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CHAPTER ONE
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‘Thank you, sir, Lane 5 please.’ The uniformed port official leaned out from the window of the kiosk and placed the necessary documents into the outstretched hand.


‘Thanks,’ replied the driver with a smile and nod of acknowledgement as he took the papers.


‘Usual drill please sir, just display the boarding pass on the dash. He seems pretty laid back about it all,’ he added with a grin, indicating the grey lurcher curled up on the passenger seat.


‘He’ll wake up once he smells the sea air,’ remarked the driver with a laugh.


‘Right you are. Good to see you both again, sir. Looks as though you’ve picked some good weather! Enjoy your visit,’ he concluded cheerily.


‘We intend to.’ With another smile and a farewell wave Rupert Fielding obediently and carefully steered his grey saloon into Lane 5 coming to a halt behind a green van bearing the words ‘Ventnor Botanical Gardens’ in gold lettering on the rear doors.


The grey lurcher beside him lifted his head and looked enquiringly at his master. ‘It’s no good you looking at me like that, Toby, old chap,’ said Rupert with a laugh. ‘You had a good long walk this morning before we left and there are plenty more to come today so you’re not doing so badly, are you?’ He ruffled the fur on the dog’s head affectionately. Toby stretched leisurely, curled up again putting his nose under his tail, gave a deep sigh of resignation and closed his eyes.




As he gazed fondly at the old dog, Rupert found himself thinking back wistfully to a time really not so long ago, but what in his mind now seemed almost to be a different lifetime. He remembered a car then full of laughter and excitement at the prospect of a visit to his parents for a holiday on the Isle of Wight. His wife in the passenger seat, a little girl strapped into the child seat in the back and a young Toby with his nose firmly wedged in the gap at the top of the window noisily savouring the delicious salty smell of the sea, to the amusement of the toddler beside him. As he looked at the dog’s grey muzzle now tinged with white he realised that at eight years old, that too would have been the age of his beloved daughter, Amy, had she still been alive.


Not for the first time in the intervening years, Rupert sighed, determined in his resolution that he must look forward now. There was no point in looking back, he reminded himself – besides which in many ways he was lucky and had much for which to be thankful – not least the companionship of the faithful old dog beside him.


Having made sure that the boarding pass was clearly visible on the dashboard as requested he picked up the daily paper purchased earlier that morning on the journey to Southampton from his home in Sussex. He was casting a cursory glance at the headlines covering the latest political gossip when his attention was drawn to the words, ‘Man believed killed on 9.11 found alive under false identity.’ The man in question had apparently taken the opportunity provided by the worst terrorist atrocity in living memory to abandon his wife and children, trek half way across America and attempt to manufacture a new persona. How and why, wondered Rupert, would a man have the ability, let alone the desire to use such tragedy in that way. Those events that had left the world wide eyed and struck dumb with horror had somehow triggered in this man the need to seize a completely unforeseen event and use it in a bid to escape reality. It was as though one evil act spawned evil in others.


Even though six months or so had elapsed since that terrible sequence of events in America the world was still reeling in disbelief. The fear and uncertainty in the minds of normal men and women as to the lengths to which their fellow human beings were now prepared to go in pursuit and alleged justification of some distorted belief, were as palpable as though that act of barbarism had taken place only a matter of days before. The world could and never would be the same again; the ramifications would be endless and nothing was sacred anymore. There was now nothing that could or would not be done in the name of evil or greed. What cause could ever be furthered by a philosophy based on such hatred? He sighed again. At least, he would not have to worry about his precious Amy growing up in a world where fear was now such an integral part of life.


Again impatient with himself at the melancholy mood in which he was indulging, Rupert folded up the newspaper and stretching his long legs out into the well of the car relaxed back in his seat. It was a quarter to nine on a clear bright Saturday morning at the end of March and the spring sunshine made even the Red Funnel Ferry Terminal look inviting. He noticed that the lanes either side of him had been filling up whilst he had been engrossed in his thoughts and, as he often did, he began to speculate as to the nature of the other passengers. It was a game he had played since a child whilst waiting for the ferry to come in. His father had encouraged him to employ the methods of deduction used by the great fictional detective Sherlock Holmes.


The purpose of the van immediately in front of him was clear enough. The majority of the other arrivals were early tourists judging by the fairly standard quota of two parents, children and cars crammed with bags with additional storage space on the roof rack. There were a couple of larger cars towing caravans and two or three more officially dressed male drivers obviously on commercial errands. Not a full load for the ferry by any means, he mused, which was running a bit late, but that was often the way. Seeing that the ferry was not yet in, several of the families with children had taken the opportunity to stretch their legs and as always to look excitedly at the sea over the edge of the quay.


He had almost completed his survey of the car park and its occupants when his attention was caught by a young woman standing at the far end looking out towards the sea. As he watched, she turned and looked at the car park as though searching for a particular car or person. Apparently having no success in her quest she glanced at her watch and then turned back to look out towards the Solent.


She was of medium height, slim, with chestnut coloured hair cut into a neat bob. She was wearing a pale blue and white gingham dress with a navy jacket and shoes. Rupert did not find his powers of deduction particularly helpful on this occasion when trying to decide into which category of traveller she fitted. He was just beginning to wonder whether she had a car or was a foot passenger when she turned quickly and began to walk towards a rather battered green and white Mini.


The reason for the sudden return to her vehicle and indeed that of the other passengers was that the incoming ferry had just come into sight.


