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To Cate




Marcia Willett was born in Somerset, the youngest of five girls. After training to become a ballet dancer, she joined her sister’s Dance Academy as ballet mistress. She then became a naval wife and her son was born in 1970. She now lives in Devon with her husband, Rodney, and their Newfoundland, Trubshawe.





Chapter One


The train from Penzance was running late. When the announcement was over, Hugh Ankerton looked at his companion and raised his eyebrows. Lucinda smiled back, shrugging ruefully. During Hugh’s first year at Bristol University they’d had plenty of opportunities to become resigned to the vagaries of British Rail.


‘You’d better phone your mum,’ he suggested, ‘and then we’ll go and have some coffee.’


He watched her as she went into the telephone box, marvelling as he often did that this pretty, slender, delightful girl should have chosen him from amongst all the men she could have had for the asking. She was tremendously popular with old and young alike. His parents adored her and he knew that his mother would have liked nothing better than to have welcomed Lucinda as her daughter-in-law.


Hugh frowned and turned towards the station buffet. Unfortunately, during Lucinda’s week at his parents’ farmhouse on Dartmoor there had been a strain in the relationship which his mother had been quick to notice and, he suspected, would mention. As he ordered two coffees and carried them to a corner table, Hugh cursed himself for his inability to control his emotions. It had already led to a sequence of events he would never forget. His guilt seemed to poison his life and he was beginning to despair that he would ever be free of it.


Lucinda slid into the seat opposite and Hugh thrust his thoughts aside, smiling quickly at her.


‘Everything OK?’


She nodded and reached for her coffee, her long blonde plait falling forward over her shoulder. Sensitive as always to his moods, she was determined that they should part on a cheerful note.


‘I spoke to Mummie. She says she’ll check before she comes to meet me. She sends her love to you.’


‘That’s nice,’ said Hugh absently – gave a mental shake and pulled himself together. ‘I’m going to miss you. It’ll be odd with you so far away.’


‘Eastbourne’s not that far.’ Lucinda sounded encouraging but she looked worried. ‘I shall miss you, too, but we can get together most weekends.’


Hugh fought with conflicting emotions. Lucinda, who had been taking a year out during his first year at Bristol, was about to begin a one-year course of home economy at a residential college in Eastbourne. Although he knew that he would miss her terribly, part of him felt almost relieved. Despite her efforts to help him overcome his guilt, he was unable to allow her into his inmost thoughts; a situation which had worsened in the last few months. Yet part of him longed to seize her and never let her go.


Lucinda watched his troubled face and sighed inwardly, recognising the gloom cast by Charlotte’s shadow. She sought a way to raise his spirits, hating the thought of leaving him in this distressed mood. She reached out and took his hand and he held it tightly, smiling at her, longing for all to be well between them.


‘I’ll write as soon as I’ve settled in,’ she said, trying to create an air of intimacy in the noisy little café. ‘Let me have your telephone number at your new house as soon as you know it, won’t you?’


‘Of course I will.’ He sounded almost hearty and her heart sank a little.


‘Oh Hugh,’ she said, and touched her cheek to his hand. ‘I do love you.’


‘Oh Lu.’ His grip tightened. ‘I know. Me too, you know that. It’s just—’


‘Yes, yes,’ she said quickly, not wanting to go through all the reasons – or excuses – with which Hugh tried to disguise the real problem between them. ‘I realise we’re young and all that. I just want you to know.’


The Tannoy crackled into speech and Lucinda gathered up her belongings. She and Hugh held each other tight and kissed almost desperately before she climbed on to the waiting train and settled herself by the window. She loved the journey from the West Country but today her attention was only partly held by the view. Her gaze was inward. From the moment that she’d first met Hugh at his sister’s engagement party she’d had the odd sensation that they belonged together. That they were both very young made no difference to her. She just knew deep down inside that they should be together.


As the train skirted the embankment and, leaving Plymouth, headed upcountry, Lucinda grappled with the sensation that she was losing ground with Hugh. If only she’d known the truth about Charlotte Wivenhoe from the very beginning she would have approached the whole thing differently; but how could she have guessed that Charlotte’s adolescent passion for Hugh would have such tragic depth? She remembered Charlotte at that party: shy, awkward, embarrassed. After a few attempts at friendliness Lucinda had felt that it was kinder to leave her alone and, later, Hugh had explained that she was a neighbour’s daughter with whom he went riding and who had become very fond of him. Even now, despite the trouble Charlotte had made between them, Lucinda smiled to herself, recalling Hugh’s diffidence as he explained it to her. He had never once mocked or boasted about Charlotte’s infatuation but, rather, had tried to explain the child’s crippling shyness and insecurities.


Lucinda had been – still was – touched by his kindness and sensitivity, but was too absorbed in their own developing friendship to give much thought to a fifteen-year-old schoolgirl.


If only I’d realised, she thought, as the train ran along the edge of the moor behind Ivybridge and rattled across the viaduct above the Nethercombe estate. If only I could do that bit all over again.


With hindsight she could see exactly where she’d gone wrong. She simply hadn’t taken Charlotte seriously and she’d made the mistake of trying to laugh Hugh out of his guilt. Try as she would, she found it impossible to make him take a balanced view. Things had come to a head during her stay with the Ankertons when Hugh had taken her for a walk up by the quarry where Charlotte had died. Once again the familiar questions had been raised. Had Charlotte deliberately ridden out on her pony on such a dangerous path during that stormy night? Had it been accident or suicide? Would the tragedy have happened if Charlotte had not met them both unexpectedly in Bristol? Lucinda, who knew that Hugh blamed her for behaving insensitively on that occasion, had accused him of being morbid. They’d had another row and, although they’d made it up quite quickly, she knew that Frances – Hugh’s mother – had sensed the strained atmosphere between them and had been worried.


