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1978


IT SEEMED SAD and cynical that on the very day Pete and I had decided to consider ourselves engaged and which should have been the happiest time of my life – my mother and father made up their minds to be divorced. In fact I was standing by the window in my bedroom letting the light sparkle against the ring Pete had just put on my finger. Was it only yesterday that he had taken me in his arms and told me that he loved me better than anybody in the world? I had put my arms around his neck and we had hugged each other like two children, as well as two lovers, with so much warmth and yearning in our hearts. We had decided to have dinner together and because it was a warm June evening, I was going to wear my new rose-pink cotton dress which Pete had seen once and approved because he liked the V-shaped neck which showed my throat. He said I had the most attractive throat he’d even seen. And he liked the frill on the hem of my dress, too, and the white daisy-shaped earrings that I wore with the new dress. We were going to have such a marvellous time.


Then my mother came into the room and told me that she and Dad were parting.


“I know it’s a shock for you,” she said, “but for a long time your father and I have not been getting on and I for one can’t stand the constant bickering. I presume you’ve heard enough of it to realize why I can’t, or rather we can’t, carry on. It’s just a waste of time, and do remember we’re both still only in our early fifties. We can’t either of us continue leading this sort of life. You wouldn’t want us to, would you, darling?”


I felt quite frozen. I sat down hastily and put both hands to my ears as though I didn’t want to hear any more. It couldn’t be true, And I told my mother then and there that I’d never really noticed them bickering. “Of course all married people have their rows,” I said, “I realize that, and I did wonder why you had given up the double-bed and were sleeping in separate rooms.”


But deep down in me I believed (and I did after all that my mother said) that they did still love each other. I could not believe that hate had taken the place of that love.


“Oh, Mum,” I said, “tell me it isn’t true.”


Then my mother sat down and began to cry and I had to try and comfort her. It was only after a while that we were able to discuss the affair without both of us crying.


She reminded me that even if they had decided to go on living together it wouldn’t be a very good idea. Once married to my Pete, I was going back to England and so they wouldn’t see much of me anyhow. My father didn’t want to leave Switzerland.


“But what are you going to do?” I asked her plaintively, and thought how beautiful she was still in spite of the tear-stained face. She was obviously very upset and she usually looked happy and full of fun, too, when she was with me – like my father. They both enjoyed a joke. But nothing that I could say either to her or to Dad, to whom I talked later that night, would change their minds. Dad confirmed my belief that he intended to remain in Switzerland in our chalet which adjoined the small antique and book shop which he still wanted to keep running. He hadn’t reached retiring age yet.


Before I joined Pete for dinner and told him the news which had fallen on me like a thunderbolt, my parents informed me they had made their plans and nothing would alter them. Mum planned to live with an old school friend in Majorca (she had recently been widowed), and they might start a Boutique. They both loved clothes and had good taste. Yes, Mum had plenty of ideas, but, oh, I couldn’t bear the thought of divorce for these beloved parents.


Pete, when he did hear the news, was full of sympathy, but tried to cheer me up by reminding me that it wouldn’t be long before we would be able to get married, so it meant the old home would be breaking up anyhow.


During the week that followed I had to watch my mother turning out cupboards and chests-of-drawers and throwing away all the things she thought she wouldn’t want in her new life. I must say she looked utterly miserable while she was doing it, but when I kept insisting she was making a mistake, she suddenly turned from her work and gave me a strange look. Then she thrust some papers and two old diaries into my lap.


“Perhaps if you read those, darling,” she said, “you’ll understand why my marriage to Dad has never really worked out – for either of us! You’ll agree it’s best for me and for him if we get divorced.”


I shook my head. I was so upset I couldn’t think straight, nor accept the idea of the permanent break.


I derived a little comfort from the sweet way Pete kept ringing up and asking me if I was all right and wishing he could come and kiss my tears away, but as he said, he had to attend a special meeting with his solicitor in London and he just couldn’t back out of it.


When I talked to Dad I hoped to get some sense out of him and that he’d tell me it was all a nightmare, but alas, he only confirmed the news that Mum had given me.


“It’s best we put an end to this marriage, Cathy darling,” he said, “It’s never really worked out.”


“You must have loved one another ever to have got married,” I exclaimed, “Surely Mum would never have married you if she hadn’t loved you. She always seems to know her mind.”


