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      Stone walls do not a prison make
Nor iron bars a cage;
Minds innocent and quiet take
That for an hermitage;
If I have freedom in my love,
And in my soul am free;
Angels alone, that soar above,
Enjoy such liberty.


      Richard Lovelace
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      Chapter One

    


    Lavinia’s job was the in-laws. Disliking horses, she was no good at organizing gymkhanas, seeing that the children came to no harm out hunting, or even just giving a hand in the stables. Her education had not fitted her to help any but the youngest children with their homework, and there was nothing she could do for the family concerts since she could neither sing nor read music. Her cooking was thought to be too elaborate and painstaking for the big family gatherings at Christmas and in the summer holidays. But everyone agreed that she was a godsend with tricky outsiders.


    The Medworths told each other that it was because she was generally ‘good with people’, giving the words mocking inverted commas whenever they used them. But in fact there was more to Lavinia’s talent than they had ever understood. In the fourteen years since she had married Tom Medworth she had absorbed enough of their myths and traditions to be able to explain them to newcomers, while still being sufficiently detached herself to understand why some people might find them hard to take.


    Eight days before Christmas she was helping to make up beds and wishing that the family did not disapprove quite so much of both domestic help and duvets. Having hauled up one corner of a heavy double mattress to shove a folded triangle of three blankets underneath, she let it drop and stood up straight with both hands clamped to the small of her back. The ache there sharpened into pain for a moment as she stretched.


    Her husband’s sister, Sasha, who was very tall but did not seem to be affected by the repeated stooping and lifting, looked up from a perfect hospital corner with a hint of impatience in her narrow brown eyes. She was an attractive woman in her early forties, thinner than Lavinia and more carelessly dressed. Her brown corduroy trousers had obviously not been pressed after their last washing and her beige-flecked sweater was covered with snags and loops of pulled wool. Unlike Lavinia’s dark hair, which was smooth and expensively cut with a deep fringe to accentuate her big grey eyes, Sasha’s looked almost unkempt as it hung straight down either side of her bony face.


    Despite their fourteen-year relationship, the two women had never achieved any great intimacy. Lavinia had spent most of her marriage living in North Yorkshire with occasional forays to London, while Sasha and her husband, Philip Wold, had been working in Africa. They had brought their children home on leave every other year, but they had always been in great demand then, dividing their time between their friends, the Medworths and Philip’s family, and Lavinia had had little opportunity to get to know either of them.


    She knew quite a lot about them, though, for the Medworths were great letter writers and news had always flown from one branch of the family to another with almost telegraphic speed. She had often heard the story of how Sasha, who had been working in the Foreign Office when she met Philip, had decided to resign when they married so that she could go wherever his famine-relief work might take him. Her elder sister and both her brothers had disapproved of that, but her generosity had been well repaid for she had built up a remarkable career as a freelance specialist in African affairs with a large and lucrative list of international clients. Her work had dovetailed neatly with Philip’s until a series of increasingly dangerous illnesses had forced him out of Africa for good.


    ‘Isn’t bedmaking hard on the back?’ Lavinia said casually as she disentangled her engagement ring from the edge of one of the blankets.


    ‘Only because you put in such a lot of effort; far more than you need,’ Sasha said with a cool superiority that made her seem dauntingly like her sister, Frida Collingham. ‘If you lean into it as you lift the mattress and bend your knees, you won’t put nearly so much strain on your spine.’


    Lavinia had often wished that the Medworths would learn to control their urge to tell other people how to improve themselves, but she knew how difficult they would find it. They were massively gifted, all of them, and could never bear to watch other people doing things badly, even something as prosaic as bedmaking, without passing on some helpful advice.


    ‘I expect you’re right,’ she said, looking up at Sasha with what she hoped was a pleasant smile. ‘How many more have we got to do?’


    Sasha pulled a list out of the pocket of her baggy trousers. ‘Three more adult doubles and …’ She paused, counting the names on her list, ‘singles for John Hogarth and Great-aunt Elfrida, and four of the children’s two-bedded rooms, although it’s absurd to call Georgina and Julia children these days.’


    ‘They still count as children as far as sharing bedrooms at Saltley is concerned,’ said Lavinia drily. She was only nine years older than her eldest niece-by-marriage. ‘Your mother made it clear long ago that no one gets a room to herself until she’s married or thirty, whichever is the sooner.’


    Sasha laughed and looked much more human. ‘True. It’s odd coming back after all these years to find everything exactly the same and yet not the same at all.’


    ‘It must be weird,’ agreed Lavinia, shaking the pillows for her side of the six-foot-six bed and stuffing them into their starched linen cases. When she had laid them on the bed, she put her hands to her spine again, holding the ache into her back. ‘Was it awful having to leave Africa after so long?’


    Sasha looked as though she were trying to decide how much to admit. In the end she shrugged and pushed her lank hair back from her face. ‘In some ways it’s been hell.’ She sighed and then produced a mechanical smile and said more briskly: ‘But once it became clear that Philip couldn’t stay, I had no option. And there are plenty of bonuses. For one thing, the children are getting a chance to pick up all the traditions we couldn’t keep up on our own out there.’


    Lavinia did not think that her expression had changed as she watched Sasha crumple the list back into her pocket, but it must have done for she tightened her eyebrows and said: ‘Do you know, I am beginning to think that rather more goes on behind your placid exterior than one might think. You looked positively amused just then.’


    ‘Did I? I suppose I do sometimes laugh a bit, but only in the most affectionate way, I promise you.’


    ‘Mockery is nearly always an effective distancing mechanism,’ said Sasha judiciously. ‘It’s probably been as good a way as any for dealing with your sense of exclusion.’


    Lavinia nodded, easily hiding her disappointment. After years of trying to pretend she did not mind, she had recently been letting herself admit that she detested the Medworth habit of analysing – and judging – everyone else’s emotions. She was coming to believe that far from helping them understand other people, it cut them off and damaged the kind of relationships that she privately thought were what made life worth living.


