‘Samantha Wade-Benbridge,’ an affectedly languid voice said from the front of the class. ‘Lauren Colefax,’ the girl seated next to her said. Other names came thick and fast. ‘Mirabel Des Vaux.’ ‘Sophie Menzies.’ ‘Beatrice Strachan.’


    The door opened, bringing the litany to a halt. ‘I’m sorry to interrupt, Mrs Sweeting,’ a lady Primmie recognized as being the school secretary said as she entered the room, ‘but the group numbers are uneven and in order to correct them this young lady, Artemis Lowther, has been taken out of Miss Roberts’s class and will, instead, be with you.’


    The girl in question was the plump, fair-haired girl, who looked even more distressed now than she had when in assembly.


    There was an outbreak of giggling from the front of the classroom and Primmie could hear someone say in a loud whisper: ‘It’s her. The girl with the thuggish father.’


    Standing a few feet behind the school secretary and in full view of the entire class, Artemis flushed a deep, ugly red.


    Primmie wasn’t remotely surprised. Her one fear, until an hour or so ago, had been that she wouldn’t be able to make friends at Bickley High; that she wouldn’t be able to fit in. Thanks to Geraldine and to Kiki, that was a fear she no longer had. Artemis Lowther, though, was suffering exactly the kind of torments she had feared she would suffer, not because she spoke differently or because she was a non-fee-paying scholarship girl, but because her father’s behaviour had singled her out as being someone to be ridiculed.


    ‘Thank you, Mrs Bridges,’ Mrs Sweeting said as, her errand accomplished, the secretary left the room. ‘And now, Artemis, if you would take a desk on the back row please, we will continue with what we were doing.’


    The only spare desk on the back row was the desk next to Kiki.


    In an agony of embarrassment Artemis Lowther made no attempt to move and the situation wasn’t helped by Kiki sucking in her breath and then saying fiercely in a low voice, ‘No way. Not till hell freezes over.’


    It was a remark that Mrs Sweeting, lifting up the lid of her desk, mercifully did not hear. Artemis did, though, and so did everyone else. As the red stain in Artemis’s cheeks spread and deepened and as there was a fresh outbreak of barely suppressed giggling, Primmie said urgently to Kiki, ‘Give her a break, Kiki. What her dad said to your dad wasn’t her fault. And she’s like us. She hasn’t come up from the prep department. No one knows her.’


    ‘They do now,’ Geraldine interjected dryly.


    Mrs Sweeting slammed down her desk lid. ‘Artemis Lowther, please do as you are asked and take your place at the spare desk in the back row and will the three girls seated at the left-hand side of the back row be silent.’


    With a deeply disgruntled sigh Kiki raised her hands palms outwards, in a pax sign, to signify to Artemis that she wasn’t going to cause a scene if she took her place at the desk next to hers. Primmie shot Artemis the widest, most sympathetic smile possible and Geraldine, ignoring Mrs Sweeting’s strictures with careless contempt, said, ‘I think our little band has just increased in number, Primmie. For better or for worse, it’s not going to be the three of us. It’s going to be the four of us.’


  

    

      Chapter Five

    


    July 1966


    Kiki opened her eyes, looked at her bedside clock and saw with relief that there was another half an hour to go before she needed to get up. In the bed a few feet away from her, Primmie continued to breathe deeply, still fast asleep.


    Kiki put her hands behind her head, thinking about the day ahead. It was Friday, thank God. Tonight there was Ready, Steady, Go on the television and it was an event she looked forward to all week. Her singing voice was miles better than most of those who appeared on the programme and she longed for the day when she, too, would make her name as a pop star by appearing on it.


    ‘Are you awake, Primmie?’ she asked, wanting to share her good mood with her.


    A slight snore was the only response.


    She stared at her friend in disbelief. How Primmie could sleep so soundly, never waking until their alarm rang, was beyond her. ‘She sleeps the sleep of the righteous,’ her father would say about Primmie, always with fond amusement in his voice.


    Kiki swung her legs out of bed, marvelling, not the for the first time, at how much nicer things had been at home since Primmie had begun staying at Petts Wood from Monday to Friday.


    ‘Of course she can stay here during the week,’ her father had said when she had explained to him Primmie’s problem – that not only was the journey from Rotherhithe to Bickley High a long one, but leaving and returning home every day in her distinctive school uniform was causing difficulties for her with her former friends in Rotherhithe.


    And so for the past four years she and Primmie had lived almost as sisters.


