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Prologue


From his birth, as if chosen, it appeared the gods collectively smiled and set him a notch above most mortals by bestowing upon him their benevolence for a life truly blessed.


And when at the age of twenty summers, soon to prove his prodigious talent, aided by inherited beauty with eyes that held the blue of the sea and a smile to palpitate the female heart, he fell profoundly and lastingly in love when it might have seemed the gods sat back to admire their efforts leaving him to his own guidance, assured fame and a golden future.


She arrived that summer’s day, the tall stranger in a pale, billowing dress, standing perfectly still on the shore of the cove to observe him and steal his heart. To where, since he came to the island, always alone with no other to invade his solitude, she suddenly appeared.


And seeing her standing there, watching him with the sun firing the gold of her hair like a halo he imagined, from where he lazed floating in the shallows of the ocean, an angel had appeared into his private paradise. Then to face and meet her gaze, an image to remain forever in his memory, was an encounter to emotionally bind her to him for the duration of his life.


In the beginning he was unaware, and would not discover for some time, what she chose not to reveal, until the end of their time together on the island when both their lives and paths, each were destined to follow, would change dramatically and eventually impact each upon the other with consequences neither could have imagined.


For Rupert good fortune would arrive. An end of non–recognition of his talent and gifted good looks to later send him soaring.


For Sonia, something else and another world, which Rupert was only to discover when she had to say goodbye to him, to the island and their summer together.


For the present, however, he was blissfully unaware of that moment. He was on holiday, at peace with the solitude of his surroundings and, until she arrived to share his days, contentedly solitary in glorious weather during that period of waiting, novice and non– established young actors have little choice but to remain patient and endure.


Invited to Ireland and Kinsale by Eileen, his darling mother’s elder and only sibling, he was more than happy to accept and leave behind the stifling heat of London.


By choice, although many admirers when young, his aunt remained a spinster. Looking years younger than her late forties Rupert admired her republican Irishness and unswerving devotion to her catholic beliefs impervious to his sometimes wayward, youthful exuberance, never voicing disapproval to what in others she would have frowned upon. “Besides, my nephew, Rupert, is a joy to have near and possesses the face of a saint so he does”, was always her defense of him.


Her hideaway summer cottage squatting on a strip of a small island was a place isolated from the mainland of southern Ireland which could only be reached by the ferryman rowing visitors, who was always only Eileen and whoever she invited there, across the tidal fast and deep stretch of water separating it.


Rupert, observing the man, couldn’t help but liken him to Charon rowing dead souls across the Styx, more so when he took the coins given for his labour with not a word spoken or his eyes once looking up from under his peaked cap. An old soul. Taciturn.


But Ringabella, Eileen’s endearment for the small, smell damp dwelling almost hidden by overgrown briar and bracken was not in any way a hellish place; for July and August were everyday hot and blue that summer. Blue and perfumed from the wild flowered meadows and high uncultivated hedgerows surrounding them and to Rupert, at once profoundly in appreciation, it was a refuge in a place in a time that came to be the most memorable and achingly happy eight weeks of his young life.


During his first days he explored everywhere, roaming the island in solitude with never the need of other company. He felt it as his own paradise. And when on the fifth day she appeared unexpectedly and unannounced to gaze at him her presence did not in any way intrude upon his happy, ambient mood when at once and naturally she fell in with his company, sharing with him what he shared with nature, and he welcomed her.


She said his name as Naked, how he first announced himself, when unexpectedly she caught him idly floating on his back in the warm shallows of the sheltered cove at the end of the half mile track leading from the cottage when, turning onto his front, he noticed her.


Swimming his way back to the shore to crouch modestly behind a rock, calling to her he was afraid he was naked, she called back with a laugh, that she was Sonia who was not afraid.


‘I’ll fetch your towel for you if you want to come out,’ she said to him, attempting to cover his modesty, moving to take the towel draped over a nearby rock, which she’d dropped on the shingle at the waterline and politely turned her back to him. Carefully picking his way over the weed covered rocks to reach and wrap the towel about his waist he announced at her side he was naked no longer but Rupert once again.


Himself at six feet, Rupert’s first impression of her was how elegantly tall she stood beside him. And when she turned to face him, he saw, he imagined, the most exquisite features of a female face he had ever looked upon: Nature creates her own beauty without effort, he thought, quietly observing her. But in this unexpected stranger facing him, Nature has surely surpassed herself.


For a long–unspoken moment, he was breath–held – the same way Beth was to affect him many years later when first he looked at her when she had come to meet him backstage – an encounter far into his future – a time yet to come.


Here, standing on the strip of shingle with the sun firing her hair, her gaze intent upon him, Sonia was the first to offer her hand in greeting.


‘What a great pleasure it is to meet you,’ he finally said. ‘You are a surprise! Quite the most astonishing vision I have ever encountered – appearing as if from nowhere like that!’


She laughed him away, fixing him with eyes of palest amber, appraising the width and bronze of his shoulders where drops of water glistened and ran off his skin.


‘Your aunt warned me you’re a romantic.’


He laughed in return. ‘Did she now!’


‘I’m here with my mother. Your aunt and her have been friends for a long time. We’ll be here for a while. I hope you don’t mind.’


‘Mind! I couldn’t be more delighted,’ he told her, beaming the truest smile that meant it.


In the following weeks Ringabella and the island witnessed the two as lovers – yet as lovers respecting each other’s intimacy and the pleasure gained from sharing the company of one another. It was enough, and rare the moments they were apart after that first meeting. Only at night when she shared a bed with her mother in one of the two small bedrooms were they properly separated. But even from his camp bed under the window he could hear them whispering together as if sharing secrets and his name frequently mentioned.


Observing her, admiring how lyrically she moved and walked with a gentle grace was how he would come to admire another, Beth, the ballerina, far into his future to suddenly appear into his life and give purpose to it once again.


But Sonia did not dance.