My father who had been – like mother – sorting out his desk, gave a deep sigh. He was still a handsome man but he suddenly looked grey and old and very unhappy. It gave me a heartache.


“Oh, yes!” he said, and went to his desk and drew out a bundle of letters. “I had almost forgotten I had kept these, Cathy. I’m glad I didn’t throw them away. They are the letters that Roberta – your mother – wrote me during the war. I thought I had thrown them away. You can read them if you wish, then put them on the fire.”


I left him, feeling very little comforted and when I saw Pete again I told him I was sure Dad knew perfectly well that he hadn’t forgotten that he had kept Mum’s letters. He must have read them over many times. Surely I’d get right to the bottom of things – to the true facts – after reading some of these letters and papers that both my parents had handed to me.


But when next I saw Pete he put an arm around me and dropped a kiss on my hand, and said, “Think twice, darling, before you start delving too deep. You might find the truth very unpalatable.”


This, I argued, wasn’t possible. There couldn’t be anything terrible, although I knew I had been feeling very troubled ever since Mum told me that she and Dad were parting.


I had two whole months to fill in before my wedding, as Pete had to go off to Singapore on business. All the time I needed, to get to the bottom of the mystery, and surely there was a mystery somewhere.


Once Pete had gone I started to read Mum’s diaries. At first I felt embarrassed by the very idea of looking into her heart. It wasn’t like me to want to pry into somebody’s very private business. But Mum had told me to read them so I did, and I became engrossed, absorbed, too caught up in the past to want to leave it alone. I read Mum’s letters to my father, too, and those from him to her. I was trapped in an inescapable search for facts and clues that might prove me right, and that it wasn’t just marital rows and sudden hatreds that had blotted out all those years of love.


I wrote to Pete and told him I had decided to fly to England and see Mum’s war-time friend Debbie Stone, who worked with her as a V.A.D. Debbie would know a lot about them I was sure. I would also go and see my grandmother’s maid, Lizzie. And I would cable the man who featured so strongly in my parents’ past (so I was to discover) – a Canadian soldier, whose surname I could never remember, but they called him Vince.


First of all I went straight from London Airport to Dremshott where Debbie Stone still lived. She accepted the explanation of my arrival on her doorstep and gave me a warm welcome. She swept aside my half-hearted suggestion that I find an hotel. “Wonderful to see you. Growing so like your lovely mother at your age,” she said.


So began a visit that was to last many weeks, and quickly we fell into a routine. She set off every morning to her job as a doctor’s receptionist, and I sat down to write.


She had talked for nearly three hours that first evening and when eventually she stopped, I sat and looked at her in silence. I was saturated with dates, names, incidents. It was going to be hard to sort out facts from speculations, but Debbie snorted when I said so.


“You’d be a fool to try. If you have a problem, Cathy, write it down. It is remarkable how marshalling facts on paper helps to clear the mind. Write it all down and I’ll be here to see you don’t go too far astray.”


I decided to write it as if it were the story of two strangers – the love story of Roberta and Allan.


 


My first visit was to my grandfather. He lived in an Old People’s Home in Bournemouth. He was delighted to see me. Old though he was, his mind was perfectly clear and he was only too pleased to talk to me about my mother’s childhood, and what was more important, how and when she first met my father. So my story began to take shape … …




Cathy’s Story of Roberta and Allan


1941


1


THERE HAD BEEN many times in her life when Roberta had wished passionately that her mother was still alive, but that wish had never been more prevalent in her mind than during the days which preceded her wedding to Allan Rivers.


It seemed to her little or no time at all elapsed between the day when their engagement was announced in the newspapers and the day of her marriage. Three months in all. A brief enough engagement, yet, as her father had cynically remarked, quite a lengthy one in these days when so many couples were rushing feverishly into marriage.


“You’ll be a war bride, my dear,” Mr. Farr had remarked with a sigh when Roberta had told him about Allan. “Like your mother before you.”


During those three spring months Roberta continued doing her job as a V.A.D. clerk at the Oxford Hospital at Dremshott. Allan was stationed in Dremshott, a subaltern with one ‘pip’ on his shoulder and an R.A. badge. One of the many Gunners whom she had met in the district, but one who stood out apart from the rest, and who, from the first moment they had been introduced at the Dremshott Club, she had loved. She had danced with him that night … danced her way straight into his heart and he had found a secure and permanent place in her own.