Lucinda sighed and settled herself more comfortably. Perhaps this separation might be a good thing after all. Hugh might come to terms with himself a little quicker if she were not there quite so much. After all, absence makes the heart grow fonder. Lucinda shook her head. It would be quite impossible for her heart to be any fonder of Hugh than it already was.


Whilst the train sped northwards, Frances was hanging the washing on the line strung between two trees in the small orchard beyond the yard and brooding on the relationship between Lucinda and her son. She had been delighted when Lucinda had taken such a liking to Hugh. It had been a tremendous comfort to know that he would start his new life in Bristol with a ready-made friend; and Lucinda was such a darling. Although Frances knew that it was foolish to hope that their love for each other might outlast student life, secretly she prayed that it would. They were so right together. She hated to see them arguing or unhappy and, yesterday, had gone so far as to ask Lucinda what was upsetting them. She had been taken aback when Lucinda – albeit reluctantly – had told her that Hugh was still fretting about Charlotte and that he simply couldn’t get over her death.


Frances pegged out the few remaining garments and sat down on the stone wall that divided the orchard from what had once been the farmyard. When she and Stephen had bought the farm ten years ago most of the land had already been sold to neighbouring farmers. The Ankertons had been left with several paddocks, the orchard and a small formal garden behind the house. Their daughter Caroline, then twelve, and two years older than Hugh, had demanded a pony and Frances had taken to herself the chains of Pony Club and gymkhanas along with the burden of Caroline’s pony and, not too much later, Hugh’s. Both children pulled their weight during the holidays but, with Caroline at Sherborne and Hugh at Blundell’s, Frances had been obliged to take the responsibility during term time.


When the Wivenhoes bought The Rectory in the neighbouring village an acquaintance had been formed that never fully ripened into friendship. They were a naval family who had a great many friends already in the area but, more to the point, Frances had never taken to Cass, Charlotte’s mother. Now, as she sat on the wall in the late morning sunshine, Frances wondered whether some instinct had, even then, warned her against Cass. It had taken no time at all for Frances to weigh Cass up. Friendly, generous, easy-going she might be but Frances also saw that she was beautiful, flirtatious and unprincipled. Watching Stephen responding to Cass’s delightful charm, Frances decided that the relationship should continue on a very casual footing and many of the invitations that issued from The Rectory were refused without Stephen knowing anything about them.


Tom Wivenhoe was a naval commander, away at sea a great deal, and Frances realised that such a neighbour as Cass could be very dangerous. Stephen was a courteous, kindly, simplistic man and Frances – who could be jealous – had a fear of beautiful, elegant, intelligent women. Never once, in twenty-five years of happy marriage, had Stephen strayed but Frances remained cautious. Cass could have eaten him for breakfast. When rumours, eagerly promulgated by mutual friends, told of Cass’s affairs she knew she’d been right. She’d longed to refuse when Cass telephoned to ask if Charlotte’s pony might be kept with the Ankertons’. Unfortunately, Cass had made the call on a Saturday morning and Stephen had answered the telephone. Frances listened to his laughter and his gallant sallies and knew at once to whom he was speaking.


‘Of course!’ she heard him exclaim. ‘No problem as far as I can see! But it’s not really my province and I’m probably speaking out of turn. I’ll call Frances, shall I? OK then. Good idea! You do that. Look forward to it.’


When he came into the kitchen she was busy at the sink. ‘Who was that?’


‘Cass Wivenhoe.’ He lounged beside her, watching the potato peelings sliding from the knife. ‘They’re thinking of buying Charlotte a pony and Cass wondered if she could keep it on our land. Perfectly prepared to pay very generously. Well, why not?’


‘I can’t look after her pony. I have quite enough on my hands.’


‘I don’t think there’s any question of that.’ Stephen sounded uncomfortable. ‘Charlotte’s very keen apparently – remember, she’s not away at school. She can bicycle over and so on. Cass is going to pop in later to discuss it with you.’


Frances thought about it. Of one thing she was very sure: Cass was not the type to look after a pony. She would never carry feed, fill troughs or muck out and Frances felt reasonably confident that, should Charlotte cease to be keen, the pony would go.


Now, five years later, Frances shifted a little on the wall and looked out across the fields to the slopes and crags of Dartmoor. It was a still, warm day and the cry of the skylark high in the blue void above her filled the quiet air. She was remembering Charlotte; brown-haired and browneyed like Tom but, unlike either parent, shy and nervous. She had adored her pony, rising early to exercise him and gladly helping Frances in the back-breaking routine which is part of the care of animals. It had been easy to become fond of her. Gradually she lost her shyness and chattered about her smaller brothers and sisters and about Tom – all of whom she obviously adored – but she rarely spoke about Cass.


It was difficult to remember at what point the Ankertons had noticed her crush on Hugh. They had teased him a bit but mainly ignored it. He was very kind to Charlotte; riding out with her in the holidays and pretending not to notice how very often she was to be seen hanging about once she knew he was home. Later, when he knew that she was frightened at the idea of going away to school to do her A levels, he took her to one or two events at Blundell’s in an attempt to lessen her fears by introducing her to his friends. This met with amazing success and, although Hugh had left to go on to university when Charlotte started at the school, the fact that she was friends with this popular boy had raised her stock amongst the remaining sixth form and boosted her confidence.


