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    Praise for Alan Titchmarsh

    ‘Splendid . . . I laughed out loud’

    Rosamunde Pilcher

    ‘Absolutely charming . . . made me understand a lot more about men’

    Jilly Cooper

    ‘A steamy novel of love among the gro-bags’

    Observer

    ‘A fine debut . . . great fun, but also sensitive and sensible with a tuneful storyline. Titchmarsh fans will lap up Mr MacGregor’

    Independent

    ‘I admit it, I like Mr MacGregor. It’s as satisfying as a freshly-mown lawn’

    Daily Mirror

    ‘Humorous, light-hearted and unpretentious. Titchmarsh’s book is strengthened by authenticity. Ideal for romantic gardeners’
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    Author’s Note

    Some of the characters and some of the places in this book are real, others are fictional.

    The Isle of Wight obviously exists, and so do all the places within it that are

    mentioned, except for Nick’s cottage, which somehow nobody has yet

    found, and Sleepyhead Bay, which is based on a tiny cluster of

    cottages in a secluded haven that keen visitors to the Isle of

    Wight will know. I felt obliged to change its name to

    protect it from being overrun. All the characters

    who play an active role are fictional, but real

    people and real events are

    mentioned and it is up to

    the reader to decide

    where reality ends

    and imagination

    begins.
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      In a characteristic unique to the species, the ageing queen, having seen her progeny into adulthood, performs an energetic sequence of movements in the final hours before her death. These movements, which may become increasingly frenetic and complex, appear to satisfy some inbuilt urge or desire, but are, as yet, not fully understood. They are most usually referred to as ‘the queen’s last dance’.

      Emerich Hummel, The Russian Honey Bee, 1918
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    Tour de Malakoff

    Vivid magenta flowers flushed deep purple and fading to lilac grey.

    ‘It’s your grandmother.’

    ‘Yes?’

    ‘She’s been arrested.’

    This is not a conversation that many people expect to have. We know that grannies are not what they were, but even allowing for the fact that many are proficient on the Internet, lunatic behind the wheel and capable of doing full justice to the drinks cabinet, the discovery that our own had been detained at Her Majesty’s pleasure would, if we are honest, come as a bit of a shock. A shock likely to provoke either disbelief or outrage.

    As the policeman at the other end of the line delivered the grave news, in the particularly self-righteous manner that only someone wearing a uniform can, Nick Robertson found himself in the former camp. ‘She’s been what?’

    ‘Arrested, sir. Well, detained, actually.’

    ‘But what for?’

    ‘Disturbing the peace.’

    ‘Where?’

    ‘In London, sir. She’s at Bow Street police station. If you could come and collect her? We don’t want to release her on her own and . . . well, I’d rather not say any more over the phone, if you don’t mind. We’ll fill you in when you get here.’

    ‘But why me?’

    ‘Yours was the name and number she gave us, sir.’

    There were many things Nick wanted to say, the first being ‘But I live on the Isle of Wight.’ Instead he settled for ‘Right. It will take me a couple of hours to get there.’

    ‘No problem, sir. We’ll keep her comfortable.’

    ‘She’s all right, isn’t she? I mean, she’s not hurt?’

    ‘Oh, no, sir. She’s absolutely fine. Keeping my officers well entertained.’

    ‘She would. I’ll be there as soon as I can.’ And that was it. No more information.

    What had she done? And why hadn’t she called his mother? She was nearer. But the answer to that was obvious: his mother would have given her mother-in-law what-for. Or his father – her son? No again. Nick’s dad would be at the races – or at some surreptitious meeting for his next money-making wheeze. Not much chance of finding him at the end of a telephone: his mobile number changed almost weekly.

    Which was why, on a bright May morning, when birds were carolling from the tops of tall chestnut trees, and when he should have been enjoying the maudlin pleasure of staring out of the window and moping about the end of a three-year relationship with a girl now sitting on a British Airways flight to New York, he found himself rattling into Waterloo Station on the eleven fifteen from Southampton. Briefly he pictured his grandmother sitting in a cell, huddled in a corner, cowed and tearful but, if he was honest with himself, he knew that was unlikely.

    He wasn’t wrong: he found her at the front desk of the police station, regaling a wide-eyed trio of uniformed officers with the reasons behind her forecast for a Chelsea victory over Manchester United the following day. She looked round as he came in and smiled at him. ‘Hello, love! Come to take me home?’

    He nodded.

    The desk sergeant broke away from the group, looking sheepish, negotiated the narrow opening to one side of the counter with some difficulty and beckoned Nick towards the room opposite. ‘Would you mind, sir?’ As the door closed behind them he heaved a sigh. ‘Quite a character, your granny.’

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘I should think she takes a bit of looking after.’ The lumbering policeman, whose unnaturally long arms gave him an ape-like appearance, was doing his best not to smirk.

