
		
			[image: Bello_JA_LastMovement.jpg]
		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		
			
			

		

	
		
			ebreak

			Joan Aiken

			LAST MOVEMENT

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			ebreak

		

	
		
			Contents

			1

			2

			3

			4

			5

			6

			7

			8

			9

			10

			11

			12

			13

		

	
		
			ebreak

			Also by Joan Aiken

			and available from Bello

			The Embroidered Sunset

			The Butterfly Picnic

			Voices in an Empty House

			Castle Barebane

			The Five-Minute Marriage

			Last Movement

			Foul Matter

			Deception

			Blackground

			Morningquest

			Jane Austen Novels

			Emma Watson: The Watsons Completed

			The Youngest Miss Ward

			Paget Family Series

			The Smile of the Stranger

			The Weeping Ash

			The Girl from Paris

		

	
		
			1

			Prelude

			The soft, hollow clunk and thomp of tennis balls, and voices calling scores, came echoing faintly across Crowbridge Park as I walked back to my flat. Evening sun sat comfortably on my shoulders. The birds were all singing like crazy creatures, because it was April and the apple trees were in bud and everything out of doors smelled new, cool, sharp, tingling with promise. I felt the same as the birds, could have sung like a crazy creature myself. I was going home for a bath and a cat nap—having been up since five that morning; then back to the Crowbridge Theatre Royal for a last couple of hours’ work on the sets and costumes of The Cherry Orchard before the curtain rose on the first-night performance. It was going to be a terrific evening, I felt in my bones. For once, the parts had all fitted like gloves over the mixed members of the Crowbridge Repertory Company; everybody, inspired with enthusiasm, had shelved feuds, forgotten differences, and worked in harmony, and the result was tight, coherent, animated, and heartbreaking. Further, it was the first time I’d been in sole charge of the scenery and costumes; fired by pride, I had worked till I was half dead. My sleep average during the past month had been about three hours per night, in spite of which I felt marvelous. For the first time in my life, I was completely fulfilled—happy—truly part of the professional group I belonged to, and, what was more, almost satisfied with the work I had done. Not quite, of course; the resources of the Crowbridge Rep were limited; but still, considering the costumes were made from all the cheapest materials we could get, polythene to hessian, and the scenery was painted on offcuts from the local do-it-yourself-furniture-kit factory, I considered the result a triumph. And so, in fact, did the rest of the company. At intervals during my three-hours-nightly sleeps, I couldn’t help waking to think adoringly of my painted cherry orchard, with its greens, greys, and whites, which exquisitely offset the black, dove-coloured, and mahogany tones of the costumes (luckily, there was also a dye factory in Crowbridge, and Rose Drew, the manager’s daughter, was our Varya). I feared that after the play had ended I would never be able to bring myself to throw out those beautiful sets, and I foresaw they’d be furnishing my flat for the next five years.

			The flat was another happiness. One room, semibasement–true; but it faced out across the park toward the golden, peeling dome of the Theatre Royal, and I had been able to afford it only since my elevation to the status of Stage-Manager-plus-props (with concomitant raise of four pounds a week); one month, to be precise. Before that, I’d shared a room and use of kitchen with Rose Drew. Now I possessed a kitchen of my own, and even a bathroom with a brass geyser and mildew on the walls. No matter; it was mine; in time I’d cover or replace the landlord’s hideous furniture with items chosen from junk shops and painted to suit my own taste. All that pleasure lay ahead! And meanwhile I could enjoy the evening sun sliding through my front window, my view of the park, and the privacy of my own dank bathroom.

			I crossed the little front garden full of languidly sprouting hydrangeas (my landlord’s; chosen presumably because they gave the least trouble, that being his line in all other departments), walked down the narrow, concreted alley at the side of the house, which led to my own front door, found my key, unlocked the door, and went in.

			On the red tiles of the small entrance hall a telegram was lying.

			I can remember exactly the way its rough yellow envelope picked up a touch of reflected light from the open, glass-paned door which led through into the living room.

			It was addressed to Priscilla Graffin, which is my name, but which startled me a good deal because, when my father died, thirteen years before, and Mother went back to using her maiden name of Meiklejohn, changing by deed poll, I had followed suit. And nobody, either at my school or in the Crowbridge Rep, had ever used my first name, which is suitable only for tombstones. Everybody called me Mike. So it brought me up sharp just to see the words, formal and frightening, on the envelope, and I picked it up with hands grown suddenly cold and sweaty, aware, too, at the same time, that the evening’s sunshine was only a trailer for spring and that my flat felt as arctic as the inside of a Deepfreeze.

			PLEASE COME TO STRETFORD HOSPITAL AT ONCE YOUR MOTHER SERIOUSLY INJURED said the impersonal, computerized letters on the rough buff paper they use for telegrams.

			It was the kind of message that, deep down, we all know that we are going to get someday—because, however much we play about with lights and furnishing materials and words of powerful dramatic significance, the world is, in fact, a nasty and ruthless place, not intended for the welfare of humans.

			I laid the telegram down on the ugly, unfunctional, varnished sideboard and began wandering about, mechanically putting things into a small overnight bag—slippers, toothbrush, money, sweater. If only I had a telephone. Engineers were coming to install one—but, knowing the G.P.O., another sixteen weeks would elapse before they arrived.

			Sixteen weeks—what would have happened by then?

			Luckily at that point it occurred to me that I might phone from my landlord’s flat upstairs. His wife was not normally accommodating, but this was an emergency, after all. So I walked out, around, and up the steps to her front door. Besides, I ought to tell her that I was going away, and leave messages about laundry, the gas-meter man, the window cleaner . . . As my brain clicked automatically through these patterns I saw the tall, coffin-shaped figure of Mrs. Charm appear behind the reeded-glass door.

			Charm: never was such an inappropriate name applied to anyone so signally lacking in it. Her pale mauve face was like an unsuccessful cake camouflaged with icing. Her damp eyes wept all the time behind gold-rimmed glasses, and her straw hair was nagged up into an inefficient, hassock-shaped pile.

			“Eh, Miss Meeklejohn?” she said in a Belfast accent you could have bent into a coat hanger. “Was it abewt the telegram, then? The boy came heerr furrst, but I tawld him ye werr the grround-floor—”

			“Yes, that’s it,” I cut in quickly—she was capable of going on for a long time yet—”It said that my mother’s been injured in an accident, and I have to go to Stretford Hospital—I was wondering if I could use your phone?”