    She padded barefoot across deep carpet to the window, reflecting that her father did do his best to keep her happy. Recently she’d begun calling him by his Christian name, explaining that now she was fifteen she found ‘Daddy’too babyish, ‘Dad’too common and ‘Father’too stuffy. She’d expected there to be a battle about it and, truth to tell, had been looking forward to one, but he’d merely laughed and said that if she wanted to call him Simon it was all right by him.


    Pulling back the curtains she pushed the already opened window even further open and leaned as far out as possible.


    It was a glorious morning and the scent from the Albertine rose that grew up the wall to the left of her window and the honeysuckle that scrambled up the wall to the right of it was as heady as a drug. Beyond the long rolling vista of the immaculately kept lawn, a heat haze hovered over the woods and the far distant view of the Weald. It was a view she was too familiar with to rhapsodize over, as Primmie always did, but even she, who longed only for central London and Tin Pan Alley and clubs and coffee bars, had to admit that it was pretty breathtaking.


    Her father, of course, loved the fact that Primmie thought their garden – and the view from it – so magical. ‘Where’s Primmie? In the garden? It’s nice to have someone so appreciative of it,’ he’d say, coming in from evening surgery and dropping his doctor’s bag in the hall. Five minutes later, after checking whether her mother was slightly tipsy, very tipsy or just plain sozzled, he would be changing out of his suit and into an old sweater and pair of shabby corduroys, all set for a therapeutic hour of gardening.


    ‘Isn’t it a bit embarrassing at times, having Primmie living with you when your mother’s on a bender?’ Geraldine had once asked her in her forthright fashion.


    It hadn’t been a question she’d taken offence at. Between Geraldine, Primmie, Artemis and herself there were no secrets where their respective home lives were concerned. All three of her friends knew that her mother drank too much.


    ‘It’s OK. It isn’t a problem,’ she had said to Geraldine. ‘Things are much better at home when Primmie is with us. There aren’t the arguments there used to be. If Mummy’s tipsy when Simon comes home, he doesn’t get upset the way he used to. And Primmie is great. Nothing ever embarrasses her. There was a phone call not long since from the local supermarket manager saying Mummy was “distressed” and in need of being escorted home. What he meant, of course, was that she’d been drinking and was causing a scene. If I’d gone to haul her off home the scene would have become twice as horrendous – we’d have been shrieking at each other like fishwives. Primmie, though, behaves as if Mummy being drunk is nothing to get excited about, and Mummy’s never abusive or aggressive towards her – which she might be if it were me or Simon trying to deal with her.’


    ‘Interesting,’ Geraldine had said, and had then changed the subject to the one that dominated most of their conversations; boys – and how to attract them.


    That their parents would all have pink fits if they knew just how boy-fixated they were was, Kiki reflected, the only thing their parents had in common. Artemis’s father would, they had all generally agreed, lay violent hands on any boy he caught taking his precious only daughter out on a date. Geraldine had been of the opinion that it was her her father would lay violent hands on if he caught her out with a boy at fifteen and Primmie had said that if she were caught she would never be allowed to sleep away from home again.


    She turned away from the window in order to turn off the alarm of her bedside clock before it shrilled into life and then threw one of her pillows on to Primmie’s bed.


    ‘Hey, Dormouse,’ she said, impatiently. ‘Wake up, it’s seven thirty, it’s Friday and I’ve got plans for the four of us.’


    Primmie groaned and humped herself a little further under the bedcovers. Kiki unceremoniously tugged them off her. ‘What say we organize a night of freedom for tomorrow?’


    Primmie swung her legs to the floor and pushed a tangle of mousy curls away from her face. ‘How? I’ll be in Rotherhithe.’


    ‘You don’t have to be.’


    Kiki padded barefoot into the en-suite bathroom. ‘It’s the sixth form school play tomorrow night.’ She turned on a cold tap and squeezed toothpaste on to a toothbrush. ‘If you say you want to go to it, it’ll be the perfect excuse for your sleeping here an extra night.’


    ‘But I don’t want to go to it.’


    Kiki’s response, as she spat and gargled into the sink, was, perhaps fortunately, unintelligible.


    ‘And Geraldine and Artemis won’t want to go to it either,’ Primmie continued, shedding her pyjamas and stepping into the shower. ‘It’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream and I saw them at rehearsal the other week when I had to stay behind for tennis practice.’ She turned the shower on, revelling in the pleasure of it. Even after living so long at the Lanes’, there were still some things she was unable to take for granted. ‘They were dreadful,’ she said, speaking more loudly so that Kiki would be able to hear her over the sound of the water. ‘Truly.’