As Rupert watched the young woman walk back towards her car he noticed how gracefully she moved and, as with all true elegance, how it was obviously so natural and uncontrived. As she opened the driver’s door of the Mini he saw her hesitate and again look around at the other cars as though looking for someone. Finally, she leaned across to put her handbag onto the passenger seat, got into the car and closed the door.


The ferry with ‘Carisbrooke Castle’ emblazoned on her stern docked expertly and the crew immediately set about making her fast before organising the discharge of the few vehicles that had made the early morning crossing from the island to the mainland. Once they had all disembarked, the first of the waiting vehicles was directed onto the ferry. It always amused Rupert that apart from the larger vehicles, such as lorries and caravans, the smaller vehicles seemed to be called on an almost random basis with no apparent reference to the lanes into which they had been so carefully directed earlier.


The van in front of him was called quite early and he moved forward into its place to await his turn. Shortly afterwards he noticed the green and white Mini making its way down towards the ramp and almost immediately thereafter he was waved forward by one of the crew. He was driving carefully over the metal ramp, which was clanking noisily in the customary manner, when one of the crew members organising the parking on board held up his hand directing him to wait. The starboard side of the ship’s hold was almost full but in the opinion of the crew member there was just enough room for another small vehicle and his attention turned to the Mini.


Rupert looked at the space indicated with a degree of scepticism as to whether it would be feasible for even a Mini to be manoeuvred into such a small area. However, his doubts quickly turned to admiration as he watched the young woman deftly position the vehicle precisely where indicated. The starboard side now being full, the crew member turned towards Rupert and waved him forward to the port side. As Rupert drove past he could not help but overhear the comment from the crew member to his colleague. ‘Who says women make lousy drivers?’ he said with a nod of his head in the direction of the Mini.


For the next quarter of an hour or so Rupert’s attention was concentrated on parking his own vehicle and then together with everyone else waiting until passengers were allowed to leave their vehicles and proceed into the body of the vessel or up onto the deck.


Toby did not exactly dislike his excursions on the ferries, or his cruises as the family used to call them, and once on deck he was quite content to sit quietly smelling the sea breezes. There were, however, two aspects of these journeys that to him were less enjoyable than the rest. The first was making his way from the car up to the deck, which entailed negotiating often slippery metal steps that were crowded with many unfamiliar legs and feet, and far more noise than was to his liking. The second hazard to be overcome (and fortunately it did not always occur) was that if when on deck the ship sounded its horn. This he considered completely unacceptable both in its suddenness and volume and he would respond with a burst of furious barking directed at the funnel, usually to the amusement of fellow passengers.


The sounding of the ship’s horn was not within Rupert’s control, but in relation to the first obstacle he had learned from experience over many years that it was prudent to wait until most of the vehicle passengers had gone up before he and Toby ventured forth. In this way, hopefully they avoided the worst of the crush. So it was on this occasion and consequently the car deck was almost deserted before the two of them began to make their way up on deck. It was a glorious spring morning with the sun glinting on the water, and although still quite early, it was nevertheless pleasantly warm.


Quite a few passengers were already up on deck including the usual mix of excited children with adults keeping a watchful eye on their antics. Rupert stood by the rail for a few minutes with Toby still on a short lead beside him.


‘Well, that wasn’t so bad, was it, Toby?’ he said encouragingly, looking down at the shaggy face.


With the benefit of experience, in case the horn should sound, Rupert led Toby towards the stern of the vessel managing to find an empty seat situated with some of the ship’s superstructure between them and the funnel. He was in the act of sitting down when he realised someone was already sitting on another seat by the rail only a few feet away.


It was the young lady driver of the green and white Mini.


‘Oh, I’m sorry – do you mind dogs?’ Rupert blurted out rather hurriedly, trying to conceal his surprise. ‘Only I know some people aren’t so keen. We can always move to another seat if he bothers you.’


‘Please don’t do that. I love dogs. Besides which, he’s rather gorgeous, isn’t he?’ Rupert found himself looking at one of the most attractive faces he had ever seen. It was not a classically beautiful face, but the grace he had noticed earlier in her movement was replicated in her features, and she had warmth of expression in her eyes and mouth. She had a clear almost European complexion, wide set soft hazel brown eyes with long lashes and a wide genuine smile. Her hair, which he had noted earlier, was a lovely chestnut colour with auburn tints that caught the sun’s rays as she bent forward towards Toby.


‘Is he friendly?’ she asked, extending her hand towards the dog and at the same time looking up into Rupert’s face.




‘He’s always friendly towards pretty ladies,’ Rupert replied, immediately regretting how corny the remark sounded. Thankfully she did not seem to notice, appearing more interested in making friends with Toby who was thoroughly enjoying the attention.


‘He’s got the most adorable eyebrows. They’re so expressive! What breed is he? What’s his name?’


Relieved to be on firmer, more matter of fact ground, Rupert said, ‘Lurcher cross, or at least that’s what we were told by the rescue centre. His name’s Toby.’


‘Well, Toby,’ she said with a smile, ‘it’s very nice to meet you.’


By this time any misgivings Toby might have had about the trip were completely forgotten so absorbed was he in all this new found fuss and attention. Rupert had allowed the lead to go slack and realising this, the dog edged forward towards his new friend and sat down looking up at her.


‘You obviously like dogs,’ commented Rupert, ‘and they obviously like you too!’ he added laughing.


