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Prologue


1981


Cassandra Wivenhoe stood at the foot of the open grave and watched her daughter’s coffin being lowered into the Devon earth. She thrust her hands into the pockets of her dark grey wool suit and swallowed several times. She simply must not think of Charlotte, lying there, alone and unprotected: soon to be abandoned to the windy moorland churchyard.


‘Thou knowest, Lord, the secrets of our hearts . . .’


The secrets of our hearts! She looked up and into the eyes of Kate Webster, her oldest and closest friend, whose compassionate gaze stiffened Cass’s spine and gave her a small measure of courage. She blinked back tears, remembering Kate’s words: ‘If you go on playing Russian roulette, one of these days you’ll get the bullet.’


But I didn’t want anyone else to suffer, Cass cried silently. Not my children! Not Charlotte! She was only fifteen!


‘. . . to take unto Himself the soul of our dear daughter . . .’


Despite herself, images superimposed themselves on the churchyard scene. Charlotte; as a baby, as a small child playing with Kate’s twins, as a bigger girl learning to cook in a too-large apron – her face serious and intent – on her pony, and then, as a teenager, shy and awkward . . .


No! screamed the voice inside Cass’s head. I can’t bear it! It is simply not to be borne!


‘. . . earth to earth . . .’


Handfuls of damp black moorland soil thudded softly on to the wooden lid, breaking into crumbs.


She jerked her head up and met Kate’s eyes again. She saw that Kate’s own hands were balled into fists and she knew that Kate was willing her some of her own strength.


Cass swallowed, her face twitching pitifully and gave Kate an infinitesimal nod.


‘. . . in sure and certain hope of the Resurrection . . .’


Memories crowded unbidden into Kate’s head: so many scenes and conversations, a whole way of life that had finally brought them to this graveyard on a wild autumn afternoon. Through unshed tears and a whole shared past, Kate looked back.




Part One




Chapter One


1964–68


The Isle of Wight, ghostly and featureless, seemed to float on a sea of liquid glass. A faint, thin pencil line of silver indicated the horizon where it merged with a sky of a uniform grey-white. There was a brightness, a gentle glow to the late-autumn afternoon, a promise of sunshine yet to be fulfilled. Kate, scrunching slowly across the beach at Stoke’s Bay, was gradually adjusting to her new surroundings. Accustomed to the sandy beaches, rocky outcrops and towering cliffs of the West Country, these shingly flat shores and broad esplanades, with the worn stretches of grassed areas behind them, seemed tame to her. Even the behaviour of the sea itself was much more domesticated here. It lay placidly against the land, retreating calmly, advancing demurely, quite unlike its boisterous, wild poundings on the north Cornish Coast.


Kate glanced into the shelters that were placed at intervals along the esplanade. She was beginning to recognise the elderly regulars who sat there like so many spiders waiting to trap the unwary victim with friendly little nods and bravely pathetic smiles. They were lonely, of course, and so was she, but she knew that if she went too close she would be drawn in by the flying strand of a casual greeting and caught in a web of gently banal conversation which would wind inexorably around her independence, curtailing the freedom of her walk. Almost it was tempting. There would be a certain companionship in sitting idly, half anaesthetised by the gentle hum of reminiscences, knowing that any half-hearted struggles to escape would be obstructed by the sticky flow of talk flowing over and around her.


Kate hardened her heart and turned her head away. Her husband, Mark, had gone to sea for seven weeks and it was early days. Remembering all the advice and warnings that she had received from well-meaning friends on her wedding day nearly two months before, Kate stuck her chin out, thrusting her fists more firmly into her duffel coat pockets. She had no intention of admitting defeat and rushing home the first time that the submarine sailed although it would have helped to have known a few other people in Alverstoke before Mark had left. He didn’t know anyone either. How could he when he had come straight from Britannia Royal Naval College and Fourth Year Courses to HMS Dolphin, the submarine base at Gosport?


Watching the Isle of Wight ferry ploughing out from behind the sea wall, Kate let herself realise how much she missed her closest friend. Cassandra and she, both twelve years old, had first met at boarding school on the north Somerset coast on the edge of the Quantock Hills. The friendship had meshed smoothly and firmly at once. Kate, coming from a home overflowing with brothers, a sister and dogs and presided over by two loving generous parents, had listened, eyes stretched, as Cass, an only child, talked about nannies and Army quarters and her father – now a General – at his wits’ end after her mother’s death in a car accident.


‘Rumour has it,’ disclosed Cass, biting into a forbidden doughnut, ‘that she was eloping with her lover.’


Kate’s eyes grew rounder.


‘Gosh!’ she breathed. ‘But can you elope if you’re already married?’


Cass shrugged, the details were unimportant. She licked up some jam. ‘Ran away, then. Anyway, the car was a write off. I can’t really remember her. I was only two.’


‘Your poor father.’


‘Devastated, poor old dear. And he simply doesn’t know what to do with me now I’m growing up. That’s why he’s sent me out here, to the back of beyond, for the next five years. He thinks I’ll be safe from temptation.’


Even the way she spoke the word gave it a flavour of excitement and promise. Something to be sought rather than avoided.


The five years had passed, punctuated with crushes on Cliff Richard and Adam Faith followed by agonising infatuations with other girls’ brothers. They had played lacrosse and tennis, rode and swum, passed examinations by the skins of their teeth, chaffed over puppy fat and spots and then, one day, they had woken up and it was all over. The schooldays that had stretched so endlessly ahead were now a thing of the past.


‘But we’ll stay in touch.’


They stood together in the study that they had shared for the last year, their things packed, shelves and desk tops emptied, and looked at each other.


Cassandra, blue-eyed, tall, full-breasted, her long fair hair twisted into a French pleat, was elegant in a cashmere twin set and a navy blue pleated skirt, pearls in place.