For her there was another vocation she revealed to astonish and dismay him on the final evening before she had to leave. That her time at Ringabella was to be her last – a parting farewell to the freedom of the outside world before beginning her postulant life and, when ready, take her vows.


‘I wanted to tell you. Mum said it would be kinder if I did.’


She sat beside him hugging her knees sitting on her favourite rock looking at the ocean.


‘But I couldn’t – couldn’t find the moment or wanted to and perhaps separate something between us – what we had here together day after day and what will remain as a time always special, always beautiful to me. I wanted to keep that.’


She turned to face him.


‘You understand, don’t you, why I did not tell you sooner? And Rupert, if in any way you might feel I’ve misled you I ...’


‘No. Don’t say that. You didn’t – you haven’t. I’ve never felt so happy in my life as I have here with you,’ he confessed – his chest full of unfamiliar emotion.


She turned away from him when, fixedly, he observed her resting her chin on her fists, looking wistfully out at the water.


‘That night,’ she continued quietly, ‘when we lay back in the clover gazing at the heavens at all those stars and the most intimate gesture you could manage was to take hold of my hand and entwine our fingers, cautiously even then as if you thought it might be too bold or the moment too special for anything else when I so wanted more, to experience just once a man as beautiful as you to hold me.


He moved to her then as if he would, but hugging her knees she engaged his face, desiring only to be close to him, to remind and remember on this their last evening together.


‘Remember that warm night under that very full moon – the night we had a swim out there?’ she continued, ‘on impulse and without bathing suits because we didn’t have them with us. And you know I didn’t in the least mind. Never for a moment did I feel embarrassed with you when everything we’ve done here together you and I this summer has felt so right and God, I’m sure now, wanted me to have this time, to experience the joy and pleasure I’ve known here with you.’


She opened a small drawstring purse she always carried with her.


‘ And these, remember?’ holding up a chain of withered daisies.


‘Up there above the cottage where we sat almost hidden by the high grass and buttercups and you placed it on my head like I was a princess or something – I can’t keep it of course.’


She was smiling but her recollections were stabbing him.


‘I’m still trying to take it in; make myself believe you’re going and into that place where I know I shall never see you again!’


She turned then to face him with a gaze of infinite calm at the confusion in his eyes; ‘Your expression tells me as if you need to seek an answer from the oracle, when I’m not nearly old enough to be so wise,’ she said. ‘But I shall tell you shall I, what I believe? When the day arrives, when you are famous and acclaimed for your talent as I know you undoubtedly shall be and women everywhere will look at you and see you as I see you now, I shall still remember you, how beautiful a human being you are to me. I know I should not, but I know I shall, and if you still think of me or ever need to be reminded, then find me. Look for me in another – in someone else and if you desire it enough, you will.’


Listening to her, Rupert felt at that moment she was someone else, another presence who spoke and he is profiting from her wisdom.


And when next morning, except for a chaste touch to his arm, a final smile and the words ‘Goodbye Rupert’ she stepped into the rowboat to return to the mainland, it was the last he heard her say to him that summer, watching her final wave, feeling an ache of loss which almost stole his breath, before she was to enter, with all her visual and spiritual beauty, into a cloistered life and out of sight he thought forever.










Chapter 1


Gifted abundantly with beauty and talent for dance, gained Elizabeth Eve many admirers.


“You possess a loveliness to bewitch the eye, lurch the heart and make sane men clamour to gaze upon” wrote an avid balletomane in besotted prose of her, presented at the stage door with a bouquet of flowers.


And another, a ballet critic, in equally composed eloquence; “that her beauty is too advantaged by far and wholly disproportionate to those of her sex who happen, unwittingly, to enter her proximity. Even from the back of the stalls or wherever I view her I see only perfection, poise and natural lyricism”


Such heartfelt praise was, however, entirely justified, for such was the effect Beth had on the sensibilities of men: Admirers many yet escorts few for none, as yet, matched her expectations; content for the time being with sufficient vanity knowing she could, without effort hasten the pulse of whomever and however briefly she chose to companion her.


She was still young with time enough before her to wait, or not, for whoever he might be to enter her life: For the present perfectly happy and sufficiently fulfilled with the demands of her career.


With men she had exacting standards which, with justification in her view, should never be compromised. A fine intelligence and sensitivity with a broad intellect she found more attractive than handsome features.


Yet even with that rare combination she had rarely known sufficient passion to excite or maintain her interest for very long.


That was until the night Rupert appeared to stand before her, to touch and deeply disturb her complacency and change forever her life in such a way she could never have imagined.


It was brief and their encounter only moments, but time enough when he held her hand and gazed with such intensity to unsettle her reasoning.


A reaction she confessed not to a friend or confidante, there was no one close enough for that, but alone and later in her room – to the intimacy of her diary.


In her private book she asked why, when he took her hand, holding it in such a way as if he had found again a lost friend, she could only manage to return his gaze, silent, as if stricken mute and how suddenly breathless his presence made her feel.


Why? Why should I react like this? He’s at least twenty years older than me. And why doesn’t that seem to matter? Confessing, she felt something more profound in those few moments of meeting him than she ever imagined she could know.


Finishing her entry Beth concluded that he was the most divine and captivating man she had ever seen, dispelling all her previous notions, settling back with a sigh, feeling oddly airborne, against her pillow.


Until that night Beth, of a disposition utterly sensible and levelheaded, would have viewed anyone as theatrically overreacting had they announced themselves struck by coup de foudre after only the briefest of introduction. But how else could she describe this strange, unfamiliar inner disturbance affecting her with any attempt to rationalise her mood, futile.


Of course, she was flattered – immensely. And yet as one regularly complimented and all too familiar with the prose and platitudes of the captivated, his briefest praise meant more to her than anything before said or written – of that she could not argue.


She already knew about him of course.


Who had not heard of Rupert Bligh, actor of stage and screen of whom women, globally it was said, dreamed and fantasised?