    ‘Come on, Lavinia. You’re daydreaming and there’s a lot to do. We must get on.’


    ‘So we must. En avant. Who next?’


    ‘Aubrey and Caroline in the green room, because …’


    ‘He’s the senior Medworth son,’ said Lavinia, laughing openly and feeling the better for it.


    Sasha looked annoyed for a moment and then smiled reluctantly, saying: ‘Do you really think our traditions are so absurd?’


    ‘Ah, Sasha, anyone could tell that you’d been away for years. None of the others would even think of asking something like that.’


    ‘Perhaps not. Do you mind?’


    ‘No, not really,’ said Lavinia after a pause. She laughed uneasily. ‘After all, I’d hardly live up here within sight of the family stronghold if I did, now would I?’


    ‘Perhaps not, but I’m not sure how much real choice you ever gave yourself. I doubt if Tom would have had even his modest success if you hadn’t run the constituency for him.’


    Lavinia, unable to think of the right – or even an acceptable – response to that double-edged compliment, walked round the big bed and took her sister-in-law’s arm. The Medworths had always disliked casual physical contact, but Sasha did not pull away and together they went next door, into a large oak-panelled room dominated by a four-poster hung with tattered green-and-gold silk hangings.


    There was a story that Queen Elizabeth I had slept in the bed soon after the house had been built, and, according to the old account books Lavinia had studied, the room had always been known as the Queen’s Chamber. When old George Medworth bought the house in the nineteenth century, he quickly had it renamed. No Medworth had ever been interested in royalty and all of them despised any kind of social snobbery.


    Lavinia stripped the heavy embroidered-silk coverlet from the mattress and draped it over the nearest chair while Sasha picked up the pillows and shook them vigorously. Feathers flew out of a gap in one of the seams.


    ‘Oops,’ said Lavinia, glad to be offered something that she could do as well as anyone else. ‘I ought to deal with that.’


    Somewhere in each of the spare bedrooms there was always a pottery dish, probably made by one of the children, crammed with needles and thread, pins of all types and sizes, suede brushes, bottles or sprays of instant dry-cleaning fluid, buttons and hooks. Lavinia found the green room’s version on a large oak chest between the two centre windows. Pushing aside all the things she did not want with her forefinger, she found a packet of sharps and some strong, cream-coloured thread and proceeded to whip together the gaping edges of the pillow’s seam.


    ‘There. That’ll hold for a year or two,’ she said, biting off the spare thread.


    They finished the last of the beds an hour and half later, by which time Lavinia was longing for a restorative glass of wine. But the family never drank alcohol at lunchtime and she knew she would have to make do with water. Feeling mutinous but not showing it, she went downstairs to the cavernous, old-fashioned kitchen, where her widowed mother-in-law was in charge that morning.


    At the age of seventy-six, Flavia Medworth was still as commanding as she had been at the height of her hugely successful psychoanalytical career. All her four children and their innumerable cousins still accepted her rule without question and if their husbands and wives occasionally tried to rebel they would be quickly whipped into line. Any stubborn disagreement would be put down to neurosis and ignored. It went without saying at Saltley that Flavia knew all there was to know about the workings of the subconscious and therefore understood more about the people around her than they could possibly know. She never hesitated to explain them to themselves or to hide her contempt for any who did not share her views.


    She was only an inch or two under six foot, with a larger frame than either of her daughters’and woollier, wilder hair, which had been completely white for several years. Like Sasha and Lavinia, she was dressed in corduroy trousers and a heavy sweater and she moved fairly easily about her huge kitchen.


    Before she married, Lavinia had assumed that she would automatically like Tom’s parents and that, if she behaved herself, she would be liked in return. She had had no difficulty with his father, who had been kind if remote, but Flavia had made it clear from the start that she was a disappointment and unworthy to be married to Tom.


    At first Lavinia had believed that she would be able to overcome her mother-in-law’s dislike, but it had turned out to be an impossible task. Eventually she had given up trying and had retreated behind a mask of impersonal politeness. Flavia’s expressions of disappointment had quickly turned into direct hostility. Lavinia, whose only way of dealing with that was to pretend not to notice it, was still not sure what she had done to deserve it.


    When she and Sasha reached the kitchen, Flavia was shaking a colander full of sliced carrots over the sink while Sasha’s children, Pippit and Peter, laid six places at one end of the big scrubbed deal table. They were classic Medworths: tall but narrowly built, with straight dark hair and brown eyes set rather close to their aquiline noses. They also had the family’s confidence and a sophisticated vocabulary that made them seem much older than their actual years.


    Throughout lunch Lavinia listened with bemused envy as they talked to their grandmother, treating her as an equal, not impertinently, but with absolute certainty that their opinions would be valued, as indeed they were. Lavinia herself contributed little to the conversation and longed for the arrival of Tom and her own three children.


    Pippit and Peter had gone back to the stables to help the groom who worked there all year round, and the three women were debating whether to have coffee or not, when there was the sound of a car crunching on the gravel outside the back door. A moment later a tall, fit, amused-looking man with a magnificent head of rich brown hair walked into the kitchen.


    ‘John,’ said Flavia, rising with only the smallest hint of stiffness from her chair and holding out her arms. ‘How good to see you! How was the drive up?’


    He let her embrace him and then stood back. ‘You’re looking stunning as usual, Flavia. I can’t imagine how you do it.’


    ‘Hunting twice a week and plenty to do,’ she said briskly. ‘Have you had any lunch?’


    ‘Not yet. But I’d better unload before I fall on the remains of your …’ He craned round her ample shoulders, saw the other two women and grinned at them. ‘Your shepherd’s pie. I’ve got a boot full of goodies and some of them’ll spoil if they’re not fridged at once. The traffic getting out of London was vile or I’d have been here at least an hour ago.’


    ‘We’d better give him a hand, Sasha,’ said Lavinia as she stood up, feeling infinitely happier for his arrival. ‘We don’t want to wear him out before the festivities even begin.’