Kate grinned. ‘D’you remember sneaking out to see Expresso Bongo?’


‘And that year I got twelve red roses and a Valentine Card from Moira’s brother and they were confiscated?’


They roared with laughter.


Kate, with her mop of unruly brown curls and grey eyes, was shorter and stockier than her friend and made no attempt at elegance. She wore honey-coloured tweeds; going home clothes.


They hugged and hugged.


‘You must come and stay. We’ll have lots of fun.’


They separated. Cass went to her father’s flat in London for a year of relaxation and to think – very vaguely – about getting some sort of job. Kate went to her home in Cornwall to think – very reluctantly – about attending a course on cookery or shorthand typing. Both thought very seriously indeed about falling in love and getting married.


At a party barely a year later, Cass met Tom Wivenhoe, a midshipman in his final year at Britannia Royal Naval College, and shortly afterwards Kate received a telephone call.


‘S’meee. How’s the typing course?’


‘Awful. Terrible. How are you?’


‘Never better. Listen, I’ve met this smashing chap. Now! How about coming to the Summer Ball at Dartmouth? You know, the naval college.’


‘Are you serious? The tickets are like gold dust!’


‘Aha! Trust your Fairy Godmother. You shall go to the ball, Cinderella.’


‘But who shall I . . .?’


‘Tom’s got a friend called Mark Webster. His partner’s broken her leg or something and he’s at a loose end. He’s nice. Honestly. A bit quiet but tall, dark and handsome. What about it? We’ll book a double room at the Royal Castle. It will be just like school. What do you say?’


‘Oh, Cass . . .’


A year later, after Fourth Year Courses and a continual round of balls, ladies’ nights and parties, they were both married; Cass and Tom in August with Kate as bridesmaid and, two weeks later, Kate and Mark, with Cass as Matron of Honour. In a rapture of white silk, the thunder of the organ in their ears and a vision of married bliss in their dazed eyes, they passed beneath the arches of naval swords and out into the sunshine of Happy Ever After.


On their return from honeymoon, Kate and Mark had moved into a furnished ground-floor flat in a lovely Georgian terrace in the village of Alverstoke, one road back from the beach. Kate had spent many happy hours making it as cosy and homelike as she could with their few possessions whilst Mark, now a Sub-Lieutenant of sufficient standing for the single gold stripe around each cuff to have lost its obvious newness, went daily into Dolphin to complete his submariner’s specialisation course.


Cass and Tom were in Alverstoke too. He was the only other married man on the course and he and Mark were drawn together, more by their newly-married status and the long standing relationship between the girls than by any similarity of character or outlook. They started to adopt a more serious and responsible air than the rest of the course who were living in the Mess and whose main topics of conversation were still parties and girls and arrangements for drinking sessions in the pub in the evenings. The four of them often got together for informal suppers at Kate and Mark’s flat or at Cass and Tom’s cottage and sometimes met late on Sunday mornings in the Anglesea Arms for a pint. Tom and Cass often had other members of the course round at the cottage for curry suppers but when Kate tentatively suggested that they might do the same at the flat, Mark said that he had quite enough of them during the day, thanks very much and, although Cass and Tom seemed to have a great deal of fun, Kate was pleased that Mark seemed content with her company.


For Kate, being a naval wife was endowed with far more glamour and responsibility than being any other sort of wife except, perhaps, a doctor’s or a vicar’s. Her mother – and others – had warned her about the loneliness of her life to come, the difficulties involved in dealing with emergencies and moving households from one base to another, often all alone. She had felt pride that she would be ‘doing her bit’ and making sacrifices herself in order that Mark might do a demanding job involving national security whilst having the comfort and support of a home and family in the background to which he could return.


Even so, Kate was beginning to realise how very long a day could be. It was so difficult to spin things out. She had always been an early riser and found it impossible to laze on in bed in the mornings. She would deal with the solid fuel stove and take as long as she could over her bath and breakfast. If it was as late as half-past nine when she’d finished, she felt that she’d done well but there were still twelve long, empty hours to be filled before the bedtime routine could be embarked upon. She made so little work all on her own that after a while she tended to let things mount up so that the jobs seemed worth doing. Preparing food took minutes – it wasn’t worth cooking elaborate meals just for herself – and took even less time to eat and she spent every mealtime with a book propped up in front of her plate. She had mentioned the possibility of getting a part-time job when the boat sailed but Mark had vetoed that at once: he wanted a wife at home when the boat was in, not off somewhere, working. Surely she could cope for a few weeks alone? he had said. After all they’d see little enough of each other as it was. And Kate, anxious to pull her weight – and who, at that point, had never been alone in her life – agreed that she could manage perfectly well and shelved the idea of a job at once.


At the end of this course, Mark was appointed to one of the older conventional boats as Fifth Hand: Casing Officer and Correspondence Officer. It was a proud and a solemn moment – Real Life had started at last. Within a few weeks of Mark joining, the boat had sailed for Norway to ‘show the flag’. Tom’s career, thus far, had followed an identical pattern and when his boat had sailed for Middlesborough, Cass had hurried down to Devon to help her father, now retired, settle into his new home on the edge of Dartmoor.


Kate trudged on. Mark’s letters arrived intermittently and she learned that it was difficult to get letters away from a submarine unless it was in port. Occasionally a helicopter would rendezvous with the boat to collect and deliver mail and then there would be a letter from him telling her how much he missed her and how he was looking forward to coming home. He wrote very little about his life on board but Kate didn’t mind that. It was so lovely to hear from him, to see the envelope with the familiar handwriting lying on the hall floor. She would carry it with her when she went out, to read it over and over, sitting in one of the shelters on the front or in the little cafe in the village. It made her feel less lonely, as she watched other women gossiping with their friends over coffee, to bring out Mark’s latest letter to read yet again.