‘We used to have a dog when I was little,’ she replied softly, as she continued to stroke Toby’s head and tickle his ears.


‘I’m afraid you’ll have a full time job doing that.’


‘I can think of a lot worse occupations,’ she said as Toby rested his head on her lap. ‘It’s lovely to feel warmth in the sun this early in the year. Sunshine always seems to make everything look so much brighter and happier somehow,’ she added, looking at the ship’s wake twinkling in the sunlight as it streamed out behind the vessel. She had stopped stroking Toby seeming momentarily distracted and lost in thought. Toby nudged her hand with his nose by way of a gentle reminder.


Rupert smiled as she reacted to the hint and instinctively recommenced the stroking.


‘Do you live on the island or are you just visiting?’ he asked.


He wondered whether he imagined a slight hesitation before she answered. ‘Just visiting really. How about you?’ she added, as though desiring to turn the conversation away from her and onto him.


‘I’m visiting friends in Bonchurch for the weekend.’


‘How lovely! I hope the weather holds fair for you. I think the forecast is good for the next few days so you should be lucky.’


Rupert had the feeling that further enquiry concerning the reasons for her visit to the island would not be welcome and the conversation lapsed. Once or twice he noticed her glance at the passengers gathered on deck and again he had the impression she was looking for someone. Maybe there was some hoped-for assignation and this might account for her apparent reticence concerning her visit. He had noticed that she was not wearing a wedding or engagement ring but it seemed unlikely to him that such an attractive woman would be unattached.


Such speculation was brought to an abrupt halt as the ‘Carisbrooke Castle’ sounded her horn as a warning to the numerous yachts and other small sailing vessels milling around the entrance to Cowes harbour. Normally, Rupert would have ensured Toby was on a short lead when their arrival at Cowes was imminent but with his thoughts elsewhere he had overlooked this necessary precaution. Much to the surprise of the young lady the docile animal that had been so quietly absorbing all her attention for the previous half hour or so stood up and began to bark furiously in the direction of the funnel.


She regarded them both with a mixture of surprise and amusement. Through the noise of both horn and barking Rupert attempted in vain to explain Toby’s behaviour whilst at the same time endeavouring to pacify him.


With the horn silent and Toby calm, a degree of order was restored.


‘I’m so sorry about that,’ he said apologetically and rather breathlessly. ‘I’m usually on standby for that to happen. He just can’t abide the horn.’


‘So I gathered. Never mind,’ she said, laughing and leaning forward again to stroke Toby. ‘It’s all right Toby, it’s all over now and you can start your holiday.’




As she finished speaking the announcement came over the loudspeaker for vehicle passengers to return to their cars.


‘Well, time to go,’ she said with a smile as she picked up her handbag.


‘Actually, we usually wait a while so it’s a bit less crowded for Toby when we make our way down below,’ said Rupert, half hoping she would delay her departure so they could go together.


‘Can’t say I blame you, it’s always a bit of a crush, but I think I’ll make a move anyway.’ She stood up and at the same time bent forward towards Toby to pat him. ‘It’s been lovely meeting you, Toby,’ she said, and looking up almost shyly at Rupert added, ‘thank you for your company as well – it’s always nice to have someone to chat to during the crossing. I do hope you enjoy your stay with your friends.’


‘Thanks,’ replied Rupert. ‘I hope your visit goes well too.’


‘Thanks. Goodbye.’


As she turned to go, Rupert suddenly felt an overwhelming urge to try and stop her leaving. He watched her with something approaching inexplicable panic in his heart as she walked away from him across the deck. She paused, and turning, waved farewell before making her way down the gangway just ahead of a family of four.


Toby had settled down again and sat quietly at Rupert’s side looking up at him awaiting the order to move.


‘There’s no fool like an old fool, Toby! Why on earth would I imagine a girl like that could possibly be remotely interested in an old buffer like me? Anyway, my days of romance are long gone, old chap. But she was lovely, wasn’t she Toby? You agree with me, don’t you? But I don’t see why you should have all the fun,’ he added ruefully with a sigh. The old dog looked up as though understanding every single word and licked his master’s hand sympathetically.


‘Come on Toby, time to go.’


By the time Rupert and Toby had disembarked from the ‘Carisbrooke Castle’ and were driving through the outskirts of Cowes, there was no sign of the green and white Mini. With a sigh, Rupert tried to put from his mind the picture of the pretty face that had so charmed and captivated him during their short acquaintance.










CHAPTER TWO


[image: art]


Toby had curled himself up again on the passenger seat, quite content to wait a while longer before his next walk. He had visited the island often enough to be happily familiar with the order of events – excepting of course the occasional intrusion of the ship’s horn! As Rupert drove up the hill out of Cowes the built up areas of the town quickly gave way to more rural scenery.


Although in many ways understandably similar to that of the mainland, the terrain of the island always held a special magic for Rupert. He had been born there, and in his formative years this intimate geographical location with its patchwork of varied landscapes had been his entire world. As a child he had enjoyed a variety of scenery, probably denied many a child from the mainland, from steep imposing cliffs with rocky outcrops and lighthouses to the wide flat areas of the downs running along the spine of the island. Walks with his father along differing shorelines discovering wildlife and watching big ships and small sailing vessels had all added to the excitement of his surroundings. When he was a child, and before air travel was so much a part of everyday life, the only real connection between the island and the mainland was by ferry. This had always fascinated him so much that his father would often tease him, saying that they should have christened him Robinson Crusoe.