    ‘Poor, decrepit old man that he is,’ he said, hugging her. He bent to kiss her white neck above the rough edge of her Guernsey. ‘And how are you, my lovely?’


    ‘Fine, as always, John. It’s nice to see you. Here’s Sasha.’ Lavinia pulled away so that her sister-in-law could have a chance to greet the most favoured outsider of them all.


    Fifty-four-year-old John Hogarth was no blood relation of the Medworths, but he had known them ever since his mother had died at the end of the Second World War. His father had married one of their distant cousins, Rachel, who had spent the war at Saltley after her first husband was killed in the Battle of Britain.


    ‘You look astonishingly like yourself up here,’ John was saying as he held Sasha by the shoulders and examined her face before bending gracefully to kiss her too. ‘Quite, quite different from your London self.’


    ‘What on earth do you mean? I am myself wherever I may be.’


    ‘Oh no you’re not,’ said John, hamming it up like a pantomime villain. ‘You’re all sophisticated and important in London, but up here you’re just the same clever, exasperating baggage you were when I was growing up. It makes me feel all young and quivery. Lovely!’


    Keeping one hand on Sasha’s arm and looking mischievously at Lavinia, John went on: ‘I’ll never forget a time when I was about sixteen. Sasha must have been six, I think, and she embarrassed the whole clan by piping up in the most prissy voice: “Of course John and Patrick won’t ever be Medworths. They’re only Hogarths. They haven’t any real Medworth genes in them at all.”‘


    He laughed, but a faint blush was visible on Sasha’s high cheekbones. Lavinia felt uncomfortable, but she did not intervene. John must have known what he was doing. He had had more than enough experience in dealing with his step-family.


    John, who believed that he knew more about Lavinia than any of the others and felt she needed help with them, turned so that his back was to both Flavia and Sasha and winked at her. ‘Come on then, girls,’ he said cheerfully. ‘All hands to the pump.’ He led the way out to his Volvo and opened the boot, which was stacked with boxes of food.


    ‘Nicko’s bringing all the wine this time. He’s decided that my taste for big, fruity Australian reds is too low for words. Arms out, Lavinia.’ She obeyed and he carefully laid a large, shallow cardboard box across them.


    ‘Be careful of that,’ he said. ‘Some of it’s breakable.’


    ‘You know, John,’ said Sasha, who was peering into the back of the car, ‘we do have food shops up here in Yorkshire.’


    ‘I know you do, my little chickadee,’ he said, patting her corduroy-clad bottom with a familiarity no-one else would have risked, ‘but I always like to make my contribution to feeding the five thousand. As your mother would no doubt say it’s probably some kind of a compensation for my own childlessness.’


    Sasha grinned at him, but she said nothing as she carried a deep box of imported vegetables towards the house.


    ‘How are you really, Lav?’ said John as soon as Sasha had gone.


    ‘Really fine,’ she said. ‘Although I must say it is absolute and utter heaven to see you. Last Christmas was a bit of a slog without your supporting presence. Your brother isn’t nearly as much fun. Not the same at all.’


    ‘You always were good for a chap’s confidence, Lav. I shall preen myself on that for weeks. You know the bugger’s gone and swiped my latest inamorata?’


    ‘What, not Gisela? Oh, no, John; how miserable for you! I wondered why you were down for a single room on Sasha’s list, but I didn’t like to ask. What happened?’ She quickly added: ‘Don’t tell me anything you don’t want.’


    ‘Here she comes again. I do want to tell you about it, but not in the middle of all this. Have you still got your room in the tower?’


    Lavinia nodded. ‘On the other hand, you could be an angel if you felt like it later and drive me back to the Dower House. I walked this morning.’


    ‘Brilliant idea! Just yell when you’re ready and I’ll extract myself from whatever they’ve got me doing.’


    When they had finished unloading his car and Flavia had overseen the stowing away of all the food in the larder, fridge or freezer, John sat down to the end of the shepherd’s pie while the others had their coffee.


    Between the caffeine and the pleasure of John’s arrival, Lavinia got through the afternoon’s tasks cheerfully enough, but she was relieved when at last she was free to make her private preparations for her own part of the family.


    John drove her home, telling her all about his gradual discovery that his latest lover had fallen for his elder – and much richer – brother, Patrick.


    ‘Don’t tell any of the family,’ he said at last. ‘I couldn’t bear them to explain my deathwish when it comes to women. Whatever it is I’d rather not know about it.’


    ‘Don’t worry, John. I know precisely what you mean, and I wouldn’t dream of sneaking. It’s sweet of you to have driven me back. D’you want to come in for a drink?’


    ‘Aren’t you a bit busy?’


    ‘I’ve got time for a quick one, and I’ve got a lovely bottle of nice undemanding Australian red, which I like too, whatever Nicko says about it.’


    ‘You always did know how to get under my defences, Lavvy-lugs,’ John said, following her into the house. ‘Gosh, this place is glorious after that freezing great barrack up on the moor.’


    Lavinia smiled in real pleasure. When Tom had been elected as Member of Parliament for the local constituency after his dismal failure at the Bar and needed to find somewhere to live, his mother had offered them a wing of Saltley itself. Lavinia had known at once that she would not be able to bear such close proximity to her mother-in-law. To the surprise of the Medworths, who had always assumed that she would be thoroughly malleable, she had refused the offer and asked instead whether she and Tom could have the old Queen Anne dower house that stood at the edge of what was left of the estate.


    Her choice had caused much amusement in the family because the little house had been a virtual ruin. The roof had caved in ages before and a large ash tree had been growing up through it. But it was more sheltered than Saltley, being backed by a belt of Forestry Commission trees, and she had always thought it not only prettier but also a more practical size. None of the others would have dreamed of putting money into such a hopeless prospect, and none of them had grudged the shell to Tom and Lavinia.


    She had used most of her inheritance from her father to put on a watertight roof, have the walls repointed, new floors and windows put in, and damp-proofing and central heating installed. Then, during the long, lonely winter evenings when Tom was in London during Parliamentary sittings and the children were in bed, she had set about painting and making curtains.