Coming back to the present, Kate realised that she was hungry and, turning her back on the sea, she headed for the road which swept along the sea front and curved back into the village. As she turned into the Crescent a small car passed her and pulled up at her gate. Kate quickened her step. The driver of the car was getting out, opening the gate and going in. It could have been a visitor going to one of the upstairs flats or to the basement but Kate prayed that it was someone for her. To talk to someone other than at a shop counter or on a bus would be bliss. She hurried up the road. Hearing the gate clang open, the woman glanced back. She was short and slight, with sandy feathery hair and a dusting of freckles on her pale, small-featured face. She wore sailcloth trousers and a jersey and to Kate’s nineteen years she looked very mature, twenty-eight at least.


‘Hi!’ She was turning back from the front door, smiling. ‘Could you be Kate Webster? Do say you are. Oh, good!’ as Kate nodded breathlessly. ‘My mission is to track you down and take you home to tea. I’ve only just heard about you.’ She made it sound as though Kate were a new species, just invented. ‘I had a letter from Simon this morning saying that no one knew you were here. It was too bad of Mark to go off like that without introducing you to the Wardroom but he’s a new boy so we’ll have to forgive him. I’m Mary Armitage.’


Kate was aware that her hand was being pumped briskly up and down and that Mary’s smile had a fierce frowning quality, rather quizzical and assessing. Behind this, however, she felt a real anxiety. Simon Armitage was Mark’s First Lieutenant and, if Kate knew that submarine Captains were God to their junior officers, she also knew that First Lieutenants were the Archangel Gabriel. She prayed that Mary wouldn’t want to come inside. Housekeeping had ceased to be important with Mark at sea and she could imagine Mary reporting the cobwebs, the pile of unironed clothes and the lack of cake or biscuits to Simon. Mary, however, was moving back down the path.


‘Can I carry you off with me? I’ve got to pick my son up from school and I daren’t be late. First term and all that. Then we can go home and have tea. I can drop you back later although, to be honest, you could walk it in ten minutes.’


Kate found herself in the car and being driven away, school wards.


‘This is very kind of you,’ she began, rather shyly. ‘I’ve been looking forward to meeting some other wives. I wasn’t sure if there were any living near the base.’


‘You poor child. You’ll soon learn the ropes.’ Mary, sounding like a very senior Girl Guide, patted Kate’s arm. ‘There’s lots of wives to meet, all like you with husbands away. No need to be lonely again.’


‘But, honestly, Cass, that’s what she said. “Learn the ropes!” I thought: it’ll be tying knots next. It’s the way they talk.’


Kate’s relief at the sight of her old companion had been overwhelming. Cass and Tom were living in a tiny cottage near the church in the village and as soon as Cass had returned from Devon, Kate had rushed round to see her. Her new friends were very ready to integrate her into their society but Kate could already see a requirement to conform that was rather terrifying. The sight of Cass, piling a most unsuitable-looking tea – crisps, sausage rolls and shop bought chocolate cake – on to the old deal table that was squashed into the corner of the sitting room, was immensely comforting. Kate thought of Mary Armitage’s home made scones and cakes and jams and experienced a sense of release from pressure. Being with Cass was like taking off a tight corset or kicking off a pinching shoe.


‘I know exactly what you mean.’ Cass crammed some crisps into her mouth. ‘Tom says it’s a wonder that some of them don’t have stripes on their handbags. You know, the ones who start a conversation: “And what is your husband?” Not even “who” you notice. Oh, well. We’ll probably be just like them when we’re old.’


‘I hope not!’ Kate looked horrified. ‘What a terrible thought. I just wish there were more wives of our age.’


‘Tom and Mark have married very young. It’s not at all usual. Anyway, much more fun like this. Just think of all those spare men! What bliss when Tom’s at sea!’ Cass disappeared into the tiny kitchen to make the tea.


‘You’ve only been married five minutes.’ Kate leaned against the door jamb to watch her.


‘I know that, but you must remember the Navy rule. Be prepared!’


‘That’s the Boy Scouts.’ Kate wandered back, sat down at the table and took a sausage roll.


‘Oh, well. Same thing.’


‘You’re hopeless. And you’ve eaten all the crisps, you Pig.’


‘I haven’t.’ Cass put the teapot on the table. ‘Here they are. Listen. It’s Happy Hour at Dolphin tonight. Why don’t we go along?’


‘What? Without the boys?’


‘Can’t go with them, can we, lovey? They’re hundreds of miles away.’


‘But we can’t just go on our own.’


‘’Course we can. Lots of wives were there on their own when we used to go with the boys. Why not? All their friends are there. That’s one of the good things about having Dolphin just down the road. It’s somewhere to go when the boys are at sea. Like the curry lunches they have on Sunday after church. Everyone understands if you turn up on your own. It’s what it’s all about. Like having a big family round you. I’m not going to start behaving like a nun just because Tom’s at sea.’


‘But will there be anyone we know now that the specialisation course is over? All the boys on the course have joined boats and none of them were married. Everyone will be terrifyingly senior.’ Kate was very sure that Mark would be deeply disapproving.


‘George Lampeter will be there for one. I saw him in the village. His boat is in for a few weeks, apparently. He told me that it would be fine. He’ll be coming for us later to take us in.’


‘Oh, well.’ Kate hesitated. George had been at BRNC with Tom and Mark and they were all good friends. Surely Mark wouldn’t object? The evenings were so long and empty and it would be rather fun.


‘Well?’ Cass raised her eyebrows. ‘Squared it, have you?’


‘Squared what?’


‘That terrible conscience of yours. It must be hell having to worry all the time. Thank God I haven’t got one!’


Mary Armitage insisted that Kate came with her to meet the boat when, finally, it docked at Dolphin. By this time, Kate had discovered the hard way that an ETA was truly only an estimated time of arrival and not by any means something to be relied on. Much to her surprise and delight, she had learned that the submarine was due back on Mark’s birthday and had decided that she would make his homecoming very special indeed. On the day before he was due home, she walked into the village with the birthday supper shopping list: steak, mushrooms and a bottle of Mark’s favourite wine. She went into the butcher’s shop.