    ‘Well, most of the time she’s fine.’

    ‘Lives on her own, I gather.’

    ‘Yes. She’s not helpless,’ Nick said defensively.

    ‘Oh, I can see that. But it might be worth keeping an eye on her.’

    ‘I do, when I can, but I live—’

    ‘I know, sir. It must be difficult—’

    Nick interrupted. ‘What’s she done? Nothing serious, surely?’

    ‘Well, not serious. Just silly. We’re letting her off with a caution. There’ll be no charges. I think the embassy was surprised more than anything. It’s normally students who chain themselves to their railings. And dissidents. Not that we get many of them nowadays.’ Then: ‘We don’t get many grannies either.’

    ‘No. I suppose not,’ Nick said, thoughtfully. Disbelief had been augmented by irritation. There were so many things he could have asked, but in the event he only managed, ‘I mean . . . why did she do it?’

    ‘Some sort of protest. Mind you, her equipment wasn’t up to much. One of those bicycle safety chains. The sort with a combination lock. We just snipped it off.’

    ‘I see.’ He thought about it. It would have been his grandfather’s. She wouldn’t have sent it to a jumble sale yet or a charity shop.

    ‘The worry is that I think she rather enjoyed the attention. We’d prefer it if she didn’t do it again. We’ve enough on without coping with protesting pensioners.’

    ‘I’m sorry. I’ll try to make sure she stays out of trouble.’

    ‘If you would.’

    ‘Can I take her home then?’

    ‘Yes, of course.’ He hesitated. ‘Can I just ask you, sir . . .?’

    ‘Yes?’

    ‘What your granny was saying. I suppose it’s just her funny way, isn’t it? I mean . . .’ He brought one of the long arms up to tug at his left ear, then looked at Nick sideways. ‘She’s not really related to the Russian royal family is she?’

    ‘What?’ It was one of those defining moments: the sort that make all sounds subside, all movement grind to a halt, and the world seems to take a deep breath. The moment when your granny, whom you’ve always perceived as adorable and ever-so-slightly . . . individual, might have turned a corner that you’d hoped would never appear on the horizon. The policeman must have misheard her. Sounds emerged once more from the corridor. There was movement, too.

    Nick shook his head. ‘No. I think you misunderstood. Her family was Russian. Gran left when there was all that bother with the royal family when she was a baby. She’s lived in Britain ever since. Always felt bitter about the revolution, though. I think her mum was caught up in it.’

    The policeman stared at Nick for a moment. ‘Well, the embassy were very good about it. They had a particularly reasonable attaché on duty today. I suggested to him that your granny was just a bit – well, doo-lally.’

    Nick’s eyes widened. ‘Not within her earshot, I hope.’

    ‘Er, no. I thought it best not to.’

    ‘Wise man.’ He smiled ruefully.

    ‘So, if you could just make sure she gets home safely. And maybe keep her away from bicycle chains for a while.’ He pointed to the old safety cable lying in a corner, and as the limb revealed its full extent it occurred to Nick that this really was the long arm of the law.

    ‘Yes. Yes, of course. It won’t happen again,’ he said, and added, under his breath, ‘I hope.’

    She was standing by the front door of the police station, smiling, silver-grey hair in its familiar soft curls, sensible shoes polished and tweed skirt pressed. Thanks to the morning’s excitement, her pale blue eyes sparkled, and she pushed her hands deep into the pockets of the red, woolly jacket.

    Nick’s greeting came as a bit of a let down.

    ‘Come on, Granny.’ Nick’s tone was impatient.

    She frowned. ‘There’s no need for that.’

    ‘All right, then – Rosie.’

    ‘Better.’

    He sighed. ‘Tea?’

    ‘Ooh! Yes, please. Best thing anybody’s said all day.’

    ‘I thought police stations were famous for their tea.’

    ‘Yes. But they don’t do Earl Grey. Terrible stuff, theirs. Colour of oxtail soup.’

    ‘There’s a café across the road. Come on, they’ll probably do a range of designer teas.’

    She stood quite still and shook her head.

    ‘What’s the matter?’

    ‘I’m not having tea there, designer range or no.’

    ‘Where, then?’

    ‘The Ritz.’

    ‘What?’

    ‘As a celebration.’

    ‘A celebration of what?’

    ‘Mission accomplished.’

    ‘What sort of mission? You’ve just been arrested.’

    ‘I achieved what I set out to do.’

    ‘Which was?’

    She pulled up the fake-fur collar of her coat and held it with a leather-gloved hand. ‘To draw attention to my life in exile.’

    ‘Oh, Rosie!’

    She fixed him with flashing pale blue eyes. ‘I mean it.’ The stern expression subsided and she grinned. ‘Oh, go on, take me for tea at the Ritz. You look as though you could do with a bit of fun.’

    He shook his head. ‘What are you like?’

    She put her head on one side. ‘A duchess?’