    Unlike Saltley Hall, which was always cold, the Dower House was warm, and the rooms she had decorated were bursting with colour and light. There were no ancestral portraits or collections of ancient weapons on the walls, but the chairs were soft with down cushions and the draughts were all stopped.


    Lavinia sighed with relief to be back, lit the study fire, and opened the bottle of cabernet sauvignon she had promised John.


    ‘Here’s to a good Christmas,’ he said, raising his glass.


    ‘Fingers crossed,’ said Lavinia quickly.


    ‘You seem very jumpy,’ said John as he stretched his legs out towards the hearth. The flames were already flickering up against the old fire-back and their reflection sparkled on the well-polished brass fender. A pocket of resin leaked out of one of the pine logs and sizzled in the heat. ‘Did something particularly awful happen last year?’


    At the sympathy in his voice Lavinia felt herself weakening dangerously. Shrugging and trying to make light of her memories, she said: ‘Oh, just the usual, but for some reason I found it harder to take.’


    ‘Why?’


    ‘I’m not sure. Tom had just been promoted in the reshuffle and I was excited about it. Perhaps that stopped me being as careful as usual. Or perhaps I was too cross that the rest of them couldn’t bring themselves to be pleased about it. They had to keep reminding me that he was still only a very junior kind of minister and that at forty-six he ought to have been in Cabinet if he was ever going to make it.’


    ‘Poor Lavvy.’


    ‘No, no. Anyway, whatever it was, something seemed to irritate Flavia even more than usual and she had a real go at me.’


    ‘Beastly for you.’


    ‘But not that serious in retrospect. I should have had more gumption, but I let it get to me and then Rory got upset and tried to defend me but didn’t know how; he wanted to be a proper Medworth but at the same time wanted to be on my side. It was awful. Eventually he clammed up completely with everyone, even me.’


    ‘Twelve-year-old boys do, you know, Lav; and they don’t always tell their mothers everything.’


    ‘No, I know they don’t, and there’s no reason why they should.’ Lavinia stared into the fire, trying not to remember the sight of her elder son’s tight unhappy face and her useless attempts to comfort him.


    ‘Didn’t Tom help?’ asked John after a while.


    Lavinia nearly laughed. ‘I don’t think he even noticed what was going on. He was tired, of course. He always is at the end of a session.’ She shook her head to get rid of the memories. ‘I’m probably making much more of it than there actually was, but I must say I did keep wishing you were here.’


    ‘Well, I am now and you know I’ll do my poor best to protect you.’


    ‘Dear John. I know. But there’s no need. It was a whole year ago and Flavia’s been perfectly normal ever since. It’s silly to drag it up again.’


    ‘I’m not sure that “normal” exactly describes the She-Wolf of the North.’ John drained his glass and grinned at Lavinia as he put it down on the table beside his chair. ‘I’d probably better get going or she’ll rip me to shreds for paying more attention to you than to her.’


    ‘Don’t tell me you’ve got a castration complex now,’ said Lavinia to make them both laugh and show that none of it mattered at all really.


    ‘Naughty!’ John held her chin so that he could kiss her goodbye. ‘You know, apart from Flavia, all of them, even the most Medworthy Medworths envy old Tom for having found and married you. They’ve come to realize what an asset you are.’


    ‘Thank you, John.’


    She stood on the doorstep, waving him off, and wondered whether he had been trying to give her some of the comfort for which he himself always ached. She had often thought of him as a child fighting for a place in the Medworth clan. His need to match up to them had driven him to singular success as an architect, and he had recently won an important prize for a building on the south bank of the Thames.


    She pushed the cork back into the wine bottle and went to make up beds for her three children and unpack their school trunks, which had been sent in advance. As she rearranged the battered old toy mongoose on top of Rory’s duvet she sighed.


    If it had not been one of Tom’s most strongly held convictions that children needed the experience of going away to boarding school, Lavinia would have kept hers at home and sent them to one of the local day schools. As it was, she had yielded and allowed him to send the boys away at eight and Tammy at ten. That autumn term had been the first for both Tammy and Charles, and Lavinia was afraid of what the three months away might have done to them both. Rory, at least, had had four years to get used to his prep school and seemed to be well able to cope with it.


    She straightened the tail of the balding mongoose, made sure that everything was as he liked it, and went on to Tammy’s room. Decorated with a dazzling mixture of orange and yellow with a few touches of scarlet, it always made her smile. She did not much like Tammy’s colours, but it was important to her that the children should learn about themselves and their tastes without being hammered into anyone else’s moulds too soon.


    The telephone rang as she was shaking Tammy’s pillow into its yellow-spotted case and she looked down at her watch. Seeing the time she knew that it must be Tom at the other end of the telephone and sprinted down the passage to her own room to answer it before he rang off and tried the number of his mother’s house.


    ‘Lavinia? Tom here. Your school-run arrangements worked perfectly. All three have been safely delivered to West Square and we’ll be with you tomorrow. How are you?’


    ‘Fine,’ she said, controlling her breathing with care so that he could not be irritated by her anxieties about his and the children’s safety. ‘And you?’


    ‘Not so bad. Looking forward to a proper break and a bit of hunting. I feel horrendously stale after this last session. How’s the weather?’


    ‘Fairly good. A bit of frost at night, but probably not enough to interfere with the scent. You should be all right.’


    ‘Good. I hope my mother hasn’t been wearing you out getting everything ready for the hordes?’


    Remembering John’s new, irreverent nickname for Flavia, Lavinia nearly laughed. ‘No. It’s been fine.’


    ‘Good. Now look, my love, here’s Rory pining for a word. I’ll put him on.’


    There was a short silence and then a high young voice said eagerly: ‘Mum?’


    ‘Yes, darling, it’s me. How are you? I’ve loved your letters. Terrific news about the last match. The team really has done well this term.’ Lavinia settled back in her chair to re-establish contact with each of the children in turn.


