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The characters in this novel, their homes and workplaces,
exist only in the author’s imagination.




The Carson Women
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THE PIECES




THREAD 1

Marguerite

Even the names of fabrics enchanted Marguerite Carson. Chenille, chiffon and cashmere. Dimity, with its intimations of eighteenth-century heroines, and damask, suggestive of eastern bazaars and bowers of exotic roses. Denim defined her youth, when she’d lived in Levi’s, but even then, she’d loved vintage textiles, ribbons and lace, and now, more than fifty years later, her mind could still wander happily through a rustling, murmuring alphabet of delights. Georgette, gauzes, crisp starched linen, and pin-tucked muslin. Gossamer-light organza and iridescent shot-silk. Her whole life could be measured out in fabrics, from the hand-embroidered cheesecloth dress she’d made for her wedding, influenced by the heady atmosphere of the Summer of Love, to the dresses she’d sewn for her leggy little daughter, and the dim memory of a 1950s circular taffeta skirt, worn by her mother over net petticoats dipped in sugar water to stiffen them.

Yet the fabric that most brought her mother to mind wasn’t taffeta, but tweed. Sensible tweed skirts, redolent of autumn bonfires, worn with gardening boots, a waxed jacket and woollen sweaters. The double thud as wellingtons were eased off on the doorstep, and the smell of grass-stained canvas gauntlets left by the stove to dry. Along with those workaday scents and sounds came a sense-memory, almost beyond conscious recall, which belonged to a drifting state between waking and sleeping. Only by closing her eyes could Marguerite conjure it again – the warmth of her bed, the feeling of deep comfort and perfect safety, and the soft touch of the dark green velvet that bound the edges of the patchwork quilt under which she’d slept as a child.




Chapter One

[image: image]
Marguerite opened the restaurant door and glanced around the interior. The lunchtime rush was over and most of the tables were free. Smiling at the waitress who came to greet her, she indicated a corner by the window. ‘There’ll be three of us. May we sit here?’

‘Of course.’ The waitress lifted a chair aside to allow her to wheel her suitcase into the corner. ‘Would you like a drink while you’re waiting?’

‘A coffee. Thank you.’

As the girl went to fetch it, Marguerite sat and looked at her surroundings. This was nothing like the fast-food outlets only a block or two away. Here the tables were laid with crisp linen and polished glasses, and the walls were covered with what appeared to be genuine art-deco tiles. Returning with the coffee, the waitress explained that the restaurant had once been a dairy. ‘Back before the First World War. They ladled milk into jugs brought by the customers. And they had carved stamps to put patterns on butter. You can see the design on the menu.’

The charming logo of a cow among grasses and buttercups reminded Marguerite of a length of fabric she’d bought more than forty years ago to make a dress for her daughter. It had been buttercup-yellow poplin with a pattern of daisies and cows. She asked if the original owners’ family still ran the restaurant. The girl shook her head. ‘No. It’s part of a franchise. There’s another in Bath, I think, and one in Chelsea.’ Not so different, then, thought Marguerite, from all those bustling places a few blocks away. Just differently presented, and none the worse for that. Fast food is fine if you need to eat and run, but this is the perfect setting for a quiet family lunch.

Having lived in London all her married life, she’d had no difficulty in finding the restaurant. It was in a red-brick square behind Bond Street, where white blossom in the central railed garden looked like lace thrown over the trees’ dark branches. Five years previously, when she’d been widowed, she’d sold her London house and moved back to her childhood home in Ireland. It was in Wicklow, only a short drive from Dublin, yet London still felt like a natural place for her to go shopping. The spare bedroom in her daughter Val’s house was there to welcome her, and a visit improved the chances of seeing her beloved granddaughter Penny, whose job as a TV executive seemed to mean she was seldom free.

That morning, as Marguerite set off for Dublin airport, her garden had been full of golden daffodils growing in drifts under the blossoming fruit trees. Little had changed in the acre of land around the low white villa in the mountains where she’d lived until she married. Her mother had been an enthusiastic gardener and now, thought Marguerite, I’m just the same. If Paul hadn’t died, I might have stayed in London. Instead, I potter about the home I grew up in, putting tulips in last year’s crocus beds, or cyclamen under the oaks to provide new flashes of crimson, and charmed by the sense of unaltered strength beneath all my superficial changes. No doubt I’ll go on enjoying it for the rest of my days, moving colours and shapes but retaining the underlying structure that’s bordered my life for as long as I can remember.