    ‘Lord, but you’re dense!’ Kiki wiped her mouth on a towel and paused long enough in front of the mirror to see if her breasts were making much of an impression against the thin cotton of her pyjama top. They weren’t. ‘The school play would just be the excuse for your sleeping over on Saturday night. We wouldn’t actually go to the silly, sodding thing. Simon’s at a conference over the weekend. It’s an ideal weekend for arranging for Geraldine and Artemis to sleep over with us because when he’s away Mummy always takes advantage and has a binge and she won’t have a clue what time we come home. Savvy?’


    ‘Y-e-s.’ Doubtfully Primmie stepped out of the shower so that Kiki could step into it. ‘But it’s a bit deceitful, isn’t it? I mean we’re all going to have to lie, aren’t we?’


    Kiki closed her eyes in exasperation and began soaping herself, wondering why it was she was still so flat chested when even Primmie was wearing a bra and Artemis’s cup size was an awesome 36C.


    ‘No, we’re not, Primmie,’ she said, with as much patience as she could summon. ‘We all four tell our parents that it’s the sixth form play on Saturday – and you three then ask if it’s OK for you to sleep at my house. None of us will have said that we’re going to the play. It will just be assumed that we are. So we won’t have fibbed at all. Get it?’


    ‘It’s a great wheeze,’ Geraldine said later that morning as they all four made their way to the science laboratory. ‘We’ll all have to leave home wearing school uniform, though. It’s obligatory for any school event and all our parents know that.’


    ‘Just hide some trendy gear in with your night things.’ Kiki flashed a wicked grin. ‘We’ll stow them in a couple of carrier bags and change in the loos at Bickley Station. Easy peasy.’


    ‘And then where will we go?’ Breathlessly Artemis heaved her pile of science textbooks from one arm to the other, struggling not to be left behind as they clattered up the steep flight of stairs leading to the science laboratory.


    ‘We’ll cruise the coffee bars in Bromley High Street.’ Kiki looked across at Geraldine. ‘You OK with that, Geraldine? All the boys from Dulwich College and St Dunstan’s hang out there and there’s live music in the Two Zeds coffee bar – and that I really want to check out.’


    That evening Kiki threw the doors of her wardrobe wide and stood in front of its contents in deep thought.


    The trouble was that though she had clothes aplenty they were all clothes her mother deemed suitable for her age, which meant they were entirely unsuitable for her purpose. She dragged an Op Art sleeveless shift dress out, wondering if she could get away with slicing three inches off its length. The zigzag patterning was in stark black and white – a sophistication she’d had to fight hard for – and if she wore it with her black knee-high boots and her black leather baker-boy beret she might just look sufficiently groovy to pass as an up-and-coming pop star.


    She was still standing in front of her open wardrobe, pondering whether if she sliced three inches off the bottom of her dress she would be able to successfully re-hem it, when her mother walked into the room and sat down heavily on the bed.


    ‘Wha’are you doing, darling?’ she asked, her speech already slurred. ‘You’re not going out tonigh’, are you? I thought the school play was tomorrow nigh’?’


    ‘It is.’ Kiki closed her wardrobe door, fiercely hoping there’d been no sign of inebriation in her mother’s voice when, a little earlier in the evening, she had responded to Artemis’s mother’s query as to whether it really was all right for Artemis to sleep over on Saturday night.


    ‘Then come and keep me company downstairs,’ her mother said, sounding abjectly forlorn.


    ‘OK. But you have to watch Ready, Steady, Go with me.’


    ‘I always do watch it,’ her mother said, surprising the socks off her. ‘Cathy McGowan reminds me of Primmie. She’s always so bright and zesty.’


    Kiki, usually always moody and sulky in both her parents’ presence, erupted into giggles. Long-haired Cathy McGowan was known as Queen of the Mods and that was hardly a title that fitted Primmie.


    ‘Come on, Mummy,’ she said, drawing her mother to her feet and sliding her arm companionably through hers, an action so alien she couldn’t remember when last she’d done it. ‘You know what Cathy McGowan always says when the programme begins. The weekend starts here!’


    ‘Evening, Mrs Lane. Thank you for letting us stay the night,’ Artemis and Geraldine chanted in unison as they trooped into the house a little after six o’clock the following day, each carrying an overnight bag.


    ‘That’s fine,’ Kiki’s mother responded, far more animated than usual, ‘there’s no problem as long as you don’t want me to go with you to the play. An amateur production of A Midsummer Night’s Dream is a joy I can easily forego.’