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    Lavinia had completed most of her own preparations in the Dower House by half-past five the following day. The Christmas tree was planted in a big Chinese porcelain pot at the left of the fireplace in the hall, where it looked magnificent against the white panelling and the black-and-white floor. She had decorated the dark-green branches with gold baubles, clove oranges she had been making throughout the autumn, and a few shiny red bows to pick up various reds in the old Dutch painting of a bucolic feast that hung on the chimney breast.


    Piles of presents, wrapped in red paper and tied with gold ribbons, were heaped around the big pot. A brass bowl full of holly sprays and trailing ivy stood in the middle of the oak chest where the rugs were kept, and a red-flowered standard camellia stood in another Chinese pot beside the front door.


    There were fires alight in the hall and in the study, scenting the whole house with the smell of burning apple logs. The clove-studded oranges were releasing their intriguing scent in the warmth, and the pine needles added an extra spiciness to the whole effect.


    Thankful that she had been stubborn enough to refuse Flavia’s offer to house them all up at Saltley, Lavinia looked round her house with satisfaction and went into the kitchen to set about one of the last important meals she would be allowed to cook for weeks. They were going to have chestnut soup with bits of crunchy bacon on the top, because it was Rory’s favourite, baked ham with red cabbage and apple, because they all liked that, and pancakes, because Tammy loved tossing them and Charles had once said that he liked the crunch of lemon-soaked sugar between the softness of the folded pancake. Tom, like a true adult Medworth, ate modest amounts of whatever he was given and appeared to have few preferences.


    When the ham and the red cabbage could be safely left to simmer at the back of the cooker, the chestnut soup was ready to be reheated and the batter was standing in the cool larder, she poured herself another glass of wine and took it upstairs to drink as she bathed.


    By the time she heard the sound of the car turning off the road, she was wearing a simple terracotta dress and putting a pair of small gold studs into her ears. Running out to the landing window, she pulled aside the heavy curtain and looked out just as the beam of the headlights swung round and rested on the three curved white stone steps up to the front door. The front passenger door opened and Rory emerged, lankily clumsy as usual. He pushed aside his hair and looked up.


    At the sight of his mother waiting in her accustomed place, he raised a hand in a casual wave and then quickly went round to the back of the car to help his father with the overnight suitcases. The two younger children were released from the back seat and raced each other for the front door. Lavinia went down to meet them.


    Tammy had already started talking to her mother even before the door opened and she did not draw breath for the next ten minutes. Lavinia sat on the edge of the fender as she listened. Charles sometimes joined in, capping Tammy’s experiences of school with his own, but she never listened to him. Lavinia watched them both, smiling in her huge relief that they were all right and apparently unchanged by their three months’incarceration. Every so often she looked up over their untidy heads to include Tom and Rory in the reunion.


    ‘There’s an open bottle of red in the kitchen,’ she said as Tammy tumbled from one story of what happened in the dorm to the next. Tom nodded and went to the kitchen.


    When he came back with two glasses, he put them and the bottle on the hearth and put a hand on his wife’s shoulder. ‘Shut up for a minute, Thomasina,’ he said and, when she was quiet, kissed Lavinia’s cheek. ‘How are you? You look tired.’


    ‘Do I? It’s probably just the bedmaking. Sasha and I did beds for twenty-eight yesterday, and that’s a lot of bending and stretching. I kept telling myself that there are women who pay fortunes for aerobics classes to be put through just what we were doing.’


    Tom laughed but before he could say anything, Rory interrupted, asking: ‘When’s everybody coming? I know Pippit and Peter are already here and Bendy’s going to get here tomorrow because we’ve got to practise for our solos.’


    ‘Yes, he is due tomorrow,’ said his mother, ‘with Jocelyn and Meg obviously. And both the Collinghams …’


    ‘They don’t matter; they’re too old,’ said Tammy dispassionately. ‘When is Georgina going to get married? She’s twenty-seven: far too old to be single. I wonder why she’s so bad at forming relationships. Granny-Flavia’s really worried about it.’


    Lavinia flinched, hating the way Tammy picked up her grandmother’s opinions and repeated them parrot fashion. It was bad enough within the family, who would at least know whose words she was using, but what if she said that sort of thing to other ten-year-olds? Or even to their parents?


    ‘Tammy’s only bothered because she wants to be a bridesmaid again like she was at Dominic and Olivia’s wedding,’ said Charles, sticking his tongue out at his sister. ‘Flowers in her hair and a pouty little smile on her fat face. Bridey, bridey, bridesmaid. Bridey …’


    Tammy punched him in the stomach and he doubled up, gasping. Tom sighed as his two younger children started to fight in earnest. Lavinia felt hugely relieved at the normality of it all. That was how ordinary children behaved.


    ‘It must be a bit like Prime Minister’s Questions,’ she said to Tom when she had separated them. There was the hint of a real smile in his eyes at last.


    ‘Upstairs with your cases, you three,’ Lavinia said sternly. ‘Daddy needs a minute or two’s silence. All right?’


    ‘Come on, monsters,’ said Rory, nodding to her. ‘Race you.’


    At the clatter of their feet across the black-and-white marble of the hall floor, Tom frowned again.


    ‘Headache?’ said Lavinia gently. ‘Shall I get you an aspirin?’


    ‘No. I’m all right. Just shaking down after the drive, really. It’s the strain of all those headlights bumping across one’s eyes, I think. And the little ones have been snarking at each other for the last eighty miles or so, which always gets me down.’ He sighed. ‘It’s good to be back, Lavvy.’


    Pleased that he had reverted to the old nickname of their first ecstatic time together, Lavinia moved closer to him, but she did not risk any overt gestures of affection and spoke in the matter-of-fact voice that she always tried to use when he was irritable or tired.


    ‘Good. When we’ve eaten we can pack them off to bed and have some peace to chat in.’


    He nodded and drained his glass of wine. ‘That’ll be nice. Have I time for a bath?’


    ‘Whatever you want. The timing of supper’s as flexible as you need.’


