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When a family is forced to leave its beloved home, the sense of injustice never dies …
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PART ONE

The Men in the Forest

November 1942


Chapter One

It was when he took out the gun that she began to feel frightened.

From the moment she had woken that morning, the day had felt wrong. A verse from a song her father sometimes sang ran through her head. The men in the forest, they once asked of me, How many wild strawberries grow in the salt sea? Romy had always thought it a silly song. Strawberries did not grow in the sea, did they? Yet the strangeness of today made her think of the upside-down world of the song, where nothing was right, nothing was as it should be. I answered them back with a tear in my eye, How many ships sail in the forest? Yes, the day was topsy-turvy. But she hadn’t been scared. Hadn’t been frightened. Not until her father took out the gun.

The gun was kept in a tall cupboard on the upstairs landing. From her hiding place, Romy watched her father fit the key into the lock and open the door. His strong, callused fingers ran along the shotgun’s twin barrels and then paused, as if betraying a momentary uncertainty. Then he cracked open the stock and slid in two cartridges.

Romy was hiding in the green cupboard at the far end of the landing. This cupboard was small and cramped, so she had to kneel, to fold herself up to fit. She could hear the voices calling from the garden, and by peering through the spyhole made by a missing knot of wood, she could see her father. When they couldn’t find something, Mum always said: Look in the green cupboard. Things that were old and broken beyond repair found their way into the green cupboard: a single gaiter with all the buttons torn off, a teapot with a cracked spout and missing lid. As she knelt in the darkness, jigsaw pieces pressed into Romy’s knees and feathers leaked from an old pillow, settling around her like soft grey snowflakes. Though she was wearing her coat and scarf, she felt cold. When her teeth began to chatter she was afraid that her father might hear. If he knew she was in the house, he would send her away with Mum and Jem. And she needed to stay here with him.

The men in the forest, they once asked of me … Romy shivered. She had been woken that morning by the sound of her parents shouting. Her father’s voice had been angry and defiant; her mother’s shrill and tear-stained. Then everyone seemed to have forgotten not only breakfast but also school. There was no porridge, no bread. The stove had gone out. No one had fetched any water. Jem was half-dressed, in vest and shorts, one shoe on and one shoe off. Romy hurried him into his second shoe and tied the laces, then yanked his jersey so hard over his head that he yelled she was pulling his ears off.

The clock on the mantelpiece had told her that it was half-past eight. Past going to school time. Though she tried to feel pleased about the extra minutes at home, she found that she felt worried. Mum and Dad seemed to have forgotten about school. It was almost as though school didn’t matter. Romy wondered what could have happened to make school, which Dad always said was the most important thing, not matter.

So she had stood in the kitchen, dressed in her outdoor clothes, her stomach rumbling with hunger, watching her mother cry and listening to her father shout, and then, when no one was looking, she had sneaked upstairs to the green cupboard. She liked the green cupboard. It was where she hid when she was feeling sad, or when she was in trouble and didn’t want to be found. She’d hid in the cupboard after she had dunked Annie Paynter in the water trough; it cheered her up now to remember the dirty water streaming from Annie’s yellow curls. And she hid in the cupboard when there were jobs to be done – peas to pick or coal to fetch. Mum always found her, though. Jem didn’t like the cupboard because it was too small and dark and it made him think of ghosts.

After a while she heard her mother yell, ‘Don’t think I’m staying here to see you carted off to prison!’ And Dad shouted back, ‘Take the kids with you then! Can’t have kids under my feet when they’re trying to take Middlemere away from me!’ And then, a few moments later, Mum said, ‘Where’s that dratted girl?’ And Jem answered, ‘Romy’s gone to school.’

Then the door slammed and it was all nice and quiet for a while. Romy ate the apple she had filched from the basket on the dresser. She would stay in the cupboard all day, she decided. It was better than school anyway, especially on a Friday. The girls had to do needlework on a Friday, which Romy hated. She preferred doing sums to sewing aprons and knitting mittens. There was something clear and sharp and perfect about sums: you got the hang of the rules and then they were right every time. Whereas, no matter how hard she tried, the aprons and mittens seemed always to end up shapeless and tangled.

She was beginning to feel better, to believe that the world had come right again, when the noises started. The sudden battering and hammerings returned her with a jolt to the upside-downness of the early morning. Straining to hear, she made out locks being turned, bolts being shot home. Then there was a different noise, a loud grinding. She realized that her father was dragging the heavy farmhouse furniture across the kitchen floor. Opening the door a crack, she peered outside. She could hear in the distance the rumble of a car, coming down the track that led to Middlemere from the road. Then she heard her father’s footsteps running upstairs. She pulled the cupboard door quickly shut.

The car came to a halt outside the house. Fists beat on the front door and voices called out, but Romy’s father remained on the landing. Boots crunched on the frosty ground as the visitors walked round to the back of the house. Romy heard men’s voices. Angry voices. It was then that her father took the gun out of the cupboard.

Romy didn’t often feel frightened. She wasn’t afraid of spiders, like Annie Paynter was, and she wasn’t afraid of ghosts, like Jem. She hadn’t even been afraid when the German plane had emptied its bomb-load over Inkpen Hill and she had seen the bright gouts of fire along the ridge where Combe Gibbet stood.

She put her eye to the hole in the door. She saw that her father had tucked the gun under his arm and that he was opening the landing window. Bitter, freezing air fell into the house. Romy shivered again. Through the open window she could hear the voices clearly. Muffled by the cold and mist, they drifted up from the garden.

‘Come on out, Mr Cole! No more nonsense, now!’

‘Listen here, Sam, this won’t do you no good, you know.’

‘You won’t take my house from me!’ Her father was leaning out of the window, shouting down to the garden. ‘You won’t take Middlemere!’

‘The committee has the right—’

The gun barrel struck the sill with a clatter of metal on wood. ‘It has no right. No right at all! Get off my land, Mark Paynter!’

Mark Paynter was Annie Paynter’s dad. He had visited Middlemere after the incident with Annie and the horse trough. Short and plump and full-faced, his pink scalp showing through his brown hair, Mr Paynter had then worn a suit and shiny shoes. Romy remembered how he had slipped and slid in the muddy yard, red-faced and awkward.

He didn’t sound awkward now. He sounded bossy, Romy thought, like the big girls at school. As though he was enjoying telling her dad what to do.

Mr Paynter said, ‘Don’t be a fool, Cole.’

‘Get off my land!’ Romy’s dad shouted.

‘It’s not your land any more,’ said Mr Paynter. ‘It belongs to the County War Agricultural Executive Committee, so stop making trouble and do as you’re told. You’ve been given every chance. We won’t wait for you no longer.’

‘Put that gun away, Sam!’ called the other man. ‘You’ll only make things worse for yourself.’

Romy’s father fired both barrels. The sharp crack of the explosions echoed against the hills and crows rose shrieking from the trees. Inside the green cupboard Romy whimpered and clamped her hands over her ears.

‘I’m not going nowhere, Mark Paynter.’ The used cartridges fell to the floor. ‘And you’ll get off my land if you know what’s good for you. I’m giving you fair warning – next shot won’t be for the trees. Don’t want to spoil your smart clothes, do you? Now get out and don’t come back!’

‘I shall fetch the police! Don’t think you’ll get away with this! I shall—’

The window slammed shut, muffling the voices. Through ringing ears, Romy heard her father muttering to himself, and his fast, heavy breathing. He was leaning against the wall, his eyes closed. She wanted to run to him, to try to make it better somehow, but her legs were shaking and, besides, she knew that if she were to show herself, he would be angry with her. She wasn’t supposed to be here; she was supposed to be at school. Can’t have kids under my feet. Can’t have kids under my feet when they’re taking Middlemere away from me.

The silence persisted. The men had gone away, Romy told herself. She sat back in the cupboard, weak with relief. The men had gone away and Dad would put the gun back in the cupboard and everything would be all right again. No one could make them leave Middlemere. How could they? Middlemere was their home. Dad had stopped the men taking Middlemere away, and everything would be all right again and the world would stop being topsy-turvy.

Yet her father remained beside the window, holding the gun, the expression on his face a mixture of resolve and fear, and she did not yet sneak out of the cupboard and run to him and say: Dad, I’m here, I stayed with you. She remembered, a cold trickle of fear, that Annie Paynter’s dad had said: I’m going to get the police. What if the police put her dad in prison? How would they manage? Who would look after the cows and the sheep?

Romy tried to reassure herself. Perhaps the police would help them. Perhaps the police would stop Mr Paynter coming back. She sat back on the heap of feathers, resting her head on her knees, closing her eyes, rocking gently to and fro, singing very quietly to herself. The men in the forest, they once asked of me, How many wild strawberries grow in the salt sea?