‘I’d like some fillet steak, please. Enough for two.’


‘Well, you’re going it, aren’t you?’ The butcher beamed at her, used to her orders for half a pound of mince, one lamp chop or a few slices of ham. He was a fatherly soul and always felt sorry for these young naval wives, miles from their homes and families, struggling to manage alone. He leaned across the counter, resting his weight on hands almost as red and raw as the meat in his window. ‘Celebrating, are you? Old man coming home?’


‘Yes. Tomorrow.’ She beamed back.


‘Been away long?’ He flopped the steak down, cut two thick slices and threw them on the weighing machine.


‘Two months.’ She tried, unsuccessfully, to hide her pride in managing for such a long time alone.


He winked at her as he passed her the parcel and her change. ‘Don’t go overcooking it,’ he said.


Back home, Kate put the food away and cleaned the flat thoroughly. She put clean linen on the bed and laid the fire in the grate in the sitting room. Like Cass, she only had this one big, elegant room but at least her kitchen was big enough to eat in. For this occasion, however, Kate polished the big mahogany table in the sitting room and went to find her candlesticks. When everything was ready, she bathed and washed her hair and then wandered from room to room wondering if she’d forgotten anything.


She went to bed early to lay awake almost sick with excitement. She felt terribly shy at the thought of seeing Mark again. It was as if he had become a stranger to her and she could hardly bring his face to mind. She remembered their first meeting in the bar at the Royal Castle in Dartmouth when he and Tom had arrived to escort them up to the College for the Ball. They had looked so formal and glamorous in their Mess Dress uniforms. Mark had gone to get drinks and Tom and Cass had chattered away like old friends. Kate thought that Mark, with his tall, sleek, dark good looks, was much more dashing than Tom who was short and solid and whose brown hair was thick and tended to curl. Mark was much the quieter and more serious of the two and Kate felt rather flattered that he should find her interesting. Having been through three years of military training, these young men seemed years older than their contemporaries in civilian life. Her subsequent meetings with them underlined this impression although never in the year before their marriage did Kate spend enough time with Mark to enable her to discover what lay beneath the veneer that the Navy had given him. She and Cass had been to balls and parties, all imbued with an aura of glamour and a sense of sacrifice and even danger. They were so proud to accompany these young men who were prepared to give their lives for their country.


Kate remembered, too, their first clumsy attempts at lovemaking. Mark had once bragged about his various sexual exploits in Sweden which hadn’t helped, serving only to make Kate feel more shy, afraid that unfavourable comparisons were being made. It was only afterwards that she realised that it couldn’t have been of much benefit to Mark either since he seemed as inept and nervous as she was. She tried now, staring into the dark, to imagine him beside her but it was quite impossible. It would be like starting all over again from the beginning. A guest at the wedding had said that all the homecomings would be like lots of honeymoons which, at the time, had sounded exciting. Now it seemed merely terrifying.


She slept fitfully, waking suddenly at intervals having dreamt that she’d overslept. Finally, wrapping herself in her dressing gown, she went into the kitchen to make a cup of tea and to struggle with the solid fuel stove. It was just six o’clock.


By eight o’clock, she had prepared all the vegetables, made a pudding and had even set the table for dinner lest there should be no time later on. She dressed carefully and forced herself to eat some toast while she wondered how early she could telephone the base. Mark had told her that although the date of the submarine’s return was known, no one would know the time that it would actually arrive until the last moment. The form was, he explained, to telephone the hall porter in Dolphin, tell him who she was and give him the name of Mark’s submarine. He would give her the latest ETA to which she must add an hour to allow Mark to get away from the boat and reach home. He had not suggested that she should come to meet him.


By nine o’clock she could contain her impatience no longer. She pulled on her old duffel coat and walked out to the telephone box at the end of the road. The hall porter’s voice was brisk and efficient as he took her call.


‘That’s right, ma’am,’ he said. ‘She’s due back any time, isn’t she? Hold on a moment.’ She could hear the rustle of papers. ‘Here we are. Oh, dear.’ His tone changed to one of regret. ‘I’m sorry, her programme’s been changed and she’s spending forty-eight hours in Middlesborough on the way down. She won’t be in for another two days.’


Kate tried to grapple with this totally unforeseen situation.


‘Hello? Are you there?’ The hall porter sounded concerned. ‘It’s very disappointing but you’ll get used to it, ma’am. Didn’t your husband warn you that they rarely keep to their first ETA?’


‘No. No, he didn’t mention it.’ She barely recognised her own voice. ‘Thank you so much. I’ll telephone on Thursday.’


She went back home, barely aware of her surroundings. This moment had been the focal point of her existence for the last few weeks and the shock of the disappointment had the power to make her feel as though she had stepped into thin air, all her sense of purpose gone. In the hall she stood quite still, listening to the silence.


How could she possibly exist through another two days? And why did two days seem so much longer and more impossible to survive than the two months she had already lived through? She went into the sitting room and put away the table settings and then changed out of her smart clothes, pulling on an old tweed skirt and a Guernsey. Finally, letting herself out of the flat, she walked slowly towards the sea.


‘You’ll get used to it,’ said Mary nearly a week later when, after more delays and disappointments, they drove along the sea wall and up to Dolphin’s main gate. ‘I’m kicking myself for not warning you. Never mind.’


The sentry popped out of his little box and Mary showed him her pass. The car also had a pass which was stuck permanently on to the windscreen. The young sailor bent to peer in at Kate.


‘New wife,’ said Mary briskly, with her fierce frowning smile. ‘Hasn’t had time to get organised yet. I’ll look after her.’


The sentry nodded, saluted and swung up the barrier.