She hadn’t. But that too she knew with all certainty would change with no resistance.


He had come backstage seeking her, asking just for her, because he desired personally to tell her how exquisite he thought her performance and how much, more than she could ever imagine, she had impressed him while she, but for a shocked and almost inaudible mumble of appreciation, said nothing.


What had always come as an easy eloquence of response to flattery this time deserted her.


What did she see in that curious and searching expression when she looked at him as if he couldn’t believe what his eyes were telling him; as if a dormant memory had reawakened which Beth, astute and intuitive as the female perception of others can be, could merely wonder, meeting those astonishingly blue eyes gazing from that handsome face disturbing her sensibilities, which for the rest of the night continued to plunder her thoughts and make restless her dreams.


Rupert, too, through their encounter, though perhaps not quite so airborne as Beth, was equally affected.


When he first saw her walking dreamily towards the front of stage as the curtains parted to a Weber waltz, he was astonished – not only by her beauty, but something else, something about her sending his thoughts to wonder and his heart to race. A dancer piercing apathy causing a disinterment of emotions, he thought were buried a long time ago.


He knew when he saw and recognised her as unbelievably alike, she was not a stranger to his eyes. She was Sonia; gentle, enigmatic Sonia all over again at Ringabella, that tucked away idyllic island of that idyllic summer of his youth where they first met. Where for the first time he felt the madness and delirium a young, passionate man can know for a woman as there he did for her.


Desire me enough and you shall find me. He remembered her prophecy.


Twenty–five years and two failed marriages later and here before him she was again.


And yet how uncharacteristic the thought struck him, to deny his initial disinclination to accept and attend the opening performance in the first place.


Never one keen on ballet, classical dance had always left him unmoved. Only at Covent Garden, had he known an evening of that art moderately enjoyable, but a troupe of dancers of a grant assisted Company touring the provinces was quite definitely not of his fancy. So why, when invited to honour them by attending the performance, did he not decline.


His reason for being there at all, and the only reason, was to officially open the refurbished old theatre where he had regularly appeared in his early career with nothing more expected of him, and to have feigned another excuse would have been simple. But fate, serendipity or something other came along to intervene with an excuse not employed.


The visiting Ballet Company was the first to appear at the refurbished old theatre where Rupert, as their distinguished and honoured guest, sat centre stalls watching her, alone from the Ball, walking dreamily towards him with the lilting waltz of Weber accompanying her.


Clutching a single red rose to her bodice he watched her drop into a chair, feigning sleep when, with a sudden crescendo to the music, a young man attired in a costume of rose petals leapt through a high, open window. Pirouetting and leaping towards the chair where she languished, the spirit lifted her, holding her to dance with him.


He waltzed her around the stage, but she did not awaken. He was her dreamdancer enchanting her sleep, leaping high then pirouetting away only to return and take hold of her again and again until finally, as the tempo of the music gathered, he guided her back to the chair and leaned over to give her the briefest kiss before leaping out through an opposite high window. And then, with the music once again returning to that of its quiet beginning, she stirred from her dream and there, with the curtains closing perfectly timed to the final note, held and regarded the bloom with a sigh and a look to the audience that seemed to be holding its breath and crushed it to her lips.


The applause spontaneous and rapturous came from every seat in the House with Rupert eagerly joining in more astonished by her than ever.


Searching the programme he read her name asking quietly of the Artistic Director and host beside him if he might meet her to extend his congratulations, adding, he thought her performance exquisite.


Visually illuminated by his request, his host was more than delighted to escort his famous guest backstage and straightaway recognise, despite the considerable refurbishment, the layout of the dressing rooms and still awkward access to the stage as he remembered it.


And how many years ago was it he asked himself, at this very theatre in the middle of a run of a play came what he was expecting and vainly hoped never would when his early career was interrupted with the next two years of his life required by the army.


The same as another soldier he later portrayed with such excellence in a film in which he, too, commissioned at the lowest rank, never aspired for promotion.


Posted to an outlying garrison in Scotland and the war over, the only enemy to combat was boredom, with fly fishing for the elusive salmon his only adversary. And when at last demobbed had learnt next to nothing about soldiering.


He had worn the uniform but had never felt like a soldier. For two years he had been what the Ministry of Defense required of him, nothing more. But old memories and nostalgia for the backstage theatre where he now waited were quickly forgotten when Elizabeth, still in costume, emerged from her dressing room to be introduced.


‘Beth darling,’ called out the Artistic Director stepping forward to take her arm.


‘Our most distinguished guest has asked specially to meet and congratulate you on a performance he thought exquisite,’ he told her with evident pleasure, echoing Rupert’s praise.


‘May I introduce you to Rupert Bligh?’


My God! the immediate reaction hit him. It’s her! It is. It’s absolutely her! Even with the enhancement of make–up she has the same wonderful eyes. The same features, the same – everything. She’s Sonia, Sonia! astonishment stunning him to momentary silence, holding her offered hand, gazing at her in disbelief.


And later that night in his room at the hotel indulging his lapse he welcomed occasionally to combat insomnia he knew would be upon him this night, poured himself a large measure of vodka.


Yet the more indulgent and influenced by it he became the more he questioned his sanity and oddly impulsive decision to attend the performance in the first place with conjecture of it only confusing him more.


All he knew for certain, without doubt or question, was he had met Sonia again. The ballerina with the exquisite face whose hand he held and whose eyes he searched was, in his mind and in every way, his beloved Sonia all over again.


It would of course he thought soberly the following morning, be singularly appropriate to send her just the one bloom. But dismissing the idea as lacking imagination, his gesture instead was deliberately ostentatious.


Accompanying the two dozen reddest roses he could find, the card simply read:


“From an admirer for the profound pleasure it gave watching you dance”.