    Laughing and saying nothing, in order not to have to blatantly lie about their plans for the evening, they clattered up the stairs after Kiki.


    ‘Where’s Primmie? Isn’t she here yet?’ Artemis asked as she dumped her overnight bag on one of the twin beds.


    ‘Nope. We’re meeting her at Bickley Station at half past six. What have you brought to wear, Artemis? We need to look as if we’re seventeen if the evening’s to be a success.’


    Artemis clicked open her overnight bag, turfed out a pair of pyjamas and, from beneath them, rather hesitantly lifted out a sleeveless, fuchsia-pink mini-dress. ‘It’s a Mary Quant,’ she said before anyone ventured an opinion. ‘Daddy bought it for me to wear at my cousin’s christening. It isn’t micro-short, but it is OK, isn’t it? I mean, I will look at least seventeen wearing it, won’t I?’


    ‘It’s ravishing,’ Geraldine said, adroitly fudging the issue of exactly how Artemis, whose legs were just as plump as the rest of her body, was going to look wearing it.


    Artemis, always anxious for Geraldine’s opinion, beamed with relief. Behind Artemis’s back, Kiki pulled an agonized face. Artemis was quite obviously going to look a disaster and Primmie almost certainly would look no better, though for different reasons.


    ‘I did offer to lend Primmie something to wear,’ she said now to Geraldine, ‘but she wouldn’t have it. She said she had a new crocheted top with a scalloped neckline.’


    ‘And what is she going to wear it with?’ Geraldine asked dryly, well aware, as all three of them were, that money for clothes was in short supply in the Surtees household. ‘Her school skirt?’


    ‘Probably.’ There was irritation in Kiki’s voice. Why Primmie was so adamant about not borrowing any of her clothes she couldn’t imagine. It made no sense. And if Primmie turned up at the Two Zeds looking like a fifteen-year-old schoolgirl then the rest of them were going to find it exceedingly difficult to pass as seventeen-year-olds, no matter how stylish their clothes or how much make-up they wore.


    ‘Are we really going to have to put our clothes in carrier bags when we leave the house?’ Artemis asked, fretting over yet another aspect of their evening of freedom. ‘If my dress is put in a carrier bag it’ll get terribly creased.’


    Kiki sucked in her breath, about to blow her top at such nit-picking carping.


    ‘It’ll be OK if it’s folded properly,’ Geraldine said swiftly. ‘And I’ll do the folding, so take that anxious look off your face or you’ll get frown lines, Artemis.’


    As Artemis rushed to take a look at her forehead in the dressing-table mirror, Kiki gave a hoot of laughter, her irritation vanishing. ‘I bet we wouldn’t have to go through all this palaver if we lived in Rotherhithe,’ she said, flopping down on the bed next to Geraldine. ‘Primmie only has to endure it because we do. She says all the friends she went to junior school with go out at night pretty much when they want to – and not only are there more coffee bars in Rotherhithe than there are in Bromley, but there’s a working men’s club there as well.’


    ‘A working men’s club?’ Artemis turned away from the mirror. ‘A working men’s club? Why on earth would you be interested in a place like that?’


    ‘Because if you’re with a member they let you in under the age of eighteen,’ Geraldine said, intervening between the two of them yet again. ‘And because they have entertainment, singers and comedians …’


    ‘And amateur singers and comedians,’ Kiki said, bouncing from the bed, impatient for it to be time for them to set off to meet Primmie. ‘In the north, amateur singers can become very well known by singing in their local club. Here, the only place there’s a remote chance of being able to get up and sing is in a couple of coffee bars in Bromley. Which is why tonight is so important. There’ll be live music tonight at the Two Zeds, and whatever the group playing there I’m going to do a number with them.’


    ‘But they’ll have a singer, won’t they?’ Artemis, as usual, sounded bewildered. ‘Why would they let you sing with them when they’ll have a singer already?’


    ‘Because I’m going to sing with them whether they want me to or not.’


    ‘And what if they throw you – and us – out?’ Geraldine asked, an eyebrow quirked.


    Kiki’s grin almost split her cat-like face in two. ‘They won’t do that, Geraldine. Not when they hear me. Tonight is going to be a historic occasion. Tonight, Kiki Lane is going to make her public debut, even if she has to chain herself to the mike in order to do so. It’s going to be a blast and absolutely, utterly, searingly unforgettable!’