			“Oh, how tairrible!” she was all fussy solicitude at once, very self-important with it. She ushered me to the phone, which perched precariously on a gruesome little glass occasional table among their tight-packed furniture. “Was it a car crash, then?”

			I hadn’t got as far as wondering about this. “Do you know where Stretford is?” I asked while waiting for Directory Inquiries to answer. Mrs. Charm had never even heard of Stretford. “I dew hope it’s not tew far,” she said unctuously.

			As my mother was headmistress of a large comprehensive school in the Midlands, where the accident had presumably taken place, and as Crowbridge is on the south coast, I thought her hope was probably vain.

			Directory Inquiries answered at last and found me the number of the hospital. I got through to them after the usual interminable delays filled with clicks and warblings and long periods of total silence.

			“Is that Stretford Hospital? May I have the casualty ward, please?”

			Connected with Casualties after another lengthy wait, I was lucky enough to get an intelligent-sounding, clear-spoken voice.

			“Sister Crouch here, Casualty? What do you wish to know?”

			I said, “M-my name is Meiklejohn. I had a telegram about my mother, Mrs. Barbara Meiklejohn—”

			“Meiklejohn? Thought your name was Graffin. Sorry about the slip-up. I’m very glad you rang.” The voice became slightly reproachful. “We tried to contact you but you don’t seem to be on the phone.”

			“No, I’m not. Is she—what did—how is my mother?”

			“It’s too early to say yet. They operated this afternoon at half past four.”

			“Operated? What happened to her?”

			“A roof fell on her.”

			“?”

			“The school gymnasium roof, I understand. She suffered from a head injury . . . Where are you phoning from, Miss Meiklejohn?”

			“I’m in Kent. I’ve only just got home and found your telegram.”

			“I think you should come here as soon as possible,” Sister Crouch said.

			Her voice was kind, human, sympathetic, but it frightened me to my roots. The relationship between Mother and myself was not a warm one, but we were each other’s only relative; the prospect of a world without her seemed bleak indeed.

			I dared not ask for any further details. My voice was only just under control—and I could feel the silent presence of Mrs. Charm, ghoulishly attentive, just behind my shoulder.

			I said, “Wh-where is Stretford Hospital? How do I get to you?”

			The sister seemed surprised at my ignorance but said, “You take a train from King’s Cross. The fast trains take two hours.”

			“Thank you. I have to get up to London first, so I’m afraid I shan’t be able to make it under four or five hours. Can you tell—is m-my mother conscious?”

			“Not at present. If she does become conscious, I will tell her that you are on your way.”

			“Thank you, Sister,” I said humbly, but she had rung off already.

			“Eh, ye have tew go all the way up thrrough London, that’s tairrible,” said Mrs. Charm. “Why don’t ye rring for a taxi to take ye tew the station while ye’re heerr?”

			That struck me as a good suggestion and an unusually kind thought. I did so.

			But then Mrs. Charm rather spoiled the effect by saying, “Don’t trrouble to pay me for the calls now, Miss Meeklejohn—I’ll pewt them on yer rent bewk. Was it a car crash, then?” she asked hopefully.

			“No—a roof fell on her,” I said, and escaped, leaving her popeyed.

			The taxi had said it would take twelve minutes to reach Parkside Villas, so I had time to finish my packing. Then, coming over faint and queer, I drank a cup of water and collapsed into one of my two repulsive armchairs. They were from the art-deco period in the thirties—dirty-grey-upholstered semirockers of a curved shape, which tilted and slid back disconcertingly when one sat down in them; the sensation of the chair doing this under me added to my sick, terrified feeling that the whole world was about to cave in under me. I gazed around the ugly, dim room, with its orange dado, vomit-coloured curtains, mustard wallpaper, and wondered if I would ever feel about it again as I had before the telegram came; my capacity to hope and plan for its regeneration seemed to have deserted me. The evening light had left the windows, and the room looked indescribably dismal.

			I heard the crunch of a taxi’s brakes in the road outside, jumped up, and hastily pushed a few last oddments into my bag, then left without a backward look. Mrs. Charm had a key to the place; let her come in after I had gone and find it untidy, as no doubt she would.

			“Will you stop at the Theatre Royal first, please?” I asked the taxi driver.

			Rickie would be there, for he lived an hour’s motorbike ride outside Crowbridge and had said that he was going to stay in the theater and take a nap in the greenroom; I could give him a message for the rest of the cast.

			I hated to wake him. He was fast asleep, curled up on a pile of leftover sacking, looking defenseless. When I shook him he sat up, tousled, rubbing his eyes; he could have been about fourteen years old. In fact he was twenty-two, six months younger than I, and highly experienced; he had been in various repertory companies since the age of sixteen.

			“What’s the row?” he said, yawning. “Anything wrong?”

			“Rickie, I can’t stay; I have to go. My mother’s been badly hurt in an accident, and I have to get halfway across England. Will you please tell the others, and say how sorry I am?”

			“Oh, my god.” He gaped at me, slowly taking this in. “Oh, how terrible, Mike!” The same words that Mrs. Charm had used, but what a difference! “You couldn’t just wait till after the—No, of course you can’t. You’d be worrying all the time. But how ever shall we manage without you?”

			“You’ll manage perfectly well.” Rickie was my assistant. In most ways he was my equal, in some my superior. But I was touched by his look of devotion as he said, “Oh, but it won’t be the same without you, Mike. It seems so unfair—Still, I can see that you’ve got to go.” He gave me a hug and said, “Poor darling. How frightful for you! Where do you have to get to?”

			“Stretford; I don’t even know where it is.”

			“Oh, I know. My grandmother lived there. It’s near Northampton. Are you on your way now?”

			“Yes, I must go. I’ve got a taxi waiting.”

			“I can’t bear that you have to miss this evening,” he said miserably.

			I couldn’t bear it much myself, so I said again, “I must go.”

			“Wait—have you eaten anything?”

			“No, but I’ll get something at King’s Cross. Tell the others how sorry I am. Say to Eve—”

			“Here, take this—” He was thrusting a greasy package into my hands. “And a paperback—I bet you haven’t got one, and the journey to Stretford takes forever—I should know—”

			I tried to decline, but he overpowered my unspirited resistance and escorted me out to the taxi. “Are you all right for cash?” he said. “How about five pounds?”

			“No, I’ve got plenty.” I’d just been paid, luckily.

			Rickie was an unimpressive figure—short, frail, and consumptive-looking, his eyes myopic behind thick pebble glasses—I’ve never met anyone kinder or more reliable. I suddenly wished he could come all the way, longed to have his considerate company on the journey. “I do hope you’ll have good news when you get there,” he said earnestly, shutting the taxi door on me.