After a while, the silence began to seem more alarming than the shouting. The farm was rarely quiet during the day. Ma was always clattering about, cooking and cleaning and baking bread or making butter, or shouting to Jem and Romy to get ready for school or to come and help with chores. There were the ever-present sounds of the animals, the cows and the pig and the horse, and the dog, his paws clicking on the cobbles as he followed Romy’s father across the yard. And the wind, soughing in the trees when the autumn gales got up or rustling through the corn when it stood ripe and ready to be harvested in late summer. And, over and above it all, her father’s voice as he guided the carthorse across the field, or gave orders to the boy, or called greetings to Romy and Jem as they made their way along the short cut at the edge of the field to the farmhouse after school.

If she concentrated very hard, she could imagine that it was summer and that she and Jem were walking along the path. She could smell the sun-baked earth and the honeysuckle in the hedgerow. She felt happy and safe because she was coming home to Middlemere. Sunlight filtered through the tall beech trees and the meadow was golden with buttercups. The dark pool beneath the trees glittered. Jem was at her side and she was keeping an eye on him, just as she always did. She was Jem’s big sister; she was eight and a half and he was only seven, so she had to keep an eye on him … Cocooned in the darkness, Romy drifted off to sleep.

The sound of a car engine woke her with a jolt. She could not for a moment remember where she was. She had no idea how long she had slept. She stretched out her stiff limbs, listening. There were two cars this time. She knelt up, pressing an anxious eye to the spyhole. The small, pale circle of light showed her that her father was still standing beside the window, looking down at the garden. Romy shifted, cramped and uncomfortable in the cupboard. It made her think of church, kneeling on one of those little embroidered stools, all scrunched up between the pews. She wasn’t used to going to church like all the other children were. She didn’t know what to do; was convinced, as they all trooped in a long crocodile from school to parish church, that she would make a fool of herself.

Not that she was bothered if they laughed at her. She’d sort ’em out if they did. But Miss Pinner was fond of the cane and didn’t mind using it on the girls as well as the boys. And then Romy’s dad would hear of it and he’d come to the school to give Miss Pinner what for, and some of the girls, the girls whose dads were grocers and butchers, not farmers, girls like Annie Paynter, who wore pressed cotton dresses and had their hair in curls, would make fun of him. For the length of string that tied up his coat instead of a belt. For the way he spoke, the things he said.

A voice called out, so loud it made Romy jump. ‘Mr Cole, this is the police.’ There was a distorted, metallic quality to the voice that frightened Romy. She pictured it issuing from the throat of some great, lumbering, mechanical beast.

Her father flung open the window. ‘Get off my land!’

‘Come down here, Sam Cole, and let’s talk peaceable.’

‘Nothing to talk about. They’re not taking my farm from me.’

‘It’s not your farm now,’ Mark Paynter called up. ‘It belongs to the County War—’

‘Get off my land! And don’t come back!’

‘This is a police matter now,’ boomed the metallic voice.

‘They’re trying to take my home away from me,’ Sam Cole cried out. ‘It’s them you should be after! They’re thieves! Trying to put a man out of work and his family onto the streets!’

‘Don’t give us no more trouble now, Sam. If you behave yourself and come out peaceable like, then we might be able forget about the matter of discharging the offensive weapon.’

Through the spyhole, Romy saw her father take two cartridges from his pocket and slide them into the gun barrel.

‘I’m not leaving my house.’

‘Come down here now, Cole, and we can sort this out.’

There was a silence, then Sam Cole said, ‘This is my home. This is my land.’ His voice had altered, and the words seemed flat, tired, squeezed out through a dry throat. ‘Middlemere’s been farmed by my family for nigh on forty years. No one’s going to take it from me. Not you, Mark Paynter, nor any bloody committee, nor any policeman, come to that. Don’t think I won’t use this gun. You’ll take this house from me over my dead body.’

The way her father spoke made Romy remember the week that Maisie had died. Think there’s a God, do they? Dad had said, as they had walked out of the churchyard after the funeral. A God that makes little babies die like that. And he had looked so tired, far more tired than he ever was after a long day’s work in the fields, all the colour drained from his face, his large frame hunched, almost shrunken.

‘Mr Cole—’

The gun clattered onto the sill once more. The metallic voice fell silent. In spite of the cold, Romy saw that there was sweat on her father’s forehead. His hands, clutching the gun, trembled. The urge to run to him was almost irresistible. He wouldn’t be cross, would he? Not really cross. He was never so cross that he smacked her. Mum sometimes smacked her, but Dad never did. He’d roar at her, but she was used to that, wasn’t she?

But if he knew she was here then he’d send her outside, send her to school, she knew that he would. There was a part of her that wished she were at school, bored and safe, doing her needlework. But how could she leave him all alone?

She paused, her hand on the cupboard door, irresolute. Then a sudden loud thump – a shocking, reverberating impact – seemed to make the house itself shake. Romy’s fingers slid from the door and she pressed her clenched fists against her face as she tried not to cry. She heard her father curse, heard his hobnailed boots on the treads as he ran downstairs. She couldn’t think what was making the terrible noise. She imagined great big wolves prowling around the house, their claws battering at the door, their red eyes glittering as they raised up their heads and howled.

The noise stopped. Her father came back upstairs. Flinging open the landing window, he yelled, ‘You won’t get rid of me that easy, Mark Paynter! I told you – over my dead body!’

Silence again. Romy scrubbed the tears from her face with her sleeve. She was cold and hungry and desperate for a pee. She tried to pray. That was what they did at school when something bad happened. They had prayed when Harry Fort had caught diphtheria and they had prayed when Lizzie Clark’s brother’s ship had been torpedoed by the Germans. Romy closed her eyes very tightly and pressed her palms together, and recited ‘Our Father’ and ‘Now I lay me down to sleep’ and a prayer they said at church, which Romy liked because it was all about sheep, and made her think of the high hills and her father’s flock, cropping the scrubby grass.

She had got to, We have followed too much the devices and desires of our own hearts, when the noise began again. She could not tell where it was coming from. It seemed to surround her, loud and threatening: the wolves again, angry and vengeful, clawing at her home. Out in the corridor, her father glanced quickly from side to side as he strode along the landing. He was standing outside the cupboard in which Romy was hiding. If she had opened the door, she could have reached out her hand and touched him.

But he turned suddenly, heading for the attic stairs. The noise was coming from the roof. I’ll huff and I’ll puff and I’ll blow your house down. Romy pictured the wolves moving the slates aside, sliding through the rafters to prowl around the attic, their slavering jaws showing their long, pointed teeth.

The shotgun fired again. A high-pitched scream echoed through the house.

Tears ran down her face and Romy shook with fear. Her dad had shot a man, had shot him dead, perhaps. Her dad was a murderer. She’d come across the word for the first time not long ago. Murderer. There was a scary, horrible sound to it. Though she closed her eyes, the awful word echoed over and over again. Murderer. She remembered the way the pig squealed when her father put the knife to its throat. She remembered the scent of pig’s blood, warm and metallic. She knew what happened to murderers. One of the big girls at school had told her: They hangs ’em on the gibbet. They hangs ’em till they’re dead.

Why hadn’t she stopped him? Why hadn’t she run after him and begged him to put away the gun? She crouched in a little ball in the corner of the cupboard, her small, wet fingers squeezed into fists. She heard the crash of breaking glass. She wanted Jem, she wanted Ma. She began to sing to herself once more, crooning like Ma used to croon to Maisie. The men in the forest, they once asked of me …

Outside in the garden, there was more shouting and the sound of running feet. Her father came back to the landing. Romy watched him through the spyhole. His breath came in great noisy gulps and his eyes were wet and teary. He ran his hand over his face. He was talking to himself, his voice low and tremulous. ‘Take my home away from me, would you? Throw my family out into the streets? Not over my dead body. Not over my dead body.’

Downstairs the crashes and thumps became louder and louder. They were going to break the house down. I’ll huff and I’ll puff and I’ll—. They were going to smash the windows and break down the walls until there was nothing left of Middlemere. And then they would take her dad away and they would hang him dead. ‘Dad,’ she cried out, but the word was lost in the noise. Now there were footsteps on the stairs, heavy, purposeful footsteps, as though an army was marching through Middlemere. Romy pressed her eye to the spyhole, but could not stop trembling, so that everything she saw was jerky and discontinuous.

Her dad was sobbing now. He was breaking open the gun, sliding out the spent cartridges and putting in two more. His fingers slipped and slid on the smooth metal. Romy flung open the cupboard door. ‘Dad,’ she cried again. Then he fired the gun.

The men in the forest, they once asked of me, How many wild strawberries grow in the salt sea?

Romy began to scream.


PART TWO

Map-reading

Spring–Summer 1953


Chapter Two

It was the spring of 1953 and Caleb Hesketh and Alec Nash were in London, celebrating the end of their national service. Earlier that evening they had ceremonially burned their demob charts. The pieces of paper had been divided into squares, each square representing a day of national service, all triumphantly blacked in. There had been seven hundred and thirty squares. Two years of their lives.