After leaving the town of Cowes the road wound for a while through softly undulating hills bordered with hedgerows and trees already tinged with that fresh green of budding leaves so unique to spring. The year’s young lambs were frolicking in the fields besides their more sedate mothers. It seemed as though the world was opening its eyes to welcome the prospect of the summer ahead. Soon after passing the signs to Parkhurst to the right, the outskirts of the major town of Newport began to manifest themselves with areas of commercial development and one or two superstores. Taking advantage of the bypass, Rupert was soon back into the countryside and heading towards Godshill.


He knew the friends with whom he would be staying at Bonchurch were not likely to be at home until late that afternoon. They always left a key in an agreed place should he wish to let himself into the house, but he always felt a reluctance to invade their privacy. With this in mind, he glanced at his watch and was surprised to see that it was already half past eleven.


He was manoeuvring his way through the picturesque village of Godshill which, although a delightful setting, he found a little too geared to tourist tastes for his liking now. It also held for him painful memories of a visit made with the family to the model village some six years earlier. His heart ached even now as he remembered his daughter’s tiny hand resting softly in his own only to find himself suddenly being tugged eagerly towards some new attraction. She had been at that stage of her life where the discovery of walking and of everything around her was both intriguing and thrilling. He recalled his amusement and joy at watching her excitement and chortles of delight while investigating the amazing miniature world for which Godshill is so famous.


‘I think Toby,’ he said with a sigh, as Toby raised his head sleepily at hearing his name, ‘that we will press on to Shanklin, give you a walk around the park and then pay a visit to Joy and Peter at The Lobster Inn. How does that suit you?’


Toby took a deep breath and laid his head back on his front paws, but his eyebrows moved, indicating that he was wide awake and listening. ‘I’ll take that as a yes then,’ chuckled Rupert.


Not long afterwards Rupert swung the car into an empty space in the car park adjoining the picturesque old building and well-known landmark of The Lobster Inn at Shanklin. Rupert leaned over to Toby. ‘You stay here for a minute – back soon. Good boy.’




He noted that several of the tables arranged in front of the tavern were already occupied and when he opened the door to the saloon bar he was met with a buzz of happy conversation. As he entered, the familiar voice of the landlord, Peter Curtis, was clearly audible above the general hum of conviviality. Looking across the room Rupert observed Peter leaning across the bar engaged in animated conversation with a customer. Glancing up at the newcomer the landlord immediately but politely excused himself from the customer with whom he had been chatting, lifted the flap in the bar and came to meet Rupert, his hand extended in welcome.


‘Well, well, stranger, long time no see. How are you? Joy will be so thrilled to see you. Where’s the old mutt – and I don’t mean your father,’ he added jovially.


The two men shook hands warmly.


‘Actually, Peter, that’s why I popped in first, as it were. Toby’s in the car and I’m going to take him for a constitutional round the park and then come back for a spot of lunch. I wondered if you’d mind me leaving the car in the car park while we have our walk and then we can sit outside for lunch.’


‘Of course, you can. You know you don’t have to ask. Bring Toby into the bar if you want – you know we don’t mind.’


‘If you’re sure? Only you seem to be quite busy already; business seems good for so early in the season.’


‘Yeah, not complaining – not bad at all. The good weather brings them out you know,’ Peter added confidentially.


‘I bet,’ replied Rupert. ‘And I gather the long-term forecast for the summer is pretty promising as well.’


Peter Curtis grinned. ‘Let’s hope so. Anyhow, you go and walk Toby. I’ll tell Joy you’re here. She’s out the back with Betty seeing to the lunches. Tell me what you want and we’ll have it ready for when you get back, and then we can have a chat. Things will calm down soon, once the rush is over. How does that sound?’




‘Splendid – thanks Peter. One of Joy’s ploughman’s and a pint of your best bitter would be great.’


‘Just what the doctor ordered, eh?’


‘Something like that,’ countered Rupert with a grin. ‘See you in about twenty minutes or so, OK?’


When he returned to the car Rupert found Toby sitting up, eagerly anticipating the possibility of a walk. After clipping the lead onto the dog’s collar, they crossed the road opposite the inn onto a large expanse of green parkland bordered by trees and areas of long, roughly cut grass. Once they were a reasonable distance from the road, Rupert bent down and unclipped the lead.


‘Off you go Toby.’ Needing no further encouragement the dog trotted off, happy at the prospect of a walk and the opportunity to investigate new smells. Rupert walked leisurely round the perimeter of the park equally glad of the chance to stretch his legs. He could see only one other person in the whole park and they were some distance away. He surmised that most people were lunching, and this thought made him realise just how long ago it was since he had breakfasted and that he was feeling hungry.


With their circuit of the park soon completed and Toby safely back on his lead, they started back to The Lobster Inn. Although still busy Rupert could see that the number of diners was beginning to thin out as Peter had predicted. He was about to enter the pub when the door opened and he was greeted by the smiling face of Joy, the landlord’s wife.


‘Good timing Rupert. I saw you and Toby coming off the park a minute or so back.’


‘Here, let me help you with that Joy,’ said Rupert, seeing that she was carrying a heavily laden tray.


‘No, don’t you go worrying about that. You’ve got enough with Toby. I’ve reserved the table in the corner over there,’ she indicated with a nod of her head. ‘It’s a bit quieter there and I thought Toby would like the shade.’