After the night of the dance, life had changed completely for Roberta. Up till the time of meeting Allan she had suffered from loneliness, despite the fact that she lived and worked in a crowd. She had real friends like Debbie Stone, the other V.A.D. who shared the flat with her, and the other clerks, both men and girls in the office at the hospital who were daily companions. There were also one or two young men – officers stationed in Dremshott – ready and willing to take her out. She was beautiful and she was popular – she never lacked a dance partner – but in herself she was lonely. No one had meant anything, or made any lasting impression on Roberta till Allan came.


Once her intense nature was roused, and she had awakened to all the passionate emotions that had lain dormant in her until Allan first held her in his arms, Roberta knew that she could never be lonely again. Life became full and exciting. Every evening they managed to meet … to drive about in Allan’s little car until he had no more petrol coupons … then to explore on foot the lovely wooded country-side which surrounded Dremshott town. Sometimes they met in London for dinner and a show and came back to Dremshott on the last train. Roberta was deliriously happy for the first time in her young life, conscious of a new fulfilment, and the knowledge that Allan was the ideal man for whom she had been waiting … hoping and believing that he had found his ideal in her. He had made it plain since their first meeting that he desired her companionship – as ardently as she desired his. It was first love between them … shy and glorious, developing with every conversation they held, and every look or touch they exchanged, into a deeper and more subtle emotion.


Those days of getting to know each other seemed to Roberta almost as perfect as the ones that followed their official engagement. For then at first it was their secret alone. When they looked at each other, when they held hands, when they shared some thrill at a dance or a play or a film, they, and they alone, were conscious of it. Afterwards everyone knew about it. Then, what could be more exciting and stimulating than all the discoveries which they kept making about each other?


It seemed as though at one moment they were strangers, unaware of each other, and then suddenly they were close … happy only in each other’s company, restless and discontented when apart. Now they knew everything about each other. During their many meetings they talked and talked, enquiring into each other’s minds and lives, inexhaustibly curious and interested. And still there always seemed something fresh to tell.


Roberta felt that her previous existence had been so dull and monotonous that it might bore Allan if she talked about herself. But in his gentle, persuasive way he got her to tell him all the little details that could only be of interest to the man who loved and meant to marry her.


He knew now what she had been like as a child. She had even found an old photograph to show him and make him laugh – Roberta the schoolgirl, with a chestnut mop of hair and wide wondering blue eyes; Roberta wearing a school blouse and tie, absurdly demure and, in her estimation, ‘awful.’ But it had made him laugh and feel very tender towards her, and he had asked if he could keep the picture.


He learned that her father and mother had been married in the final year of the last world war, and that Roberta was born three years later. She had had a happy childhood, a great deal of which was spent in Norwich. Her father had a job there in the Civil Service soon after he was demobilized. She had always been rather lonely even as a child, because she had neither brother nor sister. But her parents were devoted to her and she to them – especially to her mother. One day Roberta showed Allan a photograph of that darling dead mother and Allan had thought her very beautiful.


“Like you, Roberta,” he had said.


And Roberta had replied: “I could never be half as sweet or good. And she died so young … poor darling.”


She had been taken ill with pleurisy and pneumonia and died just before Roberta’s eighteenth birthday, and after that things hadn’t! been so good. Her father seemed to go to pieces once he lost the best wife in the world. Roberta had had a difficult time with him. Too difficult, in Allan’s estimation, for one so young. They had never had much money, so she had started a secretarial training as soon as she left school. For her there were to be no coming-out parties, no trips abroad, none of the things which her mother had planned for her.


And then came the second blow for Roberta. Her father married again. Roberta poured out her heart to Allan on the subject of her father’s second marriage.


“I didn’t want anybody put in Mummy’s place. I couldn’t bear it,” she said, “but I know that’s a selfish outlook, and I would have got over it and been glad that Daddy wasn’t lonely any more, if only he had married someone worthy to step into Mummy’s shoes.”


Roberta told Allan about Madge … a girl only three years older than herself … just a little shop girl whom Mr. Farr used to buy his cigarettes from. She was not a snob, and she would not mind or criticize Madge’s lack of birth and breeding, had she been a nice character. But she was just hard-boiled with long blonde hair and too much mascara and no heart. She was just intrigued by the thought that she had the chance to marry a ‘gentleman,’ step into a ready-made home full of very nice things and – even though Stephen Farr was far from well off – have more money and a more luxurious background than she had ever had in her life before.