Two years in which the old army adage of Keep your head down, keep your mouth shut had been Caleb’s motto, too. It had served him as well during national service as it had at school. And when he had had to open his mouth he had adopted whichever voice suited the circumstances – the rural drawl of his childhood for the army, something smarter, classier, for school. It was easier that way; it meant you didn’t get picked on.

Not that he had been unhappy, either at school or in the army. He was good at adapting, at fitting in. Two years ago, arriving at training camp in windswept Catterick, he had known that he could take it. The army, he had suspected, would be much like boarding school, cold and uncomfortable, with rotten food and people always telling you what to do. He could cope with that. So could the working-class lads who had already put in a couple of years on a building site or in a shipyard. It had been the grammar-school boys, the boys who had never left home before, who had wept into their pillows that first night.

Caleb’s national service had been spent shuffling pieces of paper in a series of dreary camps. Tedium had been his enemy, not danger. There had been, he often thought, something rather farcical about his military career, especially when you compared it with his father’s.

Caleb’s father had been a carpenter. The Depression had hit Archie Hesketh badly, taking from him the small business he had built up in the West Country. Though he had left the village in which he had been born to search for work, nothing had lasted, and the family had struggled to make ends meet. Yet Caleb’s memories of his early childhood were not of poverty and deprivation, but of laughter and companionship. His father had been a gentle, quiet man, who had never once raised his voice to his small son, who had been endlessly patient with him, pushing him on the swing in the park, teaching him to ride a bicycle and reading him bedtime stories.

On the outbreak of war in 1939 Archie Hesketh had joined up to serve in the British Expeditionary Force. In May 1940, pursued by enemy fire, he had fled the beaches of Dunkirk in an old paddle steamer. He had been posted to North Africa the following year and had died a hero’s death at Tobruk in early 1942. Caleb had been nine years old when the telegram had arrived informing them of his father’s death. He had felt a mixture of confusion and disbelief, and for a long time afterwards he had clung to the private conviction that a mistake had been made, that his father had been taken prisoner, perhaps, or was hiding in the desert. As for his mother, he still remembered how she had moved about the tiny cottage in which they had then lived, her expression lost, her hands moving aimlessly, as though her usual props – her optimism, her cigarettes and cups of tea, and the cheap, pretty fripperies with which she filled the house – had for the first time failed her.

His memories of his father had seemed to solidify with time, frozen into a series of snapshots and anecdotes. Not long after his father’s death, Caleb had been sent away to boarding school, the beneficiary of a scholarship for the sons of men from his father’s regiment. He had coasted through school, just as, more recently, he had coasted through national service. Leaving school, he had briefly considered enlisting as a regular soldier, but national service had soon put him off that. He had inherited neither Archie Hesketh’s willing acceptance of authority nor his capacity for heroism. Realizing this, Caleb had felt slightly discomfited, slightly disappointed in himself.

Though he could have applied for a commission, could have escaped the noisy egalitarianism of the barracks for the supposedly more civilized constraints of the officers’ mess, he had not done so, remaining resolutely in the ranks, mostly because he had doubted whether he could afford officers’ mess bills, but also because it had been a relief to stop pretending for a couple of years. A relief to stop pretending that he was something he wasn’t. As a scholarship boy at a minor public school, assuming the accent had been the easiest part. Not opening up himself to ridicule because of his lack of both money and background had been much harder work.

Now, at last, he had finished for ever with both school and army. Tonight he was celebrating the beginning of the rest of his life. The night seemed full of promise – of adventure, perhaps, or love. An escape from routine and tedium. A chance, after so long, to choose his own direction.

In a pub in Piccadilly Caleb and Alec ran into a chap who had been a few years ahead of them at school – Caleb remembered that his room had always smelt of burnt toast. They latched on to Burnt Toast’s crowd, drifting through the cold, dark, rainy evening. Drinking beer with whisky chasers in a cramped little bar in Soho, they shouted over the music to a blonde and a brunette. The blonde was called Helen, the brunette Doris. Helen attached herself to Alec, Doris to Caleb. Caleb wondered whether it was always like that, whether people matched themselves, fair to fair, dark to dark.

Doris’s hair was set in rigid waves. Her face was powdered to a pale, plastery matt, and her pneumatic bosom joggled against Caleb’s chest as they danced. She was from Yarmouth, she said. Come down to London to seek her fortune (a giggle). ‘And have you found it yet?’ he asked, and she looked blank, slightly confused.

‘I want to be a beautician,’ she explained. ‘I’m very good at nails.’

They bought chips and ate them walking through the streets. Doris ate all her chips and most of Helen’s. Squeezed into a smoky pub, she drank the gin and oranges that Caleb bought her and told him that she was thinking of going blonde. ‘Men always notice blondes,’ she said matter-of-factly. ‘They get first choice.’ Caleb wondered whether to be offended and decided not to bother. When, out in the cold night air, Doris’s face went green beneath the powder and she was sick into the gutter, Helen took her under her wing and led her off in search of a taxi back to their hostel.

Caleb and Alec found themselves in another bar, the sort of bar where you bought the hostesses enormously expensive drinks. Caleb smiled politely and shook his head when a girl approached him. He was running short of money. Even Alec, faced with an astronomical bill for a glass of champagne for a freckly redhead, looked slightly hunted. When no one was looking they ducked outside and wandered through a bombsite, perching on the remains of a wall, letting the drizzle cool their hot faces.

Triumphantly Alec flourished a scrap of paper. ‘It’s the address of a party.’

The party was in a tall, thin house in a street off the King’s Road. The front door was ajar, and music and light spilled onto the pavement. Slipping inside, they found themselves in a long hallway with a black-and-white tiled floor. Guests were sitting on the stairs, one or two to each tread. Bottles and glasses glinted, and on the ceiling a chandelier swayed, catching the light.

Caleb roamed round the house, looking. He liked to look at things – at houses, people, gardens, the sea, whatever. This house was splendid in a shabby way. The furnishings were of dark, polished wood, the curtains worn velvets rather than the bright patterns that Caleb’s mother favoured. A careless elegance clung to the guests; their jewels were real, Caleb guessed, their dresses, even if decades old, from Paris or Rome.

He found a glass of something abandoned on a bookshelf and drank it as he explored. Oil paintings of stern, moustachioed gentlemen looked down at him from the corridors; he caught sight of his reflection in a gilt mirror and quickly ran a hand through his short, black hair. He wondered whether he should have worn evening dress. Almost every other man was in evening dress. Not that he possessed a dinner jacket. In fact, he had only one suit, the one he was wearing now, which he hadn’t worn since he was eighteen and which was miles too small for him, and –

A voice said, ‘Who are you?’

He spun round. She was slender and tall – only a couple of inches shorter than Caleb himself – and she had wavy chestnut hair. Her eyes, which were almond-shaped, were the same shade as her sapphire blue dress.

‘Caleb Hesketh.’ He held out his hand.

‘Have we met before?’ She frowned. ‘I don’t think so. I would have remembered.’

He said honestly, ‘We may have come to the wrong party.’

She smiled. ‘I think you’ve come to exactly the right party. I’m Pamela Page. This is my party.’ She looked down at his glass. ‘What are you drinking?’

‘I’ve no idea. It tastes of turpentine.’

‘I’ve some champagne. Much nicer than turpentine.’

He followed her into a room. ‘There,’ she said, ‘on the sideboard. And turn the bottle not the cork. I don’t want champagne all over the floor. Such a waste.’

He poured out two glasses. She smiled, her mouth turning up at the corners like a crescent moon. ‘Lovely. My favourite drink. You do like champagne, don’t you, Caleb?’

‘I’ve never drunk it before.’

‘You poor little thing.’ She patted the sofa beside her. ‘Come and tell me about your deprived childhood. No.’ She frowned. ‘Let me guess.’

Bubbles bounced on top of the champagne. Drinking, looking round the room, looking most of all at her, he felt a thrill of anticipation. His life had begun at last. He was on his way.

She said, ‘You were born … oh, somewhere in the sticks. You have an accent, darling, the teeniest bit. I’m good at accents. Then, let me see … I expect you went to some frightful school, where you played rugby a great deal, and then …’ Her long, thin fingers ruffled his hair. A shiver ran up his spine and he nearly choked on the champagne. ‘Well, serving queen and country for the last couple of years, obviously. You look like a shorn lamb.’ She sat back on the cushions. ‘Am I right, darling?’

‘Spot on,’ he admitted.

‘Now me.’

‘You?’

‘Yes,’ she said patiently.

He stared at her. Close up, he realized that she was some years older than him, but you couldn’t say that. So he said, inventing wildly, ‘You’re the daughter of a Scottish baronet. You were brought up in a draughty old castle in the Highlands. You escaped to London as soon as you could, to this house, which you inherited from your maternal grandmother, who was the seventh daughter of a seventh daughter.’ He paused, running out of steam.