			I nodded, bit my lip, swallowed, and said, “I’ll phone tomorrow.”

			“Yes, dor.”

			Then he went back inside—I hoped, to finish his interrupted nap.

			The journey was quite as long and horrible as I’d expected. Trains from Crowbridge to Charing Cross are mostly slow, and this one was. London was crowded and disgusting, as usual. I battled across from one main-line station to the other as fast as I could, but it was now half past nine, and the tube trains were dismally infrequent. At King’s Cross I found that a train was due to start for Stretford in five minutes, which seemed at first like a piece of good fortune. I hurled myself into its corridor—of course it was full and there was no seat to be had—only to have it then spend half an hour sitting two hundred yards outside King’s Cross before it hauled itself jerkily off northward. It proved to be another slow train, stopping at unheard-of, terrible little home-county stations with names like Scroop and Priddy’s End and Moleham and Gazeby-on-the-Wold—places that nobody has ever heard of and where nobody could possibly want to live.

			I was immeasurably grateful for Rickie’s large, greasy slice of bacon between two chunks of stale brown bread, as the hours went by, and I stood lurching between two strangers in the narrow, dusty corridor flavoured with cigarette butts and Coke trickles. The paperback Rickie had given me turned out to be Candide, which I knew too well and found too depressing, so I fell back on thoughts instead.

			There were plenty of them.

			I thought about how I’d feel if Mother died.

			My relationship with her had been an arm’s-length one for years; it filled me at all times with guilt, often with sorrow. Now that I was grown up and earning my own living, we saw each other rarely; I had invited her several times to productions at the Theatre Royal, but her life as headmistress of the huge Market Broughton Comprehensive School was packed tight; any space left over from her school duties seemed to be spent at educational conferences, and she had never found time to come. And I on my part went to see her for two or three dutiful weekends each year; they were strained and uncomfortable, because our interests were so different that we had practically nothing to exchange. Even her house was not the one I had grown up in. When, after Father’s death, she went back to teaching, her climb up the educational ladder, arduous, tough, but ultimately successful, had necessitated frequent moves from one school to another all over England. And I, in the meantime, had been sent off to boarding school (because she thought it would be bad for me to be in the same school where she taught). Then, later, of my own choice, I had gone to a drama school in France. Holidays, which might have been spent together, had more often than not been separate; Mother had found seminars and courses for me to attend, or she had been away on courses herself. And all these arrangements, I felt with unhappy certainty, had been made only to disguise an inner failure, the fact that Mother had no particular feeling for me, and, indeed, found me simply boring. The only real feeling she had, I was convinced, lay buried with my father and elder sister, who had died in the same year, though not together, when I was nine, long ago.

			The fact that Mother had been obliged to go through the ordeal of their deaths on her own, for I was in Greece at the time, on a visit, had increased the distance between us. If only I had been with her at that time, I often thought, our relations would be different now.

			Before Father’s unexpected death I had been sent to stay with a Greek family on the island of Dendros. This had been Father’s idea, in fact; he had spent time on Dendros during World War II, fell in love with the place, made friends, and wanted his children to share the experience. My sister, Drusilla, had gone some years earlier, but her visit had not been a success; she was delicate, hated heat, and wrote miserably, begging to come home. I, however, loved it there; I adored Father’s friends, the Aghnides family; Calliope Aghnides, who was my age, became my special friend. When Father died, Mother found herself obliged to sell our house and move to a smaller one. (Father had been a singer, and taught singing and voice production, from which he had made a good though not lavish living.) Mother wrote to the Aghnides, explaining that the move would be even more distressing if I were there, getting in the way; Drusilla could give her all the help she needed; she asked if my visit could be extended a few months longer. Of course the Aghnides, in their kind and hospitable way, invited me to remain for as long as Mother wished.

			And so the transfer from the house where I had been born and lived all my life took place when I was not there. I never entered it again. It was a big, pleasant farmhouse on the outskirts of Oxford. The loss of my father, who was kind, gay, gentle, fond of gardens, birds, and Victorian music-hall songs, together with all the familiar surroundings of my childhood—even my cat, Othello, had somehow got lost in the move—was a strangely numbing shock. I used to dream wretchedly at night of my bedroom, with the irregular beams in the ceiling and the view of the orchard; it seemed impossible to believe that I would never go to sleep in it again. (Years later, I went past the house and wondered if I dared knock at the door and ask to see inside, but courage failed me; it would have been too painful.) Strangely enough, I never dreamed about Father; it seemed as if he had sunk out of reach, down to the very bottom of my mind.

			The Aghnides were as kind as they could possibly be during this time, and I was happy in Dendros; I loved the Aghnides home, which was old and cool, with orange trees growing round its pebbled courtyard; I loved Calliope and enjoyed going to the Greek school with her; in time the pain grew less painful. But then came another pain; my sister, Drusilla, died in an accident at school on her seventeenth birthday. Mother wrote this appalling news to the Aghnides and asked again if my stay could be extended; to me she did not write at that time. I was not told then, and had never, at any later juncture, found myself able to ask Mother what kind of accident had killed Dru.

			This inability was, I suppose, a measure of the distance between Mother and myself. I knew she had preferred Dru to me. Dru was kind, reserved, serious, hard-working, wanted to become a geologist; Dru took after Mother, in fact; she had intended to go to Cambridge; whereas I, if I stayed in educational establishments for twenty years, would never have turned into an academic; I was not intelligent in that way. Also, I was sure, Dru had been a planned child, whereas I was an unexpected, inconvenient afterthought. At the age of ten I had grieved sadly for Dru, who had always been kind and loving to me, more like a third parent than a sister, because of the seven-year age gap between us; but I did not, as I had after the news of Father’s death, wish that I could go home. The prospect, the thought, of all the changes that had taken place, the idea of being alone with Mother, was too frightening.

			I acquiesced readily enough in the plan that I should stay on with the Aghnides at least until the following year. In the end, I remained in Dendros for nearly three years, and only returned to England because the Aghnides were planning a mass family visit to relatives in the U.S.A. They kindly suggested that I should go along with them, but Mother could not afford my fare, and although they offered to pay it, she could not allow herself to be beholden to them to such an extent. One of her primary qualities was a streak of granite independence. So, at last, when I was going on twelve, I returned to England. By that time the Aghnides felt like my own family; I hated to part from them, hated to leave the hot, happy island.