Frances recalled how Hugh had insisted on inviting her to Caroline’s engagement party. Dumb with shyness and dressed quite unsuitably, she’d spoiled Hugh’s evening by becoming jealous of his attentions to other guests and to Lucinda in particular. That’s where the real trouble had started, thought Frances, as she went into the large farmhouse kitchen with its flagged floors and ceiling-high dresser, and pushed the kettle on to the Aga’s hotplate. If only Hugh had listened to her! She’d warned him then not to encourage Charlotte any further but Hugh, like his father, was too soft-hearted – too weak! – thought Frances, reaching for a mug. It would have been so easy for him to have let his friendship with Charlotte fade quite naturally once he went off to university; but no! Frances banged shut the fridge door in her frustration. No, he’d stayed in touch with Charlotte, encouraging her to pester him, until she made a surprise trip to Bristol to visit him and found him with Lucinda.


Frances made tea and wandered back outside into the yard, perching on the wooden bench against the wall. The garden, like the orchard, looked across the fields to moorland but the farmyard opened into the narrow lane. The family parked their cars here in the open-fronted barn and Frances had made the yard less bleak with tubs of flowers. As she sipped at her tea, she ran through her earlier conversation with Lucinda. It had come as a tremendous shock to hear that Hugh was blaming himself for Charlotte’s death. Her deep affection for Lucinda, combined with a very real anxiety for her relationship with Hugh, resulted in a feeling of animosity and resentment against both Charlotte and Cass, and she was still fuming when Hugh arrived. He turned the car in the gateway and she remembered that he would be going off almost at once for the lunchtime session at the pub where he was working for the remaining weeks of his holiday.


Why had she not noticed before how thin he was and how tired he looked? Frances locked her fingers round the mug of tea and studied him as he crossed the yard. From Christmas until Easter she had been almost totally preoccupied with the plans for Caroline’s wedding. There had been so much to organise, so many details to check, so much to do. It occurred to her that she hadn’t given Hugh the attention he deserved. He was such an easy person to have around; fitting in, helping out, unobtrusively supporting her. For most of the year, of course, he’d been away at university, whilst the Easter holidays had been completely overshadowed with the wedding. He’d been off backpacking with a few friends for the earlier part of the summer holidays and this was the first opportunity she’d had to study him for nearly a year; which brought them back to Charlotte’s funeral.


‘Did you make it on time?’ she asked, more for something to say than as a quest for information. It was fairly obvious that Lucinda had caught her train.


‘The train was late.’ He answered lightly enough but some nuance in his voice caused her to glance at him.


He sat beside her, his arms folded across his breast, his head dropped forward, and she noticed the sharpness of his shoulder blades as well as a kind of desolation in his posture. She wondered whether to probe or to remain tactfully silent but, even as she deliberated, she knew that tactful silence would be beyond her.


‘I hope you were able to make up, Hugh. Rows are so horrid, aren’t they?’


He shrugged. ‘That’s life, I suppose.’


‘Oh Hugh!’ She saw now that there was a bleakness about his expression and began to feel a real anxiety. ‘I’m sorry. Was it . . .?’


He smiled a little as she hesitated. They both knew that he was too kind to tell her to mind her own business. Frances traded on this but only because she cared about him.


‘She gets fed up with me sometimes,’ he told her. ‘And I can’t say I really blame her. I haven’t been very easy to live with lately.’


‘What on earth do you mean?’ Frances frowned, maternal prejudice fighting for a brief moment with her love for Lucinda.


Hugh hesitated. ‘It’s just that we can’t see eye to eye about Charlotte,’ he said at last.


‘About Charlotte?’ She let him see her surprise.


Hugh sighed and thrust his hands into his pockets. ‘You know how I feel about her death, Mum. I told you at the time.’


‘But that was then; you were just upset.’ She stared at him, frowning, and shook her head. ‘You can’t seriously still believe that Charlotte’s death was anything but an accident? Good heavens, darling, it’s nearly a year ago. Surely you’re not still brooding over it?’


Hugh looked away from her. ‘You sound like Lucinda,’ he said. ‘How about some coffee before I go to work?’


‘Never mind coffee.’ Frances felt almost frightened. There was a resigned look to her son’s face, a preoccupation which spoke of an internal suffering, and she stretched a hand to him. ‘Hugh,’ she said pleadingly, ‘you must believe that Charlotte’s death had nothing to do with you.’


‘Look.’ He took her hand, pressed it briefly and let it go. ‘When Charlotte got back from Bristol she was in such a state that she had to be sedated . . . No! Let me finish. If I’d taken your advice and told her that I was seeing a lot of Lucinda it wouldn’t have come as such a shock. I couldn’t face the idea of upsetting her.’


‘Charlotte was neurotic long before you came on the scene,’ protested Frances. ‘You’re overreacting. I remember that there was a tremendous fuss because she wouldn’t go away to school despite the fact that her brother and some of her oldest friends were going with her. She was shy and nervous at the best of times and that dreadful car accident she witnessed was enough to push her over the top.’


‘If she hadn’t seen me with Lucinda in Bristol she wouldn’t have been so upset by the accident,’ argued Hugh. ‘It was all part of it. That’s my point.’


‘Hugh!’ cried Frances. ‘She was fifteen, that’s all. Fifteen years old. So what if she did see you with Lucinda? She was much too young to think of you as her boyfriend and you gave her no encouragement to . . .’ A terrible fear filled her. ‘Did you?’


‘Of course not,’ said Hugh in disgust. ‘She was like a little sister. But I knew how she felt about me. Don’t you see? I knew she was unbalanced, so there’s no excuse. For instance, she was always convinced that Cass had lovers by the score and that Tom would find out. She was manic about it.’


‘Yes. Well, there she may have had a point,’ said Frances. ‘But—’


‘No,’ said Hugh strongly. ‘No buts. We knew that Charlotte was . . . well, unbalanced. I should have told her about Lucinda. You were absolutely right. When I went to Bristol I should have dropped her.’