Rupert held the door open as Joy stepped over the threshold and made her way to a corner of the front garden, slightly shaded by the angle of the old building.


‘We’ll be a bit more private-like here,’ she said as she carefully placed the tray on the table, which was already neatly laid with cutlery and serviettes. On the ground next to the table there was a large brown china bowl brimming with water that Toby immediately began to drink noisily.


‘Manners, Toby, manners,’ rebuked Rupert jokingly.


‘Now don’t you go scolding him Rupert. I expect the poor old thing’s thirsty.’


‘He’s not the only one!’ remarked Rupert, eyeing the tankards of cold beer with enthusiasm. ‘Seriously though, Joy, you needn’t have gone to all this trouble, honestly. I can see how busy you are.’


‘Now don’t you go worrying about that either. Most of the lunches are done now and Betty can see to the rest. Besides which, Pete and me have earned a sit down and what better excuse than when you pay us a surprise visit.’


When she had finished arranging the table, Joy turned to face Rupert and with feigned solemnity looked him up and down. ‘Well now, let me have a proper look at you. Hmm, not bad – not bad at all,’ she concluded, laughing. Only in her heart did she note that his hair was greyer than the last time they had seen him and that she could still sense the sadness in the kind, grey eyes that were regarding her so fondly.


‘Now you sit down,’ she continued, placing her hand on his arm. ‘Me and Pete will be out directly.’ So saying, Joy went back into the pub with the empty tray, returning a few minutes later with her husband. On their approach Rupert stood up again and only when Joy was seated did the two men sit also. Joy acknowledged this gesture of politeness from her two companions with a smile.


‘Well,’ she said, ‘time to eat, drink, be merry and catch up with your news Rupert.’




The next hour was a delightful mix of entertaining conversation and good food. By the time they had finished their lunch the garden was empty, save for a young couple in the far corner, apparently too engrossed in each other to heed the time.


Noticing Rupert glance in their direction, Joy said quietly, ‘They’ve been here since coffee and at this rate I reckon we’ll be serving them afternoon tea!’


‘Young love,’ chipped in Peter.


‘And why not,’ said Rupert laughing.


‘You’re in good spirits Rupert,’ said his friend.


‘Who wouldn’t be after a lunch like that?’ retorted Rupert, turning towards Joy. ‘You’ve surpassed yourself Joy. I swear your ploughman’s gets bigger and better every time. No, that’s it Toby, you’ve done extremely well, old chap. You’ve had far too many tit-bits already! I’ll have to give you a good long walk this afternoon before we go to Bonchurch – and it probably wouldn’t do me any harm either!’


‘How are Sarah and Theo?’ enquired Joy. ‘They were in once or twice earlier in the year but it must be a month or so now since we last saw them.’


‘I think like the rest of us they tend to hunker down in the winter months,’ said Rupert. ‘I’m sure they will be in again now the better weather is on the way.’


‘It’s a bit catch-22, isn’t it,’ commented Peter wryly. ‘Trouble is picking a quiet time once the season gets going and I know, like you, they’re not keen on the busy places during high season. Anyhow, give them our best and tell them we’d love to see them any time.’


‘I will,’ replied Rupert. ‘I must try and pop over to the island more often. They’ve been on at me for ages to come but, well, you understand, it hasn’t been that easy one way and another. I’ve been reluctant to leave Dad too much on his own but now he seems to have chummed up with Freda I won’t be so worried about leaving him for a day or two.’




‘Who’s Freda?’ asked Joy, intrigued.


‘Freda Bunt, our old daily,’ explained Rupert. ‘A lovely lady. Widowed some years and lives in the village. She used to come in to help when, well, when there were more of us and then when Mum and Dad moved to us from the island she helped them as well. Even after Mum died, as you know Dad insisted on staying in the cottage, so Freda pops in most days to see to anything he wants. It’s a huge help with me being out so much of the time. Dad loves looking after Toby when I’m not there, so all in all it works out well.’


‘Romance in the air, do you think?’ suggested Joy with a mischievous smile.


‘Hardly,’ re-joined Rupert. ‘Remember Dad is well into his eighties now, though I must admit, they do look rather sweet together pottering round the vegetable patch and putting the world to rights!’ he added laughing. ‘Anyway, much as I would love to stay and join you all for afternoon tea,’ he said with a grin, looking over towards the young couple still happily canoodling at the further end of the garden, ‘I really must make a move so you can get on and I can take this old hound for a long walk before we make our way to Theo and Sarah.’


‘And Binky,’ interjected Peter.


‘And Binky, of course,’ confirmed Rupert, laughing as he patted Toby’s head. Reaching inside his jacket Rupert produced his wallet.


‘You can put that away,’ said Peter sternly, and Joy nodded her agreement as Rupert turned to her hoping for support.


‘How on earth can I come to see you if you won’t let me pay my way? You’re a lovely couple but you’re not a charity you know. We seem to have this argument every time and you always win.’


‘And quite right too!’ said Joy. ‘Now how’s about you and Toby coming over in the autumn when the season’s down a bit? Come here with Sarah and Theo and then we’ll think about letting you pay then. Now your dad has the lovely Freda there shouldn’t be a problem, should there?’ she added teasingly.




‘And Binky?’ enquired Rupert.