			It was a strange, sad return. Mother at that time was teaching history in a big school in Birmingham and had a flat near the school, so that was where I went. The flat had come furnished, so she had put all our furniture in storage and there was practically nothing in any of the three rooms to remind me of our home, save a box of my outgrown toys and books, which Mother had scrupulously saved for me. The worst part was that she and I seemed to be strangers to one another and remained so. She had arranged for me to begin the following week at a boarding school in the country, for, as she said, a flat in Birmingham was no place for a child; so, in a week, off I went, before we had had a chance to rediscover one another.

			And, during the course of the following eleven years, the chance never did seem to come up. Mother did her duty by me, but her heart was now in her career, which she pursued with stoic tenacity and resolution. I looked up to her for this, I admired her, but I found it hard to love her, except in a remote and cautious and non-reciprocal way. She was so very unresponsive. I knew that she found it hard to get on close, relaxed, affectionate terms with anybody—she was a thorough Scot, and the double tragedy had the effect of accentuating her Scottishness and turning her inward even more. I felt it must devolve on me to bridge the gap between us, for I found contacts easier to make than she did, particularly after I was out in the world and mixing with congenial colleagues. But making contact with Mother still and always defeated me. I felt myself frozen by her reserve as soon as I ventured near. Consequently I kept deferring the effort until a time when I should have gained the required age and experience.

			I hoped that I had not left it too late.

			At last the train reached Stretford—a dark, flat, greasy industrial town that smelled, in the cool night, of breweries and tanneries and hot metal; the glow from its various factories splashed the sky with murky orange. It seemed a wealthy place—at least, there were taxis, quite a few of them, still waiting after midnight in the cobbled station yard; I asked one to take me to the hospital and was glad I had, for it proved to be a fifteen-minute ride to the outskirts of the town. Stretford, apparently, sat cheek-by-jowl on the Midland plain with Market Broughton, where Mother’s school was. I could have caught a train to Market Broughton just as easily, and it would have been faster.

			Sister Crouch was still on duty in the casualty ward. She turned out to be a small, sharp-faced, sandy-haired, freckled woman, who took one look at me and said, “Eh, ye poor child, have ye been traveling ever since ye phoned me? Ye’d better come in my office and have a cup of tea and a warm-up. Yer mother’s still unconscious, so there’s no point in rushing in right away. I’m glad to have ye here, though. The time we’ll want ye is when she comes round.”

			“What happened to her?” I asked again, sipping the scalding, tasteless hospital tea.

			“It was a head injury. A beam fell on her. They had to mend a fracture in her skull and remove a clot.”

			“Was it—will she—” I gulped and began again. “What are her chances?”

			Sister Crouch gave me a hard, measuring look. “Does your mother have no other relatives—no brothers, sisters, other children at all? No parents—grandparents? Just you?”

			I nodded, terrified.

			“You’re very young,” she said. “But you look sensible, I must say. Well, I’ll tell you: the surgeon who operated thinks her chances are only about one in ten.”

			“Of surviving?”

			“Of surviving—or of getting back to normal life. But—” she raised a hand, though I had not spoken; I was staring at her numbly—“but—I don’t agree with him. Being a woman myself, I can understand better what kind of a person your mother is: I think she’s tough, she has a very strong natural resistance. I think her chance is better than that. But it may be a long, slow job. And I may be wrong. Don’t get your hopes too high. Mr. Wintersmain has a lot of experience. It all depends how she comes through the next thirty-six hours.”

			“Yes, I see.” I didn’t see much, really.

			Sister Crouch gave me a kind look and said, “You can come and see her now; then you might as well go home and get some rest.”

			Home? I thought bemusedly, following along the wide, glittering passage that smelled of warm drugs; where is home?

			Thanks, no doubt, to her status as headmistress of M. B. Comprehensive, Mother had been placed in a private room, and there she lay, flat under a white cover, her head swathed in bandages, and various tubes connecting her to bottles clamped on tripod stands beside the bed. Her face, which, I was relieved to find, had not been injured (I had been nurturing some awful fears about that), was exactly as I had often seen it: pale, rather severe, the lips pressed tightly into a firm line; a slight frown creased her forehead as if, even in the depths of her unconsciousness, she had many anxious preoccupations. Her brow looked very high, under the bandage; then it came to me that, of course, they would have had to shave her head for the operation. Poor Mother—not that she attached any importance to physical appearances; but her hair had been pretty, a pale, Scottish straw-gold which, even in her early fifties, had not shown a single strand of grey. And she always had a look of great dignity; it was sad if that had been taken from her with her hair. Oh, well; there she lay—remote, forbidding, like a helmeted crusader on his tomb, her face the colour of grey marble. I suddenly had a woeful childish longing to kneel down, bury my face in the side of the bed, and cry out, “Mother, Mother, say something to me! Tell me you love me! Tell me you’re going to be all right!”

			Instead I leaned over and gently kissed her unconscious cheek.

			Sister Crouch, looking as if she found such behaviour irrational but humanly understandable, said, “Now ye’d best go home and get some sleep.”

			Where is home? I thought again, but she went on, “I’d call a hospital car to take ye, but it’s only ten minutes from here to yer mother’s house and a walk will help ye to sleep.”

			“I—I haven’t a key to her house,” I muttered confusedly, but Sister Crouch said, “We have her bag here; it was brought in with her; I daresay there’s a key in it. When ye come in the morning, bring a little case, will ye, to take her clothes away; and I’ll give ye a list of other things that she’ll be needing. Of course we’ll phone you directly there’s any change if we think ye should come back. We have the number. It’s very lucky ye’re so near. And you call us any time, of course, if ye want to.”

			Very kind, Sister Crouch; she really wanted to do her best for me.

			She gave me Mother’s severe, executive-type, black handbag; and of course the keys were in it, along with a lot of other orderly belongings: diary, driver’s license, and various professional cards.

			Mother lived in the headmistress’ house, on the edge of the huge school complex, which, as it happened, abutted on the hospital grounds. Not an ideal arrangement from the point of view of the patients, but nineteenth-century manufacturing towns had to grow where they could.

			So I walked off through the solid Victorian suburbs with their wide streets and manufacturers’ villas, gothic-turreted and set about with cedars, araucarias, and rhododendrons, thinking how strange it was that I should be entering Mother’s house like a burglar at three in the morning; I had been there only once before, six months previously, driven over by some friends in the Birmingham Rep. Mother had not held the appointment long; less than a year.

			The house, like the rest of the school buildings, was post-World War II, a small, square, plain block not much better than a glorified Council house. At least it was functional.