‘And you believe that because she saw you and Lucinda together in Bristol she came home and at the first opportunity took her pony out and rode up on to the moor and took a header into the quarry?’


If Frances had hoped to shock Hugh out of his obsession she had miscalculated. He looked at her in horror.


‘Yes,’ he said. ‘That’s just what I believe.’ He got up. ‘I must go. See you later.’


Several hours later, Frances had come to no satisfactory conclusions. It seemed that Hugh had allowed this obsession to develop and she blamed herself for not noticing earlier. If she hadn’t been so preoccupied with the wedding . . . Frances shook her head. There was no point in useless recriminations. Now that she knew, she could help him snap out of it. There was nearly a month of holiday left and she must use it wisely. She had no doubts of her success. Hugh had always been a malleable child, prepared to trust her and ready to take advice.


Frances allowed herself a moment of doubt. Perhaps she’d been a little too ready to manage him, and Caroline had been a bossy elder sister; answering for him when grown-ups asked him his name or his age; fastening his buttons and tying his laces; protecting him at school. It was surprising that Hugh had gone off to Blundell’s with so little fuss and had managed so well without either of them. Until now . . .


She wondered briefly how Cass had come to terms with her daughter’s death. What a terrible thing, to lose a child! She remembered the night of the storm when Charlotte’s pony had returned without a rider and she had telephoned The Rectory. None of them had seen Charlotte go out and, to be honest, she’d felt guilty herself for a while although there was no reason for her to expect that Charlotte would take out her pony in such weather. Certainly Cass had never shown the least inclination to blame anyone, although Frances had avoided her even more since the accident and had no idea how she really felt.


Frances glanced at her watch. Stephen, who headed the research and development department of an electronics company, would be working late and she’d half agreed to have supper with a girl friend. Now, she decided, she’d stay in and try to have a talk with Hugh when he came back from the pub. If he was working the lunchtime shift there would be an opportunity later to spend some time with him and to get to the bottom of this obsession.





Chapter Two


‘But it’s crazy! And I’d no idea he felt like this.’ Frances, sorting knives and forks on to the kitchen table, paused to look up at Stephen, nursing his drink.


‘Where is he?’ Instinctively he kept his voice low.


‘He’s gone out. Gone to see the Webster twins.’


‘Well, nothing to be gained with you getting worked up like this.’ Stephen smiled at her, trying to will his sympathy across the spaces of the kitchen.


‘But I should have realised that Hugh is destroying himself . . .’ she said miserably.


‘Oh, come on!’ Stephen bit back hasty words and grasped at his temper. A great many late nights spent working in his department and an almost permanent headache threatened to overthrow his patience. Each evening for the last week his return home had been met with the same discussion and whilst he, too, was anxious about Hugh he could see that they were getting nowhere. ‘I’m worried about both of you,’ he said reasonably. ‘I can see that it’s quite wrong for Hugh to be brooding over Charlotte’s death but it may just work its way out of his system, given time.’


‘Time!’ Frances ran her fingers through her short dark hair. ‘It’s nearly a year, Stephen.’


She picked up her glass and leaned against the sink, watching him. Part of her longed to be soothed by his calm approach, for thus it had been for most of their lives together. She was quick to react, caring, competent but given to being bossy and easily irritated. He was kind, rational, patient but inclined to let things ride and he could be stubborn. At best each complemented the other to create a harmonious balance; at worst they drove each other mad. Frances, having utterly failed to talk Hugh out of his obsession, was really frightened and now she longed for Stephen to take control.


‘I just don’t see what more we can do,’ he said helplessly. ‘You’ve talked it through with him, you tell me. Many times, from what I can gather. I’ve offered to speak to him but you say that it wouldn’t work.’


‘I don’t want him to know we’re discussing him,’ she explained. ‘If it could come up naturally . . .’


‘Well, it won’t,’ he said flatly, too tired to wrap it up. ‘You must see that. What am I supposed to say? “Good grief! Can it be nearly a year that Charlotte Wivenhoe died?” Or should I ask his views on obsessive guilt? Come on, Frances. Be reasonable.’


She looked so miserable that he went to her and slipped an arm about her shoulders. She didn’t respond to his embrace but neither did she pull away.


‘I spoke to Lucinda today,’ she said.


He drew back to stare at her. ‘How did you manage that? I thought she’d gone off to Eastbourne.’


‘I found her number in Hugh’s address book when he was at the pub.’ She met his gaze defiantly. ‘I’m really worried, Stephen.’


‘Yes.’ He sighed deeply. ‘I see you are. And what did she have to say?’


‘She says he doesn’t seem to enjoy anything any more. It’s as though he doesn’t feel he has a right to. She says she’s tried everything. Sympathy, rational discussion, angry scenes, laughing at him, but nothing’s working. He’s going through life on autopilot. Those were her words.’


Stephen closed his eyes and massaged his head with his fingers. ‘She had no solution to suggest, then?’


‘None. I’ve tried to make him see that it’s Cass’s fault but he won’t have it.’


‘Cass’s fault?’ Stephen frowned in surprise. ‘How so?’


‘Well, we all know that Cass played around and that Charlotte knew about it. That’s what made her so neurotic and that’s why she died. It’s got nothing to do with Hugh. If Cass had been a decent mother none of this would have happened.’


‘I think that’s going a bit far, isn’t it?’ protested Stephen. ‘After all, we don’t know—’


‘Oh well, I’d expect you to stick up for her,’ snapped Frances.


‘I’m not sticking up for her,’ said Stephen calmly. ‘I think it’s more likely that it was the culmination of a whole string of incidents. It was a terrible tragic accident, I’m sure of it.’


‘Then you’d better try to convince Hugh of it,’ said Frances tartly, ‘before he decides to throw himself off the Clifton Suspension Bridge.’