‘And Binky, of course,’ chorused the landlord and his wife. The trio stood laughing at Toby who on hearing the name ‘Binky’ again had stood up, and from the movement of his shaggy eyebrows was obviously looking from one to the other with some degree of excited anticipation.


‘No good, old man,’ said Rupert. ‘You’ll just have to wait!’ Toby wagged his tail and dutifully walked by his master’s side as they returned to the car.


A little while later Rupert turned left out of The Lobster Inn car park onto the main road, and with a farewell wave to his friends, continued on the next part of his journey.


‘He seems well,’ commented Peter to his wife in a slightly unconvincing tone.


‘You noticed too then,’ she said.


‘Noticed what?’


‘Honestly, you men – sometimes you won’t admit things even when you’re perceptive enough to see them. He’s lonely, Peter. You can see it in his eyes. He’s lost so much over the last few years. I just wonder how well he’s really coping with it all.’


‘I know – you’re right,’ said her husband, putting his arm around her shoulders as they walked back to the garden. ‘It makes me realise just how lucky I am to have you, my love.’


‘It works both ways, you know, Pete,’ said Joy, looking up at him affectionately. ‘It’s just that he’s such a lovely man – so kind and gentle as well as being so clever and capable. I just wish he could find happiness again. It’s not as though he’s too old or anything, but he just seems to have given up on the idea. If anyone deserves another chance, it’s him.’


‘I know,’ said Peter again. ‘But there’s not much we can do about it, my love, apart from just being there for him when he needs us. At least he’s still got his father and thankfully Toby too.’




Following the familiar route and passing the signs on his left to Luccombe, and also in due course Bonchurch, Rupert carried on towards Ventnor. As he passed the Botanical Gardens he smiled to see a van in the car park emblazoned with the words ‘Ventnor Botanical Gardens’ and wondered whether it was the same one he had seen earlier that day whilst waiting for the ferry.


Yet again his thoughts were drawn back to the crossing and the girl with the chestnut coloured hair and the warm engaging smile.


With Ventnor behind him the road wound towards the theme park at Blackgang Chine, and from then on the scenery changed quite suddenly to wide open spaces and at last an unbroken view of the sea from the vantage point of the long straight Military Road. For several hundred yards to the left the grass, cropped close by many rabbits, extended from the road to the edge of the tall cliffs. To the right again grassy slopes rose up towards the spine of the island. For some while this was made up of pasture enjoyed by grazing livestock. However, as the road approached Freshwater Bay and East Afton Down this naturally wild landscape gave way to the more manicured slopes of a large golf course. This provided enjoyment as much for walkers as golfers affording, as it did, magnificent views over to Freshwater on the left and over to the River Yar, and as far as Yarmouth itself to the right.


Between these two vistas the road continued towards Totland, which was Rupert’s destination. It was getting on for three o’clock by the time he parked the car in the furthest corner of the village car park. He knew that from that end of the car park there was a short cut through to the coastal path leading up from the Turf Walk at Totland that continued towards the Needles and Alum Bay. It was a walk he knew like the back of his hand, and he calculated that he could give Toby a good half an hour’s walk each way. This would in turn give him time to have a cup of tea at The Copper Kettle Tea Rooms before making his way to Bonchurch.


Although there were several vehicles in the car park there was no one around, so Rupert opened the passenger door and, jumping down, Toby set off down the path, tail wagging. Having locked up, Rupert, lead in hand, followed. For a while the path meandered through woodland and along behind the gardens of several large houses. Eventually, it opened out and climbed quite steeply to join the more formal coastal path that ran all the way to the Needles. The climb of almost half a mile was demanding, but the views were always worth the effort. The sun was still high in the sky. Now and then Rupert stopped to catch his breath and absorb the beauty of the scene before him as he had done so many times before. The water was that deepest of perfect blues dotted with a few white-crested waves. As though mirroring the sea, the sky too was an intense blue, adorned with one or two white fluffy clouds. At the highest point of the walk, before the path began its long, sometimes rocky, wooded way towards Alum Bay, a seat had been thoughtfully placed for weary travellers to rest and enjoy the panoramic views.


Rupert sat down gratefully and Toby, who had quite exhausted himself chasing imaginary rabbits, flopped down beside him. A large white liner was making her way out from Southampton, and Rupert idly watched its progress past Hurst Castle, wondering for where it might be bound. ‘She’s making good headway,’ he thought to himself. ‘Probably running with the tide.’ Allowing his gaze to wander to the mainland coastline he suddenly realised, with a pang of guilt, that he had not contacted his father since leaving home that morning. It had been his custom to phone whilst on deck during the ferry crossing, but of course this particular morning his mind had been on other things, he thought ruefully – again that pretty face came into his mind.


Reaching into the inside pocket of his jacket he pulled out his mobile phone and selected the number for his father’s cottage. After a few rings there was a click followed by the familiar cheerful voice of his father.


‘Rupert, hello – good to hear from you lad. I was beginning to wonder where you’d got to.’


‘Yes, I’m sorry Dad. I got a bit sidetracked on the ferry. Toby and the horn,’ he added, feeling just a tiny bit guilty at using Toby as an excuse.




‘Don’t worry lad, as long as you’re both well. Where are you now and has the old fellow recovered from his run-in with the horn?’


‘He’s fine – just worn out chasing invisible rabbits as usual. I’m sitting up at Headon Warren on the old seat looking across out towards Hurst Castle. How are you? What have you been up to?’