			I let myself into the narrow hall and removed a large pile of business mail from the doormat to a side table. Sitting room on the right; behind it, dining room, which my mother used as an office; and kitchen straight ahead. The house smelled of nothing; it was strictly tidy and scrupulously clean. I went into the kitchen and poured myself a glass of milk; thought about making a cheese sandwich and abandoned the idea; turned the kitchen light off and went upstairs.

			On the second floor the layout was identical: Mother’s room, spare room over the office, bathroom over the kitchen. I left Mother’s handbag in her bedroom, which, like the rest of the place, was ascetically bare and tidy, furnished with what I suppose must have been fashionable modernity in Mother’s youth: blond, curved Swedish wood, rugs and curtains in pale buffs and greys. No ornaments, no treasures, souvenirs, or bits of nonsense. No photographs, either. Nothing to say the person who lives here once had a husband and children. Discouraged, I laid the bag on her tidily made bed, found the linen cupboard, took out sheets, and made up a bed in the spare room for myself. It would have been more practical to sleep in Mother’s room, where there was a phone extension, but I couldn’t fancy the idea.

			It was so quiet and lonely in that house that I found it almost impossible to get to sleep; I seemed to be the only person in the world. Night sounds from the town kept me awake, but they were disembodied, mechanical noises: trains shunting, factories grinding and wailing; they did nothing to allay my solitude.

			Finally, at about ten to six, I fell into a heavy sleep, and was roused, almost at once, it seemed, by the phone ringing. Startled, confused, I stumbled into Mother’s room and grabbed the receiver, expecting Sister Crouch to say, “Come at once,” but the voice was unfamiliar.

			“Gina Signorelli here,” it announced without preliminaries. “I’ve just called the hospital and they say there’s no change.”

			“What—who—?”

			“That is Miss Meiklejohn, isn’t it? They told me at the hospital that you were staying in your mother’s house.”

			“Yes—yes, I am. I’m sorry, I’ve only just woken up.” I looked at my watch. It was half past seven. “Who did you say you were?”

			“Gina Signorelli. I’d like to call around in half an hour and collect Mrs. Meiklejohn’s mail if you don’t mind. There will be a lot of things that need answering. Is that all right?”

			“Yes, of course,” I said, vaguely remembering from the previous visit that Gina Signorelli was my mother’s secretary and personal assistant.

			“Can I bring you anything when I come?” she said, sounding less staccato, more human and friendly. “Eggs? Bacon? It’s a long way from you to the shops. Or are you a vegetarian, like your mother?”

			“No, I’m not, but please don’t bother, thanks; I’ll go out and get something later.”

			“Sure? Good-by, then,” she said and rang off briskly.

			Still dazed from my short, broken sleep, I wandered shivering to the window and looked out. Here, more than half way up England, winter still had a firm grip on the landscape; icy, grey fog mostly concealed the town, but I could hear its industry revving up for the day: buses and trains rumbling along, factory hooters screeching, traffic snarling. I had a bath—cold, because I had failed to find the heating switch the night before, but at least it roused me; dressed, and was making a pot of coffee when Miss Signorelli arrived, announcing herself by a long peal at the front-door bell.

			“I decided not to take you at your word,” she said, dumping a carton of groceries on the kitchen table. “I daresay you’re like your mother—hate to put people to trouble. But there’s only food for rabbits in this house. And you need to eat to keep your strength up. Cheese and fruit may be all very well for her—goodness knows how she manages all she does on it—but I’m sure it won’t do for you. It’ll be a long day for you, I daresay.

			She looked at me severely. She was a short, brisk person about my mother’s age, high-coloured, with snapping black eyes and dyed black curls. I remembered her now; she had taught shorthand and business methods at a school in Bath where Mother had been senior housemistress. Greatly impressed by Miss Signorelli’s formidable efficiency, and liking her robust good temper, Mother, when she achieved her headship, had written and asked if Gina would be interested in the job of school secretary. Gina had accepted and moved to Market Broughton with her invalid father. I vaguely supposed that in Mother’s rather lonely and nomadic existence, Gina Signorelli was one of her few semifriends, a small remaining link with an earlier epoch, about the closest thing to a confidante that she allowed herself. They even, I remembered, called each other by their Christian names.

			Miss Signorelli seemed disposed to be friendly to me, and since she was evidently familiar with the house I was able to ask her where the various things were that I had been unable to find.

			While I poured cups of coffee for us both, she went into the front office and collected a daunting stack of work for herself.

			“There’ll be three times as much to do, with your mother not there,” she said. “I’ll be over at the school all day, so give me a call if there’s anything you want. And try not to worry too much about her,” she added unconvincingly. “I’m sure she’s putting up a terrific fight.”

			But I could see that she was sad and worried herself. “Can you tell me exactly what happened?” I asked. “The hospital didn’t give me any details.”

			“It was the new gym roof.” Miss Signorelli sat silent with her lips pressed together for a moment, then burst out, “Your mother told them and told them that the design was bad. But the board of governors insisted on accepting the lowest tender. Trust them. The cheapskates! Your mother was watching the end-of-term gym display yesterday afternoon, and suddenly there was an awful cracking from the roof and it started to sag in the middle. I wasn’t there myself, but Emily Johns is a pal of mine—she’s the gym mistress—and she told me what happened. There were about sixty people in the place—mostly children, a few parents—and four exits; Emily and your mother shouted to them to keep calm and make for the nearest door in an orderly way, but the roof collapsed before they were all out, and of course your mother had stayed till the last—very properly, she’ll get a Royal Humane Society medal or some such thing, damn those penny-pinching misers—one of the concrete girders broke in half and came down on her. I will say for the ambulance service here, they’re efficient: they were round in ten minutes and she was in the hospital on the operating table in half an hour; all that could be done was done, but it shouldn’t ever have happened in the first place. Hers was the only serious injury; otherwise it was nothing but cuts and bruises.”

			She paused with trembling lips and blinked at me furiously. “Well—I won’t fuss you with all that. You’ve enough to bother you without going into whether it should have happened. Oh, when you go round to the hospital—I assume you’ll be going fairly soon?—could you take your mother’s Teachers’ Provident Association card—they need the code number for their records, because she’s in a private room; you’ll find it in her desk, pigeonhole at the extreme right-hand end, the one marked personal. Right?”

			“Yes, of course.”

			“Make yourself a decent breakfast first, though. And I hope they have better news for you by the time you get there,” she said gruffly, and stumped away, clutching her bundle of papers.