    ‘You’re a wife in a million, Lavinia. Thanks.’ He rubbed her shoulder and went slowly upstairs, leaving her to watch his hunched backview and wonder what had happened. He was nearly always preoccupied and often irritable when he first got home, but there seemed something more than usual worrying him.


    He might tell her later or he might bottle it all up and keep her away from whatever he was thinking. She had taught herself not to mind that, but it had taken a lot of effort. Sighing silently, she went back into the kitchen to lower the heat beneath the pots and pans.


    When the children came downstairs again, she took out a pack of cards and played one and a half rubbers of bridge with them on the kitchen table until Charles, who was dummy, got up in the middle of a game, saying: ‘I’m starved. What can I have to eat?’


    Reluctant to let him fill himself up with biscuits, Lavinia looked at the clock and saw that it was already half-past eight.


    ‘Perhaps Daddy’s gone to sleep in the bath. Do you want to go up and see?’ she said, neatly finessing the jack of diamonds.


    ‘Do I have to?’


    ‘No, of course not, but we’re not going to have supper until he’s ready and so if he’s gone to sleep that means we’ll all have to stay hungry until someone wakes him up. It might as well be you.’


    Charles attempted to look martyred, then blew like an angry old man and finally stumped off upstairs.


    ‘He was asleep,’ he said cheerfully as he came back to the kitchen a few minutes later, ‘but he’s going to come down now – in his dressing gown to save time.’


    ‘And he’s very sorry for keeping you all hungry,’ said Tom, coming in to stand blinking in the bright light. He was still tying the cord of his old Shetland checked dressing gown. He looked better.


    ‘We’ll finish the rubber later,’ said Lavinia. ‘Leave the cards face down and we can start again after supper or tomorrow.’


    She got up to pour soup into the bowls that had been keeping warm beside the cooker. Having sprinkled bacon shards on top of each bowlful, she looked over her shoulder.


    ‘Tammy, will you carry those into the dining room for me? Thanks. I’ll follow you in a minute.’


    Charles was nearly asleep by the time they had finished the pancakes and so Lavinia sent him and Tammy up to bed while she and Rory did the washing up. Tom switched on the kitchen television for the ten o’clock news and sat in one of the creaking old basket chairs to watch it.


    Rory started to talk about school as he dried the cutlery. Lavinia longed to hear anything he was prepared to tell her, but she saw the irritable twitch of Tom’s shoulders from the reflection in the dark window over the sink and said quietly: ‘Better keep it until I come and tuck you up, Rory. Dad’s trying to concentrate on the news.’


    She was glad to see no sign of resentment in her son’s face as he accepted what she said. He was old enough to understand everything she had told him about how burdensome a politician’s life could be and what a difference his family’s behaviour could make to it.


    When they had finished the clearing up, she sent Rory up to have a bath while she locked all the doors and dealt with the fires. When she heard him emerging from the bathroom, she followed him upstairs. ‘Shall I come in and have a chat or would you rather be on your own?’ she asked as she stood in the doorway of his bedroom, watching him take off his dressing gown. He looked very slight and young in his red-and-blue striped pyjamas. She longed to take him in her arms, but she did not move.


    ‘Oh, no. Do stay,’ he said, frowning slightly. ‘If you don’t think Dad needs you more.’


    Lavinia nearly gave in and hugged him then, but she restricted herself to a brief ruffle of his hair in deference to his probable embarrassment. ‘You are such a good boy, Rory.’ She settled herself on the lumpy cushion in the windowseat, where she used to sit cuddling her babies, and had a moment’s regret for the easy intimacy of those early days. ‘Now, tell about the science master. He does sound quite tricky.’


    ‘Well, he is a bit,’ said Rory, sliding down under his duvet. She noticed that he had pushed the once-loved mongoose unobtrusively on to the floor and hated the thought that he was having to be toughened up as he got older. ‘I suppose it’s just because he’s got sort of stuck in the anal-sadistic phase.’


    He lay on his back, staring up at the ceiling and chewing at his bottom lip. Lavinia watched him, aching for him and wondering if anyone else would feel as worried as she did at the thought of a twelve-year-old boy’s dealing with his fear of a bad-tempered schoolmaster in such a way. She knew that Rory’s diagnosis must have come from Flavia and wanted to explain that such psychoanalytical theories were just ideas and not necessarily infallible truths, but she could not think of a way of doing it that would not make him feel that she was at war with his grandmother. She had seen how miserable he had been when he believed he had to choose between them, and she could not bear it to happen again.


    ‘I just wish I knew why he hates me so much,’ said Rory, sounding much more natural.


    ‘Are you really sure he does? Perhaps he’s just bad-tempered with everyone, or ill or worried about money or something.’


    ‘I suppose he is. But he shouts at me all the time.’ Rory sighed heavily and muttered into his duvet: ‘I hate it, Mum.’


    ‘I’m not surprised. I think it’s horrible, too.’


    Rory turned over on to his left side so that he could look at her. She smiled at him, trying to give him all the confidence she herself lacked. After a moment he shut his eyes and then, flinging himself on to his back again, he said with determined cheerfulness: ‘Anyway, it was great when we beat St Vincent’s.’


    ‘Yes, it must have been. Didn’t you say it was the first time in twelve years that they hadn’t won?’ said Lavinia, conscientiously retrieving the details he had given her over the telephone.


    ‘Yeah.’


    ‘That’s brilliant,’ she said, managing to get some real enthusiasm into her voice. ‘Did you get badly mashed up in the scrum?’


    ‘Not too bad, although one of them did stamp his studs into my hand. Luckily it was the left so I didn’t have any trouble writing my test papers next day.’


    ‘That must have hurt.’


    ‘A bit.’


    ‘Good. And what about choir? How’s that been going?’


    As she listened, seeing his face grow more relaxed again, Lavinia herself felt happier. Despite his fear of the angry science master, it sounded as though Rory was coping with school as well as any of his cousins. For the fiftieth time, she reminded herself that the Medworth recipe had produced a great many winners since old George Medworth had bought Saltley Hall and plenty more since Flavia had grafted her psychoanalytical ideas on to the old traditions. There must be something right about them.