‘Completely wrong,’ she said, but she was smiling. Her gaze drifted round the room. ‘This was my husband’s house, actually. He’s dead. Dead almost ten years. Burnt to a crisp in his Spitfire.’

Her cool, light voice and the simple brutality of her choice of phrase shocked him. He mumbled, ‘I’m sorry,’ and she ruffled his hair again, and said, ‘Don’t be. It was a long time ago. Tell me, are you finished with the army?’

‘I was demobbed this morning.’

‘So what will you do now?’

‘I don’t know,’ he admitted. ‘I haven’t made up my mind. I suppose I should be a teacher or a lawyer or something.’

‘Sounds rather dull, darling.’ She gave an ironic smile. ‘And meanwhile … eat, drink and be merry?’

‘Something like that.’ He explained, ‘I went straight from school to national service. I’ve never had to choose before.’

‘How lovely to have everything all spread out before you. Your whole life, like a gigantic box of sweets.’

She put aside her glass and stood up. ‘Shall I introduce you to some people, Caleb? That would be a start, wouldn’t it?’

Caleb met Marcus, who made films, and Caroline, who modelled for Norman Hartnell, and Simone, who wrote for Vogue, and he danced to a scratchy gramophone, a bored-looking glacial blonde in his arms, and with a dozen others, crowded round a baby grand and bawled out the choruses to ‘Jealousy’ and ‘Moonlight Serenade’. He also drank a great deal and ate dozens of canapés. Every now and then he caught a glimpse of a sapphire-blue dress, but, threading through the crowds in search of Pamela, he always seemed to lose her. As alcohol and exhaustion made his thoughts blur and slide, it seemed to him that she remained the only fixed point, a gleam of clear blue in an increasingly muddled sky.

He lost track of time; when he next looked at his watch it was half-past four in the morning. Alec had left the party hours ago. Bottles and glasses were abandoned on table tops and floors. Of the remaining guests, some had fallen asleep on sofas or stair treads. The house had a tired, mournful air; a girl sat on the landing, weeping, and in the kitchen a couple embraced, oblivious to passers-by.

Peering out of a window, Caleb caught sight of Pamela in the garden. Rain slid slowly down the pane, blurring her blue dress. Stumbling through French doors, slipping on the wet terrace and overturning a pot of browning geraniums, he did not at first realize that she was not alone.

When she looked up at him, her eyes were blank and cold. Her companion, who was thirtyish and handsome in an oily sort of way, drawled, ‘Aren’t you going to introduce us, Pam?’

‘Of course. Eliot, this is—’ She paused and her brow creased. ‘Eliot, this is Christopher …’ She shook her head impatiently. ‘I mean, Colin—’

‘Caleb,’ supplied Caleb. ‘Caleb Hesketh.’

‘This is my fiancé, Eliot Favell.’

They shook hands. In the ensuing silence Caleb’s manners, drilled into him by his mother and by school, rescued them all. ‘I came to say thank you. For the party, I mean. It’s been terrific.’

‘So glad you enjoyed it.’ A vague smile. ‘Do keep in touch, won’t you, darling?’ She turned away.

He left the house. He was still rather drunk and images from the long night flickered through his head as he walked through the quiet streets: Doris’s scarlet-lacquered fingernails resting on his arm as they danced; the freckled redhead in the Soho club. And Pamela, of course: beautiful, icy Pamela.

The sky began to lighten as Caleb came within sight of Victoria Station, the clouds parting at last so that a rosy glow painted the city’s roofs and spires. Pausing, looking up, he felt a rush of elation.

In the entrance to the station he rubbed his tired eyes and yawned. He wondered what he should do.

It was time to go home, he realized. Time to go home to Middlemere.

The bus dropped Romy outside the Rising Sun and then she walked the rest of the way home. There were two pubs in Stratton and a shop and a church. Someone called out to her from the doorway of the second pub, offering to buy her a drink, but she smiled and shook her head and walked on. As she passed the churchyard, the two billy goats tethered on the verge looked up at her briefly and then went back to devouring a crumpled sheet of newspaper.

Romy lived in one of a small group of council houses a quarter of a mile from the church. The half-dozen pebble-dashed buildings were on top of a hill. Even in summer the wind seemed always to be blowing, making the washing jump and crack on the line, flattening the neat ranks of daffodils and tulips. Not that the Parrys’ garden contained either daffodils or tulips; the front garden of 5 Hill View enclosed only a few struggling shrubs and an overgrown lawn littered with sodden cardboard boxes and battered children’s toys.

Romy’s mother was in the kitchen. Saucepans were rattling on the hob, filling the room with steam. Martha had a vegetable knife in her right hand and an infant balanced on her hip. The infant was screaming, his round, blotched face sticky with snot and tears.

Martha said, ‘You’re late.’

‘The bus was full, Mum. I had to wait for the relief.’

‘Here, take Gareth.’ Martha handed Romy her half-brother. ‘Don’t know what’s up with him. He’s been like this all day. He must be going down with something again.’

Romy scrabbled in her bag. ‘Pay day, Mum.’ She gave her mother a ten-shilling note and two half-crowns.

Martha’s tired face relaxed into a smile. ‘You’re a good girl, Romy.’ She hid the money in an empty cocoa tin at the back of a cupboard. ‘Change his nappy and put him in his cot. If Ronnie’s up there, tell him to come down.’ Martha lifted the lid of one of the saucepans and poked the knife into a potato. Then she said, ‘Mrs Pike’s boy was round for you. I sent him packing.’

‘Liam?’

Martha nodded. ‘Full of himself, that one. Needs taking down a peg.’

‘Where’s Jem?’

Martha drained the potatoes. ‘He’s not home yet.’

As Romy left the room, Martha said sharply, ‘Don’t make my mistake. Don’t land yourself with a husband and kids at your age. You’re better than that, Romy.’

After she had settled Gareth, Romy went to the bedroom she shared with her thirteen-year-old stepsister, Carol. Carol was peering into a mirror. There was a lipstick in her hand and an open powder compact on the bed beside her. Romy took a rapid indrawn breath.

‘My things. You’ve been messing with my things.’

Carol’s face was floury with powder. A smug smile played on her inaccurately crimsoned lips.

‘Do I look pretty?’

‘You look disgusting.’ Romy lunged for the powder. Carol stepped sideways, scattering powder onto the bed – her bed, thought Romy furiously – her powder on her bed. Romy made another grab and Carol slipped, banging her head against the wall, and began to howl.

‘I’ll tell Dad what you done!’ Carol ran out of the room. Romy knelt on the lino, scraping powder back into the compact. The powder was almost new and had cost one and six. From her secretarial job, Romy earned one pound eighteen shillings a week. Fifteen shillings to her mother and another ten on bus fare and stockings and lunch meant that she was only able to save thirteen shillings a week. At this rate, it would be years before she had saved up enough. Romy was careful with money, watching every penny.

Mind you, she wouldn’t be working in a solicitors’ office for one pound eighteen a week for ever. She paused, clutching the compact. She hungered for new sights and new experiences. Sometimes, seized by an undirected, unfocused anguish, she felt almost sick with longing. She wanted everything. She wanted nice clothes and to be able to afford new books and trips to the cinema. She wanted her mum not to be so tired. She wanted Jem to keep a job for more than a few months; she wanted him to stop disappearing for days at a time, and to keep out of the way of trouble-makers like the Dayton brothers.

She wanted a bedroom of her own so that she didn’t have to share with the loathsome Carol. Most of all, she wanted to escape. She wanted to live in a city – Salisbury, perhaps, or even Southampton. Anywhere but boring old Stratton, with anyone but the horrible Parrys. Recently Romy had become increasingly afraid that no matter what she wanted, no matter how hard she tried, she’d find herself swallowed up, consumed and imprisoned by the dull sameness and cramped horizons of Stratton.

This time next year, she vowed, she’d have a better job and a place of her own. She would be nineteen then, almost twenty. Romy pictured herself sitting in an office, giving out orders and cashing cheques. She’d be wearing a smart skirt and jacket, and her make-up would be perfect, and her obstinately straight hair would somehow keep its curl.

She hid the compact under the mattress, next to her savings book. Opening the book, she looked at the balance and smiled. Thirty-seven pounds and six shillings. Only two pounds fourteen shillings more and she would have forty pounds.

Everything comes to she who waits, Miss Evans, her teacher at the Grammar, used to say. God works in mysterious ways. Well, God hadn’t quite managed to fulfil Miss Evans’ ambition of a university place for Romy, and Romy hadn’t had the heart to tell Miss Evans that even if her stepfather had let her stay on to sixth form, privately she thought that university was a monumental waste of time. You didn’t get what Romy wanted by burying yourself among dreaming spires for three years. You got it by working hard. And you got it by not letting anything – or anyone – get in your way.

Jem didn’t come home for tea. After Romy had finished the washing up, she went to look for him.