‘I hope Mark won’t mind my coming.’ Kate felt nervous.


‘Mind? Why on earth should he mind?’ Mary drove past the museum and the little church and Kate looked with interest at the midget submarine displayed opposite the museum, wondering, as usual, how anyone had dared to go to sea in it. ‘It’s very good for wives to meet the boat. Good for morale. Mark will soon get the hang of things. Very young officers are often afraid of stepping out of line.’ She parked the car neatly in the square outside the wardroom windows.


Crossing over tramlines and avoiding cranes, they made their way to the edge of the dock where, below them, the submarines lay at their trots, rocking gently on the water in the dusk. A little group, including the Captain of the submarine flotilla and his senior officers, had already assembled. Mary approached them with confidence and Kate found herself shaking hands with Captain SM who seemed delighted that she’d turned out. Kate heaved a sigh of relief. If someone of such unbelievable eminence was pleased at her presence, who was Mark to take exception to it? She was aware of the tension as people glanced at their watches, talking in quiet voices as the water lapped gently below them and the dusk deepened.


‘Here she comes!’ It was a sort of exultant, shouted whisper.


The cigar-shaped hull moved silently, dark against the oily, glinting sea. She turned slowly in from the main channel. The casing party, their white jerseys gleaming in the fading light, moved to and fro, sure-footed. Up in the fin, on the bridge, stood the Captain and his First Lieutenant who passed instructions to the engine room and the casing party.


Slowly, surely, she slid alongside, some of the casing party jumping ashore to fasten the mooring lines. The hum of the engine was suddenly quieted and Kate realised that she’d been holding her breath, struck by the menacing quality of the submarine as it had slipped so quietly through the water. For the first time she really thought about what it must be like to be hundreds of feet beneath the sea, totally cut off, and of the close-knit unit of men dedicated to this way of life, and she felt a great surge of pride that Mark was amongst those to come ashore and that she was here to meet him. Presently, the Captain appeared at the gangplank and came ashore to shake hands with the senior officers. He acknowledged his wife with a smile and rather formal kiss on the cheek and Kate realised that restraint was the form here and determined not to display her emotions when Mark should appear. When this finally happened he affected not to see her and Mary was obliged to draw her forward, explaining that she had brought her along. Kate felt that she might suffocate with shame and disappointment and knew that she had been right to assume that Mark would not want her to meet him.


As soon as Mary turned away, he looked at her, his face unreadable in the dark.


‘So how are we getting home?’


‘I suppose with Mary and Simon.’ She felt that she had managed somehow to ruin everything. But how?


‘That will be fun!’


His tone was heavily sarcastic and she turned away to gaze across the water to the lights of Portsmouth in an effort to hide the trembling of her lips.




Chapter Two


Cass curled up in the corner of the sofa, watching her father blowing life into the fire with an ancient pair of bellows, and felt enormous relief that he looked so well and was evidently settling happily into his new home. It was a rather tiresome journey from Hampshire to Devon by train and she didn’t get down as often as she would have liked.


‘This is fun, my darling. Quite like old times. When’s that husband of yours going to get a submarine that runs out of Devonport? Then you could come and see your old pa occasionally.’


General Mackworth piled some logs on to the fire in the wide stone fireplace and sank back into his comfortable old armchair. His study was a charming room full of the treasured possessions that had been accumulated throughout his military career. Firelight gleamed on well-polished wood and the leather backs of much read books and sparkled on cut glass and porcelain. Heavy brocade curtains shut out the damp February evening. In this room Cass felt a child again and she sighed with pleasure.


‘It would be lovely, Daddy, wouldn’t it?’ She sat, smiling at her father, wondering for the thousandth time why her mother had run away from him. She adored her tall, fair, handsome father who was such fun to be with and who was so popular with the ladies. Perhaps too popular? It might be rather horrid to be married to someone who stole all the limelight, thought Cass, and felt a tiny twinge of guilt. She tended to do the same herself. It was such tremendous fun and she so enjoyed the admiring glances, the attention, the flirtations. She felt quite sure that Tom didn’t mind a bit, in fact it boosted his ego, which was why he treated her conquests as huge jokes.


‘So how do you like being a naval wife? Bit lonely at times?’ The General leaned forward to knock out his pipe against the stone. He started to pack the bowl with aromatic weed, his penetrating dark blue eyes fixed on his daughter.


‘Bound to be.’ Cass shrugged it off. ‘But when the boat goes away you’ve got all the other wives who are on their own too. It’s not so bad, really, and lots of fun when it’s in. Parties and ladies’ nights – you know the sort of thing. I’m getting used to it.’ She gave him a grin. ‘After all, the men in my life have always gone away and left me! And how are you enjoying village life? Are you happy with your cottage?’


‘Love it. Got lots of space, plenty of room for all my things. And there’s a wonderful woman comes in to look after me.’


Cass arched her brows. ‘That didn’t take you long.’


‘Nothing like that. Nice little woman, lives by the church. Mrs Hampton. Her husband works up at the big house. Her cooking has to be tasted to be believed. In fact, we’ve got one of her casseroles for supper. When she heard you were coming she said that you must have something sensible to eat. Her husband is helping me to sort the garden out. I feel I’ve really landed on my feet.’


‘That’s wonderful, Daddy. Perhaps I’ll meet them while I’m here. Can’t stay too long, though. Tom’s back next week.’


‘Well, I must make the most of you. And how’s that dear Kate?’


‘A great comfort, as always. I’m terribly jealous of her at the moment.’


‘Why’s that?’


‘She’s pregnant. Oh, Daddy, I would so love a baby.’


‘Natural feeling, I should have thought. Can’t see Tom objecting to that. What does he say about this business in Vietnam?’


‘What business?’


‘Never mind. Let’s have a drink before supper.’