‘Not a great deal. A bit of pottering in the garden, and I’ve just made the tea and put out a few of those homemade biscuits because Freda said she would pop in for a cuppa about now. Anyhow, enough of me, how’s things over there?’


‘Good. Just the same as always, thank goodness. The weather is glorious and seems to have given the season an early kick-start. We popped in to have lunch at The Lobster Inn and it was packed out for a while. Joy and Peter wished to be remembered to you.’


‘How are they?’


‘They seem fine. Full of good humour as always, but the lunch was so huge I thought Toby and I could walk it off up here for a while. I’m hoping to call in at The Copper Kettle to see old Cathy and Polly Machin for a cup of tea before I go on to Bonchurch.’


‘You’ll be lucky to see Polly out of the kitchen,’ said his father with a laugh. ‘But remember to give them both my best wishes.’


‘Will do, Dad. Now, I’d better go or I won’t make it before they close. You just take care of yourself and give my best to Freda. I’ll keep in touch, and remember, you can always get hold of me at Sarah and Theo’s or on my mobile.’


‘Don’t you worry about me, lad. You enjoy your break – you need it. I’m well looked after here. Give that old rascal a cuddle from me,’ he added.


‘Of course, I will. OK Dad, you take care and I’ll speak to you again soon. Bye.’


Rupert replaced the phone in his pocket and bent down to stroke Toby. The dog had rolled over onto his back with his tongue lolling to one side of his mouth.




‘Want your tummy tickled, do you? OK, but only for a minute – we’ve got to head back.’


A few minutes of tummy tickling resulted in Toby sneezing violently, as he often did when he had been lying on his back. He got up, shook himself from head to tail, and then stood with what any dog lover would recognise as a satisfied smile on his face.


‘Right, off we go Toby,’ said Rupert rising to his feet. They began their trek back to the car park, which quite naturally required much less exertion than the outward-bound leg. On reaching the car, which was nicely in the shade, Rupert organised a bowl of water and a couple of biscuits for Toby before settling him down on the passenger seat with the windows open enough to ensure he had enough fresh air.


‘I won’t be long Toby. You stay here and be a good boy.’ Toby had already sussed out what was coming. He had curled up on the seat in preparation of a well-deserved snooze, no doubt to be filled with dreams of rabbits. After a final affectionate pat on the dog’s head Rupert shut the door and, after making sure the car was locked, turned to make his way to find Cathy and Polly Machin.


The Copper Kettle Tea Rooms were situated in a lane leading off the main street. Set in a row of similarly delightful cottages there was a bay window either side of the front door. Outside the Misses Machins’ establishment, suspended from a wrought iron bracket, was a pretty sign bearing the words ‘The Copper Kettle Tea Rooms’. Perched rather precariously above the bracket was a very old and battered looking copper kettle, which despite its age, was obviously polished regularly. Although it was early in the year it was evident that all the gardens in the lane were well stocked with attractive flowers, and The Copper Kettle was no exception.


Two window boxes either side of the door by the bay windows were full of primroses, irises, crocuses and early pansies, providing a cheerful welcome to visitors. An old established rambling rose grew around the front door mingling with clematis, and though both were yet to flower, it was easy to imagine how charming the entrance would look later during the season.




Opening the door carefully, and stooping slightly to avoid banging his head on a low beam as he stepped over the threshold, Rupert entered the tea rooms. He was surprised to see that all the tables were occupied. As he stood hesitating, wondering what to do next, the aproned figure of a stout lady of about sixty years of age appeared from the back carrying a tray arrayed with all the trappings for a cream tea. When she saw Rupert her rosy face lit up with a cheery welcoming smile.


‘Well, Mr. Rupert, what a lovely surprise,’ she exclaimed in delight. ‘Just you wait there a moment, my dear,’ she said as she conveyed the contents of her tray to a nearby table.


‘Well now, this is a lovely surprise and no mistake,’ she repeated, still smiling on her return from the table. ‘Polly will be so pleased to see you. Now, let’s see,’ she said thoughtfully, looking around the room with a frown.


‘Don’t worry Cathy, please,’ said Rupert reassuringly. ‘I only popped in on the off chance of seeing you and having a cup of tea. I can come back another day – when you’re not so busy.’


‘No, no, my dear, no need for that – I’m sure we can fit you in somewhere. Ah, there we are,’ she said triumphantly, looking across at the bay window to the right. The table in question had been laid for three people, but was in fact occupied by a woman on her own, whose back was towards them as she was looking out onto the street.


‘Now, I’m quite sure Miss Pennington wouldn’t mind sharing a table, especially with you both being locals, so to speak.’


Making her way over to the table in question, she leaned over to speak to the young woman who obviously quickly assented to the request. She stood up to move to the seat at the side of the table and turned to greet her new companion.


With a mixture of amazement and delight Rupert found himself looking into the warm hazel eyes of his acquaintance from earlier that day.










CHAPTER THREE
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Lucy Pennington and Rupert Fielding stood looking at each other for a moment in surprised silence and then both burst out laughing.


‘Will that be all right then?’ enquired Cathy Machin, somewhat mystified by their reaction, adding rather diffidently, ‘You do know each other then?’


‘Well, a little,’ said Rupert still laughing. ‘Are you sure you don’t mind me joining you?’ he asked Lucy.


‘Of course I don’t mind.’


‘I seem to be making rather a habit of asking you that question,’ he added apologetically as they both sat down.