Allan heard all about that wedding day and sympathized. He could imagine what a bitter pill it had been for the sensitive Roberta to swallow. Madge, triumphant and tactless, anxious only to show what influence she had over her elderly husband; Mr. Farr, although still deeply fond of his daughter, weak and incapable; perhaps unwilling to see things from her point of view. It had become apparent to Roberta as soon as her father and Madge returned from their honeymoon that her home was no longer her home, and that she was merely painfully in the way.


Then, perhaps somewhat mercifully for Roberta, came the war of 1939. The second war in Mr. Farr’s lifetime. The transfer of his office and Government job from Norwich to Bournemouth where he and Madge had taken a furnished flat. Roberta had no choice but to go with them, but she had speedily put herself into a position where she could leave. She joined the Red Cross and as soon as her training was finished, she was sent to the Oxford Hospital. There she had been ever since.


After hearing her story Roberta seemed to Allan all the more sweet and desirable. Before he had found out anything about her he had looked upon this beautiful, vivid creature as a gorgeous girl inaccessible as the stars … being much above the average with her quick wit, her flexible young mind, a thirst for knowledge, and an adoration for music and good books which equalled his own. But now he knew that she was just an ordinary human and rather pathetic girl … a Roberta who had known grief and disappointment when she was still a child … a hardworking little V.A.D. without a proper background, without a real home to welcome her when she was on leave.


This was the Roberta he really loved and wanted … somebody to whom he could offer himself and his love … somebody to whom he could give all his sympathy and understanding and for whom he could make a home. He knew that he loved her infinitely.


For Roberta, Allan ceased also to be a stranger and a mystery. He told her everything about himself. He, too, had only one parent living. His father, a retired colonel in the Army, had died while Allan was still up at Oxford. Until then he had, like Roberta, known a normal and happy childhood, although he had never been long in one home, because with a father in the Army they had made constant moves. Indeed, during his first years at Winchester, while Colonel Rivers was stationed in Gibraltar, Allan had all the fun of travelling out to Gib. for the long holidays, which had given him plenty of variety and experience.


He had no wish to enter his father’s profession and at Oxford had read history. He had never, he told Roberta, been a sporting type; far keener on books and, particularly, the piano which he played. And he played well, Roberta knew that, because she had heard him.


On leaving Oxford, and with the small income which his father had left him, he had gone into his uncle’s business – Rivers Radio – not because he cared for any form of business, but because he knew he must make a career for himself. Books and music could only be of secondary importance in the life of a man who had to earn his own living.


He had started quite well. But soon after his twenty-third birthday came the war. Rather against his mother’s wishes he joined up at once, had had six months as a private, then entered an O.C.T.U., whence he had been posted into the Gunners.


Roberta wanted to know all about his mother. She could see that he was a devoted son and she liked that in a man. He spoke with great affection of Mrs. Rivers. She was a dear, he said – and spoiled him terribly. Of course she was no longer young – she had been over thirty when Allan was born and unfortunately she was subject to nerves … could not stand these raids. Since he had joined up she had closed down their London home and gone to live in a hotel in a safe area.


“I’m afraid poor old mother never settles anywhere now,” Allan told Roberta with a laugh. “She has moved several times. Either she finds the food wrong or the beds hard or some snag. But I don’t blame her. It’s a bit hard, this war – on women of over fifty or sixty.


Roberta made no comment on that. Heart and soul in love with this young man, she was only too anxious to admire his mother, but in actual fact she and Debbie Stone had only been saying the other day that they despised the hundreds of luxury-loving, overfed, indolent women with private means who did no war work, but drifted from one hotel to another, grumbling at war conditions. However, she told herself loyally this would not apply to Allan’s mother, probably she was delicate and physically unfit to face up to a war.


And so Allan and Roberta learned to know each other, and it was only a matter of two or three weeks of their intensive friendship before they were in each other’s arms, confessing their love and their need to be together always.


It all seemed too wonderful for words to Roberta. … Whenever she looked back upon it – the end to unhappiness and discontent and the beginning of a new and thrilling adventure to be shared with him. She had run through all the normal emotional preliminaries … afraid that he might never love her as she loved him … terrified of wearing her heart on her sleeve and not being proud or aloof enough … petrified because he was so very good-looking and charming, and some other girl, more attractive than herself, might ensnare him.