Later that evening, before she climbed into bed, Cass opened the bedroom window and leaned out, snuffing up the cool damp air. The night was misty and quiet and she could hear an owl up in the woods behind the Manor. Her window at the back of the cottage looked out over the garden to farmland beyond but little was visible except the smoky swirling mist.


She shivered a little, hugging her dressing gown round her, and remembered how surprisingly envious she had been when Kate had told her that she was pregnant. It had been tacitly agreed that neither of them was going in for motherhood for a while: they were still very young and the boys were feeling the way in their careers. Now she felt in some obscure way that Kate had stolen a march on her. After all, it had always been Cass who had led and Kate who had followed – whether it had been in terms of fashion, pop stars or even husbands.


To Cass, being a naval wife meant a life of change, variety and freedom. Because one’s husband was away didn’t mean that one shut oneself off from pleasure. It had never occurred to Cass that her husband would be the alpha and omega of her existence – she wouldn’t have wanted it. Her image of herself was too clearly defined, too complete, to imagine it as a half or a part of another person. She wanted a husband who would provide the framework, the protection, from which she would operate and who, in return, would receive certain rights and privileges, and she was delighted to be a part of a life which offered so many opportunities. She realised that Kate was unlikely to avail herself of these opportunities and that to start a family was probably the most sensible thing she could do. At the very least children would keep her busy and fill the long days when Mark was at sea. For Cass herself, a family was not quite such a priority: nevertheless she was filled now with an inexplicable determination to follow Kate’s example.


Tom was likely to prove the stumbling block. He had already showed surprise at Kate’s news and had reiterated his opinion that he felt that it was silly to tie oneself down so early on. Since this had been Cass’s view too, she had been obliged to agree with him. Now her mind worked busily on how she could persuade him to change his ideas. Tom was no less jolly and fun-loving as a married man than he had been as a Midshipman. He liked to have his friends around him and had a very definite eye for a pretty face. This pleased Cass. She was far too secure in her own beauty and popularity to look upon other women as threats. Rather she regarded them as fellow adventurers in pursuit of a common prey – man! She had also grasped the principle that, if she planned to break the rules, it would be to her advantage if Tom were breaking them likewise. No recriminations or reproaches if anything came to light: both of them in the same boat was how she wanted it to be. How, though, to present the idea of a baby in a new and interesting light?


The rabbit’s scream as the owl dropped upon it out of the dark broke the train of her thoughts. Turning her back on the night, she dropped her dressing gown on to the floor and climbed into bed.


‘Come on!’ Mark caught Kate by the arm and ran her across the road. ‘I can see the top of it over the hedge.’


‘I can’t go any faster.’ Kate stumbled beside him, gasping. ‘Got stitch.’


‘One last sprint.’ He put his arm around her to hurry her along. Their arrival at the bus stop coincided with that of the bus and Kate climbed aboard and collapsed thankfully on to a seat. Her pregnancy, still in its early stages, was going well but this hadn’t been one of her best days. Gradually she began to regain her breath although the pain in her side showed no sign of subsiding.


‘Well done!’ Mark swung into the seat beside her. ‘I do hate to miss the start of a film.’ Kate nodded, too breathless to speak, and they remained in silence for the short journey until the bus stopped opposite the cinema in Gosport.


Throughout the film, a war epic, Kate was aware of the pain in her side. She couldn’t concentrate on the screen where khaki-clothed men shouted and fell, shot and were shot at whilst tanks and lorries rumbled and throbbed and guns roared and smoked. She dwelt on the thought of the coming baby; she could still scarcely believe in the miracle of its being. After all, there was no evidence of it yet although, out of sheer pride and excitement, Kate had taken to wearing a loose pinafore and sticking her stomach out.


She shifted a little in her seat to ease the discomfort and looked at Mark who was absorbed in the film. Expressions passed over his face reflecting emotions that were being acted out before him: his eyebrows lifted, his lips twitched into a smile, a grimace, his shoulders lifted in a shrug. He was absolutely involved although remaining unaffected by scenes of the most horrific violence. ‘Man was made for war,’ he was fond of quoting, ‘woman for the recreation of the warrior.’ She tried to relate the two sides of him that were beginning to emerge – the vulnerable, unconfident man and the insensitive and sometimes cruel man – struggling with the dichotomy of a character that reacted strongly against criticism of himself whilst taking pleasure in undermining other people. She realised that she was staring at his unsuspecting face in an attempt to read something of his character from it and looked away, feeling that in some unfair way she had been spying on him.


She had been surprised at Mark’s willingness to embark upon parenthood, having prepared herself to meet opposition and even flat refusal. She had felt that it was only fair to point out that it might prevent them from doing certain things together but he had agreed that, since he would be at sea for most of the next twelve years, it was really quite sensible to start a family. In the first place it would keep Kate from loneliness and secondly they would still be young enough to enjoy life when the children were grown up and off their hands. Kate was delighted at his response and even more delighted to find herself pregnant at the first possible opportunity. So was Mark. It seemed that his virility was well and truly established and his peers were impressed and even envious and Kate was made much of when he took her into Dolphin. If she had hoped for any physical consideration, however, she was to be disappointed. He had pointed out that pregnancy was not a cause for special pleading: women everywhere were doing it and he even told her of peasant women who had their babies in a hedgerow and went back to work in the field the same afternoon. Kate retorted that she wasn’t a peasant woman but when Mark began to look irritated she had decided that it was best to let the matter drop.


When the programme finally ended, Kate made her way to the ladies’ cloakroom. She dragged down her knickers and experienced a moment of shock followed by panic. Holding her breath, she stared at the blood. Without waiting to pee, she dragged them up again and hurried out, into the crowded foyer.


‘Mark.’ She almost fell against him as she clutched his arm. ‘I’m bleeding! I’m going to lose the baby!’