‘Would you like a little time to decide, or can I take your order now Mr. Rupert?’ enquired Cathy.


‘Oh,’ said Rupert, still trying to overcome his surprise and collect his thoughts. ‘Hmm … a pot of tea for me please Cathy and … and one of your scrumptious teacakes. Maybe you could make that two?’ he suggested, looking enquiringly at Lucy.


‘No, I’m fine, really.’


‘Please,’ he said persuasively, ‘it would make me feel far less greedy if you’d join me – really it would – and they really are rather special.’


‘I know,’ Lucy said with a grin. ‘I’ve managed to resist temptation up till now.’


‘That settles it then,’ said Rupert, looking up at Cathy. ‘Tea for two and two toasted teacakes please Cathy.’




‘But I only …’ Lucy began to protest.


‘Ssh … I’m sure you could manage another cup.’


She smiled her warm, wide smile by way of acquiescence, and Cathy bustled away to relay the order to her sister, Polly, who was hard at work in the kitchen.


‘I say, Polly, Mr. Rupert’s here!’


‘Really, how lovely,’ replied Polly, who was as slim as her sister was plump but was equally blessed with a rosy complexion and happy temperament.


‘And, well, you’ll never guess what, dear?’


‘What won’t I guess Cath? Although I tell you what dear, you had better give me the order so I can get on with it,’ she added with a laugh.


‘Tea for two and two toasted teacakes,’ her sister announced slightly huffily.


‘Oh, he’s someone with him has he?’


‘That’s what I’m trying to tell you. Did you know he was acquainted with Lucy Pennington?’


‘No,’ replied her sister as she began to lay a tray. ‘But then why should we? Anyway, it’s not so surprising dear – they’re both from Totland after all.’


‘Yes I know but … well he’s a lot older than her and I wouldn’t have thought their paths would have crossed that much. Plus the fact that I don’t think they had arranged to meet here today because they seemed so surprised to see each other,’ Cathy concluded, quite breathless in her excitement.


‘Well, good luck to them,’ replied her less fanciful and more pragmatic sister. ‘Here, you’d better give them their tea before they think we’ve forgotten them.’


Polly need not have worried about any impatience on the part of Lucy and Rupert as they were happily chatting at the table in the bay window.




Once they were alone, Rupert had said, ‘I know it’s quite a small island but I never dreamed of bumping into you again and well, certainly not here.’


Lucy smiled and then looked down at the table, pausing, as though trying to find the right words for what she wanted to say. When she looked up he noticed her face again looked anxious as it had done at their first meeting. It suddenly occurred to him that his presence might be something of an embarrassment to her.


‘Are you waiting to meet someone? Only I wouldn’t want to be in the way.’


It seemed as though she had finally made up her mind, and with an almost imperceptible intake of breath she said quietly, ‘No, you’re not in the way at all. Actually, I’m waiting for my brother. He said he would be here at four o’clock and it’s now …’ she paused to look at a neat little gold watch on her wrist, ‘getting on for five. I think they close at five thirty so it rather looks as though he’s not coming.’


‘Does he live on the island?’


‘No.’


‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to be nosey – it’s just that – well, you seem to be a bit worried.’


Their conversation was interrupted by the arrival of their tea.


‘Thanks Cathy, that looks lovely,’ said Rupert appreciatively. ‘Cathy, what time do you close?’


‘Officially, five thirty,’ she said, and then added with a rather motherly smile, ‘but you take your time my dears. Just you stay as long as you want, no need to rush your tea. It always takes a while to clear up so you won’t be in the way here.’


‘Thanks again,’ said Rupert.


Left alone once more, Lucy said indicating the tea, ‘Shall I be mum?’




‘Please,’ said Rupert, moving one of the plates with a teacake towards her side of the table and placing a serviette and knife next to it.


She smiled and handed him his cup of tea.


‘My name is Lucy Pennington by the way,’ she said, offering the information rather shyly. ‘And you … ?’ she enquired hesitatingly.


‘Oh heavens – I’m so sorry, completely forgetting my manners. Rupert – Rupert Fielding.’ He reached across to shake her hand nearly knocking the milk jug over. ‘I’m not doing so well, am I?’ he added ruefully.


She smiled. ‘Never mind – there’s no harm done. Let’s do these teacakes justice while they’re warm.’


After a minute or so, between mouthfuls she said, ‘In answer to your question, my brother lives in Spain most of the time.’


‘Ah, I see …’ Having finished eating he sat back in his chair, picked up his tea, and then added with a grin, ‘Well to be honest, no, I don’t see at all.’


‘Well, our family home was in Totland. We grew up here, but now he lives in Spain and I live in London.’


‘Tell me to mind my own business, but given that, why would he arrange to meet you here and not in London? Were you planning a holiday here?’


‘No,’ she answered simply, and he was alarmed to see that her eyes were filling with tears.


‘Look, I’m sorry,’ he said apologetically. ‘Forgive me – I’m being far too nosey.’


Struggling to regain her composure she said, ‘No, you’re not at all. You’re just being kind. Thank you.’


This simple statement spoken so sincerely made Rupert suspect that beneath the composed elegance and apparent confidence, the young woman before him was in fact deeply troubled and vulnerable. The impression was fleeting, and passed. In an effort to divert attention from her confusion, Lucy tidied the now empty plates together. With the task done she sat, her hands clasped together on the table in front of her. She looked directly at Rupert her gaze steady once more.
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