But now all the misgivings and heart-burnings were over. They met in London on the first day of Roberta’s Easter leave and he bought her the ring, which in her estimation cost far too much but which he had insisted upon her having. It was a square sapphire. He said that it was the colour of her eyes and that it looked perfect on her long slim finger. They had lunch together at the Berkeley, and then he travelled with her down to Bournemouth to meet her father.


She wanted him to meet poor old Daddy, although she did not relish his having to come in contact with Madge. But even that meeting went off quite well. Madge behaved at her best. She was always amiable when there was a good-looking man about and she was particularly pleased with the thought that her pretty stepdaughter, would soon be off her hands. So she made Allan welcome. And Roberta noticed, and passionately admired, the grace and ease with which Allan managed her. He was kind and tactful, made Madge feel that she was the perfect hostess and that he was as happy to meet her, as his future father-in-law.


He talked intelligently to Stephen Farr, and, taking things all round, Roberta’s fiancé was a big success.


“You’ve chosen the right man,” said Mr Farr to his daughter after Allan had gone. “I couldn’t be more relieved, my dear. Some people don’t approve of these war marriages, but your dear mother and I were very happy and I don’t see why you and Allan shouldn’t be.”


Roberta was delighted. But she felt a great longing for that dear dead mother, and could not help grimacing as she looked at the back of her stepmother’s blonde, over-curled head.


Madge sat at the piano strumming. A few minutes ago Allan had been playing that piano, filling the flat with lovely sound. Roberta admired his touch and they liked the same composers … especially Brahms … and now Madge had taken his place and was thumping out a ‘hot number’ from a film she had seen. She rather fancied herself as a musician. Roberta wondered how her once fastidious father could possibly endure life with such a woman. She could only suppose that it was the physical infatuation of a man of forty-five for a girl twenty years younger than himself. But one day surely he would wake up and regret it? Madge would give him no peace. At the end of a hard day’s work she would always drag him out to a dance or a cinema. She couldn’t sit down and talk to him about things that mattered. She had no repose, no real refinement. She had not even courage. German raiders came frequently over the coast-line, and every time there was an alert Madge was reduced to hysterics and clung to her husband until the ‘all-clear.’


Roberta thanked God that the love she bore Allan was not just a physical thing. She loved him for his mind as well. That was the perfection of their love for each other. She was certain that it could never die.


But now that Allan had seen her people she had to see his. There was his all-important mother.


So far Mrs. Rivers had been nowhere near London or Dremshott, so that Roberta had not met her. Allan had been writing about her … Roberta knew that but she was not very sure what Mrs. Rivers replied. Allan was a little evasive on the subject. But once Roberta met Mrs. Rivers, she understood. Mrs. Rivers was far from pleased by her son’s sudden engagement to a girl she did not know. The first intimation she had had of it was a telegram from her son asking her to meet him and Roberta in London whilst on leave.


So the meeting took place. Roberta’s first impression of Mrs. Rivers was a favourable one. She saw a small, smartly dressed woman with beautifully waved grey hair and tortoise-shell glasses. She had once been very handsome. She had grey eyes – but a colder grey than Allan’s – a harder line of jaw … a tighter mouth. She greeted Roberta graciously, offering her a cool powdered cheek to kiss.


“This is a great surprise … and I must say a slight shock to me,” were her first words. “I’d no idea my naughty boy was contemplating matrimony. I thought he would be sensible enough to wait until after the war.”


That was the beginning. …


And not long after that meeting Roberta had realized that Mrs. Rivers was antagonistic right from the start. But Roberta, intensely and happily in love, had made every effort to win Mrs. Rivers’ approval … to love and be loved by her for Allan’s sake. She began to find out that Beatrice Rivers could be charming, but behind the charm was an implacable hardness which had never been shown to her son, but which Roberta came up against all too soon.


Outwardly Mrs. Rivers was always nice to Roberta, approved of the ring, sent her a diamond brooch which had once belonged to Allan’s grandmother, listened to all the plans the young couple made and was superficially understanding and agreeable. But Roberta, with feminine intuition, very quickly felt the scratch of claws under the velvet glove. Mrs. Rivers let fall many odd little remarks – perhaps not noticeable to Allan – but only too apparent to the girl. Roberta tried to tell herself that she was ultra-sensitive because of her anxiety to please Allan’s mother, but it was soon only too obvious that Mrs. Rivers was dead against this war marriage and that nothing would change her views.