    He felt the same stab of unease that had shot through him when the policeman had mentioned the Russian royal family. He thought it best to shrug it off. Right now an attention-seeking grandmother was not an enticing prospect. ‘Just don’t push it. We’ll go to Brown’s, not the Ritz.’

    ‘Cheapskate.’
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    Fairyland

    Soft pink . . . borne in large trusses.

    ‘I do wish you wouldn’t look so smug.’

    Rosie sipped the Earl Grey in the china cup. ‘Why shouldn’t I? Look, we’ve even got a tea-strainer.’

    ‘Because you should be ashamed of yourself. Wasting police time.’

    ‘Well, it was all in a good cause.’ She sat in the corner of the large chintz sofa, under the towering grandfather clock, looking about her with wide eyes. ‘This is nice, isn’t it? Classy sort of place. Didn’t Agatha Christie set one of her murder mysteries here? I saw it on the box. Lovely costumes.’ Her eyes, lively and enquiring, darted around the opulent lounge.

    ‘I think that was Bertram’s, not Brown’s. Anyway I’m glad you like it. But don’t get too used to it.’

    ‘Mmm. Not much chance of that.’ She picked up a tiny cucumber sandwich, and popped it into her mouth, whole, chewing it purposefully and scrutinising her surroundings. ‘Look at him. Over there.’ She gestured towards a small, bespectacled man in a light grey suit. He was systematically putting away the contents of a tiered cakestand, looking around the room from time to time as though he was waiting for someone. ‘He looks suspicious. Do you think he’s here to meet a lover?’

    The reply was impatient. ‘I really don’t know.’

    ‘Well, he might be. They come in the most unlikely disguises, you know.’

    ‘Who do?’

    ‘Lovers.’

    ‘Like duchesses.’

    She avoided his eye, then muttered, mock-absentminded, ‘What, love?’

    ‘What were you telling that policeman?’

    ‘Have you finished with the sandwiches? Shall we go on to the cakes?’

    ‘Is this how it’s going to be now?’

    ‘How what’s going to be, love?’ She was examining the cakestand.

    ‘Are you going to carry on being childish?’

    She looked hurt. ‘That’s a bit mean.’

    ‘Is it?’

    ‘Yes. Very. “Childish” is a very mean thing to say.’ He saw that her eyes were glistening with tears.

    ‘Oh, don’t do that!’ He searched his pockets for a handkerchief, found it and handed it to her. ‘You know what I mean.’

    Rosie blew her nose. ‘Oh, yes, I know what you mean. Don’t be any trouble. Grow old gracefully. You’ve had a good life. You’re eighty-seven. Why can’t you just be a normal granny? The usual stuff.’

    ‘Well, what wrong with that?’

    She wiped the tears off her cheeks, and he glimpsed smears of mascara and rouge on the white lawn. ‘I’m cross.’

    ‘Why?’

    ‘Oh, I’m fed up – fed up with people.’

    ‘Has Mum been at it again?’

    ‘A bit. But it’s not just her.’

    ‘But why the Russian embassy? What do you want to go chaining yourself to railings for? I know you’ve always had a thing about your mum being left behind, but why bring it all up now?’

    ‘To scare myself.’

    ‘What?’

    She blew her nose again. ‘To make myself feel as though I’m doing more than just sitting around waiting.’ She sniffed. ‘That’s all it is, really. It’s to prove to myself that I can still feel things.’

    ‘Since Granddad?’

    She nodded.

    Nick reached forward and squeezed her hand. ‘I know.’

    ‘I’m glad he’s not in pain any more. It wasn’t much of a life at the end. But at least he minded. Once. Well . . . I think he did. About me.’

    ‘Of course he did. We all do.’

    ‘Huh! Some more than others.’

    ‘Is that why you didn’t ask the police to call Mum or Dad?’

    She dabbed her cheek with the handkerchief. ‘Not much point was there? Your mum would have given me what for, and your dad wouldn’t have been there. No, I wanted you.’

    ‘But you’ve got to find another way . . . You can’t keep getting yourself arrested.’

    ‘It was the first time!’

    ‘You know what I mean.’

    ‘If you mean will I promise I won’t be any more trouble, the answer’s no.’

    ‘But why should you want to be trouble?’

    ‘Because I want to do something with myself. It’s time I had a life.’

    ‘But you’ve had a life.’ As soon as he’d said it he could have bitten out his tongue.

    ‘So, is that it, then? Because I’m eighty-seven I shouldn’t have expectations?’

    ‘Well, no, I didn’t mean that—’

    ‘Well, what did you mean? I’ve got a new hip and a new knee. It’d be a crime not to use them.’

    ‘It is a crime when you chain them to railings.’

    She looked apologetic. ‘Well . . . I was upset.’

    ‘That’s a blessing. I wouldn’t want to think you did it when you were happy.’