			I did not feel in the least hungry, but Miss Signorelli was right: it would be a long day; so I made myself scrambled eggs and ate them fast. Hurriedly washing the dishes, I found in myself a neurotic urge to leave the kitchen as specklessly tidy as if Mother herself might walk in at any moment.

			I left the kitchen immaculate and then did a quick check through the list that Sister Crouch had given me—nightwear, handkerchiefs, talcum, eau de cologne, slippers, dressing-gown, bed-jacket (not that she would be needing most of those for a while, I feared). Then I remembered the TPA card Miss Signorelli had mentioned. Carrying the little overnight case, I went into Mother’s shadowy, unheated study and opened the desk, which was of the sloping-lid bureau type.

			The contents were characteristically tidy and ordered—clean stationery neatly stacked underneath, tray full of pens, pigeonholes individually labelled: ACCOUNTS, TAX, BANK, HOUSE, UNPAID BILLS, TPA, school, and the one on the far right indicated by Gina Signorelli, PERSONAL. I pulled out the bundle of papers it held, which were secured by an elastic band. There was a brown envelope marked Birth & Marriage Certificates, a passport (up to date and quite well used, due to Mother’s frequent attendance at educational conferences), some National Insurance papers, and a plastic folder containing a few photographs.

			So this was where she kept them. Filled with curiosity, I opened the folder and pulled out the half-dozen prints it contained. Here they were: two or three each of my father and sister, one of me, taken at the age of seven, holding Othello; my father had taken the picture, I remembered. Now I came to consider the matter, I was not even sure that Mother owned a camera; she certainly was not given to taking snapshots. That picture at age seven was the last I could remember having taken, apart from school and passport photographs.

			I looked at the pictures of my father and sister. He was a thin-faced, smiling man with black hair, like mine, and a heavy moustache. The pictures of him were blurred and not very good—one had an impression of a young, gay, rather reckless character; that was about all. In one shot he was leaning back and laughing; in one he held a tennis racket, squinting at the sun; the third showed him in swimming trunks, a towel around his neck. He looked youthful, happy, carefree—not a strong personality, perhaps; yet not, surely, a man looking at whose picture you would say, “He will die at forty-one?”

			And Drusilla? A serious girl—straight features, direct gaze; mouth set in a firm line, like Mother’s, page-boy-style hair; rather a broad nose; wide-apart eyes, defenseless and concerned; I struggled to remember their colour—grey, like Mother’s? blue, like mine? This was a passport photo, taken, I thought, when she was sixteen, about the age when I remembered her last; all three prints were the same. My sister, Drusilla: why did she have to die before she had explored even the edge of her experience? What tide swept her away? Why were she and my father so lacking in stamina? Compared with them I felt vulgarly tenacious of life, full of obstinate health and vitality. I wondered if Mother shared this attribute? Or would she let go, as they had done? Shivering a little in the cold, grey room, I slipped the pictures back into their case and snapped the elastic band around the bundle again. A last envelope fell out from among the rest, one I had overlooked. I turned it over. On the front it bore a typed message:

			TO BE GIVEN TO MY DAUGHTER PRISCILLA MEIKLEJOHN IN THE EVENT OF MY DEATH.

			I stared at this in a numb, stupid way for a long time. To come across my formal name never fails—as I have indicated—to throw me off balance. And to have such an experience coupled with that freezing conclusion, that irrevocable period—“in the event of my death”—that is enough to loosen the roots of one’s being at any time.

			Suddenly I couldn’t bear the sight of the envelope or its inscription. I bundled it back under the elastic with the other papers, removed the TPA card, which I put in the case with Mother’s toilet things, and rapped the desk lid down. Then I hastily left the house, locking up behind me, and hurried off to the hospital as if the devil were on my heels.

			Sister Crouch had gone off duty, of course. She had been replaced by the day sister, a lugubrious, cowlike woman called McCloy. Sister McCloy was kind in her way, and doubtless an excellent nurse, but I missed Sister Crouch’s astringent common sense. Sister McCloy seemed to be irresistibly attracted by doom, to assume the worst as a foregone conclusion.

			“Ach, not one in a hundred of those cases recover,” she sighed, escorting me to Mother’s bedside, where the scene was unchanged. She fetched me an armchair and left me alone in the melancholy little cube of a room, whose features I came to know acutely well during the next few days. Every hour or so, a nurse would come in to check that the drip feed was working and that Mother’s temperature and pulse were unchanged. Otherwise Mother and I had the room to ourselves and I sat looking at her marble profile, wondering what was in that sealed envelope, what crucial piece of information, what terrifying fact, was so important to us both that it must be withheld from me throughout Mother’s lifetime, and must be imparted to me after her death.

			At half past eleven the surgeon who had operated on her, Mr. Wintersmain, came to look at her. He was a big, smooth man, like a grey seal, beautifully turned out, full of kindness and consideration, and I didn’t like him. Everyone had assured me that he was a first-class surgeon, one of the best in the country, that Mother was uncommonly lucky he had been at hand after her accident—but I couldn’t stand the way he called me “young lady” and assured me that everything possible was being done. It was all bedside manner, poured out as easily as cream from a silver jug; I couldn’t believe a word he said. He, like Sister McCloy, had already prejudged my mother and dispatched her, in his mind, to the undertaker’s parlor; to him, she was just an interesting case, and his only concern was to extract the maximum information from her state which he might use on some future occasion.

			He discouraged me from remaining at Mother’s bedside, making it plain he did not think she would come out of her coma. “It’s not good for you to stay indoors all day,” he said indulgently, as if I were about sixteen. “Why don’t you go out and take a walk in the park, have lunch at a café, go to a movie? You could come back here at about teatime, but I really don’t expect any change at present.”

			I said very well, without the least intention of following his advice, and stayed put. At noon I went down to the hospital canteen and ate a horrible sausage roll and a tasteless orange; then I returned to my vigil.

			I imagined living in a bed-sitter in Crowbridge, pushing Mother along the promenade in her wheelchair once a day, paying Mrs. Charm to keep an eye on her . . . 

			In the afternoon there came a message from the board of governors of Market Broughton School to say how terribly sorry for me they were and offering help of every kind; if there was anything at all that either Mother or I myself needed I was to let Miss Signorelli know . . . and of course all the medical bills would be taken care of by the school, I was not to have the least anxiety on that score.