One after another little words of disapproval dropped from her smiling lips:


“You are both very young …”


“War marriages are apt to be very risky …”


“A man needs money and a settled job before he takes on a wife and we none of us know what is going to happen at the end of this war …”


“How long have you known each other? Only a month? Dear me, you are a couple of gamblers!”


So on and so on, until Roberta felt her heart sink and her high hopes of being great friends with her future mother-in-law fade into the distance. But Allan did not seem to notice anything amiss. He laughed off all such remarks. And after his mother had gone he kissed Roberta and seemed as happy and as ready to make plans for the wedding as ever.


“Mother doesn’t mean anything … she’s just giving us a friendly warning to make sure of ourselves before we get tied up,” he said.


“Darling, I don’t think she really likes me,” protested Roberta.


To that Allan said “Nonsense.” Of course his mother liked her. Nobody could help it, she was so lovely and sweet.


Roberta envied Allan his temperament. He was a bit of a dreamer, she was learning … not altogether practical, nor concerned with wearisome details. He took a broad view of everything. He had never really been denied any of the good things that life had to offer. And he had never had to cope with unpleasantness. He did not, like Roberta, see any danger signals in any of the words his mother had spoken to-day. He was perfectly happy. He loved his mother and he loved Roberta. They must be friends. Nothing was going to spoil his happiness.


The longest he would wait for Roberta was three months, he said, and that was much too long. He was impatient for complete possession of this lovely girl, who had flashed like a star into his firmament, captured his imagination so utterly and made him want to forswear freedom. The idea of marriage, before he met Roberta, had not appealed to Allan. Vaguely he had decided that one day he would have a home and children, but he had, indeed, told his mother that he would not marry until he was out of the Army again and back in a civilian job. Now that he had met the right girl he was going back on all that he had said. He intended to snap Roberta up before anyone else had a chance; as he gaily told her.


It suited Roberta to be swept off her feet. And so from April until June she experienced all the sweet excitement of being publicly engaged to a man whom she loved. They decided to wait until the first week in June and then get marriage-leave.


During those months she did not come into contact with Mrs. Rivers very often. London was being raided with a regularity which kept Allan’s mother away from town. She remained in what she thought to be the seclusion of a ‘safe area.’ One weekend she had condescended to spend at a hotel in Dremshott in order to see her son and her future daughter-in-law.


And once again Roberta was made conscious of veiled hostility; of little barbs and shafts which, she felt, were purposely directed against this coming wedding. She was beginning to know Allan’s mother … to see that she was a selfish, self-centred woman whose love for her son amounted to possessiveness and who did not wish to share him with any other woman. Incidentally she was a snob. She made several allusions to the aristocratic blood in both her family and that of her late husband. There was a title in the Rivers family and she brought it out whenever she could.


“I must write to my sister-in-law, Lady Catterick. You must give me a snapshot to send to her, Roberta. By the way, her husband is a famous authority on heraldry … so interested in family trees. Now tell me, have there been any notable Farrs? Who was your grandfather?”


Roberta flushed at the crudely put question. She said bluntly: “My grandfather was an auctioneer … and there are no famous Farrs. We are a very simple family. My mother was the daughter of a doctor in Dublin.”


Allan smiled at Roberta.


“That’s where you get those gorgeous Irish eyes,” he said.


Mrs. Rivers raised her brows and her shoulders.


“Oh, well … a doctor’s profession is a very noble one. …”


Roberta suddenly disliked her. Mrs. Rivers made it so very plain that she had no use for her because there were no ‘notable Farrs’.


How queer it was, she thought, that mothers and sons could be so different. Allan hadn’t a trace of snobbery in him. One could see that he had breeding in that proud poise of his head, and his slender fine hands. But he was charming and friendly to everybody – even to Madge. And so good-natured … nothing that his mother ever said seemed to ruffle him. Roberta tried to tell herself that Mrs. Rivers was not personally opposed to her but only to war-marriages as a whole.


Her momentary dislike of the older woman was nothing compared to the seething antagonism which lay beneath the surface in Beatrice Rivers’ heart.


She was furious about this marriage which her only son was making. She had always wanted him to make a really good match. With his looks, his talents, he could have married anybody … that girl, the Hon. Jane Lawless, who was Lady Catterick’s god-daughter, had obviously fallen for Allan when she met him at the Cattericks’ house where they had stayed at the beginning of the war. Why must he have chosen a little nobody? Mr. Farr was all right, but no one; and that awful vulgar stepmother whom she had not met but had been told about …! Really it was madness of Allan to choose a wife, with such a background.