He left it unsigned: But surrounded by envy and gasping admiration of the huge bouquet, it was not at all difficult for Beth to accurately guess the sender’s identity. And for the rest of the day, because of him, she floated with a subliminal glow of joy in her eyes.










Chapter 2


Daffodils bloomed and April arrived when he journeyed to Ireland again to visit his aunt in Kinsale more than eighteen months after his last sight of Sonia waving farewell to him from across the water when leaving Ringabella.


His career by then had encouragingly advanced and already his first film appearance, a supporting role in an Ealing comedy, found an audience that would later come to adore him.


Eileen, his aunt, however, remained unfazed by it all, behaving as if uninformed of his gathering popularity, rarely mentioning to anyone what he did for a living. She regarded him as she always had as the most delightful nephew and a constant joy to have nearby. And yet watching him now, standing silent in her living room and how preoccupied he appeared, concerned her.


‘Are you going to stay at the window looking at the rain all day?’ she asked. ‘You’re lost in thought, my nephew. Of her, is it? Is it of Sonia you’re thinking that keeps you so quiet?’


With a wry smile he turned to face her. ‘Am I as transparent as all that?’


‘Well, you do appear to be seriously engaged and far away somewhere.’


He sighed. ‘After all this time you’d think she’d be – well not forgotten of course but a tenaciously happy memory of those days. But she’s more. I remember everything about her and here, especially here, it’s impossible not to think of her – how we were together.’


‘Ah. That place!’ sighed his aunt in return. ‘Ringabella enchanted you for sure didn’t it – both of you. It can do that. And yes, it was magical there for all of us that summer. And you know even in the rain, and I’ve been there many times in the rain on soft days like today, it always has a special charm all of its own. You know what I mean?’


‘If I could only see her again – just to … ’


But Eileen, interrupting: ‘Do you think that would be kind – to either of you?


‘We knew you know – her mother and I. Oh yes. We observed you both. A golden couple sharing secrets was how we saw you together. Never apart the whole time you were there. But of course, and it was plain to see, the pain of parting was to come soon enough and one, or both of you would feel it terribly.’


He sat down.


‘And to want to see her again now, recapture the mood and magic once more of those heady, scented days you spent together is only natural, of course it is. But I think to even wish it, my dear nephew, is not wise’.


She paused, looking at him seriously for a moment to continue quietly as if her memory, too, held regrets. ‘And yes. Oh yes, she loved you too, Rupert. Anyone could see that. I think we were all intoxicated one way or another there that summer. Such an idyllic time for all of us,’ she told him, clasping her hand to her lap observing her nephew lost to his memories.


‘There was an evening,’ he confessed quietly. ‘When we were sitting on her favourite rock at the beach watching the Mauretania steaming out of Cobh on its way to America. It passed so close we could almost make out passengers standing on her deck. But it was Sonia – her expression, I shall never forget. A wistfulness to her, like an aching sadness I’ve never seen in her before. Something lost – something so distant which dared one not to speak or invade as if a sorrow deep and silent was clutching her thoughts.


He looked up to the gaze of Eileen upon him. ‘I had no idea at the time of course she was to become a nun.’


‘Ah yes, her vocation. And it is not so difficult to understand why she left it to the very last to tell you. You were, until that moment, sublimely happy both of you, were you not? And to be given such a vocation – and you are given it you know, is truly a blessed thing. And I understand that for Sonia it had to be the right moment and leave it to the final moment for her to tell you.’


Thoughtfully, as if in tacit agreement of that, they remained silent for a while before Eileen straightened in her chair and stood with purpose to spread her hands as if suddenly inspired by something beyond herself.


‘Listen to me now,’ she announced going to the bureau. ‘And see what I’m going to do for you,’ taking out a sheet of paper and writing on it.


‘Here,’ she said, handing it to him: ‘The address of the convent where Sonia is. It’s near Drogheda you’ll notice. Not too far from here.’


He looked at it, surprised by her change of heart. ‘Aunt Eileen. I don’t know what to say I …’


‘Whether you use it to write or try to visit her is entirely up to you. Her mother, although she’s my very dear friend, would most probably not approve and most probably she’d be right. But I’m a spinster getting old. Why should I judge the hearts of others. Besides, that dear girl may well have been waiting, hoping, praying even for you to contact her – but of that I fancy, you’ll find out soon enough.’


Rupert’s continued surprise of his aunt disabled all comment, watching her leave and return with her coat and hat.


‘I’m off to the church,’ she announced, pulling on her gloves, ‘to say a prayer for you both.’


She looked at him as if her mind was resolutely decided.


‘And while I’m about it, one for myself I think: Sure can’t do any harm can it?’


She gave him a sudden broad smile to light up her eyes, adding radiance to her face as if highly pleased about something – of what she had done perhaps or was about to do.


Looking out at the hills and green fields through the rain–spattered window of the taxi, Rupert could only concur with the emerald description given to this island.


A thought felt somewhat less poetic with more a mood of gathering apprehension when sometime later the taxi dropped him outside the town of Drogheda.


It was still raining as he stood alone in the quiet country lane by the high gates of the convent reading from a small board on the wall instructions for visitors, then pressing a bell to hear a ringing somewhere far off.


He waited – wondering – hoping; reassuring his doubts that surely even a nun can be persuaded by an honest greeting as one approached and asked his business.


His deference and degree of humility got him to where he wanted – to the office and presence of the Reverend Mother, confronting him with a face serene, elderly and benign in appearance but not, he thought, stern or unkind in any way.


For some moments she studied him before she spoke, inviting him to sit in the chair opposite her highly polished table.


Thanking her he sat and faced her knowing if ever he was to see Sonia this day, he had to gain the woman’s sympathy.


‘She is known to us here as Sister Agnes,’ she informed him after he explained his purpose in coming.


‘You are related to her in some way, I take it?’


‘I’m a friend. A close friend, I like to think. We are not related, no,’ he answered truthfully – not for a moment giving thought to say otherwise, to tell an untruth.


