
Jenny woke before dawn. She must, once more, have slept for only a few hours. 
Her right hand was throbbing. She crept quietly down to the kitchen, opened the fridge 
and felt into the back of the bottom shelf for the biscuit tin where Mrs. Smith stored 
medicines. She took two aspirin and a glass of milk out into the back garden.  

In the five years Bev and her mother had lived in this Maidenhead council house 
they had created a bright and vibrant outpost of the Caribbean at the back. Trinidadian 
Smith relatives had built a veranda with a double swing seat across the kitchen door and 
windows. Vines, rooted in pots, scrambled heavy, nodding yellow flowers up the veranda 
sides and onto the roof. Jenny sat sideways on the swing, pulled her bare feet up under 
her and listened to the multitude of birds singing, invisible in the half-light.  

Mrs Smith, Jenny thought, had created her reflection in this colourful garden. It 
was bursting, tumbling, clinging to existence.  

It’s Sunday, Jenny thought. Bev would be going to Mass with her mother. She 
shivered. She was wearing one of Bev’s nightdresses, a long pale blue cotton one with 
puff sleeves. It was insufficient in the cool of the early morning. She took the red blanket 
draped across the back of the swing seat and wrapped it around her like a sarong, tucking 
it round her in the secure twists Bev had taught her, remembering Bev saying, quoting 
her mother, that one layer underneath is worth three on top. 

Her father would be going to Mass too, she thought; her father, the gentle man 
who prayed the Salve Regina, who chose hymns for Mass, and who counted the parish 
priest among his friends. She put her hands over her face and stared into the darkness she 
had created. Her gentle father had intended to have her locked up in a psychiatric ward. 
Her gentle father would end her education. Margaret had always told her she wouldn’t 
begin to be educated until university, and that education was everything. Education was 
what gave access to life and all its wonders. It was what gave access to your own mind 
and all its wonders. Without education the mind would stop growing. It would become 
stiff and unusable, like a dried out dishcloth.  

Jenny’s cheeks flushed warm. Margaret, she reminded herself, had left her, in a 
completely calculated fashion, and she had left nothing behind her, except elegant 
furniture and porcelain that endured like exhibits in a museum. Jenny breathed in deeply, 
sucking the damp morning air through her teeth. Every time she thought about Margaret 
there seemed to be less of her. She was accustomed to thinking of her as her mother. She 
had never thought of her as a stepmother, until she left. And of course she had assumed 
Margaret was her father’s wife, until that evening when Emily had pointed out the 
obvious about separate bedrooms.  Everyone always called Margaret Mrs. North. More 
than that, Margaret signed herself Margaret North and all her post was addressed to Mrs. 
North. Why hadn’t she become Mrs. North then? Surely it was easier to get married than 
to pretend to be married. So, maybe she and William were actually married. Jenny sighed 
a long deep sigh. She was going round in circles again, merely reiterating what she didn’t 
know. But, she thought, there was one thing that Margaret had left for her; that note in the 
Oxford prospectus, the curly-cursive note: St. Hugh’s, and that strange, M. le Prince. She 
didn’t have that booklet anymore, but the knowledge could not be taken away.  

Jenny took her hands away from her face. The day was much lighter now, the 
colours in the garden detectable. The birds were quieter. A blackbird stood in the middle 
of the grass, its head tilted to one side, its bright yellow beak and yellow-circled eye clear 



for all to see. In the gravel at the bottom of the veranda steps a little brown wren scuttled 
around like a mouse. 