  

    

      Chapter Six

    


    The evening at the Two Zeds had certainly been everything Kiki had promised it would be. Even two weeks later the memory of it was, for Artemis, sickeningly vivid.


    She yanked off the dress she had put on only five minutes earlier, searching her wardrobe for something that would make her look less fat, wondering why, when she was about to go with her father and Primmie to see a show in the West End, she was again brooding about what she always thought of as ‘the Bromley nightmare’. It hadn’t started off disastrously, despite her tension and nerves. At first, when they’d changed out of their school uniforms in the loos at Bickley Station, it had been fun. Giggling fit to burst they’d tarted themselves up with all the make-up they’d been able to lay their hands on. Geraldine’s contribution had been her mother’s lipstick and her mother’s perfume. The perfume had been OK, but the lipstick had been bright red and crashingly old-fashioned.


    Geraldine hadn’t thought it old-fashioned, though. When she and Kiki and Primmie had opted for the Max Factor pearlized pink lipstick that Kiki had bought out of her spending money, with Kiki rudely telling Geraldine that she couldn’t wear the red, because only old women wore red, Geraldine had merely quirked her eyebrow and said, ‘Really, Kiki? Just watch me.’


    Hauling a tapestry skirt out of her wardrobe in the hope that she might look less of a porker in it than she had in the dress, Artemis wondered why it was she could never respond to Kiki’s acidly sharp remarks in the languid, indifferent way Geraldine always did. No one, not even Kiki, ever got the better of Geraldine. And when the four of them had finished plastering make-up on, it had been Geraldine – who had been much lighter-handed with it than the rest of them – who had looked head-turningly sensational.


    Kiki had looked mesmerizingly hip – which was the effect she had wanted. Wearing knee-length black boots, a black and white zigzag-patterned shift dress given extra shape by the cotton wool stuffed down the bra she’d borrowed from Geraldine, a black leather baker-boy beret on her flame-red hair and with her eyes soot-dark with the help of lashings of black eye liner and mascara, she had looked years older than her actual age.


    She, Artemis, had also looked years older than she was and, until they had reached the Two Zeds, she had thought she looked sensational. Her fuchsia-pink mini-dress was an original Mary Quant – and how many people in Bromley coffee bars were wearing one of those? She’d got electric-blue eye shadow on her eyelids and had borrowed a pair of her mother’s bat-wing false eyelashes, which Primmie had glued on for her. Her hair had been long enough for her to anchor high on the top of her head and then back-comb into a chignon of large looped curls held in place by hairpins. She’d been wearing fairly high-heeled sandals, and, of all of them, she felt that she definitely looked the most sophisticated and that her fears of being left on the sidelines, if they should achieve their aim of meeting up with some boys from St Dunstan’s or Dulwich College, were groundless.


    There hadn’t been any boys from St Dunstan’s or Dulwich College there, though – and with good reason. Packing the Two Zeds to capacity and spilling noisily out on to the pavement had been a whole convoy of bikers. Chrome-encrusted Harley Davidsons had jammed either side of the High Street and the rock music blasting from the inside of the coffee bar had been deafening. To say that it hadn’t been what she had been expecting was the understatement of the year. She’d been hoping to meet a boy who went to one of the two public schools in the area. Instead, she’d been faced with a situation so appalling she’d completely panicked, coming to a dead halt, struggling for breath like a beached fish.


    ‘Come on, Artemis,’ Kiki had said exasperatedly, pulling on her arm so hard a scattering of hairpins had flown loose. ‘We’re supposed to be making a sensational entrance.’


    ‘I’m not going in there!’ she’d gasped in strangulated horror. ‘Not when it’s full of all those … those …’


    ‘Bikers?’ Geraldine had finished for her, helpfully. ‘I can’t say I like the look of them myself, Artemis. Why don’t we go somewhere else, Kiki? There’s another coffee bar further down the High Street. I don’t suppose it’ll have live music, but there’s a jukebox and it’ll be groovy in a way Artemis and Primmie can cope with.’


    As she buckled the belt of her tapestry skirt, Artemis remembered how grateful she’d been that Geraldine had made it obvious that Primmie, too, was just as horrified as she was by the sight of the dozens of fearsome-looking youths milling about on the pavement.


    ‘Oh, thank you, Geraldine Grant,’ Kiki had said with sarcastic venom. ‘Thank you very much! Can I remind the three of you why we’re here? We’re here so that I can get up and sing with a group and strut my stuff. Singing along to a jukebox isn’t on the agenda, OK?’
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