But that Roberta was beautiful and well-educated she had to admit. In fact she was forced to acknowledge the fact that the girl was an ideal physical match for Allan. Curiously enough they had many points in common – both were tall and slimly built, with fair skins and reddish brown hair. But those brilliant gentian eyes of Roberta’s, with their long black lashes … magnificent eyes … were they the eyes of a girl to be trusted, Mrs. Rivers wondered. Men stared at Roberta. Even in her sober V.A.D. uniform she was stared at. Frankly, Beatrice Rivers did not care for Roberta. She wished that if Allan had to choose a wife just now he could have chosen either a title or an heiress or a sweet little thing whom she, Mrs. Rivers, could mould to her own liking. But she could see that Roberta was not to be moulded. She had too much character and personality. Of course, Mrs. Rivers decided, the girl had Allan under her thumb. They were to be married in June … then she, Mrs. Rivers, would have to drop into the background … take second place to a mere nobody. It was most disappointing and humiliating.


She decided to do all that she could to discourage Allan from making this marriage. She had to be careful not to offend him by running Roberta down, since he was so much in love with her. When she told him that he ought to wait he just laughed, the foolish boy. … Her disappointment made Mrs. Rivers feel all the more resentful towards the girl herself.


But there came a time when Mrs. Rivers was forced to realize that she could do nothing to part these young lovers. Allan was like his father had been before him – the delicacy of his features belied the strength of his nature, and there was a stubborn streak under that dreamy intellectual surface. Allan had fallen in love and Allan meant to marry the object of his affections.


Mrs. Rivers shrugged her shoulders. There was nothing more for her to do. But already in her mind she had relegated Allan to the position occupied by all young men who rush into hasty marriages. They become disappointed husbands.
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IN THE SMALL flat in Waterloo Square shared with the other V.A.D. clerks of the Oxford Hospital, Roberta finished her packing.


She was out of uniform this afternoon, wearing slacks and a cotton shirt and with a cigarette between her lips. She knelt beside the suitcase into which she was putting all the things she would want for these next all-important days of leave. Such very special leave … in order to get married. It was a thrilling thought and her pulse quickened every time she remembered it.


The warm June day was bright and hot and Roberta’s red-brown curls clung damply to her forehead. Finally she stood up, surveyed her handiwork and decided that she had about finished. There was only her over-night case now, but she must keep that open for dressing gown, sponge-bag, and make-up box tomorrow morning.


The old shabby make-up box was soon to be discarded. The girls had given her a new one for a wedding present. It was sweet of them … all had contributed toward the lovely gift. She kept admiring afresh the shell-pink Arden case … her new initials R.R. stamped upon it.


Roberta Rivers! How queer that sounded after all these years being Roberta Farr. How strange and exciting to know that she and Allan had only one more day in which they would be apart. The day after tomorrow they would be married. There would be a plain platinum ring on her finger instead of the gleaming sapphire. She would bear the new and dignified status of a married woman, although she, herself, had suggested that it would be less trouble if she continued to be ‘Miss Farr’ at the hospital. She really couldn’t expect everyone to remember, when she came back, that she was Mrs. Rivers.


Roberta picked up some loose bits of tissue paper and attempted to tidy the room. She looked around thoughtfully. She was fond of the flat she shared with Debbie and Pam. She had grown attached to it, even though it was singularly uncomfortable in many ways. At this time of the year the sunshine made it possible, but in winter it was very cold. There were too many doors and draughts. The flat, one-time married quarters for troops, had, in fact, been long since condemned, but owing to lack of space in Dremshott, the V.A.Ds. were occupying it.


One of the four doors led into Debbie’s tiny room. One up a little stone staircase to Pam’s room. One into the tiny kitchen, which in turn led into a dingy bathroom. They all laughed at that bathroom with its unsightly pipes. Noisy pipes that gurgled and groaned but produced no hot water; only that big old-fashioned copper which had to be filled and emptied in jugfuls. An arduous task for weary nurses craving a hot bath at the end of the day. But life here had its amusing side, and they had all contributed toward making their temporary home attractive.


They had brought cushions, and pictures, rugs, a cloth for the table, their pet ornaments and photographs. They had many parties here at night, making themselves cups of tea, and eating tinned food. It was really like being at school again. And here she was now, thought Roberta, ‘leaving school’ in order to be married.