    ‘It’s just that I don’t want to go quietly. To give in. I want to take risks.’

    ‘Like imprisonment?’

    She bit her lip, and her eyes brimmed with tears once more. She mopped at them, then sniffed. ‘Stupid old woman. I suppose it’s hard for you to understand.’

    ‘Not really. In one way, yes, but not in another.’ He sat back in his chair. ‘I just worry that—’

    ‘That I’m getting dementia? Well, I’m not. At least, I don’t think I am. But, then, I don’t suppose you realize it when it’s happening to you, do you?’

    Nick watched as she sipped her tea. She had looked confident in the police station, Nick thought, her eyes shining, enjoying the attention, the thrill of the chase. Now she looked crestfallen, fearful. He felt guilty: he was responsible for the change in her. He offered an olive branch. ‘Tell me about it, then.’

    She avoided his eyes. ‘About what?’

    ‘This Russian thing.’

    ‘You know perfectly well what it’s about.’ She picked up another tiny sandwich, nibbled the corner, then finished it.

    He spoke gently. ‘The policeman said something about the royal family.’

    She looked vague. ‘Did he?’

    ‘Can you remember what you said to him?’

    ‘I have perfect recall.’

    ‘Well?’

    ‘Not telling you now. Wrong time. Wrong place. One day. When I’m ready.’ She eyed the cakestand again and settled on an elaborate cream horn. ‘That’ll put me right.’ She began to dissect it. ‘I know what you’re thinking,’ she murmured, through a mouthful of pastry, ‘but I can’t be bothered what people think any more. It doesn’t really matter.’

    ‘Why?’

    ‘Because people think what the newspapers and the television tell them to think. And, anyway, it’s all geared to people under forty. Thirty, even. Get to my age and they think all you want to watch is Countdown and repeats of Miss Marple. I can remember all the endings, you know.’

    ‘So you do watch them?’

    ‘Only once.’ She snapped the end off the cream horn. ‘Most of the time people just patronize you.’

    ‘No!’

    ‘Oh, yes, they do. They only want to help you across the street because it makes them feel better. Last week I was standing on the pavement looking at some may blossom. It was so pretty, but before I knew it I was half-way across the road with this man gripping me by the arm and booming in my ear. They treat you as though you’re educationally subnormal. And deaf – they always shout at you. And I’m not deaf. Or daft.’

    ‘No,’ he said, with feeling.

    She was warming to her theme now, and the cream horn was yielding to the pressure of a pastry fork. ‘The trouble is, you get used to it. You do! You begin to believe that you are past it. You start acting like a child because you’re expected to, and before you know it you’ve given up. It’s a slippery slope.

    ‘Take that over-sixties club I went to. What a waste of time. Arguing over the teapot, painting Christmas cards. Being fawned over. Heavens! There’s more to life than that. I was twenty years older than most of them and I ended up running round after them – picking up their paints, passing them their coats, taking them to the toilet. It was like being back at school. No, thank you. I’ve still got a brain – what’s left of it – and I still have opinions, but they don’t seem to count any more. Who cares what I think?’

    ‘I do.’

    She looked at him suspiciously. ‘Do you? Do you really?’

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘Even if it means being embarrassed?’

    Nick leaned forward. ‘I’d prefer to avoid that bit but, on the whole, yes, even if it means being embarrassed.’

    Her face brightened. ‘So will you help me?’

    ‘Help you with what?’

    ‘To live a bit.’

    Her request took him by surprise. It seemed so innocent and plaintive. ‘Well, I don’t know . . .’

    ‘I won’t be a burden. I don’t want to take over your life or anything. I just need a bit of support. Encouragement, I suppose.’

    ‘I’ll try.’

    She smiled weakly. ‘I know it must look like attention-seeing, but it’s not that. It’s just . . .’

    He raised an eyebrow.

    ‘What?’

    She sighed. ‘Do you know that Peggy Lee song, “Is That All There Is”?’

    He nodded.

    ‘Well, I suppose I just want to keep dancing a bit longer. That’s all.’

    Nick put his arm round her and squeezed her gently. She smelt faintly of Chanel No. 5. Not like a granny at all.

    He eased away and looked into her shimmering eyes. ‘Well, no more chaining yourself to railings. Promise?’

    She hesitated, then saw him raise his eyebrows in waning. ‘I promise. Anyway, I only had the one chain and they cut that. It was your granddad’s.’ She looked thoughtful. ‘I did think about throwing eggs, but that would have been wasteful. Anyway, I’d run out.’

    ‘Thank God.’ He sat back in his chair. ‘And this Russian thing. You’ll talk to me about it when you’re ready?’

    ‘Yes. When I’m ready. I never told your dad when he was little. I was waiting until he was older but then I knew there was no point. He was always a bit . . . well . . .’

    ‘Cynical?’