‘For goodness’ sake!’ He glanced about him involuntarily to see if anyone had heard. ‘Don’t make a scene. Come outside.’


They went down the steps, Kate taking little choking breaths. He led her to the bus shelter and pushed her down on the bench.


‘What shall I do?’ she asked, staring up at him and trying to control her panic.


‘The bus goes right past the surgery.’ He made an effort to control his instinctive reaction of distaste at any real human emotion. ‘We’d better go in and see the doctor. Thank goodness we came to the early performance. Do try to pull yourself together.’


Kate huddled in her corner and tears slid down her cheeks. Horrified by this lack of restraint, Mark lit a cigarette and moved away to stand at the kerb feeling resentful that she was making him an object of interest. Passers by stared curiously at them. Kate was past caring. All that mattered to her was that she might lose her precious baby. She sat shivering in the cold wind, her leg and stomach muscles clenched as though she would hold the baby in by force.


When they arrived at the surgery, she was taken straight in and examined by her doctor. Because of her stress and fear, she found the examination even more painful than usual but he was fairly quick and when he had finished with her he turned away to peel off his rubber gloves, motioning her to get dressed.


‘Will I lose the baby?’ She slid off the couch and put her clothes straight.


‘No, I don’t think so.’ He was sitting at his desk, writing on a prescription pad, and she wondered what he would do if she flung her arms around his neck and kissed his balding head in gratitude and relief.


‘These tablets should do the trick. But you must go to bed and stay there. I’ll come in to see you tomorrow. You say that you were running for a bus? Mmmm. Haven’t been making love too fiercely, have you? Doesn’t help at this stage, you know.’


Kate was silent. Mark had certainly been very passionate on his return from sea. The doctor watched her for a moment, looking at her over the top of his half moon spectacles.


‘Well, none of that for a bit now, I’m afraid. I shall send your husband down to the late night chemist to get this made up and then you must take a taxi home and go straight to bed. I’ll be round in the morning.’


At last, having gulped down one of the precious tablets, Kate was able to slide between the sheets. Mark stood at the bottom of the bed, his face worried. She smiled at him.


‘Don’t worry. I’m fine now and so is the baby, thank God. Aren’t we lucky?’


‘Yes, of course.’ He smiled a little but the anxious look quickly returned. ‘It’s not that. I’m just wondering how I shall manage with you in bed.’


Kate looked surprised. ‘It won’t be too bad, surely? It’s not as if you’ve got to go to sea or anything. You’ve got another week’s leave. I should be OK by then. We’ll manage.’ She smiled at him encouragingly.


‘Yes.’ He didn’t return her smile. ‘Do you want anything to eat?’


‘No. Don’t bother. But I should love a cup of tea.’


She lay listening to him moving about in the kitchen and, after a while, began to relax as the realisation that the baby was safe took hold. Presently she dozed and was woken by the sound of the front door closing.


‘Mark?’ she called. ‘Is that you?’


‘Don’t worry.’ He put his head round the door. ‘Only me. You nodded off so I thought I’d do the tea when you woke up. It probably did you good to sleep.’


He was looking much more cheerful and Kate felt relieved.


‘Where did you go? Did you run out of ciggies?’


‘No. I went and phoned Mother. Father is driving her down tomorrow to look after you.’


‘What?’


‘You know that I’m no good at this sort of thing. I didn’t marry you to be a nursemaid,’ he said, reacting instantly and defensively to her exclamation of dismay. ‘Mother can look after you properly. I can’t cook or do anything.’


You could learn! thought Kate, resentfully. I had to.


‘Well, you’ll have to clean up a bit.’ Disappointment, that at the arrival of their first real domestic problem he had gone running to his mother rather than giving the two of them the chance to attempt to deal with it together, made her sharper than usual. ‘The bathroom’s terrible and you’ll have to make up the spare bed.’


‘Whatever for?’ Mark stared at her in surprise. ‘That’s why Mother’s coming.’


Kate hauled herself up in horror.


‘You can’t let her see the place like this. Please. She’ll think I’m a slut.’


‘Who cares?’ He laughed, comfortably. ‘She’d have a fit if she thought I was dashing round like a maniac. She’ll be perfectly happy to take charge. I’ll go and make that tea.’ Delighted to have shed the domestic difficulties, he went whistling down the passage and Kate felt a wave of mortification engulf her.


She felt the helplessness of her situation and knew in a brief moment of enlightenment that Mark would never put himself out just to make her feel happier – not even at a time like this. She began to weep hurt and frustrated tears but, feeling an echo of that earlier pain, stopped abruptly, frightened.


I simply must relax, she thought. The baby’s safe. I mustn’t put him at risk again. She began to take deep breaths, waiting for the pain to subside. Presently she slept.


‘Tom?’


‘Mmmm?’ He continued to read The Sunday Times.


‘Did I tell you that Kate nearly lost the baby?’


The conversation was taking place late on a Sunday morning in early-March in Cass and Tom’s bedroom. The rumpled bed was littered with newspapers and empty mugs and crumby plates stood on the bedside tables and the floor.


‘No!’ Tom came right out of the paper, looking shocked. ‘Is she OK? How did she manage that?’


‘She was running for a bus.’


‘Whatever for?’


‘They were going to the cinema. I expect that Mark was afraid he was going to miss the cartoons.’


‘Oh, honestly, darling.’ Tom chuckled in spite of himself.


‘Perfectly true. Poor old Kate was almost deranged. It was while I was down in Devon for a few days and she told me all about it when I got back. The steam was still coming out of her ears. She had to stay in bed and Mark persuaded his parents to come and look after her. She was furious.’


‘Quite sensible, surely? Would she have been OK on her own?’