			“That’s because they’re scared your mother will sue—or you will,” said Gina Signorelli, who had brought the message. She looked thin, feverish, and belligerent, in a bright-red plastic raincoat and hood trickling with drops, for a violent rainstorm had set in outside. “I’m quite surprised they offer to pay the bills; that’s practically an admission of liability.” She pinched her lips together. “How is she now?”

			“No change.”

			She scowled at me and said, “You look terrible. How much did you sleep last night? I suggest that I drive you home this minute, otherwise you’re going to get soaked. Come on. They’ll call you fast enough if they want you.”

			“I don’t like to trouble you.”

			“Bosh. I’ll be glad to get away from my father for once. And I picked up your mother’s car, which was having its M.O.T. test—you might as well have the use of it.”

			So she drove me home in Mother’s little Renault and then came in and cooked spaghetti Bolognese for us both, with the maximum speed, efficiency, mess, and clatter, banging saucepans about, frying onions till the kitchen reeked with blue smoke, leaving a trail of greasy dishes and tomatoey spoons behind her, smoking all the while, dropping cigarette ash on the floor, and onion peels and crumpled paper, meanwhile telling me tales of the parsimony and stupidity of the school governors; my mother, a very fastidious, tidy, silent worker, would have been thunderstruck at the chaos created all over her kitchen during the space of half an hour.

			While we ate, still in the kitchen, which by now felt quite warm and friendly, as if it were in some other house, Gina Signorelli put questions to me about my job, displaying considerable knowledge of the theater. She had brought along a bottle of fierce red wine, which, together with the food and the cheerful conversation, helped me to forget, for half minutes at a time, the cause of my being there, the waiting that seemed to press on my shoulders and temples like a whole universe weighted with rocks of silence.

			We drank all the wine between us and Gina became fierily lachrymose.

			“I’m just so angry that such a thing should have happened to your mother, after all her battles and her struggles,” she said several times over. “She is such a wonderful person. People often don’t realize about her—they think she’s tough.”

			“The thing is that Barbara’s so bottled up inside herself,” Gina continued, flushed and voluble, pulling grapes off a bunch she had brought and spitting out the pips. “Ever since your sister’s suicide, she’s been scared to invest affection in anything with more life in it than a cactus—except in the most cautious, distant way—”

			I could hear her sharp voice talking on, but what it said made no sense; the room had gone black and scarlet around me; I had to clutch the edge of the enamel table hard to prevent myself from toppling right off my chair. Gina, fortunately, noticed nothing; she was away into a dissertation about my mother’s character: her sagacity, her pride, her judgment, her keen intelligence.

			“Excuse me,” I said, when I had somewhat recovered, seizing on a gap in this eulogy. “I’d forgotten you knew my sister.”

			Drusilla had been at the school in Bath.

			“Well, I never actually taught her, dear, because she was in the science stream and I was tutoring in business methods at the Pulteney school, but of course I knew her to say hello to.”

			“I’ve never been told,” I began, slowly, very cautiously, “what—what happened to her. What she actually—did. You remember, I was in Greece then. And Mother’s never talked about it.”

			“I’m not at all surprised. It was dreadful for your poor mother. Dreadful! And so soon after she lost your father . . . It was assumed that was why your sister did it. Poor girl. I suppose she just couldn’t get over his death.”

			“What did she do?” I asked, swallowing. The taste of tomato and onion and wine burned in my throat.

			“It was on her seventeenth birthday. That’s a nervous age. And I suppose the anniversary upset her.”

			“She—?”

			“She went to school as usual and locked herself in the chemistry lab and swallowed a bottle of sulphuric acid.”

			“Oh—”

			The next thing I knew, I was lying on the floor among the onion skins and Gina Signorelli was worriedly wiping my face with a damp teacloth.

			“Stupid ass I am,” she said, wielding the cloth, angry and remorseful. “Shouldn’t have told you that. Got carried away, thinking about it all. Obviously Barbara felt it best to keep it from you, and quite right too. Here, drink this.” She handed me a mug of hot, black coffee.

			I said, “I’m glad you told me.” I gulped the bitter, burning stuff, and added, “I’d have had to know some time. Mother couldn’t have kept me insulated forever. I’m grown up now. Besides—” Besides, suppose Mother died, leaving me in ignorance? But perhaps she meant to? Or was that the message in the envelope? I stopped short, wondering this.

			Gina said, “Yes, you’re grown up—but you’ve enough to do with fighting your own battles, no need to be burdened by what’s past and gone. That’s why your mother’s always kept you at a distance, you see; she wanted you to stay clear of it all.” What all? I thought. “She was teaching at the Pulteney, remember, when Drusilla ki—died; they were together too much, Barbara thought, after it happened—they’d kept upsetting each other all over again, hadn’t given the grief a chance to heal. And girls of seventeen are emotionally unbalanced, it’s a tricky time—so Barbara was determined the same thing mustn’t happen to you.”

			Well, she succeeded, I thought. Here I am, alive to tell the tale.

			We washed up, sober and silent now, and Gina said she’d better be getting along. “Don’t sit around brooding, now, dear; have a bath and get to bed.”

			Yes, I said, and thanked her; the same advice in one form or another had been given me a wearisome number of times in the past twenty-four hours. Why shouldn’t I wear myself out if I wanted to?

			But of course she was right.

			It was still pouring, so when Gina had put herself back into her red plastic rainwear I drove her home—she lived with her aged father about a mile away in a different bit of suburb—and then came back via the hospital, stopping to inquire.

			Still no change. Call again later if you like. Or tomorrow.

			I re-entered Mother’s house; the smell of onion and tomato and bayleaf had almost dispersed already, as if the secretive aura of the place were so dense that it expelled all common domestic vapours.

			Then it occurred to me for the first time that day that, in my single-minded preoccupation over Mother’s condition, I had completely forgotten my friends at the Crowbridge Theater Royal. It would not be too late to phone them now.

			I put a call through and asked to speak to Eve Kransky, who was our manager.

			“. . . Eve? This is Mike. I just rang to ask how it had all gone?”

			“Mike! My dear! How are you How’s your mother?”

			“No news yet; she’s still in a coma. I’m just waiting about.”

			“Oh, how awful for you! We’ve all been thinking of you so much. We’re so sorry for you.”

			“How did the play go?” I said quickly.

			“My dear, a triumph! Really—all we’d hoped. Oh, well, Sam fluffed his lines, of course, and Mary came in too soon and was watery but—all in all—wonderful! And wonderful reviews—not only in the Crowbridge Advertiser—the Kent Messenger and the East Sussex News as well!”

			“Really?” I was impressed. “That’s marvelous.”