‘If I thought that there was the least danger of that I certainly wouldn’t wait until the subject came up in conversation,’ said Stephen angrily. ‘Make up your mind. Do you want me to speak to him or not?’


‘I don’t know,’ cried Frances, on the brink of tears. ‘I don’t know what to do! Oh damn!’


The telephone’s insistent shrill took her out into the hall and Stephen went to refill his glass. He simply did not know how to deal with this crisis. Every time he insisted that he should broach the matter with Hugh, Frances blocked it. At the same time she was making him feel guilty for doing nothing. He guessed that her natural antipathy to Cass was exaggerated by her fear for Hugh and that poor Cass would be made a handy scapegoat. Stephen liked Cass, although he harboured none of the feelings for her that Frances feared, and he felt frustrated. He was sad that, after all their happy years together, she still was insecure enough to have these twinges of jealousy but he seemed powerless to help her.


‘Damn and blast,’ he muttered and at that moment Hugh himself came in through the back door and smiled at him.


‘Hi!’ he said casually. ‘You’re home early for a change. Problem solved?’


‘Yes,’ said Stephen, taken aback. ‘Well, more or less. I haven’t seen much of you lately. How’s it going?’


‘OK.’


Hugh took a glass from the dresser and lifted the bottle with a questioning glance. Stephen nodded, trying to discern the signs of distress on which Frances had remarked. Certainly Hugh was thin but he’d always been a skinny child. His brown hair flopped forward over his eyes, which were hidden behind tortoiseshell-rimmed spectacles, and his wrists, as he wielded the bottle, looked oddly vulnerable. Stephen felt a stab of love for his son and a real sympathy for what he must be suffering.


‘What’s all this about Charlotte?’ he asked before he could stop himself, and Hugh stared at him warily.


‘Don’t you start, Dad,’ he begged. ‘Honestly. Just let me deal with it. OK?’


‘But you’re not dealing with it,’ said Stephen. ‘Are you? Not if you think you’re responsible. You’re an intelligent boy . . . man,’ he corrected himself hastily. Hugh was twenty, after all. ‘Guilt is a very destructive emotion.’


‘I know that.’ Hugh looked stubbornly unresponsive.


‘Nothing happens in isolation,’ said Stephen, one ear cocked towards the hall for Frances’s return. ‘Remember that. Whether it’s an action or a word, it has a knock-on effect. A whole chain of events, involving a great number of people, will have led up to Charlotte’s death. Your part will have been a very small one and should be kept in perspective.’ He heard the telephone receiver click down. ‘So how are the twins?’ he was asking as Frances came in. ‘Are they off to university this term?’


‘No, they’ve got A levels next year.’ Hugh sent a grateful glance at Stephen and smiled at his mother. ‘So who was on the phone?’


‘It was Caroline.’ Frances summoned up a smile. ‘Catching up with the news. You’re just in time for supper, Hugh. Would you like to lay the table while I serve up?’


Hugh drove up the narrow lane that led from the farm on to the open moor. Sunk in his own preoccupations, he was unaware of the blackberries ripening in the hedgerows or the brightness of the rowan berries. At the top of the lane, with the moor stretching on either side and beyond him to Burrator Reservoir, he paused. Even in his present mood the sight of the great hills with their wooded valleys and high granite tors soothed and moved him. Below, in the valley, the still surface of the reservoir placidly reflected the clear blue sky whilst sheep grazed peacefully on the grassy spaces above. A few ponies clattered past, kicking up their heels in the autumn sunshine, and Hugh let in the clutch and headed for Meavy.


For the past few months he had been living in a kind of despairing resignation, unable to rid his mind of the image of Charlotte, lying in the water at the bottom of the quarry. Had she been killed instantly by the fall? Or had she lain, injured and frightened, unable to move and screaming for help? His imaginings tortured him. If only he could believe – as Lucinda and Frances assured him – that none of it was his fault it might be easier. Even so, the thought of her dying, frightened and alone, was quite sufficient to give him nightmares. He dreamed that he was standing at the top of the small cliff above the quarry, looking down at her. She cried to him, stretching out her arms, but he did nothing to help her. Often Lucinda was in the dream, holding him, drawing him away, as she had in Bristol when Charlotte had come upon them unexpectedly in Park Street. He’d had his arm round Lucinda, kissing her as they looked into a shop window. Once again Hugh remembered the look on Charlotte’s face; the shock and dismay, the misery that she had been unable to conceal as Lucinda told her that they were spending a naughty weekend at her brother’s flat. He’d allowed Lucinda to take control and made no attempt to soften the blow, unable to conceal his relief when Charlotte said that Cass was with her in Bristol; nevertheless he’d felt guilty almost immediately.


‘Why did you say that?’ he’d asked Lucinda when they were out of earshot. ‘You didn’t have to tell her.’


He’d had a sudden desire to run after Charlotte but when he looked back she’d disappeared.


‘She’d got to know sometime,’ Lucinda was saying reasonably, surprised that Hugh was so upset. ‘If she’s that serious then it’s better to be cruel to be kind. Otherwise you’ll keep her hanging on. She needs to make her own friends.’


Hugh, in love and recovering from his first night of lovemaking, was too besotted to argue, but he still felt ashamed of himself. His studies and Lucinda between them postponed his decision as to whether he should write to Charlotte or wait until he saw her again but the problem nagged at the back of his mind. Charlotte had trusted him, depended upon him, and he owed her some kind of explanation and an assurance of on-going friendship.