‘Then I fear you have had a wasted journey, young man,’ she told him as a matter of fact watching his disappointment like a cloud had suddenly appeared to smear the brightness of the sun and wipe it away.


‘Although we are not strictly a closed Order here there are, nevertheless, certain rules,’ she continued.’ And one of them, a strict one, is that only relatives by appointment may visit here. So, for you to see Sister Agnes, I’m afraid is quite out of the question. Or that it should be mentioned to her you came at all Mister …?


‘Bligh. Rupert Bligh,’ he reminded her again; his name registering not the remotest surprise or the slightest recognition.


And why should it he thought. I’m hardly well known. And when do nuns ever go to the cinema or read newspapers for that matter, responding how he perfectly understood her refusal when noticing her closer scrutiny of him despite the impassive expression of his very catholic observer revealing little of what she thought.


Rupert, convinced by her stance of intransigence and his own conviction, that he didn’t stand a chance in hell here, was unexpectedly surprised when she said, ‘You are,’ pausing to observe him further, ‘an appealingly good–looking young man.’ Her outspoken and honest admission surprised him. ‘And I was about to ask your true purpose for wanting to see her, but observing you I can see it need not be asked. You have good eyes and a refreshing honesty about you, Mister Bligh,’ she told him with continued appraisal.


‘An ardency to your expression I see as not made up or forced but quite natural which clearly identifies to me your purpose for being here, or’, slotting her hands into the sleeves of her robes, ‘am I being too cleverly perceptive do you think?’


Detecting a weakening to her earlier resolve he ventured, ‘I understand it’s against the rules, Reverend Mother,’ addressing her respectfully. ‘But if it is at all possible you would allow me to see her if only for a few minutes I ...’ he faltered when she stood up shaking her head at him.


‘How earnest your plea, and how earnestly you look to me, my son. You’ve come far I suppose?’ she asked, assuming that as an Englishman, indeed he had.


‘Sister Agnes has been with us for some time now and remains as yet a postulant and my heart tells me she may never feel sufficiently committed to her calling – to make that final step and taking her vows.’


He noticed her sigh as she turned away to gaze thoughtfully out of the window.


‘And you may wonder why I’m telling you this, Mister Bligh. But I can see you neither wonder, or why I’m telling you,’ her fingers briefly drumming the desk. ‘But no matter.’


Again, he felt she was appraising him and for some time she didn’t speak, but then, ‘I think, Mister Bligh – or, Rupert, if I may call you that, perhaps your coming here today may be a blessing after all,’ she said with a nod of her head as if approving her thoughts. ‘A visit from a friend such as yourself might be just what she needs. Yes. I think it might. That is of course if she agrees to see you.’


His hopes raised Rupert watched with renewed doubt as she went thoughtful again.


‘But on that I have an idea,’ she announced decisively.


‘I will ask you to accompany me but to remain absolutely discreet as you can. I will not announce your arrival as you shall see.’


Obediently he followed her through the door of her office, across a small courtyard and through another door built into a wall that led onto an allotment where he noticed, a short distance from where they halted, two of the convent sisters working together in a large greenhouse.


‘We will attend here for a moment,’ the Reverend Mother told him. ‘It will I think only be that before we are noticed. Normally at this time of year the sisters would be outside planting or hoeing but because of the weather today ...’


Rupert was only half listening, his attention directed elsewhere – to where she was working.


He recognised her. Even from a distance and partly obscured by glass he knew straightaway it was Sonia. It was in the way he knew her – remembered her. The way she moved and held her head, though now chastely covered.


But it was the other sister who looked up first to notice the Reverend Mother standing near the gate with a male stranger before Sonia was alerted to their presence.


Her reaction was immediate shock to disbelief when she saw who it was standing out there watching her so intently.


It can’t be! – denying the belief of her eyes, leaving the greenhouse to approach him.


At his side the Reverend Mother did not remark. She noticed, it seemed everything, but said nothing, merely looking on, observing knowingly like the wise matriarch she was.


Sonia paused a few yards from them. She looked pale and thinner than he remembered but her eyes, intelligent and beguiling as ever, astonished him all over again.


‘Rupert?’ she called, questioning his name as if making certain it really was he.


He met her disbelief.


‘Hello Son … sister Agnes,’ he greeted her, noticing the sudden joy illuminate her face but which, in practiced humility, she restrained, confessing, ‘I can’t believe it – that it’s you. That you’ve come here!’


He answered her. ‘To see you, of course,’ he smiled. ‘And why ever not?’


‘Sister Agnes? You are I see evidently pleased this young man has made the journey here from England to see you,’ spoke the Reverend Mother.


‘I am, Reverend Mother; I am indeed pleased but also very surprised’.


‘Yes. I’m sure you are, my dear. And now take a while together. I suggest by the greenhouse. It’s stopped raining now and you’ll not be disturbed there: Perhaps, Rupert – Mister Bligh, if you have time, you will come again to my office before you leave?’


It was Sonia who spoke first as they walked together across the allotment.


‘Rupert’! she exclaimed. ‘Why. What has made you come here to see me?’


‘I know it must be a huge surprise to you, and you still look a little astonished – understandably so,’ he told her. ‘And for a while back there I didn’t think I’d be allowed to see you. By the way I didn’t come here especially from England as your Reverend Mother seems to think.’


‘Oh.’


‘No. I’ve been visiting my aunt in Kinsale and coming here with only the hope of seeing you was, I guess I could say on impulse, rightly, wrongly or otherwise but with her supporting the idea. I had a fierce desire to see you again, that’s the truth of it – nothing other than that, giving not the slightest resistance as to whether I should or not.’


They walked on to the other side of the greenhouse where a bench and a rough–hewn table was set amid an arbour of fir trees. It was dry and scented there, sheltered and out of the wind. She sat down but he remained standing to look at her.


‘You haven’t changed. Even in those robes you haven’t changed. Not one bit,’ he told her, smiling in admiration.