She tried the pubs first, peering into the smoky darkness of the bars of the George IV and the Rising Sun. There was no sign of Jem, but Mr Belbin, the grocer, called out, ‘If you’re lookin’ for that brother o’ yours, I saw ’im with Luke Dayton.’ Romy’s heart sank and she cycled off down the hill, methodically checking Jem’s usual haunts: the dank, spidery air-raid shelter opposite the village school, the chalk pits that in this wet spring were full to the brim with coffee-coloured water.

The chalk pits were on the edge of woodland. Romy propped her bike against a tree and sat down on a fallen log, gazing out at the smooth brown water. She often came here; it was a good place for thinking, for working things out. You couldn’t think at 5 Hill View because there were too many people. Not that 5 Hill View wasn’t a great improvement on the succession of lodging houses and derelict cottages that had preceded it. Romy had worked out a long time ago that her mother had married Dennis Parry because of the house.

Dennis had been a widower with a small daughter; he had needed a housekeeper and a mother for Carol. Martha had needed a roof over her head for herself and her two children. Dennis Parry was a bricklayer, and if his employment was intermittent, at least between them Dennis, Martha and Romy earned enough to pay the rent. Even the subsequent arrival of Ronnie and Gareth had not seemed too high a price to pay for running water and an inside bathroom.

As for Dennis himself, Romy tried to ignore him, to pretend he wasn’t there. When he yelled at her, she tried to picture him as a mouse, squeaking in the corner. When he hit her, she hid the bruises under long-sleeved blouses or thick stockings. Quick and nimble on her feet, she had learned to anticipate Dennis’s short fuse and usually managed to avoid his blows. Jem hadn’t the same knack. Jem’s very presence, his appearance and tone of voice, seemed to ignite Dennis’s resentment and anger. Dennis Parry reserved a special venom for his stepson. All the qualities that Romy loved best in Jem – his generosity, his good nature, his charm and spontaneity – seemed to provoke Dennis. All the qualities that made Romy fear for Jem – his lack of judgement, his impulsiveness and his sudden, short-lived anger – brought out the overbearing bully in Dennis.

She heard a car draw up at the roadside as she wheeled her bike back through the copse. Liam Pike was sitting at the wheel of the open-topped roadster. Romy had dated Liam in the interval between Liam’s finishing school and beginning national service. Liam was tall and good-looking; several of Romy’s friends had been in love with him. But there was something about Liam Pike that made Romy wary. There was still a suggestion of the spoilt, over-indulged little boy he had once been. And though Liam had gone to the Grammar like Romy, Romy’s mother had once been Liam’s mother’s cleaning lady, which made Romy wonder whether Liam might look down on her.

Liam patted the steering wheel. ‘A beauty, isn’t she? Fancy a spin?’

Romy shook her head. ‘I’m looking for Jem.’

‘Romy.’ Liam looked pained. ‘It’s been months. And I’ve only got ten days’ leave.’

‘Sorry.’

‘Tomorrow, then?’

‘I have to work mornings.’ Yet her gaze slid back to the car, to the chrome wheels and leather seats. You could go anywhere in a car. You could get away in a car.

‘Go on, Romy,’ Liam coaxed.

She shrugged. ‘All right. You can pick me up in Romsey after I finish work.’

Luke Dayton let Jem drive his car; Jem put his foot down, careening along the narrow track that led from the road to the Daytons’ dark, dank little cottage. Jem liked to drive fast. Driving stopped you thinking. There was only the road and the car and the sound of the engine and the rattle of the wheels on the track.

At the Daytons’ cottage they smoked and shared some beers with Luke’s brothers. Then they played a couple of hands of poker, which cleaned Jem out of cash. Then one of the Daytons fetched his dad’s shotgun and they walked through the thicket that surrounded the cottage, looking for rabbits.

But the report of the gun, mingling with shrieks of laughter, began to make Jem feel uneasy and after a while he broke away from the others and headed back to Stratton. In the course of the long walk the elation of alcohol and company faltered, and Jem hunched up his shoulders and hummed to himself, trying to escape the black thoughts that crowded in on him. He didn’t like the dark, never had. Didn’t like being alone in the dark.

It was two in the morning when he got home. He hadn’t realized it was so late. He tried to be quiet as he let himself into the house, but Gareth’s high chair was smack in the middle of the kitchen floor and, stumbling against it, flailing to keep his balance, he knocked a couple of plates off the table. Jem froze and held his breath. For a split second he thought it was going to be all right, that Dennis had slept through the noise, but then he heard the roar from upstairs and the sound of heavy footsteps. Then Dennis, in string vest and pyjama bottoms, was in the doorway yelling curses, and Jem was apologizing for waking him and for breaking the plates, and the phrases were stammering, tripping over themselves as he tried to placate his stepfather.

But he couldn’t find the right words. He never could. Wasn’t clever enough. The first blow caught him on the side of the face; the next, on the top of his head, stunned him. Then his mother appeared, yelling at Dennis to stop, and Dennis smacked her so hard she slammed into the door jamb.

Anger replaced fear. A red mist seemed to envelop Jem and he went for Dennis, pummelling him with his fists, yelling at him, cursing him. He wanted to smash his ugly face. He wanted to kill him.

But Jem was seventeen and slight, and Dennis in his late thirties, thickset and muscular. Dennis seized a handful of Jem’s hair and struck his head repeatedly against the wall. Jem saw stars and his legs began to turn to jelly. And at the first opportunity, when Dennis’s grip slackened, Jem ducked out of his grasp and fled the house. Sick and dazed, he limped out of Hill View, out of Stratton. It had begun to rain and the chill droplets mingled with the blood and the tears that ran down his face.

In the morning shards of china from the broken crockery were scattered over the kitchen floor. Creeping downstairs in the middle of the night, Romy had seen Dennis, his fingers knotted in Jem’s hair, hitting Jem’s head against the wall. Martha had been screaming at him to stop; blood had been pouring from Martha’s split lip. Martha had caught sight of Romy and had gestured to her, angrily ordering her to go back to her room.

Obeying her, Romy felt a familiar sense of shame. She couldn’t stop Dennis hurting Jem or her mother. She knew from experience that, had she attempted to intervene, Dennis would only have hit her as well. Yet she hated herself for doing nothing. In bed she curled up into a small, tight ball and clamped the pillow over her head, her fingers in her ears in a futile attempt to block out the shouts and raised voices.

At work that morning her anxiety lingered. She wondered where Jem was and whether he was all right. She wondered how long it would take her to save up for somewhere of her own to live, somewhere where Jem would be safe from Dennis. It was an effort to concentrate on her work; she felt low and headachy. When, at mid-morning, one of Mr Gilfoyle’s wealthy lady clients called at the solicitors’ office, sweeping past the typing pool, trailing glamour and mystery in her wake, Romy found herself gazing after her, seized by a mixture of envy and longing. The client, who was called Mrs Plummer, had about her that indefinable air of the city, of cosmopolitan sophistication. She wore a fur coat and a black hat with a chic little veil. She had with her several carrier bags emblazoned with the names of Romsey’s most exclusive shops. Gold bracelets clinked at her wrists, and the veil of her hat stippled her face with little, dark, dancing shadows. Her perfume lingered even after the door of Mr Gilfoyle’s office had closed behind her – French, Lindy Saunders said, knowingly, ecstatically.

After a few minutes Mr Gilfoyle opened the door to his office and called out Romy’s name. Armed with a pencil and her shorthand book, Romy perched on a stool in Mr Gilfoyle’s office, taking down a letter. The letter was long and complicated, about rents and trust funds and tax. As she wrote, Romy studied Mrs Plummer covertly. She wondered what it would be like to be as rich as Mrs Plummer, as old as Mrs Plummer. She imagined Mrs Plummer’s house to be enormous, full of gold candlesticks and oil paintings. The windows would be draped with long velvet curtains tied up by thick lengths of gold braid, and the cupboards would be crammed with fancy plates and glasses …

‘Miss Cole?’ Mr Gilfoyle’s voice interrupted her daydream. ‘Would you read the letter back, please?’

His sharp eyes rested on her as if he expected her to make a mistake, but her shorthand was, as always, perfect.

When they had finished, Mrs Plummer stood up. ‘You’ll send the completed documents to me to sign, Mr Gilfoyle?’

‘I’ll make sure you have them within the week.’ Mr Gilfoyle shook Mrs Plummer’s hand.

Romy offered to help Mrs Plummer with her bags. She carried them out through the offices and downstairs to the street. On the pavement Mrs Plummer said, ‘How very kind of you, Miss Cole.’ She smiled. ‘What’s your Christian name, dear?’

‘Romy.’

‘Romy … That’s a pretty name. And unusual. You’re good at your job, Romy. Do you enjoy working for Mr Gilfoyle?’

‘I hate it,’ said Romy. She felt herself go red, realizing that she had spoken out of turn. ‘I mean—’

‘Oh dear,’ said Mrs Plummer. The corners of her mouth twitched. ‘Why do you hate it?’