The door opened and Val came in, waving when she caught sight of Marguerite. She bent to kiss her cheek and pulled out a chair. ‘Sorry I’m late, Mum. Have you been waiting long?’

‘You’re not late at all. We had a tail-wind.’

‘Comfortable flight?’

‘Lovely. Smooth as silk and I had a whole row to myself.’

‘Penny sent me a text. She’s running behind schedule.’ Val turned to the waitress, who was hovering in the background. ‘I’ll have a coffee too, please. We’re waiting for my daughter.’ No one could have failed to see that Val and Marguerite were related. Each dressed conservatively with touches of style that suggested quiet confidence. Val had inherited her mother’s fair hair, clear skin and catlike green eyes and, though Marguerite had grown stiffer with age, both had the same grace of movement.

The waitress smiled. ‘That’s nice. You, your mum and your daughter being ladies who lunch.’

As the girl disappeared to fetch the coffee, Marguerite considered the unlikely vision her statement had evoked. Camaraderie wasn’t a Carson thing. As a family, they were always there for each other, and she and Val knew they could treat each other’s homes as their own, but ‘ladies who lunch’ had conjured up the sort of women who guested on Penny’s TV show, over-sharing emotion and quick to give each other relationship advice. Not us at all, thought Marguerite, though it’s lovely to sit down together and catch up on all the news – and to be used to eating out again after all the months of Covid restrictions. She turned to Val. ‘Why did Penny suggest we meet here, do you know?’

‘She sent me a text late yesterday evening. I suppose, if you’re planning a short stay, this may be her only chance to spend time with you.’

Marguerite forbore to mention the many visits to London when Penny’s diary had been so full that their paths hadn’t crossed. She’d gathered that Val didn’t see much of her either but, of course, Val had her own work to attend to. She had a full-time job teaching English to foreign students and her evenings were often spent mentoring online, so family occasions tended to be diarised. Marguerite often wished that Val and Penny lived closer to each other, but while Penny’s flat was a bike ride from work it was too far from her childhood home in West Hampstead for impromptu visits – even if she’d been the impromptu type, which, emphatically, she wasn’t. Twenty-seven-year-old Penny was controlled, efficient and competent, with a flair for team-building and an eye for the kind of quirky soft-news story that made her show one of the highest-rated in morning television.

They’d scarcely had time to taste their coffee before Penny arrived, dressed in jeans and a fashionable oversized sweater. Marguerite smiled in welcome and Val drew out a chair, thinking as she did so that Penny looked pale. Giving them each a peck on the cheek, Penny slung a light backpack and her jacket on the chairback. ‘Sorry to keep you. Have you ordered? I’m starving.’ She sat down and flipped through the menu. ‘They’re famous for their duck confit.’

Marguerite was hungry, not having eaten since she’d set out that morning. She chose a salmon dish while Val hesitated between pasta and lamb cutlets. Penny put down her menu decisively. ‘I’ll have the duck. It comes with sautéed potatoes.’

Val laughed. ‘Wasn’t that David Faber guy on your show today, then?’

‘Faber? No. Why?’

Val turned to Marguerite. ‘He’s the food guru on Penny’s programme. They cook things live on air, and when the show’s over, everyone eats it.’

‘The crew eats it, not me.’ Having caught the waitress’s eye, Penny hitched her chair closer to the table. ‘You’re not exactly an avid fan, Mum, are you? Faber wasn’t on today – his slots are Tuesday and Thursday.’

‘I watch quite a lot, as it happens. I’ve even tried that cauliflower dish he did on the programme last week.’ Val turned to Marguerite again. ‘You roast cauliflower florets and diced squash with garlic, olive oil and caraway seeds, and either blitz it for soup or stir it through rice for a main course.’

‘That sounds delicious.’