She looked up at him.


‘Well. If I in your eyes haven’t changed one bit neither have you. Except perhaps as the man as beautiful I remember,’ gazing at him, at his surprise.


She smiled. ‘I know what you’re thinking. That I shouldn’t even think let alone speak such open admiration about you, especially here. Especially me and what I am now. A novice nun who should be forsaken of such sentiments – such feelings. But looking at you – clearly that isn’t so.’


He watched her dawning expression of disbelief.


‘What is it you that did?’


‘What?’ he asked.


‘To persuade our redoubtable, very astute, very clever and intransigent Reverend Mother to let you in here when she’s always a slave to the rules: How did you do it, you clever man?’


He sat respectfully distant, disturbing her composure with a smile she imagined could melt the heart of a gorgon.


It answered her.


‘Ah yes of course, your charm and those blue eyes of yours. It’s all you need. I should have guessed,’ she said. ‘And of your career, Rupert. Tell me. How’s it going?’


‘Oh, well enough. I’ve got an agent now – getting offers. I’ve made a film. I mean – appeared in it. A comedy of a sort. Not the lead of course and not required to be funny in it, either. I play a somewhat more serious character.’


‘You mean you’re the romantic interest?’


‘I suppose so. Yes.’


Her eyes spoke admiration. ‘But what else could you be, Rupert. What else?’


But to divert her flattery, he asked, ‘May I call you Sonia – by how I know you?’


‘But of course, you may. Agnes. I’m not too fond of it to be honest,’ she answered, but then to qualify the further query of him looking at her; ‘Which, by saying it, I know reveals the vanity in me that still remains, a personal dignity of self–regard which should not be known or felt here but left outside the convent walls.’


‘And is that perhaps one of the reasons you feel still not yet ready to take your vows? Your boss told me,’ he added to her surprise.


‘My! Reverend Mother has been forthcoming with you hasn’t she! But yes. She’s right, and perceptive of her, as usual. One thing though I can’t remain a postulant forever. Soon, one way or another, I’ll have to decide, I know that. Taking my vows is why I’m here, after all. But Reverend Mother has been patient and not pressured me in any way. Most of me you see Rupert, wants what I’ve always wanted – only ever wanted since I was twelve and I can’t understand why there’s another part now that’s holding me back!’


Listening, sitting near her with a strong desire to hold her, embrace her – something he had never done and accepted he never could.


She watched as if reading his thoughts.


‘Do you think at all of our summer together at Ringabella?’ he asked.


‘Oh yes, often. Yes, I do. And confess it. The Hail Mary’s keep me occupied then; I can tell you. My atonement,’ she added with a laugh; ‘for allowing myself to dwell on the past and the outside and not on more spiritual matters. But, oh yes, it was the most wonderful summer and a glorious moment in my life. Dear Rupert!’ turning her pale loveliness towards him.


‘I think of it, too – and you – very often.’


‘I know you do. It was our summer. Our special time together, wasn’t it? And oh yes, I can’t deny I’ve thought of you, too. Sometimes every day and at night when I should be devotional in my prayers,’ she continued quietly. ‘And all the confessions and penance still does not stop me thinking, which is why and one reason the doubt remains you see. Not of my faith but what is asked of it, my total, unselfish commitment to it.’


‘And in the end and finally whatever you choose, and don’t take your vows?’


‘Then I have to leave here, it’s as simple as that.’


It was then he heard a bell ring – handheld and summoning.


‘How soon the time has flown,’ she sighed. ‘I have to go. We have prayers and contemplation every day at this hour. But walk with me as far as the gate and then you too must leave. I wish we could have had more time together.’


He remained respectfully distant at her side as she walked unhurriedly towards the gate.


‘Can you explain to me Rupert,’ she asked without looking at him, ‘what is it you feel when you love someone?’


It was a question that perhaps should have surprised him but didn’t at all – only hasten his pulse somewhat.


‘Well,’ he said, giving it some reflection. ‘I do know it’s a powerful preoccupation of one’s emotions which can play havoc with reasoning and become the thief of sleep and appetite. It’s a madness, Sonia. A fever without illness. A delirium. But describing it, or to even try, is best left to the poets. Elizabeth Barrett Browning, for instance, expresses love and its myriad thoughts and emotions far better than I ever could even begin to try. It endures. Above all it endures. Of that I can tell you.’


She turned to him then and he read her eyes as if secretly pleased the way he answered her.


‘Yes,’ she said quietly, walking on, her head bowed. ‘Thank you, Rupert. Thank you for that.’


They reached the gate before she looked up again.


‘But most of all thank you for coming to see me – to surprise me like that. I know I shall be grateful for a long time for today. You were meant to come you know. It feels so right now that you did.’


She smiled at him for the last time. ‘How everything somehow has always felt right with you, Rupert.’


‘Shall I come again?’


‘Oh, I don’t think even your infectious charm can persuade Reverend Mother a second time. But I feel sure one day we’ll meet again God willing – somewhere.’


He touched her sleeve when all he desired at that moment was again to hold her – hug his arms around her.


He dared not, he knew that – could not.


‘God be with you dearest Rupert. I shall pray for you as I often do.’


She looked back once. She didn’t wave or smile but stood there observing him for a time the way she once did from the beach before turning and walking away.


He watched her out of sight as it began to rain again, but he didn’t notice.He felt there only glad, deeply and gratefully glad he had come to her, the young woman he once met on an island to remain forever in his heart


Retracing the route to the Reverend Mother’s office he heard her tell him to enter when he knocked the door.


‘Well, how did you find her?’ she asked looking up at him expectantly from behind her desk.


He waited a while before answering.


‘May I speak as I find?’


‘Please.’


‘The same, though more demure than I knew her, but still the free spirit.’


‘Demure is to be expected. Free spirit I know about,’ she said.