Embarrassed, Romy muttered, ‘It’s so boring.’

‘What would you prefer to do?’

‘I don’t know.’ Romy glanced once more at Mrs Plummer’s lovely clothes and said curiously, ‘What do you do, Mrs Plummer? Do you own a shop?’

‘Certainly not. I own a nightclub and a hotel.’

Romy imagined dark, smoky rooms, full of elegant and impossibly sophisticated people. She sighed. ‘So lucky.’

‘Luck doesn’t come into it.’ Mrs Plummer’s voice was sharp. ‘You make your own luck in this life, never forget that. How old are you, Romy?’

‘Eighteen. Nearly nineteen.’

‘Then you’ve plenty of time.’ Mrs Plummer opened her handbag and took out a small square of card. ‘Here. Take this. And when you’re next in London, look me up.’

Mrs Plummer’s taxi drew up. Romy watched it move away from the kerb and disappear around a bend in the road. Propping her back against the wall, she stood for a moment, looking at the crowds of Saturday morning shoppers. She glanced at her watch. Almost midday. Only half an hour till Mr Gilfoyle shut up the office. She was to meet Liam Pike at one o’clock. She studied the card clutched in her hand. The name Mirabel Plummer was written in curly black writing above a London address. Mirabel. Romy closed her eyes and imagined different people, other worlds.

Driving north out of Romsey that afternoon, tall trees shimmering with tightly furled emerald leaves swooped out of the foreground and then fell far behind. Glimpsed intermittently between hedgerow and reeds, the river was a gleam of silver. As they neared Andover, Liam shouted over the noise of the car, ‘We could get something to eat.’

Romy shook her head. She wanted to stay in the car. She wanted to keep travelling for ever.

‘Are you cold?’ asked Liam. He was steering one-handed, Romy’s icy fingers enclosed in his free hand. ‘I could put up the hood. Or there’s a rug in the back.’

‘I’m fine.’

She turned up her mackintosh collar around her neck, loving the feel of the wind in her hair. The road narrowed and rose. The farmland was dotted with thatched cottages and isolated hamlets. Every now and then thick, dark woodland encroached up to the roadside, shutting out the sunlight. Then the trees fell away as the car climbed up through the chalk hills.

Liam’s palm slid from her hand to her thigh. Romy’s gloomy mood returned with the expectation of the predictable tussle in the car. Liam would kiss her and then he would try to undo her blouse and she would push him away. Then he would sulk and she would have to cheer him up and eventually he would drive her home. She wasn’t even sure that he particularly liked her. She suspected that he would have tried it on with any girl.

There was now a familiarity about the passing countryside. As if she had seen it in a dream, perhaps. She looked down at the map, but she had never been able to read maps, and the twisting lines and cobwebbed contour marks seemed to bear no relation to the fields and hills that surrounded her.

‘Where are we?’

‘That’s Inkpen Hill,’ said Liam. ‘Hungerford’s a few miles away.’

Inkpen. Romy’s heart seemed to miss a beat. Again she scowled at the map, but it refused to give up its secrets and she threw it impatiently into the footwell.

And then the roads, hills and houses fell into place, as if someone had reassembled a jigsaw, and she knew where she was, knew it as if she had left it yesterday and not almost eleven years ago. She saw the high chalk ridge with its ancient pathway that followed the summit. The steep slope fell away, clouds scudding across the hillside and casting dark shadows on the grass and gorse. Now every turn of the corner, every rise and fall of hill and valley brought with it images from her childhood. A flint and brick school, its asphalt playground fenced with iron railings, stood at the edge of a village. A row of cottages, thatched with straw that had become darkened and unkempt, hunched beside the shop. A long time ago she had bought sherbet dabs from that shop. A long time ago she had known the sisters who had lived in those dilapidated cottages.

When she grabbed Liam’s arm the car lurched across the road.

‘Romy! You nearly landed me in the ditch!’

‘Stop. Please. Just here.’

The car drew to a halt by the verge. Across the road a narrow lane led away up the hill. And over the brow of the hill …

She thought quickly. She had to be alone. She could not have borne not to be alone. She turned to Liam. ‘I’m feeling a bit funny, Liam. Perhaps I need a drink or something.’

‘We could look for a pub.’

‘It’s not opening time yet. There was a shop in that village we just drove through. Would you get me some lemonade?’ She climbed out of the car.

He looked confused. ‘Where are you going?’

‘For a walk. I need a walk.’

‘I’ll come with you then.’ Liam, too, got out of the car. His hand slid around Romy’s waist and his fingers burrowed beneath the thin fabric of her blouse.

Her nerves were stretched to breaking point and it was all she could do not to push him roughly away. ‘Liam. Not now.’

He looked annoyed. ‘Romy—’

As she walked away, she called out, ‘I’ll meet you back here in ten minutes!’

A knot had formed beneath her ribs, making her breathless as she climbed the hill. When she and Jem were little, this was the route they had taken home from school. Then the narrow, puddle-pocked lane had seemed to go on for ever. Now it had shrunk, telescoped into a short, insignificant pathway.

As she walked along the track, she remembered it all so clearly. In autumn they had picked hazelnuts and blackberries and dusky blue-black sloes. Pinkish, oddly shaped spindle berries had shone in the hedgerow. Once they had seen a family of foxes, a flash of red-brown in the undergrowth. In the summer there had been poppies and scabious and ox-eye daisies, and in spring violets had peeped from beneath the hedges …

There were violets now; she paused to pick a bunch. Part of her wanted to turn round, to go back. Odd how a place could contain such warring emotions: such longing, such dread.

She walked on. There was the tree she had climbed for a dare: it had seemed a hundred feet high then, but now it was diminished, cut down to size, lopped and pollarded in the passing of time. And there was the stile where Jem had slipped, climbing over, and cut his knee. The stile led off the track into a beech wood, where the grey trunks of the trees seemed to be carved out of stone. Romy reached out her palm, touching the smooth, silvery bark. The dark, circular pond reflected the trees. They hadn’t often played here, she and Jem: the confined air had seemed too close and airless, too filled with unease. Now long, snaking branches reached down to her. Brambles pulled at her hair and snagged at her stockings like sharp fingernails. The heels of her shoes sank into the soft ground and she saw the fat white fungi that swelled among the beechmast and dead leaves. She was holding her breath and her ribs were gripping her lungs like iron …

Then, with a gasp of relief, she was out in the open once more, standing at the top of the field. And there, in a shallow scoop of valley cut from the hillside, was Middlemere.

Some of the tension fell from her and, for what seemed the first time that day, she smiled. The flint and brick farmhouse faced away from the track, looking south down the valley. Hills rose up to either side of it, yet the view from the front of the house was unimpeded, the fields, woods and distant villages melding in the distance into a cobalt blue haze. As Romy walked down the hill, every footstep contained a memory. She was eight years old again and she was going home. She was walking back to safety, to contentment, to the place where she belonged. The sense of confinement and the longing to escape, which were always with her at Stratton, fell away. Here, in the great bowl of the valley, beneath the wide blue expanse of sky, she was able to breathe.

Yet as she neared the house, she saw that it had changed. The front door was painted crimson instead of the familiar, peeling green. The yard surrounding the house seemed smaller and was much tidier. Where were the barrels and buckets, the heaps of straw and sacking, the troughs and tools? Where were the animals, the pig in its sty, the hens clucking on the grass, the cat on the prowl, its emerald eyes skinned for the dash of a tiny brown mouse? And there were flowers, as well as vegetables, in the garden. Romy’s mum had never had time for flowers. The yellow trumpets of daffodils nodded in the breeze. Romy stared at them. For one disconcerting, dizzying moment, she wondered whether she had made a mistake, whether she had followed the wrong path, had gone to the wrong house. Yet beside the front door she saw the sign, Middlemere Farm.

Walking round to the back of the house, she looked up to the landing window. Time shifted and for a fraction of a second she seemed to see the grey iron snout of a gun balanced on the sill. She shuddered and looked again. There was no gun, of course, only a fold of curtain flapping in the gap made by the open window. Romy pressed her fist against her teeth. When she drew her hand away, there was a bead of blood on her knuckles.

She gave the door a push. It swung open easily and she stepped inside the house. She stood for a moment, listening. Whose voice did she expect to hear? A stranger’s voice protesting at her intrusion? Or those other voices, the ones that had whispered more and more loudly as she had walked along the track, making her way back to her childhood?