    ‘Yes. No imagination – except when he’s dreaming he can make a fortune on some hare-brained scheme or a horse. I told him his grandmother was Russian and that she stayed behind during the revolution when I was brought over here, but that’s all. I never told him any more. I’ve never told anyone. Stands to reason, doesn’t it? No one would have believed me.’

    ‘Why not?’

    ‘Not now. Later, when there’s more time. And, anyway, there are other things I want to do as well.’

    ‘What sort of things?’ Nick asked uneasily.

    ‘Things that nobody else has thought of. Like Marks and Spencer.’

    ‘What?’

    She hunched forward conspiratorially. ‘I’ve had this brilliant idea. If Marks and Spencer change the labels on all their clothes, marking them as a size smaller than they really are, more people would shop there.’

    ‘I’m sorry?’

    She sighed impatiently. ‘You’re so slow. Think about it. Women don’t like to think they’re fat. They want to be a size eight, and most of them are a size ten – or more. All M&S have to do is change the labels on their clothes and then the size-ten women will be able to fit into a size eight.’ She glanced about her to make sure they were not overheard, then carried on: ‘Stands to reason that Mrs Smith will keep going back there, rather than to Next or Laura Ashley, because she feels better about herself in clothes from M&S.’

    ‘Are you serious?’

    ‘Of course I’m serious.’

    ‘But that would be illegal, wouldn’t it?’

    ‘I don’t see why. It would if you marked a twenty-eight-inch waist as twenty-six – Trade Descriptions and all that – but who’s to say how big a size eight, ten or sixteen is? Come to think of it,’ she went on reflectively, ‘maybe they should mark them down two sizes. Imagine a size-sixteen woman suddenly being able to fit into a twelve. Ha! Mind you, if I write and tell them, I don’t expect I shall hear anything. Next thing you know they’ll be doing it and won’t pay me a penny.’

    Nick gaped at her.

    ‘Shut your mouth, dear, or you’ll catch a fly.’ She winked. ‘Cakes all gone. Shall we make a move?’
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    Richmond

    Very hardy.

    As they walked down the street in Richmond towards his grandmother’s block of flats with the bare front garden she clung tightly to his arm. ‘Come in for a while?’

    Nick looked at his watch. ‘Just for a few minutes. I have to catch the ferry back to the island.’

    ‘Aah! Doesn’t that sound lovely? Almost like an adventure.’

    Nick smiled. ‘I suppose it does. I still like crossing the water to go home. Makes it a bit special.’

    ‘Yes. And I’ve always liked the Isle of Wight. Ever since that holiday when you were little.’

    ‘It’s a bit quiet now.’

    ‘Oh? I’d have thought it would have been busier than it was.’

    ‘No. I mean quieter for me.’

    Rosie looked at him enquiringly.

    ‘Debs has gone.’

    She stopped walking. ‘What? But you’d been together such a long time.’

    ‘Three years.’

    ‘Oh, love! I’m so sorry.’

    ‘Thanks.’ He tried to sound noncommittal.

    ‘What was it? You or her?’

    ‘An estate agent, actually.’

    ‘No!’

    ‘’Fraid so.’ He sounded pathetic, he thought, and tried to inject a more positive note into his voice. ‘But I think it had run its course. Just one of those things.’

    ‘And you feel OK?’

    ‘Marvellous. Raring to go.’

    Rosie studied him. ‘Really?’

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘Mmm. Not sure I believe you.’

    He shrugged. ‘Suit yourself.’

    ‘Oh, I will,’ she countered. ‘Huh. Never liked estate agents. Too smug by half. Wearing cufflinks during the day.’ She took his arm and started walking again. ‘Was it a shock?’

    ‘Well, it was a bit of a surprise. I thought we were . . . comfortable.’

    ‘I always think that’s dangerous.’

    ‘What do you mean?’

    ‘Being comfortable can mean being taken for granted.’

    ‘But you and Granddad were comfortable.’

    ‘Yes, but we’d been married nearly fifty years.’

    ‘So you think I should have carried on playing the field?’

    ‘Well, not exactly – but you could have made her aware of how lucky she was.’

    ‘And how would I have done that?’

    ‘Oh, it’s not easy, keeping a relationship fresh, but there are little tricks you can use.’

    ‘Like what?’

    Rosie stopped at the kerb, looked right and left, then steered him across the road. Only when they had mounted the opposite pavement did she continue. ‘Well, whenever you meet someone who flirts with you, it’s no bad thing to let your partner see. I don’t mean you have to be unfaithful – nothing as strong as that – but it does no harm for them to be aware that you’re attractive to others.’

    ‘Listen to you! You sound like an agony aunt in a teen-mag.’

    ‘Do I?’

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘I wonder if they’d like me to do that. I could write and offer my services. Plenty of experience.’

    ‘You could put it in the post with the letter to Marks and Spencer.’