The news of her death had shocked him into horrified disbelief. Hugh had heard from the Webster twins that she’d returned from Bristol so badly upset that she’d become hysterical and had needed to be sedated. Hugh knew exactly why she was so upset. It was pointless to argue that no one killed themselves for such reasons. The newspapers were full of reports of unbalanced people who killed themselves and others for the most ridiculous reasons. Charlotte wasn’t quite normal and he’d known that and taken no precautions.


Now, Hugh parked the car beside the village green where the great oak stood from which the pub took its name, and crossed the road. Inside the Royal Oak it was dark and cool and Hugh went into the public bar with its granite floor and big open fireplace where, on cold winter days, logs burned cheerfully, dispelling gloom. He’d worked for the last few weeks behind the bar, earning money for the term to come, but today he was a customer.


As he took his pint and raised it to his lips he heard Cass Wivenhoe’s voice. She was in the passage outside and he dodged back, watching her as she made her way into the other bar. The twins’ mother, Kate Webster, was with her and they spent some moments choosing a table and joking with the landlord. Presently Hugh realised that his hands were shaking and he stood his glass down on a table and rubbed them together. What if one of them should come through to the loo? The few locals, having nodded at him, were deep in conversation and Hugh glanced round quickly and slipped out unobserved.


Back in the car he sat still for some moments. The last time he’d seen Cass had been at the funeral. He’d stood at the back, not wishing to be seen, and had mourned alone. How would she react if she were to come face to face with him? Would she accuse him? It was difficult to imagine. Cass had always been so friendly, so easy-going and welcoming, but how could she help but blame him for his part in her daughter’s death? The twins – especially Guy – always said that Charlotte was a nutcase, and their mother, on the one occasion that he had been brave enough to raise the subject with her, had said that there were all kinds of circumstances of which the trip to Bristol was merely one and not to be seen out of perspective.


Hugh drove out of Meavy with his heart so full of confusion and misery that he longed to weep. If only he could rid himself of the deadening feeling of betrayal! She had trusted him and he had betrayed her cruelly. If he’d written to her and broken the news of his involvement with Lucinda gently, Charlotte might still be alive. In his worst moments he almost hated Lucinda for her part in his betrayal whilst knowing, in his heart, it was all due to his own weakness. All very well for his mother to protest that it was nothing to do with him and that Charlotte’s insecurity was due to Cass’s infidelities but how could she be so certain? She and Cass had never been friends, in fact he suspected that she disliked Cass. And now she had enjoined his father in the argument.


Hugh made up his mind. He would return to Bristol earlier than he intended. There was more than a week of the holiday left but he had no intention of staying at home any longer. This term he was to live in a student house and there was no reason at all why he shouldn’t join those of his friends who were already there. It would also give him a chance to catch up on some neglected holiday work. He had barely scraped through his end-of-year exams and was dreading the second year of his History course.


He heard his mother’s voice as he came into the kitchen. She was talking on the telephone in the hall.


‘. . . and I simply don’t know what else to say to him, Annie. He’s utterly obsessed . . .’


Hugh made a face and backed out. Soon everybody would know and he would be confronted with sympathetic expressions and tactful conversations about guilt. Deciding to postpone his packing until his mother’s call was finished, he crossed the orchard and set out over the fields to the moor beyond.





Chapter Three


Annie Grayshott replaced the telephone receiver and looked wryly at her cup of cold coffee. Poor Frances had been talking for nearly half an hour and Annie felt quite numb with the effort of concentrating. She poured away the coffee and stood for some moments at the high window, gazing out over the rooftops of Ashburton and wondering if the situation with Hugh was really as dire as Francis related. After all, Frances was not the kind of person to dramatise herself.


‘I suspect,’ she said aloud – the fact that her husband, Perry, had died did not prevent her from continuing to communicate with him – ‘that it’s wishful thinking to hope she’s exaggerating. I simply don’t know how to help her and it’s making me feel inadequate and useless.’


‘She needs to get it out of her system.’ Perry’s shade was, apparently, hovering near the drinks cupboard. ‘I diagnose a sense of humour failure, my darling. You know my prescription for that. You need a drink.’


Annie sighed and decided to take his advice. She poured herself a large whisky and stared speculatively at herself in the glass that hung beside the window. Her jaw-length fair hair had a generous streaking of grey and her tanned skin was especially lined around the eyes but she might have passed for a few years less than the sixty allotted to her. She’d had a successful career as secretary to the managing director of a well-known airline company and when, at thirty-three, she’d married Peregrine Grayshott she’d continued to work for fear that Perry, with his entrepreneurial schemes and brilliant ideas, might not always be in a situation to support them both; for Annie had been trained in a hard school when it came to security. Her father, a profligate, fun-loving man, had died when she was in her mid-teens, leaving her mother penniless. The years of penury had left their mark and Annie’s mother was by then a nervous, sickly woman who continued to live in terror of the mounting bills and evictions which had dogged her married life. Annie, who could just remember a gentle, happy, young woman who had adored her little daughter, had vowed that her mother should never know anxiety whilst she, Annie, was able to prevent it. She had worked hard to support her mother and care for her. By the time she met Perry, Annie’s love of laughter and her natural warm generosity had been buried beneath her quiet, sensible, practical qualities and, although her mother was now dead, those years of control and responsibility had, in their turn, left a deep impression upon Annie.


Perry, meeting her at a friend’s house, had been struck by the thoughtful beauty of her hazel eyes and had seen beyond her reserved responses. He glimpsed the hidden depths of her personality and set himself to draw her out. This was easier than he had dared to hope – simply because Annie fell in love with him. She was more open with him than with any other person she had ever known. Instinctively she knew that she could trust him absolutely and, although their courtship was a slow, careful discovery, their progress was sure and satisfying. Perry honoured the self-effacing, uncomplaining spirit which had given up so much and he was determined to make her happy or, rather, to help her to discover her own potential for happiness.