But the only voice she heard was her own, murmuring a greeting to the unknown usurpers of Middlemere. The only reply was the ticking of the clock and the creaking of an inner door disturbed by the sudden influx of air. The smell of the house jarred her. It was wrong. Middlemere should smell of baking and beeswax polish and, of course, the more pungent scents of the farmyard. The hallway itself was an equally disturbing mixture of familiarity and strangeness. The wooden floorboards had been covered with lino, and the walls, cream-coloured when the Coles had lived there, had been painted bright pink. Romy’s fingertip traced the framed photographs that hung along one of the walls. The plump baby in a romper suit in the first snapshot was succeeded by a dark-haired child in patched dungarees, and then by a schoolboy in cap and piped blazer (the eyes were warier, she noticed, less trusting). The last photograph was of a young man in army uniform. Romy’s fists clenched. She wanted to tear the pictures from the wall, to destroy these invasive images of a stranger.

A half-moon-shaped table stood against the opposite wall. Letters were stacked on its surface. The letters, as yet unopened, were addressed to Mrs E. Hesketh, Middlemere Farm. Which was somehow particularly intolerable. The letters seemed to give official blessing to a stranger’s appropriation of her home.

She went into the parlour. It was decorated in fresh yellows and greens, and the shelves and table tops were crammed with snapshots, ornaments and knick-knacks. Frilled curtains hung at the window and cushions were clustered on the sofas and chairs. Romy’s gaze jerked from the china shepherdesses to the glass animals and the ornamental ashtrays. A voice inside her repeated, outraged: My house. They have changed my house …

Next door, in the kitchen, the heavy farmhouse furniture had been replaced by fitted cupboards and Formica. The old flagstones were covered with lino. From the centre of the ceiling there hung a light bulb encased in a frilly shade. Two taps protruded over the sink. When the Coles had lived at Middlemere the house had had neither running water nor electricity. They had fetched their water from the well and had boiled it in a big copper pan on the stove. The house had been illuminated by oil lamps, heated by coal fires.

Romy went back to the hallway. At the foot of the stairs she faltered, pressing her fingertips against her face, feeling the tears ache behind the bones.

Then a voice from behind her said, ‘What do you want? What are you doing in my house?’

She spun round. She recognized him immediately: the dark young man of the photographs in the hall.

‘Your house?’ Her anger returned, tenfold. She could hardly speak for fury. ‘This is my house! Mine! You stole it! You stole my house and you killed my father!’

After she had gone, Caleb went outside and fetched a spade from the shed. Then he finished digging the trench that he had begun that morning, the blade of the spade cleaving into the earth. But the hard work failed to obliterate the shock of the girl’s words, and after twenty minutes or so he paused, wiping the sweat from his forehead. Perhaps, he thought, she had escaped from a lunatic asylum. He imagined high, Victorian windows, and the girl rattling at the bars. Or, even better, she had been a ghost, a wraith from Middlemere’s past …

No, she had been real enough. She had been wearing cheap, skimpy clothes, her tobacco-brown hair had been tangled, and her cinnamon-coloured eyes had snapped at him. Such hatred in those eyes. He wasn’t used to people hating him. This is my house, she had said. You stole it and you killed my father.

Which was preposterous. He had been relieved when her friend had turned up, calling out to her from the top of the hill. She had turned tail and run, dashing out of the house and up the track as though pursued by demons. Caleb had had a quick look round the house to see whether she had taken anything. But his mother’s housekeeping was still in the tea caddy in the kitchen, her jewellery in the box on her dressing table. And the china cherubs and pottery dogs on the mantelpieces were undisturbed. Which Caleb rather regretted: he could hardly move without knocking the damn things over and wouldn’t have minded a burglar thinning out the ranks.

The sound of a car made him glance out the window. Recognizing his mother’s Austin Seven, he went outside to help with her cases. Betty Hesketh sold cosmetics door to door. The lipsticks and perfumes were stacked in two pink suitcases for Betty to display to her customers. Caleb kissed his mother on the cheek and lugged the cases into the hall.

Indoors, Betty unbuttoned her coat, unpinned her hat and fluffed up her blonde hair. ‘Put the kettle on, lovie, I’m parched. That daft cow Glynis Prescott keeps changing her mind. First she wanted the Lily of the Valley, then the Jonquil, and now it’s Lily of the Valley again. And the car’s making a funny noise. It rattles when I go round a corner.’

‘I’ll have a look at it, Mum.’

Caleb made the tea. Betty delved into her handbag and brandished a paper bag. ‘Fairy cakes. Mrs Watson gave them to me. Said the Miracle Face Cream’s done her skin no end of good. You have them, lovie – they’d sit on my waistline. And Ted Morris gave me some nice lamb chops. Off the ration, of course.’ Betty glanced at her son. ‘You look like you could do with feeding up a bit.’

‘Mum—’

‘All skin and bone. I’ll do you them both – you know I never cared for lamb. Too fatty.’

‘Mum—’

‘Put them in the larder, lovie, in the meat safe. Cakes in the cake tin.’ Betty flicked open a compact and peered in the mirror. ‘Heavens above, I look a fright.’

She wielded a lipstick. ‘Ted’s calling for me at seven.’

‘Ted?’

‘The butcher, lovie, I told you.’ Betty glanced at the kitchen clock, dropped the lipstick and compact back into her bag, drank the remainder of the tea, and flung some potatoes into the sink.

‘There was a girl here,’ said Caleb.

Betty peeled busily. ‘A girl?’

‘In the house.’

‘You know I don’t mind if you bring your friends home. Been stuck in the army for two years – you deserve some fun.’

‘I didn’t know her,’ he said, and when his mother turned to look at him, he added hastily, ‘I mean, I went out for ten minutes and when I came back she was in the house. Inside. Standing at the bottom of the stairs.’

‘Perhaps she’d come for me. Come to order a lipstick, something like that.’

He shook his head. ‘I don’t think so. She was angry. She said – crazy things.’ He fell silent. The odd little episode seemed slightly unreal now, almost as if he had imagined it.

But his mother said curiously, ‘What sort of things?’

‘That Middlemere wasn’t our house.’

‘Well, it isn’t, lovie. You know that. It’s Mr Daubeny’s house.’

‘Yes, but—’ He almost wished he hadn’t spoken. Madwomen breezing in and out of your home … things like that were best forgotten, weren’t they?

Yet he could not quite shake off the memory of her eyes, golden brown and full of hate. ‘She said that Middlemere was her house. And she said that we’d taken it from her and killed her father.’ He shrugged, still perturbed by the memory. ‘Crazy.’

Betty said, ‘Did you get her name?’

He looked back at his mother, startled. Of course he remembered her name: it rang in his ears, yelled from the hilltop by her companion. ‘Romy,’ he said. ‘She was called Romy.’

‘Oh,’ said Betty softly.

‘Mum? What is it, Mum?’

‘Nothing, lovie.’ The potatoes fell into the saucepan with a splash. ‘Boiled or mashed?’

After supper Caleb cycled to the village. Swanton St Michael’s only pub was ancient and crooked, the haunt of gnarled old labourers and bored village youths. The farm labourers ignored him, and the village youths eyed him suspiciously, and the barmaid was twice his age and girth. He found himself remembering Pamela, with her sapphire blue eyes, her crescent-moon smile.

After a while, drinking on his own began to pall, so he cycled back to Middlemere. A butter-coloured moon emerged from its covering of cloud as he reached the house. Caleb recalled the Daubenys’ gardener, Mr Fryer, telling him to plant at a waxing moon, so he raked over the ground he had dug that afternoon, scored lines into the earth with the hoe, and scattered seeds into the hollows. The moon cast a glazed stillness across the fields and hills surrounding Middlemere. He could have been the only person alive in the whole world.

He was banking down the stove for the night when his mother returned home. As she came into the kitchen, Betty said, ‘She used to live here.’

He looked up. ‘Who?’

‘That girl. Romy Cole. I wasn’t sure … I thought there was a kiddie. I asked Ted.’

‘She lived here? At Middlemere?’

‘Before us. The Coles lived in the house before us.’

‘But they – the Coles – moved away?’

Betty lit a cigarette. ‘Had to,’ she said.

‘Why?’

‘It was wartime, remember. The Coles were evicted because they weren’t running the farm properly.’ Betty exhaled smoke. ‘He was a bit soft in the head, Mr Cole. Shot himself.’

Caleb stared at her. ‘Shot himself?’

‘I didn’t want you to know. When you were a kiddie, I mean. I thought you might be scared. Kids are always scared of ghosts.’

‘Mr Cole shot himself here? In our house?’

Betty nodded. Then she said crisply, ‘It was a long time ago, lovie. Eleven years. Best forgotten.’

It was late by the time Romy arrived home. The house was in darkness except for the front room, where her mother was sitting on the couch, a glass in one hand, smoking. The low light shadowed the swollen, purple bruise on the side of Martha’s face.

Martha said, ‘About bloody time. Your dinner’s burnt to a crisp.’

‘I’m not hungry.’ Romy sat down beside her mother. ‘Mum?’ Tentatively she touched her mother’s arm. ‘You all right?’

‘Course.’ Martha pulled away.

‘Your poor face—’

‘I’m all right, I said.’