			“Special mention of your sets and costumes, too, dearie—we’re really on the map. I’ll send you stats of all the notices—or will you be coming back in the next couple of days, do you think—?”

			She stopped awkwardly, and I said, “No, I don’t see how I can get back at the moment; I’m terribly sorry to leave you all in the lurch like this—”

			“Don’t be absurd; we miss you, but we’re managing. Hope the cuttings cheer you—they ought to. Keep your courage up, Mike, love; we’re all thinking of you.”

			I thanked her, gulping, and rang off.

			Then I started upstairs, walking very slowly.

			I was thinking about my sister, Drusilla.

			Drusilla was a brave girl, as I remembered her from thirteen years back. She had turned to face a charging bull, as I scrambled through a fence to safety. She had flown at a man who was hitting his small child in the Oxford High Street, and told him to stop or she would fetch the police. She had lanced her own boil when it was swelled up as big as a plum. What situation could have been so terrible that she was afraid to face it?

			I am entitled to know about this, I thought, standing with my hand on the square-carved newel post at the head of the stairs.

			Drusilla was my sister. I loved her too, even if she was seven years older. She used to bathe my knees when I fell down and grazed them, she dug splinters out of my fingers with a needle, she read to me when I was in bed with measles, she made a set of Greek dresses for Katina, the doll she brought me.

			Ever since I was nine, I have been cut off from my family. If it were not for the Aghnides—whom I had contrived to go on seeing occasionally after I left Dendros—my life would have been completely destitute of affection, dry as a bone. Nobody could help that; it was just misfortune; but the truth, at least, I am entitled to; and if the truth is in that envelope downstairs, I am going to have it now.

			So I walked back downstairs, entered Mother’s study, took the packet from the personal pigeonhole, found the envelope, and opened it.

			For a mean second, I was tempted to slide a pencil under the flap, or steam it open, so that, at a pinch, I could reseal the flap and pretend I had not tampered with it; then I thought: “Hell! If I can’t be honest about a thing like this, there is no hope for me.”

			So I boldly tore the flap across and threw the crumpled envelope into the wastepaper basket.

			Inside, there was a single sheet of typed paper. No date.

			It said:

			“My dear Priscilla,

			I hope you will understand why I was never able to bring myself to talk to you about this.

			The fact is that it was just too painful for me. And if you can’t understand that—well, there is nothing to be done about it now.

			You will be an adult by the time you read this letter, able, I hope, to stand distress and pain—because I have done my best to ensure that you had a peaceful, untroubled childhood in which to grow up without these troubles impinging on you.

			You have a right to this information now, though.

			Your father is not dead, as you have always understood. James Graffin is still alive, although he has changed his name. He is alive, but I must warn you: the way in which he is alive may be such a terrible shock to you that even the cushion of thirteen years’—or however much more it is—separation from him is not sufficient to prevent knowledge about him doing you profound psychological harm. Nor can I see that you could derive any benefit from knowing about him. So I do urge you, most earnestly—I beg you—to think very, very carefully before taking any step towards getting in touch with your ex-father.

			If, however, you feel you must take this step—then you can write to Hazeler, Mailing, and Tyrwhitt, Solicitors, at 87, Turl Street, Oxford, who are instructed to give you further information.

			Believe that I did what I thought was best for you.”

			It was signed, Mother.

			I was still reading the final paragraph when the telephone rang. The downstairs extension was on the wall by Mother’s desk—about a foot from where I stood. Automatically I put a hand out to the receiver.

			“Hullo?”

			“Hullo, this is Sister Crouch. I think you should come round to the hospital, Miss Meiklejohn; your mother has begun moving a little, which might be the prelude to a return to consciousness.”

			“I’ll be there in five minutes,” I said.

			It wasn’t much more. Sister Crouch and a young house doctor I didn’t know were by her bedside when I slid into the room. Mother was stirring a little, restlessly; her fingers clenched and unclenched. Sister Crouch gave me a brief, approving nod, which both commended my speedy arrival and indicated that I had better sit down by the bed.

			“It may be a while yet,” she murmured. “And even if she does come round, she may not be very clear, of course; ye realise that? Ye’ve got to be prepared for anything. Ye’ve got to be tough.”

			I nodded, with a dry mouth, feeling about as tough as a mashed potato, and fixed my gaze on Mother’s grey-marble profile, which was now, from time to time, disturbed by flickering frowns, brief contractions of the brow, as if she anticipated all the problems that awaited her just over the frontiers of consciousness.

			In fact it was about fifteen minutes before she opened her eyes. When she did, she fixed them on me immediately, and a look of perplexity came over her face.

			“Why, Prissy!” She hadn’t called me that since I was about four. “What ever are you doing here?”

			“‘Lo, Ma,” I said. “I just thought I’d come and see how you were getting on.”

			I tucked my fingers around hers, which, for once, clasped mine quite firmly, but she said, “Oh, there was no need for that. That was very naughty of them—very naughty. Did they send for you? They shouldn’t have made you come all this way—what about your first night?”

			She was half whispering; her voice almost faded away at this moment; she was plainly a good deal puzzled, trying to comprehend these unusual circumstances. Her eyes roamed about the room and she slightly moved a hand, as if to try to feel her head.

			“It’s all right, Mrs. Meiklejohn,” Sister Crouch said firmly. “We want ye to lie quite still, if ye please. Ye’re in hospital, and ye’re going to be perfectly okay”—over Mother’s recumbent form she gave me her short, brisk nod—”but in the meantime we want ye to co-operate, and not try to move about, just lie absolutely still. Will ye do that?”

			“Yes, if I must,” whispered Mother, with a touch of her usual dry manner. “But why did you fetch my daughter? There was no need for that.”

			“Naturally your daughter wished to see how ye were getting on,” Sister Crouch said reprovingly. “Now we want ye to rest all ye can, Mrs. Meiklejohn.”

			“Oh, very well.”

			Mother’s eyes moved back to mine. I did my best to give her a big, wide, cheerful smile, though I was feeling pretty beaten up, one way and another.

			However, Mother seemed to accept my grin at face value and her own cheek muscles faintly crinkled in response. Her eyes were closing again, but she opened them momentarily to say, “What about your opening, though? Wasn’t that tonight?”

			“No, it was last night.”

			“Good gracious,” she muttered in a perplexed tone. And then, “Did it go well?”

			“Big success. I’ll show you our press notices by and by.”

			“Good,” she said, and then she floated off into what seemed to be an ordinary peaceful sleep.

			“She’ll be all right now,” said Sister Crouch.
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