Slowly Annie came to see that Perry’s love of experimentation and the proving of new ideas was not to be put in the same category as her father’s wild-cat schemes. She learned to relax; to enjoy a quality of life which did not necessarily depend on an exaggerated level of material security. With Perry, the spiritual side of her character, so long denied, began to blossom and their contentment was deep and fulfilling. At last, they bought the small cottage in which they planned to spend a blissful and long-anticipated retirement.


Within two years Perry was dead and Annie was left to face the remainder of her life alone. Painfully and very slowly she adjusted to the changes. She missed Perry quite dreadfully. He’d been such a companionable man and a very attractive one: tall, lean, good-looking and full of energy. He was always to be found surrounded by reference books; looking something up, jotting down a note, reading out some fascinating fact. He could scarcely bear to be without his encyclopaedias, his dictionaries, his Pears. Leaves and blooms would be borne home from country walks so as to be identified in his nature books, and insects were studied closely with the aid of his magnifying glass.


The cottage had been so quiet when his voice could no longer be heard, bellowing down the stairs or shouting from the garden, but Annie was grateful that they had been there together long enough for her to be able to imagine him with her still; sitting at the kitchen table with his formidable array of books; hunched over the pond in the garden as he reported on the progress of the tadpoles; lying in bed, spectacles perched on the end of his nose, whilst he read aloud to her. In their twenty-five years together they had shared so much that it seemed impossible that he was not still around somewhere, longing to communicate to her all the exciting new things he was discovering in the afterlife. After a while, she had fallen into the habit of talking to him as though he were still with her and, such had been his influence on her whilst he was alive, she could still imagine what comfort and advice he would be offering her even though she could no longer see him. Without him, the warm, sensitive side of her character seemed in danger of disappearing again beneath the calm, practical qualities which were necessary to help her exist without him.


This frightened her. Should she allow it to happen it would negate their whole life together. She took to talking aloud to him, remembering the particular sayings he had; the words with which he had encouraged her. It seemed impossible that he would abandon her – indeed he had always vowed that nothing could separate them – and she took heart from his promise. Those closest to her had become accustomed to the idea that she was aware of his presence and – such had been Perry’s charisma – half believed it themselves.


Annie had turned away from the mirror and was concentrating her mind on Frances. They’d known each other for some years, having been brought together in the first instance by mutual friends. The Grayshotts’ move to Devon had cemented the friendship and, after Perry’s death, Frances had been the friend to whom Annie had become closest. She’d valued her practical caring and sensitive kindnesses and was very ready now to help Frances if she could. The point was that she couldn’t see how it was to be done. This must be the third or fourth conversation they’d had on the subject of Hugh’s obsession and, apart from the relief that it brought to Frances to talk about it, Annie had very little comfort to offer.


‘Over to you,’ she murmured to Perry. ‘I’m good at practical problems but it was to you that people came when they needed help emotionally.’


She wandered out into the courtyard. The cottage had been almost completely rebuilt using the original stone and consisted of a very large kitchen, a spacious sitting room, a minute study and, upstairs, two big bedrooms and a good-size bathroom. At first she and Perry had feared that it might be too small but she was glad that they had bought it. Now that she was alone it was more than big enough and she loved the kitchen with its sliding glass doors opening into the high-walled courtyard which, in the summer, was like a natural extension. She could sit in the sun, secure in her privacy, popping in to put the kettle on or to cut a sandwich and, later, she would light her tiny barbecue and sit with a glass of wine in her hand, watching the sunset fade.


After a life run to timetables and heavy schedules, it was wonderful to be free to pursue those things for which there had been so little time. She read and sketched, listened to music and experimented with cooking but, when Perry died, the savour and novelty disappeared and she still had difficulty in rousing herself from apathy.


Annie sat down in her wicker chair and tried to imagine what Hugh must be thinking and feeling. Perhaps there was something he had not told Frances which might explain his extreme reaction to this girl’s death? Before she could develop this theme, however, the telephone rang again and Annie went back into the kitchen to answer it.


‘Hi! It’s Pippa.’ The clear voice of Perry’s goddaughter rang in her ear. ‘How are you both?’


‘We’re fine.’ Annie knew that Pippa had no difficulty in believing that Perry might be close at Annie’s shoulder. She sat down at the kitchen table, wishing that she’d brought her drink in with her. ‘How are all of you?’


‘We’re OK. Well, Robert’s busy as usual. You know how he is. But Rowley and I are just fine. Rowley’s going to say Hello in a minute. He’s working himself up to it.’


Annie smiled to herself as she imagined Rowley staring suspiciously at the telephone. At eighteen months he was very sweet and rather shy; no doubt ‘working himself up to it’ meant that Pippa was trying to wheedle him into speaking.


‘Tell him not to bust a gut,’ Annie advised. ‘I’ll take it as read. So what’s new?’


‘I was hoping that you were coming up for your visit.’ Pippa sounded wistful and Annie had a momentary vision of her, curled up in the chair beside the telephone, her blonde mop on end. ‘You usually come in the autumn. We’d love to see you. Or we could come down. Just Rowley and me, of course. Robert’s too busy.’


Annie thought quickly. A trip upcountry might kill several birds with one stone; she could visit a few old friends very briefly and finish up with Pippa.


‘I’ve been looking forward to my visit,’ she said cheerfully. ‘It’s just that this lovely weather has made me forget how close the winter is. I’d love to come. Let me get my diary and we’ll fix a date.’


Pippa wrote the dates on the calendar that hung on the kitchen wall and beamed at Rowley.


‘She’s coming,’ she said triumphantly. ‘Isn’t that nice?’