Martha’s way of coping with life’s difficulties was to refuse to acknowledge them. As though, if you avoided framing the knocks and slaps and insults with words, they might cease to exist. Sensing the fragility that lay beneath her mother’s bravado, Romy had learned to collude with the pretence.

She changed the subject. ‘Kids in bed?’

Martha nodded. ‘Thank God. Where’ve you been? It’s almost ten.’

‘Middlemere,’ said Romy bleakly. ‘I went to Middlemere.’

Martha blinked. ‘What’d you want to go there for?’

‘I wanted to see it again, that’s all.’

‘More fool you, then.’

Romy thought of the photographs and the letters on the half-moon table and the footsteps in the hall. She remembered shouting at the intruder and felt for the first time a twinge of embarrassment. She said, ‘There was someone else living there.’

‘Course there was. Nice house like that. They’d want the rent, wouldn’t they?’

‘Someone called Hesketh. Mrs E. Hesketh.’

At first, Martha looked uninterested, and then she smiled and said bitterly, ‘Betty Hesketh. My God, Betty Hesketh.’

‘You know her?’

‘Knew of her, more like.’ Martha drew on her cigarette. ‘Well, well. Betty Hesketh.’ Her voice was contemptuous. ‘She was always a cheap little tart.’

‘What do you mean?’

Martha laughed. ‘What do you think I mean? Took her knickers down to get a roof over her head, didn’t she? Wouldn’t be the first, nor the last. She was always fast, Betty Hesketh.’

Her eyes flickered to Romy. ‘Oh, don’t look like that. It’s the way of the world, isn’t it? If it hadn’t been her, it would’ve been someone else.’ Martha fell silent and then she muttered, ‘Your father was a fool. It was his own fault. Didn’t know when he was beaten.’

A grey worm of ash fell from Martha’s cigarette to the carpet. Unsteadily Martha knelt down and began dabbing at it with a tea towel. Then she looked up suspiciously at Romy. ‘You been with the Pike boy?’

‘Just for a drive.’ She changed the subject quickly. ‘Where’s Jem?’

Martha’s face seemed to crumple. ‘I don’t know,’ she said hopelessly. ‘I think the silly little bugger’s taken off again.’ Martha made a tired gesture with the tea towel. ‘He came back when me and Dennis was at the pub. Carol said he took a few things – clothes and that.’ Her damaged features attempted a reassuring smile. ‘He’ll be back, don’t you worry, love. Turn up like a bad penny.’

Romy went upstairs. Carol was asleep, humped up under the bedclothes. Betty Hesketh always was a tart … took her knickers down to get a roof over her head. It wasn’t hard to work that one out. Betty Hesketh – Mrs E. Hesketh – had gone to bed with someone so that she could have Middlemere. Had gone to bed with someone so that she could have Romy’s home.

Very quietly Romy slid off her shoes and jacket and lay on her bed. When she closed her eyes, she saw Middlemere again, curled in the hollow of the valley like a pearl in a giant’s palm. She hadn’t fully anticipated what emotions the house would bring back. It had been as though the building itself contained them; as though, in spite of the changes that the years had made, all that pain and loss still seeped from the stones.

She tried to think of something else. Parting from Liam, he had invited her to a party at his house the following Friday. What, she wondered, should she wear for a smart party at the Pikes’? Her clothes were practical and economical, hand-knitted jumpers and skirts suitable for the office. She imagined herself in tailored suits and furs like Mrs Plummer. Mirabel Plummer. Romy took the visiting card from her purse and, in the darkness, ran the pad of her thumb over the embossed lettering. When you’re next in London look me up … Romy had been to London only once, on a school trip to the British Museum. She had never stayed in a hotel, had never been to a nightclub. She had seen nightclubs in films, of course, dimly lit rooms where people dressed in enviably elegant clothes danced and drank and made bright, amusing conversation.

She must have dozed off, to be woken suddenly some time later by a shower of pebbles striking the windowpane. Opening the latch, she leaned out and saw Jem standing in the back garden.

‘Jem. Where’ve you been?’

‘I bought you a present!’ He held out a large, pink, stuffed rabbit.

‘Where’d you get that?’

‘A bloke was selling them down the pub. And I got Mum some cigs.’

‘Are you coming in?’

Jem shook his head. ‘The old devil’ll lay into me again.’

‘Stay there then,’ she called softly. ‘I’m coming down.’

Romy put her coat back on and crept downstairs. As she opened the kitchen door, Jem hissed, ‘Grab us some food, Romy, I’m starving,’ so she took a packet of biscuits and a couple of apples from the kitchen cupboard.

Leaving the house, she led the way out of the garden and along the road to the parish church. There, in the graveyard, they sat in the shelter of the stout lichened headstone belonging to Maria Cartwright, spinster of this parish. The moonlight delineated Jem’s profile: the dark brown eyes whose expression changed so easily from laughter to despair, the slightly snub nose and full mouth. Jem was seventeen now, his appearance an arresting mixture of the wild and the angelic. Every girl in Stratton was in love with Jem Cole, but to Romy he was still the little boy whose hand she had held as they had walked to school.

She said again, ‘Where’ve you been?’

He made a vague gesture. ‘Here and there.’ His dark, curly hair was tangled and a chain of bruises ran up the side of his face. His clothes – too thin for a cold spring night – were creased and crumpled. ‘I slept in Scutchers’ barn last night,’ he said. ‘I don’t mind. Hay’s nice and cosy. And there’s no one nagging you, laying into you.’

‘But you’ll come home, won’t you, Jem?’

He shook his head. ‘I’ve had enough. Can’t take it no more. He hates me.’

Her heart sank. ‘But Jem – where will you go?’

Jem ate the last of the custard creams and smiled confidently. ‘I’m going to get my own place, Romy, that’s what I’m going to do. Then you can come and stay with me. Sandra’s getting a place in London. She told me you can get a room with a bed and a gas ring for a couple of quid a week.’

‘What about your job?’ Jem worked in a sawmill near Stockbridge.

‘Miserable old bugger gave me my cards.’

‘Jem.’

‘It wasn’t my fault, Romy. The foreman kept picking on me. Well, I couldn’t just take it, could I?’ Jem began to tear pieces of grass from the clumpy covering of Maria Cartwright’s grave. ‘It wasn’t my fault.’

It never was. Always in trouble at school, Romy had hoped when Jem had left at fifteen that he would settle into a job. Lots of boys didn’t like school, she had reasoned to herself; Jem wasn’t much of a reader and his writing had never got beyond a laborious printing. He would be happier doing something practical, something with his hands.

Yet she had lost count of the jobs he had had since leaving school. He started each one with optimism and promises of good behaviour. But after a few weeks, something always went wrong. And it was never Jem’s fault. The bus was late, which was why his timekeeping was poor. His colleagues ganged up on him. The foreman always gave him the rough tasks.

‘Don’t be cross with me, Romy,’ said Jem, squeezing her hand. ‘Please don’t be cross. I didn’t mean to. It just happened.’

His eyes were guileless, pleading with her. Her exasperation died, as it always did. Resting her head against his shoulder, she said, ‘You’ll never guess what I did today. I went back home. I went back to Middlemere.’ She smiled. ‘Do you remember when we pretended to be ghosts and Mum was mad because we made her sheets all dirty?’

‘And when I dropped my boot down the well?’

‘And the boats we made.’

‘You told me that the log in the pond was a crocodile. I was scared.’

They fell silent, remembering. Then he said, ‘I didn’t like the job, Romy. The sawmill. I didn’t like the noise.’

‘Something else’ll turn up,’ she said comfortingly. ‘Something better.’

‘Course. Only—’

‘What?’

‘I’ve run out of cash.’

Her purse was in her pocket. She gave him a ten-shilling note. Standing up, he held out his hand to her.

‘Come on.’

‘Where are we going?’

‘You’ll see.’

They went inside the church. Jem opened the small wooden door that led into the tower and Romy followed him up the narrow, winding stone steps. The bell ropes creaked in the breeze, and the high, hollow interior made the smallest sound echo.

‘Look,’ he said.

He was standing at an arrow-slit window. She followed his gaze. Lit by the moon, the woods and fields and houses were bathed in a magical glow. The road, a thin, silver ribbon, drew the eye far away, out of the stifling confines of Stratton towards new places and new sights. To somewhere different, Romy thought, somewhere better.

OEBPS/Images/lg1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
When a family is
forced to leave its beloved

me, the sense of
stice never dies...

$00000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000

.
°
°
°
°
o
°
°
°
°
°
°
£3
°
°
°
°
°
°
°
o
°
°
°
°
°
®
°
°
°
°
°
L3
°
°
°
°
°
.
.
°
.
°
°
°
o
°
°
°
°
o
'3






OEBPS/Images/title01.jpg
JUDITH LENNOX

MIDDI EMERE





OEBPS/Images/author1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/lg2.jpg





OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg
headline
review






OEBPS/Images/hrlogo.jpg
REVIEW