    She thought about her own smaller and much less stellar family and asked herself what had been so wonderful about their ideas of child-rearing that she should fight to impose them on her own children. The fact that she would probably have had to emigrate to an igloo in the North Pole before she could get her three away from Medworth influence only made her smile. Tammy and the boys were all right, she told herself. They would continue to be all right. And peace at home between their parents, and between herself and Flavia, was surely more important than almost anything else except the fact of her own unconditional love for them.


    ‘You’d better get some sleep, Rory. There’s lots to do tomorrow.’


    ‘OK,’ he said through a sigh and then grinned at her. ‘I am quite tired actually.’


    Taking a small risk, she bent down to kiss his forehead as she passed his bed on the way to the door. He did not pull away as he had often done, and, as his head sank down on to her arm, she let herself feel a second’s pure happiness.


    She pushed the hair away from his forehead, managing to stroke his face unobtrusively as she did so. ‘Sleep well, Rory. And if you need anything, come and wake me up.’


    ‘Night, Mum.’


    She switched off the light at the door. When she reached the kitchen she found Tom asleep again as the local news relayed its usual tale of sporting triumphs, farming disasters, petty and not so petty crime. Waking him carefully, she said: ‘I’ve just put Rory into bed and it looks as though you need the same treatment. Come on, Tom.’


    He sat for a moment, looking up at her in just the same way as Rory had. At that moment the likeness between them was extreme. His eyelids began to close again.


    ‘Come on, Tom,’ she said more loudly. ‘You’ll be more comfortable in bed. Don’t sleep down here. It’ll make you stiff.’


    He hauled himself up and stood, swaying. ‘I’d better lock up.’


    ‘Don’t worry. I’ve already done it.’


    Together they went up to bed. He slept almost as soon as he had turned off his reading light, but she stayed awake for longer, putting her mind through its usual exercises.


    ‘Yes, we care about each other,’ she told herself silently. ‘Tom may say what’s bothering him in due course or he may not. If he doesn’t, there’s no need to feel aggrieved; I don’t tell him everything either. It doesn’t matter. We share a lot already: the children, this house and the constituency. No-one could expect the kind of blissfulness we both felt when we first knew each other to keep going for more than a year or two. What we’ve got ought to be enough for anyone. Neither of us is ever deliberately unkind, even if we sometimes make mistakes. We never lose our tempers. Provided neither of us asks too much of the other we’ll be all right. It is love of a sort even if it’s not quite the sort I once envisaged. It is love and that ought to be enough. It’s more than most people have.’ Eventually she too fell asleep.


  

    

      Chapter Three

    


    Lavinia woke the following morning at eight o’clock when her two younger children burst into the bedroom, yelling: ‘Rise and shine, Daddy. Rise and shine. We’re building jumps for the hunter trials today. Come on. Up with you.’


    Lavinia, groggy with sleep, pushed herself up against the bedhead and saw that Tammy and Charles were already dressed in their second-best jodhpurs, brown-leather jodhpur boots and much-darned, dark-green sweaters.


    ‘Shush, you two,’ she whispered furiously. ‘Daddy needs to sleep.’


    But it was too late. Tom was already awake. He turned to her. ‘Don’t worry. They’re right. The Medworth Christmas Hunter Trials are very important, and there’s lots to be done yet.’


    ‘I know. Chicks, why don’t you go down to the kitchen, put on the kettle and start laying breakfast? We’ll be down soon.’


    When they had gone, Lavinia took Tom’s hand and was glad when he squeezed hers. ‘Listen, Tom. I know that all the old Christmas-holiday traditions are important, but your health matters even more. I don’t think I’ve ever seen you quite as tired as you were yesterday, and you ought to rest while you can. There’s bound to be some crisis that makes one of your civil servants need to get hold of you before the end of the holiday. There always is. Give yourself a chance to recuperate before it happens.’


    ‘I’m fine, Lavinia, and a bit of fresh air will do me good.’ Tom looked at the clock beside his pillows. ‘Heavens above! I’ve had nearly nine hours. That’s enough for anyone. You know they’ve now discovered that too much sleep is as dangerous as too little?’


    She clamped her lips together for a moment and then smiled. ‘I’m not going to nag. But at least promise me you’ll take time over breakfast and wait until …’


    He kissed her forehead briefly as he was pushing back his side of the duvet. ‘I’ll be fine. Come on. Up with you. It’s the first day of the Christmas holidays and we’ve a lot to cram in.’


    Lavinia followed him out of bed and went to wash and clean her teeth. When she came back he was in the dressing room, almost ready. ‘I promised Edgar I’d do the constituency surgery this afternoon. It’s Helmsmoorside today, isn’t it?’ he said as he bent down to take the wooden trees out of his old, much-cherished boots. ‘D’you mind if I usurp your role for once? He was very anxious that I put in an appearance when we spoke on the phone the other day.’


    ‘I don’t mind at all, and the constituents will love having you for once. But I probably ought to come with you and tell you what’s been going on. There are one or two quite tricky cases at the moment and you’ll need briefing to avoid putting your foot in it.’


    Stamping his right heel into the boot, he turned his head sideways to watch her as she sat at the dressing table to arrange her hair. ‘You know, Lavinia, you are just about the ideal wife for a politician. I can’t think of anyone else who does so much while making so little fuss. Do I exploit you horribly?’


    ‘Certainly not.’ She pushed her fingers up through her newly combed fringe to make it fall as it should, leaning towards the mirror to check the effect. ‘For one thing, you pay me for what I do. For another, I enjoy it. I like having a share in your job.’


    ‘It’s a big share.’ He frowned and then looked up at her again, saying slowly: ‘I know we don’t get much time for ourselves these days, but that’s how it goes once half of any couple gets a ministerial job, even one like mine. There’s just so much paper to process, apart from everything else. And if I ever do get as far as the cabinet …’


    ‘I know. Don’t look so worried, Tom. It’s all right. I took it all on board when you were first made a Parlie Charlie, let alone an actual minister. And I like the fact that you’re doing so well. I’m sure you will get a Cabinet job eventually. Don’t worry about it. I don’t.’