‘It is. I’ve done it both ways. You should try it. Is he a trained chef, Penny? He’s awfully good.’

The waitress, who’d been seating a group at another table, approached, order pad in hand. Val rejected both pasta and cutlets in favour of gnocchi with goat’s cheese. She suggested wine but Marguerite laughed. ‘If I drink at lunchtime, I’ll fall asleep before you get me home! Go ahead, though. You and Penny have some.’

‘Let’s see if they’ll do us a half-carafe.’ Val opened the wine list but Penny shook her head. ‘Not for me, Mum. I’ll have water.’

‘Oh, come on, join me. Look, this would go with your duck.’ Holding out the list, Val pointed to a Chardonnay.

‘I said no. I don’t want any wine.’ Her vehemence took Val by surprise. Flustered, she put the wine list back in its holder and Penny flushed to the roots of her expertly cut and coloured hair. ‘Sorry. It’s been a hell of a morning. I’ll stick to fizzy water.’ She smiled at Marguerite. ‘So, what have you been up to, Gran?’

‘Oh, you know. Gardening. Committees. I’ve a party coming up next week, so I thought I’d fly over and buy something to wear.’

‘What kind of party?’

‘It’s not a party, really. Just a meeting of my group.’ On moving back to Ireland, Marguerite had joined a group of neighbours who got together occasionally to play cards in each other’s houses.

Val had been surprised when she’d heard about it. ‘Isn’t it rather staid? I mean, I can’t see you bidding no trumps with the rector’s wife and the doctor’s daughter.’

Privately, Marguerite had admitted to herself that the group was dull. It was mostly composed of retired professional people, some of whom she’d known in her youth and had re-encountered on her return to Wicklow. But, unwilling to be disloyal to them, she’d suppressed the thought with a joke. ‘I haven’t moved into a 1930s novel! We don’t play bridge – we’re none of us good enough. And I was a doctor’s daughter myself, remember, so watch what you say!’

Penny took a piece of rye bread from the basket on the table. ‘What kind of outfit do you have in mind, Gran?’

‘Your mum imagines I’ll go for bias-cut satin with a cowl neckline.’

Penny grinned. ‘Does she? Why?’

‘She thinks I play bridge with Miss Marple and Hercule Poirot.’

‘I never said that!’

Laughing at Val, Marguerite returned Penny’s grin. ‘Oh, you know me, I’ll go through practically every rail in John Lewis’s and the chances are that, in the end, I’ll settle for a scarf.’

‘Gran! You’ve got millions already.’

‘And I love every single one of them.’

Val rapped on the table. ‘I absolutely never dissed your cards group.’

‘You did, but I forgive you.’

Penny buttered a second piece of bread. ‘How long are you staying this time, Gran?’

‘A few nights, if I’m not in the way.’

Val threw Marguerite an affectionate glance. ‘You’re never in the way and you know it. If you’re here for a little while, maybe Penny will be free for dinner. I could cook.’ They both looked expectantly at Penny, who flushed again. The food arrived before she could speak but, as soon as the waitress left, she squared up her cutlery precisely, and spoke as if she was about to address a meeting. ‘Look, you need to know why I wanted us to sit down and have this meal.’

Val was puzzled. ‘Was it something in particular? I thought we were just having lunch.’

‘Well, of course. We are, and it’s nice. I’m sorry I always seem to be busy when you’re around, Gran.’

Marguerite shook her head. ‘There’s no need to apologise. You’ve a demanding job. It’s just lovely to see you whenever you’ve got time off.’

‘Yes, well, I won’t have much of that in future.’

‘Oh? What’s happened? Have you had a promotion?’

Penny made a rueful face and poked at her sautéed potatoes. ‘Not a promotion. Kind of the opposite. I’m going to be on leave.’

Val laid down her knife and fork, still puzzled. ‘But why?’ She frowned, wondering if she’d misunderstood. ‘You just said you were going to have less time off.’

Equally puzzled, Marguerite sat with her plate of salmon untouched. Penny looked at their two concerned faces. ‘Oh, sod it, this is ridiculous! I might as well just come out with it. I mean I’ll be taking parental leave. I’m pregnant.’
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