Rowley sat astride his small wooden tricycle and watched her. He was of a cautious disposition and disliked being bounced into sudden reactions. He put his thumb in his mouth and twiddled his hair thoughtfully.


‘You remember Annie,’ said Pippa encouragingly.


The three of them had paid a visit to her earlier in the summer, on their way down to Cornwall on holiday. They’d stayed overnight, all cramming into the spare bedroom and Robert had vowed that he’d never do it again. Pippa pulled her mouth down at the corners as she remembered his irritation and sighed a little. He seemed to be permanently short-tempered these days; working early and late and with little time for his wife or son. He was an extremely ambitious man, with his eyes fixed permanently on promotion, and Pippa suffered bouts of guilt whenever she fell short of his exacting standards.


This, sadly, happened fairly frequently. Try as she might, Pippa was not naturally domesticated and dinner parties were often culinary disasters. She was at her best with spontaneous entertainments because the longer she had to plan the more nervous she grew. Robert was continually at her shoulder and she would become quite ill with the fear that she would let him down. The agency for which Robert was working was one which prided itself on involving its employees’ families and, though he could quite easily have taken his clients out to lunch, tradition made it necessary to be more personal. It was usual, at senior executive level, for clients and their wives to be invited into the homes of those who managed their accounts and Robert was determined that Pippa’s inadequacies should not queer his pitch.


To prove that he knew exactly how it should be done he invited his departmental head and the chief accountant, with their wives, to dinner and, by organising most of it himself, put on a pretty good show. Pippa had a migraine for three days following but Robert felt that it was in a good cause and displayed little sympathy. He was a self-made man, hauling himself up from lowly beginnings and terrified that they might show. Being a very bright child he’d won a scholarship to a good school where he studied the actions and speech of the boys who came from privileged middle-class backgrounds and, by the time he left university with a degree in Economics, it would have taken a keen eye and ear to detect his roots.


Soon after he met Pippa at a party he decided that he would marry her. She was pretty, fun and a member of that class to which he aspired. He also realised that she was good-natured and malleable; excellent material for the kind of wife he needed. He was only partly right. Pippa was malleable to the extent that she loved Robert and genuinely wanted him to be happy.


Although she’d been unfashionably set on being a wife and mother she’d allowed herself, on leaving school, to be persuaded into embarking on a secretarial course. Her housemistress, who cherished a secret fondness for Pippa’s academic elderly father, had taken the motherless Pippa under her wing and done the best she could for her. She persuaded her that some kind of qualification was sensible and that, despite her inclination towards an early marriage, she might need to earn her own living for a time. After all, she’d pointed out, Pippa should not expect her father to support her indefinitely. As it was, he had lived long enough to disapprove of her marriage to Robert and had died three months after Rowley’s birth. Pippa barely missed him. His passion for facts had – unlike his close friend, Perry Grayshott’s – been unaccompanied by any desire for human companionship and Pippa sometimes wondered whether her mother had died of loneliness.


She was determined to marry a loving man, have lots of happy children and live in a big rambling house in the country; an ambition which put her out of step with her female contemporaries who were embarking on careers and determined on equality with the opposite sex. She was too inexperienced at twenty either to see through Robert’s charm or withstand his determination. It was extremely flattering to have this suave, sexy, good-looking and intelligent man apparently at her feet. He had a witty tongue and his tough early upbringing had given him a maturity which was lacking in her more youthful admirers.


He pursued her with relentless patience and well-simulated passion, privately terrified that her father’s dislike of him would carry weight with her. Clever enough to see that her life had been a lonely one and aware of Pippa’s own longings, Robert went to great lengths to describe the family life he envisaged for them. His success, however, was due to the simple fact that Pippa had fallen in love with him. To her it was all that really mattered.


Now, confronted by his ruthless ambition, which he made less and less effort to hide, she was anxious to give him the support he needed without allowing their private lives to suffer. Knowing that a certain amount of reshuffling was taking place at the agency and that Robert was pushing for promotion, she was prepared to accept that he was bound to be preoccupied and reminded herself that she was very lucky. Because of her inheritance from her father they were able to live very comfortably in a pretty house in Farnham, and were spared the grim financial struggles of many young couples who were unable to afford to commute.


She told herself that there were bound to be difficult times within any marriage and that once Robert had his promotion he would be his old self. Meanwhile, she had Annie’s visit to look forward to and, even more pressing, Rowley’s lunch to prepare.





Chapter Four


It was with a mixture of anguish and hope that Frances drove home, having dropped Hugh and his belongings in Bristol. The poor boy was as downcast as ever, she thought, and she worried that her attempts to talk through his guilt only stirred his mind into worse turmoil. Now it was to be hoped that in his second year, and living with a group of his friends, he might be able to pull himself together. Anything, she told herself, having inspected his new accommodation, drunk a mug of coffee made by a jolly young law student and started on her journey home, anything was better than his moping about at home. His friends had been welcoming and full of high spirits and must be more distracting to be with than her and Stephen. She’d been sorry that Lucinda was going to be far away in Eastbourne but, after a little thought, she’d wondered if missing Lucinda might take Hugh’s mind off Charlotte.


As she drove, she was suddenly aware of a weariness; a lassitude that was both mental and physical. It was an effort to hold her arms up to grip the wheel. She consoled herself with the thought that this was hardly surprising. The wedding had taken a great deal of her energy and, after all the excitement, she felt exhausted and rather flat, and this anxiety about Hugh was merely exacerbating the condition. Less easy to define were her feelings towards Stephen. She was cross that he had made no effort to talk to Hugh. She knew that it was specious to blame him when she herself had forbidden him to raise the subject. Nevertheless, if Stephen had been prepared to spend time with his son the subject might have arisen. Hugh, given the opportunity, might even have raised it himself.
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