‘Well, I shall learn soon enough whether your visit here today has persuaded her hesitation in any way at all. Now, Rupert,’ she said standing up to see him to the door, ‘I think it’s time you were on your way.’


With her own slotted into her sleeves, he thought it inappropriate to offer a hand in farewell.


‘I really am most grateful to you Reverend Mother. Thank you.’


He left Kinsale, his aunt and Ireland shortly afterwards and returned to London.


It was then in his life, a few months later, while appearing in a play, he was called up.










Chapter 3


Beth knew it wouldn’t end with the flowers. Although only a day had passed since he sent them, she knew she would see him again, and soon, recognising his gesture sending the bouquet as deliberately extravagant to impress her, to leave her with no doubt of his admiration. But there was something else, something that for once escaped her attuned intuition. Even during those brief, stuttering moments when she stood before him too affected by his presence, barely able to speak, she felt it then – something other than her performance had brought him backstage in wanting to see her.


The expectancy within her, ever greater throughout the day, was confirmed one hour before curtain–up of the Company’s final performance, sent to her by letter handed in at the stage door asking if he may see her afterwards and further honour him by joining him with one or two friends of her choice for supper.


Reading it, once hurriedly, the second time less so, experiencing again that similar excitement and nervousness when about to go on stage for a first performance solo on an opening night, entertaining not for a moment the slightest resistance to his invitation.


How could she possibly not accept. But who else could she invite to join her when desiring no other to share his company but herself and, in reproach of that thought, asked the only married couple in the Company.


She approached them, discreetly offering his invitation in the same secrecy requesting they keep it to themselves, which excitedly they agreed, both to supper and to keep it a secret: Beth, though, knew different – that it had too much gossip value to remain entre– nous for long.


Beth kept her silence for the rest of the evening of the performance, gliding past everyone and to any remark made to her, merely smiling in return – enigmatically.


And when later, out of costume and scrubbed of stage make–up, she sat next to him with his attention almost entirely directed and devoted to her, not for a moment ignoring his other guests but administered with the utmost and practiced of charm with Beth profoundly content to share his presence. The evening that he wanted it this way to be with others she knew and could relax to allay any disquiet she may have felt to be alone with him, and uneasy in his company. Yet not in the least. How could she be: Thankful too, the young married couple were a good choice, appearing relaxed and discreet in their questioning without ingratiating themselves only humoured whenever he made an amusing aside about his career and other actors he had worked with. To them Rupert Bligh was a famous and generous host, and it was a rare and free evening to be enjoyed, not ungratefully, at his expense.


He listened rather than conversed, Beth noticed. Appreciating, it seemed to her, their youthful exuberance of a couple clearly in love and devoted to one another. But now she desired to be left alone with him, her eyes expressing it to them across the table whereupon and tactfully after coffee, the pair thanked their host and made an excuse to leave.


She watched him light a cigarette and to his questions that followed answered openly and honestly. And feeling entirely at ease with him came with it a willingness to confide as naturally to anyone she felt comfortable with and had known for years.


And yet, all the while, she knew he was studying her. His expression at times revealing a part of him she’d noticed backstage when they first met – an expression she could only describe of someone a long time with loss. And attentively as he listened it would appear in the disturbance of his gaze upon her haunting his eyes. And while she too observed and talked relaxed, her excitement to be with this middle aged, beautiful and world–famous man would not settle and the meal, superb as it was, she could only manage to pick at.


‘Do you always have such a tiny appetite? The chef will be put out,’ he said. ‘I thought dancers were ravenous after a performance – your one proper meal of the day.’


She laughed. ‘Usually are. But you did order rather a lot and you’ve hardly eaten a thing yourself.’


‘True. But I think your friends made up for it, didn’t they?’


He poured more wine into her glass. ‘I imagined you might have been more curious,’ he put to her quietly.


‘You have asked very little about me this evening.’


Again, she laughed. ‘Too much more of this and you won’t be able to shut me up’.


‘You can you know – ask me anything,’ he invited. ‘Anything at all of which you are curious.’


‘So’, she said, deliberately fixing her full attention upon him. ‘Tell me then of whom do you see when you see me? Of whom do I so tragically remind you, Rupert Bligh? It’s of someone, that’s for sure. I know. I can tell. And not one of your wives either, I wager that.’


Clever as well as astute he thought, pausing his answer – acknowledging her perception.


‘A direct and honest question and clever of you, Elizabeth. You’re quite right. You do. You remind me very much of someone – more than very much I might add. The resemblance is astonishing. When I first saw you, I truly couldn’t believe it.’


‘I have a double. Really! We all have one somewhere, so they say.’


‘And in almost every way you most definitely are hers – without question.’


‘It wasn’t so difficult to work out you know,’ she went on. ‘Nor the real reason you asked me here tonight. And please call me Beth. I much prefer it. Elizabeth sounds too royal.’


‘Then Beth it shall be,’ he conceded.


‘So let me ask again. Who is she?’


Beth watched him draw on his cigarette, careful to blow the smoke away from her.


‘She was not, as you cleverly guessed, one of my two wives,’ he answered at last. ‘She was but a very dear friend who was part of my life for many years; a friendship I have always tried to preserve as private, although in fact we saw one another only occasionally.’


It was sincere but not a very revealing answer and Beth waited for him to go further – elucidate.


‘And you said I could ask you anything, anything I like?’ she said to prompt him further.


‘Anything you’re curious about.’


‘You speak of her in the past tense. Did you love her very much?’


He was expecting it.


‘Yes, I did. I confess that truly and with all my heart. All the time I knew her – all her life. Which is somewhat selfish my purpose you may reason in wanting to see you this evening. I gave consideration as to the wisdom of it whether I should ask or not, but either way I knew I had to. Does that disappoint you?’


‘At this moment, to be honest, no. May I have one of those?’


‘You smoke?’


‘On occasions,’ she said, holding one to her mouth while he lit it for her which she puffed at hurriedly blowing away the smoke as if offensive.