    She elbowed him in the ribs.

    ‘Well, honestly!’ he exclaimed.

    ‘Your trouble is that you always undersell yourself,’ she told him.

    ‘I’m a realist.’

    ‘No, you’re not. You’re an apologist.’

    ‘That’s a big word.’

    ‘Well, you’re a big boy. Look at you – six foot what?’

    ‘And a bit.’

    ‘Good-looking, in a crooked sort of way.’

    ‘Careful!’

    ‘Well, no, you are – you’re not George Clooney, but you’ve got a lovely smile and all your own hair.’

    Nick winced. ‘What is this? Are you starting up a dating agency?’

    ‘Now, there’s a thought . . .’

    ‘Don’t go there!’

    ‘All right. Too much paperwork anyway. But you’re not a bad catch and you’re only in your thirties . . .’

    ‘Just coming up for the final year.’

    ‘Oh, yes. I nearly forgot. Still, you needn’t worry. People leave it much longer now before they get married. Most don’t seem to bother. And if you get someone younger you’ve still time to have children. Mind you, you’ll be sixty-odd when they leave home.’

    ‘If you’ve quite finished planning my life for me . . .’

    She looked up at him, winked and tugged at his arm. ‘Sorry. I suppose I’m just an interfering old granny.’ She smiled.

    ‘But you mean well.’ He smiled back.

    ‘Don’t say that! It’s the worst possible thing to have written on your tombstone, that is! “She meant well”.’

    ‘Better than the reverse.’ He was laughing now.

    ‘Maybe. Where’s Debs now?’ Evidently Rosie felt it was time to move on.

    ‘In the States. She flew out this morning. With her estate agent.’

    ‘Oh. He covers a pretty big area, then?’

    ‘Foreign properties.’

    ‘What do you think he’d describe her as? A country seat or a pied à terre?’

    ‘You’re incorrigible.’

    ‘Oh, I do hope I am . . . So what now?’ she asked.

    ‘I don’t know. But I don’t want to sit on my arse – sorry, bum – thinking about it. I’m painting like a lunatic. Trying to get on. You know.’

    ‘You need me to sort you out.’

    ‘I thought I was sorting you out.’

    ‘Bit of a joint venture, then.’

    She let go of his arm and rummaged in her handbag for the key. ‘It’s in here somewhere.’

    ‘Let me.’ He held out his hand for the bag and she shot him a withering look.

    ‘It’s the light, not my sight.’ She fished out a pair of glasses, put them on and continued to delve into the depths of the cavernous crocodile bag until, triumphantly, she located the key and slipped it into the lock. ‘I hate this door. It’s so heavy.’ She pressed her small frame against it and pushed.

    ‘Here, let me.’ Nick hauled the door open. It was heavy, even for him.

    ‘How we’re expected to cope with that spring I don’t know. Like a prison.’

    It was certainly different from the house where Nick’s grandparents had lived when he was a child. Until widowhood had forced Rosie into a flat, her home had been a modest Victorian terraced house in Cheltenham, but inside it was neither the rebellious teak-filled home of Second World War veterans nor an antiquated Edwardian emporium furnished with chintz and a reproduction of Constable’s The Haywain on the wall. Instead the walls were barley white and peppered with bright prints and some of Nick’s early paintings. His grandmother had bought them from him – for as much as she could afford – when he was starting out. He had tried to refuse the money, but she had insisted, and pressed on him a ten-pound note here, a twenty there, right through art school. The floors were polished boards, part covered with Indian rugs, bright throws to disguise the time-worn upholstery of the sofas. Nick had always liked it.

    His grandfather had been easy-going about Rosie’s taste: she had been the arty one, and he had deferred to that. He had been content to spend his retirement from the insurance company with the Daily Telegraph and the television. Then a stroke had robbed him of movement and speech, and confined him to hospital. Rosie had visited him twice a day for four years, until he had slipped away one evening while she was at home having supper.

    She had wanted to stay in the family house, but Nick’s mother had insisted it was too large and Cheltenham too far away. Rosie, normally strong-willed enough to stand up for herself, had allowed herself, in the wake of her bereavement, to be moved into a flat in a small, purpose-built block, where her daughter-in-law could keep an eye on her. It was a grudging arrangement on both sides, and while it brought Rosie closer to her immediate family, it distanced her from her friends. When she had finally begun to pick up the threads of her life, she had realized her mistake, but by then it was too late. London was not really Rosie’s bag.

    ‘Funny folk round here. Never look at you when you’re going down the street. Never say hello. And they don’t walk round you, they walk through you.’

    Nick watched her hang up her coat and adjust her hair in the mirror, then turn on the lamps in the sitting room, draw the curtains and walk through to the kitchen. Her kitchen had always been painted primrose yellow, and the biscuit barrel from which his grandfather had fed him Bourbons sat in the middle of the table.