Possibly, at this very moment, darling Allan would be packing too, and bidding farewell to his bachelor status in the barracks. She was going to see him tonight, but he couldn’t get away to take her down to Bournemouth. There was an important inspection on with the General tomorrow. But without fail he would be in Bournemouth the day after to join his mother who had already gone down to the Royal Bath Hotel for her son’s wedding.


At the thought of her future mother-in-law Roberta grimaced a little. She knew quite well that Mrs. Rivers was going to that wedding with the same spirit of disapproval that she had displayed over their engagement. But there it was. A pity – but Roberta did not intend to let it spoil her happiness. Allan seemed blissfully unaware of any hostility on his mother’s part, and Roberta was not going to disillusion him.


She heard a bicycle bell and moved to the window. Looking down, she watched Debbie Stone pedalling up the road. Dear old Debbie, untidy as usual, with her uniform cap on the back of her head, her flushed good-natured face, her plump figure which she vowed was a horror to her. She was jealous, she declared, of Roberta’s slenderness. How, she would ask, could one expect a uniform coat and skirt and a shirt blouse to look their best on such ample curves of hip and bosom as hers?


For a moment Roberta’s brilliant blue eyes gazed dreamily out upon the scene so familiar to her. The barrack square, the little brick houses around it … the patch of dried-up grass in the centre, the washing hanging on the lines.


A boy in uniform, whistling, strolled by; a girl in the A.T.S. was beside him. Some children played ‘soldiers’ on the grass, shouting to one another. The intense heat of the afternoon made the sky look almost grey. From the distance came the sound of a bugle call. The sudden stamp of boots upon the cement; a strident voice shouting a command.


The familiar sights and sounds of Waterloo Square … and beyond, further up the hill, standing in a luxuriant garden, the big imposing structure of the Oxford Hospital, where they all worked.


This had been her life ever since the war began. It would be her life again, only with a supreme difference. She would be Allan’s wife … belonging to Allan, no longer only to herself.


Debbie came up the stairs and flung her cap on the bed.


“Phew! It’s warm,” she exclaimed.


“Isn’t it? I need a bath,” Roberta agreed, “I’ve done most of my packing. Sorry if I’ve made a mess, Debbie.”


Debbie looked round the room and grunted.


“It is a mess, but who cares? A girl doesn’t get married every day. Lord, I’m going to miss you, Berta.”


“Only for ten days, darling. I’ve got to come back for a time, and if Allan goes abroad I’ll probably be here for ages. We’ll still have our good times together.”


Debbie sighed and moved toward the kitchen.


“What I feel like is a cup of tea and a good cry,” she said. “Let’s have both.”


Roberta followed her into the kitchen laughing.


“I’m for the tea, but not the cry. Debbie dear, don’t be depressed or you’ll be damping my spirits in a moment.”


“Then I’ll shut up. I wouldn’t want to be that mean!”


Roberta watched her friend fill the kettle and put it on the gas stove. “You aren’t really depressed about my marriage are you, Deb?” she asked.


“If you mean do I like your Allan, then I do – very much.”


“I’m going to make a success of my marriage with Allan. I’m going to show Mrs. Rivers that she’s wrong when she says that none of these war marriages can possibly be a success.”


Debbie cast a fond look at her friend’s beautiful figure and vivid face.


“Well, Allan Rivers has got a peach of a wife, and that’s that. I hope he appreciates it,” she said.


“I’m going to have a peach of a husband,” said Roberta softly. “We have so much in common. Do you know, Debbie, we found out yesterday that we both like a certain novel better than any other book we’ve ever read. Isn’t it thrilling?”


Debbie put her tongue in her cheek.


“You two! You’re simply loopy about each other.”


“I admit it.”


“Oh, well,” said Debbie, “what’s the book?”


“The Fountain, by Charles Morgan.”


Debbie hadn’t read it. Debbie rarely read novels. She was always busy with her needle or knitting when she wasn’t doing anything else. She was a good deal older than Roberta. At the beginning of this war she had herself been passionately in love, and the object of her devotion had been killed just before Dunkirk. She never spoke of him. She was always cheerful and amiable, but her heart was buried with the young soldier who would have married her on his next leave. Deep down within her she grieved for him without ceasing. She understood what Roberta felt about Allan, but she covered her emotions with a flippancy which was, to-day, her armour – lest she should be too vulnerable, and break.
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