‘And this certainly is an occasion, isn’t it? But no, Rupert,’ saying his name for the first time, ‘I’m not. I’m not in the least disappointed when perhaps I should be sharing this meal with you not because of me especially but because I remind you of someone else, of another in your past. Although I could be immensely flattered by that too, you know.’


‘I was reminded at once when I saw you on stage dancing so beautifully,’ he confessed. ‘And this evening has confirmed how right I was in my desire to see you Beth, and to want to go on seeing you – as friends, platonically of course. Would you mind that?’


A pleasurable, imperceptible shudder shook her.


‘But surely the internationally famous Rupert Bligh doesn’t need the likes of someone like me – another, younger female in his life. Does he?’


‘No. He doesn’t. I’m asking for your friendship and to get to know you better, nothing more.’


‘Because of her?’


‘Because of you, of whom I see you are, regardless of whom I’ve known in the past.’


He sighed. ‘You touched something,’ he added quietly. ‘You stirred memories which I feel good about remembering again.’


A short silence settled between them when he said, ‘I would like you to think about my offer and decide in your own time,’ reaching to his inside pocket to take out a card and hand it to her.


‘Here. I want you to have this. There’s a telephone number on the back where you can reach me if at any time you want to call me or even, for no reason, if only to talk, I would still like you to phone. Keep it safe and keep it private. The name there is that of my agent who at all times knows where to reach me. I’ve already asked him to be as helpful as he can, should you contact him. As well as my agent, he’s also my friend and can be trusted implicitly with any confidence.’


Beth gulped at her wine. ‘I can’t quite believe all this!’


‘I mean it, Beth – everything.’


‘Yes, but I can’t stop myself asking, why me?’


‘Please. Forget for now who I am and be confidently reassured that if you agree we get to know each other better and become friends, you shall always have my utmost respect.’


‘I have no doubt at all of that.’


‘Well then. What do you say?’


‘Yes,’ she said at once. ‘Of course, yes. I shall be immensely pleased and proud to be your friend,’ excitement dancing her eyes.


‘Thank you, Beth. I can’t tell you how gratified that makes me feel.’


They were alone he noticed when he looked about him.


‘We’re the last. Time to get you home, I think,’ he said gesturing to the maître’d hovering expectantly close by.


Kissing gallantly her hand before he left, he promised they would see each other before she left when Beth, reluctant to say goodnight, climbed the stairs to her lodgings suddenly impatient to be alone with her thousand thoughts and her private little book in which, propped against her pillows in bed, she added her thoughts of the evening to her diary.


“He is quite a lot older than me, so could I, as his friend, see him perhaps as a father figure – for the one I’ve hardly known? Bit Freudian that! Perhaps he sees me, apart from the other person I clearly remind him of so much, as a daughter – the daughter he never had – well, as far as I know, he never had.


And was I at all disappointed by this evening? Well, and to be honest, I was a trifle dismayed at his absolute honesty, never denying the truth of why he had this compulsion to see me again. And he never complimented me either – how I looked or anything; Except to tell me I danced beautifully; he made no other flattering remark at all.


But a divine, beautiful man all the same. Ah yes! He makes me sigh and smile like a teenager all over again just thinking about him.


Goodnight diary.”


They met as agreed the following morning before the Company’s departure to the next date of its provincial tour.


It was drizzling and Beth held her umbrella over them as they walked slowly beside a dirty canal hooking her free arm through his as would any daughter walking out with her father. It felt nice. It felt natural. And it pleased her.


‘And where are you off to next?’ he asked.


‘Birmingham. The Rep for a week and grim digs for most, I’m afraid.’


‘But not for you, I take it?’


‘A pleasant, homely, guest house for me. I’ve stayed there before,’ she said, her thoughts on other matters she was curious to know about, what had been on her mind since meeting him, which set her pondering, especially after last evening.


‘Rupert. May I ask you something?’


‘Anything, you know that.’


‘Perhaps you’ll think it an odd question, but do you believe that fate of our everyday lives can suddenly and unexpectedly intervene to change it irrevocably – perhaps forever?’


For a moment he thought she was about to ask him about Sonia and felt a small relief she hadn’t; but understanding her question was about her and himself, their encounter and his passionate reaction to it:


‘If you mean,’ he answered, ‘that our lives are already foretold before we are born, mapped out for each individual to tread the path he or she is ordained to follow however rocky or unkind underfoot and their – our lives are influenced on that journey by fate and whatever happens – and will happen no matter what? Of that, dear Beth, I’m sure I don’t know. What I do know for sure is serendipity. That, now, is something else,’ he concluded.


‘Serendipity. What do you mean?’


‘Well now. If I wasn’t in the right place – at the theatre, at the right moment, I wouldn’t have met you, would I?’


‘Call it fate then?’


‘As you wish. I prefer to see it as serendipity.’


‘Well. Either. But here I am, through fate or serendipity, walking beside this dirty canal with you, Mister famous Rupert Bligh, who has asked me to be his friend.’


He turned to look at her, investing his gaze into that of Sonia again.


‘I phoned my mother this morning and told her I’d met you – that we’d had supper together last night,’ continued Beth reading his expression.


‘You did?’


‘She was stunned into silence – rare for my mother. She couldn’t believe it. I didn’t know until she told me what a huge admirer she is of yours.’


‘Is she now!’


‘I’m afraid I rarely, if ever, go to the cinema. I’ve never seen any of your films. Not one. I’m sorry to say so, Rupert.’


‘Don’t be. It’s only a job which can get one universally recognised, which isn’t always welcome. Well paid. But only a job in the end.’


‘Ah. Now you’re being polite and Britishly modest,’ she answered. ‘But you struck me, despite your fame, as a modest man when we first met. Apart from everything else I noticed that about you. But enlighten me more, please. After what you told me last night, naturally I’m very curious. Tell me about her?’
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