    ‘Coffee?’ she asked, filling the kettle.

    ‘Just a quick one.’

    ‘Always a quick one. Why are you in such a hurry?’

    ‘I told you. The ferry.’

    ‘But they run all night don’t they?’

    ‘Not quite.’

    She squinted at her watch. ‘Well, you’ve plenty of time. It’s only a quarter to five.’

    ‘I suppose so.’

    She made the coffee, then deftly collected cups and saucers from the dresser.

    The events of the day caused him to look at her more critically than usual. Nobody would take her for eighty-seven. Sixty-seven, maybe, or seventy – but not three years short of ninety. She had always been Rosie to him, at her own insistence, never Granny. She was tough and self-sufficient. Eccentric, too, but always grounded. Realistic. Was she finally losing her grip?

    Caring for his grandfather must have taken it out of her. Oh, the hospital had done the lion’s share of the work, but she had been there for three or four hours every day without fail.

    He pulled out a pine chair from the small breakfast table, sat down and looked around the new kitchen. The flat was more sparsely furnished than the house had been and seemed less her home than a staging-post – but there were always flowers: today a handful of dried lavender poked out of a painted jug and scarlet tulips swallow-dived from a square glass vase on the fitted worktop. Nick remembered the painted dresser filled with willow-pattern plates. They’d all gone now.

    ‘Will you stay here?’ he asked, curiosity getting the better of him.

    ‘No.’

    The answer came so quickly and so decisively that it surprised him. ‘Why?’

    ‘Because I hate it. It’s awful. And, anyway, I don’t need . . . things.’

    ‘What sort of things?’

    ‘Oh, you know – stuff. Possessions.’ She brought the cups and saucers to the table. Carelessly. Almost as if she resented them.

    ‘But where will you go?’

    ‘I don’t know yet. Maybe back to Cheltenham.’

    ‘But you know what they say about the three most traumatic things in life?’

    ‘I do. Death, divorce and moving house.’

    ‘Well?’

    ‘The first can’t happen and the second two already have.’ She dropped two spoons into the saucers.

    ‘Rosie, I’m not sure it’s wise. Not at—’

    ‘Don’t say it! Bugger being wise.’

    He had hardly ever heard her swear, and she always told him off when he did.

    ‘If I stay here I’ll just sulk and fade away. Let’s be honest. I probably haven’t long to go.’

    ‘Don’t say that.’

    She leaned on the back of a chair and the piercing eyes fixed him. ‘Now who’s not being realistic?’

    ‘It’s just that—’

    ‘You don’t want to admit it.’

    ‘No.’

    ‘All right, then, we won’t talk about it again, so long as you don’t try to wrap me in cotton wool.’

    ‘I don’t think I could.’

    ‘Dead right, mister.’

    ‘Normal grannies don’t talk like that.’

    ‘Well, I’m not a normal granny.’

    He left her at six, and as he kissed her on both cheeks at the door of her flat, he noticed the photograph on a side table. The one that used to be by her bed. The one in the silver frame. It was a sepia-toned portrait of a girl with dark hair, fine features and a clear complexion. A girl whose eyes seemed to shine through the winter cold. She stood in snow, which powdered the front of her high-buttoned coat. A pale scarf was wrapped round her neck, and her mouth was open a little, as if she was catching her breath in the ice-cold winter air. She stood to the left of a small boy in a thick, barathea sailor suit, and a bearded man in a military uniform who was holding a spade that had been used to clear snow. Behind them, the tapering trunks of birch trees stood out against a white sky.

    ‘She’s still here, then.’

    Rosie turned and picked up the photograph. ‘Mama? Oh, yes. She always is. Doesn’t she look lovely?’

    ‘She does.’

    Rosie replaced the photograph. ‘We’ll talk about it soon.’

    ‘I’ll call you. I can get back next week, if that’s OK?’

    ‘Fine.’

    As he walked down the stairs she called after him, ‘You’re not too cross with me, are you?’

    ‘You’re not very easy to be cross with.’ Then he opened the door and disappeared with a wave.

    Rosie shut the door. ‘But I think you might be soon,’ she whispered. She looked again at the photograph and ran her hand over the woman, who was standing in the snow with her father and younger brother.
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    Rose du Roi

    Sometimes classified as a Hybrid Perpetual.

    The northern coast of the Isle of Wight is divided into two by the Medina river. The eastern half looks towards Portsmouth and Hayling Island, and the western towards Lymington and Dorset. A few miles west of Cowes, between Gurnard and Thorness Bay, there is a craggy, crumbling stretch of coastline opposite the Beaulieu river. Cattle graze the pale green undulating meadows, which slope backwards from the cliff, and ancient wheelless railway carriages in duck-egg blue and tarry black, dusky maroon and peeling white are tucked under wind-grizzled sycamores and garlanded with honeysuckle and bindweed. Once they provided holidays for cash-strapped mainland families. Now all but a handful are derelict, their broken windows allowing access to new families, of robins, wrens and blackbirds.