    ‘Sure?’


    ‘Yes. I’m sure. What’s brought all this on? You don’t usually fret like this.’


    He pulled up the other boot, reached for the sweater that she had laid ready over his chair, pulled it over his head and then came back into the bedroom. ‘I suppose I’ve just been wondering lately how much of it all has been worth doing.’


    ‘Is it the hunting vote that’s got to you so badly?’ Lavinia asked, trying to hide her surprise. ‘Or is there some new horror you’re having to deal with at Environment?’


    Tom wrinkled his nose and then strode to the window to pull aside the curtains and look out. The view across the moors was magnificent: wild and empty of everything but the black stalks of the heather and the dark purplish-grey clouds. Lavinia had always found it consoling when she had come back after a stultifying visit to London and she could imagine that it must be heaven after the aggressive crowds of the House of Commons.


    ‘I suppose it’s partly that,’ Tom said as he rubbed a patch of condensation off the window pane with his sleeve. ‘The antis have mobilized a hell of a lot of support and rather too many people I respect have been eyeing me with distaste – contempt almost.’ Tom laughed unhappily and added with a casual air that did not convince her: ‘I’ve never been very good at dealing with contempt. I’m not sure why.’


    Lavinia watched him, saying nothing. From the back, he was looking splendid in his breeches and boots: tall, spare and thoroughly in control. But when he turned she saw that his face was unhappy and his dark eyes looked almost afraid.


    It struck her that his enemies might have tried to blackmail him into voting for the ban on hunting by threatening to reveal something about his life in London. If that were so, he could well be agitated by the stress of waiting for it to happen. Somehow, without speaking of blackmail, she would have to show him that she was not going to cause trouble if there were any revelations to come. She had coped before; she could do it again. It seemed to her to be part of the unspoken deal that they had made many years earlier.


    ‘Aren’t you two coming?’ Tammy shouted up from the kitchen. ‘The kettle’s boiled and the toast’s getting cold. And the others’ll all be waiting for us. Come on, Daddy.’


    Tom shrugged. ‘When Tammy calls, all must obey, eh?’


    ‘Probably,’ said Lavinia, wishing that her energetic and determined daughter had given them just five more minutes. She longed to surround Tom with the sort of warmth that she sensed he needed and that she terribly wanted to give him, but when she had tried in the past it had all gone wrong. At the beginning she had thought he had simply not noticed what she was offering; later she came to the conclusion that he had been deliberately obtuse.


    ‘You go on, Tom. I’ll follow when I’ve tidied up a bit. Don’t worry about it all too much. There’s nothing that, between us, we can’t mend or deal with.’


    ‘You’ve excellent bottom along with all the rest,’ said Tom with an effortful smile. ‘See you later.’


    When he had gone, Lavinia propped her elbows on the dressing table and rested her head in her hands for a moment, gathering her strength. Then she sat up straight and made up her face.


    ‘Rory still asleep?’ she said as she walked into the kitchen a little later.


    ‘I think so. But it doesn’t matter,’ said Charles, lavishly spreading butter on his burned toast. ‘He’s not building jumps with us because he’s got a solo for midnight mass. There’s a rehearsal with Aunt Frida at eleven. You will wake him in time, won’t you, Mum? No forgetting accidentally-on-purpose. It’s important.’


    ‘Yes, I know it is,’ said Lavinia, just managing to be amused at the idea of being given orders by her eight-year-old son. ‘But how do you know what Rory’s supposed to be doing? Has somebody been sending you all timetables?’


    ‘Yes,’ said Tammy, looking surprised. ‘Granny-Flavia. Didn’t you know, Mum?’


    ‘No, I didn’t.’ Some of Lavinia’s irritation must have shown because Tom said quietly: ‘It helps co-ordinate such large numbers. That’s all. It’s not meant to control anyone.’


    Oh, yes, it is, she thought, and to make it plain just who is excluded, but she smiled and buried her annoyance in her coffee cup.


    ‘Are you driving or walking?’ she asked when she had put the cup down.


    ‘I thought we might bike actually,’ said Tom. ‘I think the rain’ll hold off.’


    ‘OK. Then I’ll bring Rory up in the car later on. I ought to put in a bit of work on the Saltley papers anyway.’


    ‘Come on, Daddy,’ said Tammy, cramming the last of her toast into her mouth. Through it, she added: ‘You’re so greedy, Charles. You don’t need another piece.’


    ‘Yes, I do. Don’t be so bloody bossy, you old cow.’


    ‘Charles! And Tammy, please don’t talk with your mouth full.’


    ‘Sorry, Mum,’ said Charles as Tammy swallowed a half-chewed piece of toast and opened her mouth to say something else. ‘I forgot. We all swear all the time at school.’


    ‘Maybe, but I don’t want you doing it here. It’s very unattractive.’ Lavinia scowled horribly at him and then straightened her face to add with what she meant to be excruciating sweetness: ‘Particularly when it comes from an angelic-looking child like you.’


    ‘Oh, Mum. Don’t be disgusting! “Angelic”. Yuk!’


    ‘I’ll take them away and wear them out with the ponies,’ said Tom, laughing as he brushed the crumbs off his lap and stood up. ‘See you at lunch.’


    ‘Yes. Have fun.’


    ‘We will.’


    When they had gone, the two children still quarrelling and exchanging increasingly petulant insults as they wheeled their old-fashioned, second-hand bicycles out of the shed, Lavinia tidied their breakfast things away and made herself some stronger coffee, which she drank as she read the day’s newspapers.


    She woke Rory at ten so that he would have plenty of time for breakfast in his dressing gown before getting ready for his singing practice. His mood had changed overnight and he said very little as he ate the breakfast she had cooked him, picking up the news section of The Times as soon as he sat down and apparently reading his way through it as steadily as any adult. Lavinia suppressed a sigh and continued to skip through the other papers.
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