    A snaking pathway cuts its way along the coastline below them, between banks of blackthorn and quickthorn, brambles and gorse. In winter the salt-laden winds rip through the undergrowth, and heavy rains wash swathes of the greasy grey clay into the waters of the Solent below. In summer, the hedgerows are wreathed in dog-roses and bryony, and clouded yellow butterflies flit over clover and vetches while the song thrush sings in the twisted trees.

    For five years, Nick Robertson had lived in a clapboard cottage perched on the top of this bare patch of coastline, just about making a living from painting watercolours and selling them through a local gallery.

    His grandmother had impinged rarely on his life. He called her on the phone every week or so, and she would ask how things were going with the painting and his love life – she was never backward in coming forward and always spoke her mind.

    His mother, Anna, having raised her three children – Alice, now married and living in South Africa, Sophie, single and travelling in South America, and Nick, the arty one who studied at St Martin’s and then decided to ‘do his own thing’ – was doing an Open University degree in medieval history, and worked at her local library. ‘It’s my time now,’ she had told her family, and proceeded to live an almost independent life. After the children had gone, she had told her husband she wanted out. He surprised her by saying that so did he, then upped and left. Rosie had not been pleased.

    Derek Robertson was known to most people outside the family as ‘a bit of a lad’. His wife used less endearing terms to describe him. After a moderately successful spell in the City he had cashed in his chips and devoted himself to the turf – often with surprising success. The Racing Post was his daily paper, and when he wasn’t placing bets on horses, he took a chance on anything vaguely entrepreneurial that came his way. From time to time there were disasters, but Derek was one of those people, said his mother, who would land in a bed of clover if he fell out of the sky.

    His flat in Chelsea Harbour suited him nicely, and he could just about keep it going during the winning streaks, which usually came in the nick of time. He loved his daughters, did his best to understand his son, and enjoyed the wheeler-dealer life.

    Which explained why, when Rosie was in trouble, she called on Nick, the one member of her family whom she knew she could always contact and would get her out of a spot. Her relations with her son were good-natured but sporadic, and with her daughter-in-law, frosty and matter-of-fact.

    Nick sat in his studio gazing at the sea, today the colour of pewter and merging with the sky. The north island – the locals’ disparaging name for the mainland – had disappeared from view, as if it didn’t exist. He liked the feeling of being cut off. As he was now – in more ways than one.

    The parting from Debs had been surprisingly low key. Hollow, even. She had brushed her hand across his cheek and thanked him, almost as if he was a friend rather than a lover. By then the anger had been voiced and the tears shed.

    He didn’t expect her to call, so when the phone rang he assumed it would be the gallery, enquiring about the paintings that were due for the start of the season, or the garage to say that his van was ready.

    It was neither. It was his mother. ‘Nick?’

    ‘Hi.’

    ‘Have you seen the paper?’

    ‘Which one?’

    ‘The Richmond and Twickenham Times.’

    ‘We don’t get it on the Isle of Wight.’

    ‘There’s no need to be sarcastic. The front page is plastered with pictures of your grandmother chained to some railings. Do you know about this?’

    ‘Well . . . yes.’

    ‘And you didn’t tell me?’

    ‘Well . . . no.’

    ‘Why not, for God’s sake?’

    ‘Because I knew you’d be furious.’

    ‘I am! What was she playing at? The Russian embassy, for God’s sake! She’s not started all that again, has she?’

    ‘All what?’

    ‘About her mother being wronged by the Bolsheviks.’

    ‘What do you know about it?’

    ‘She’s clearly not fit to be on her own any more!’

    ‘Oh, come on, Mum. That’s a bit much. She looked after Granddad until his stroke.’

    ‘Well, clearly she can’t look after herself. And your father’s no help.’

    ‘Have you rung him?’

    ‘Don’t be ridiculous. Anyway, he’d just laugh.’

    ‘Yes,’ Nick agreed ruefully.

    ‘Well, I’m going round there today to find out what it’s all about.’

    ‘Don’t do that – you’ll only upset her.’

    ‘Too right I’ll upset her. She has to know that she just can’t do this sort of thing.’

    He could visualize Anna at the other end of the phone: the grey mane held back with a black velvet alice band, the finely plucked eyebrows, the pearls, the black pashmina draped round her shoulders, the Jaeger tweed skirt and the black tights. ‘Just leave it to me, Mum.’

    ‘But what can you do, over there?’

    ‘I can come over. I’ve already been once, as it is.’

    ‘It’s May. Aren’t you up to your ears in painting?’

    ‘Well, yes, but . . .’

    ‘I must sort this out before she embarrasses us even more. Thank God I use my maiden name on the OU course. At least nobody will guess I’m related to her.’
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