‘She wouldn’t have been on her own. Mark was on leave. But he couldn’t cope with cooking a few meals and making the odd cup of coffee so he sent for Mummy! Kate said that the flat was in a terrible mess and Mark refused to do any cleaning up or make up a bed for them or anything. Kate was totally humiliated. Said that the old bat went round sniffing and tutting about the cobwebs and the ring round the bath and things, while Mark stood looking pathetic and making faces behind her back. Poor old Kate. She was extraordinarily cross, for Kate.’


‘But she’s all right now? What about the sprog?’


‘Both perfectly all right now. Tom?’ she added, as he showed signs of returning to his newspaper.


‘Mmm? Any chance of any more coffee, darling?’


‘Oh, all right.’ Cass, clad only in one of Tom’s shirts, slid her long legs out of bed, picked up the mugs and padded to the kitchen.


Tom stretched and reached for a cigarette. This was much better than being cramped into a little bunk, snatching four hours’ sleep between watches. There was no doubt that married life had a lot going for it. And Cass was wonderful! Tremendous fun to have around, no nagging and whingeing about the separations, and as for sex . . . Tom inhaled deeply and grinned to himself. All his oppos were green with envy. A few of them were sniffing round though. Tom frowned a little. He was quite sure that though Cass loved to flirt it amounted to nothing more than that. Nevertheless . . . He flicked some ash in the direction of an overflowing ashtray. He remembered her dancing with Tony Whelan at a recent party and knew that he may not be able to trust the bastards while he was at sea. He drew in another lungful of smoke and thought about Mark bragging about his incipient fatherhood. Good enough chap, bit serious and anti-social for Tom’s liking but OK in his way. Perhaps, after all, he’d been a bit too quick to pooh-pooh the idea of starting a family. It would certainly tie Cass by the heels and it might be fun to be a father . . .


When Cass returned, he studied her appreciatively. The long blonde hair fell about her shoulders and his shirt hung open allowing glimpses of her superb breasts. As she stood his mug of coffee on the bedside table, he reached out for her, sliding his hand up her long, smooth flank.


‘Watch out,’ she giggled. ‘Mind the coffee!’


She collapsed on top of him, only just managing to stand her mug in a safe place first. ‘Tom?’ Her mouth was against his.


‘Mmmm?’ His hands were exploring the now familiar and excitingly delicious curves and he rolled so that she lay beneath him.


‘I’ve been thinking. I know what we said about not having a family yet but don’t you think that it would be nice to have a baby, darling?’ She ran her hands down his back and, drawing up her knees, wrapped her legs around him. ‘It would be such fun.’


‘A baby? Mmmm.’ (Mustn’t sound too keen. She might suspect something.) ‘But I thought we agreed . . . Oh, Cass. Oh, that’s nice.’


‘Mmmm, isn’t it?’ (If I can turn him on enough he’ll agree to anything and it’ll be too late afterwards.) ‘Yes, a dear little baby. Oh, do let’s, darling.’


‘A baby . . . Oh, darling. Well, if it’s what you really want . . . Christ Cass! Don’t stop!’


‘Oh, it is, Tom. Is that nice . . .?’


‘Oh, yes. Yes, it is. If you like then. Why not? Oh, Cass . . .’


‘Mary has suggested that I come up to Newcastle when the boat goes up. You know that she’s driving up? Her parents live out near the moors, Hexham or somewhere. It’s quite a good idea, isn’t it?’


‘Mmmm?’


The conversation was taking place in Kate and Mark’s bedroom on a Sunday morning in June. Kate had made early-morning tea and brought it back to bed for them. A little later she had satisfied, as best she could with the present restrictions, Mark’s passion. As soon as it was over, he had immersed himself in the newspaper. Kate sighed inwardly. She knew now that Mark’s ‘Mmm’s’ were time-buyers but she didn’t want to upset him by snapping ‘You heard!’ The idea of a trip to Newcastle after months of being alone was too thrilling for words.


Reluctantly he lowered the newspaper and looked at her.


‘I said,’ she felt nervous now and it sounded ridiculous repeating it all, ‘Mary Armitage is driving up to Newcastle when the boat goes up for your visit and she’s asked me if I’d like to go with her. What do you think?’


‘I think it’s terribly silly.’ Mark’s tone was dismissive.


‘But why?’


Mark gave a sigh which prayed for patience and shook his paper. ‘What are you going to do in Newcastle all by yourself for a week – six months pregnant at that? It’s different for Mary. She’s got her family. And I shall be too busy to spend any time with you, I promise you. It’s not some great party, you know. A great deal of work goes into these “Show the Flag” visits.’


‘I know that.’ Kate was disappointed but resigned. ‘I wouldn’t be in your way. Mary has asked us to stay with her family so I’d have company in the day and you could go in and out with Simon.’


‘Oh, thanks very much!’ Mark’s irritation rapidly became annoyance.


‘Well, what’s wrong with that?’ Kate pushed aside the bedclothes and got out of bed. She felt that she could argue her case better on her feet.


‘If you think I’m staying with the First Lieutenant and sucking up to his family you’ve got another think coming. I’ve got some pride, you know.’


‘But they’ve asked everyone to stay,’ explained Kate. ‘Apparently they’ve got this huge house and . . .’


‘Forget it! Andy and Paul can stay if they like. They’re not married so it’s different.’


‘Why is it different?’ she asked, trying to understand him.


‘It just is. And, anyway, it’s crazy rushing around the countryside in your condition. I thought you said the doctor told you that you had to take care. Especially now he thinks it’s twins.’


‘Well, he did. But I’m not planning to walk to Newcastle,’ cried Kate in exasperation.


‘And how will you get back?’ Mark raised his brows and smiled in an irritatingly superior manner. ‘The boat’s going on to Rosyth. You know that, don’t you? From what I’ve gathered, Mary’s staying up north until the boat’s due back in Gosport. Are you sure that they’ll want you for three weeks?’


‘Well, she didn’t actually say how long . . .’


‘Quite. It’s my guess that she wants company on the way up and a nursemaid for those sprogs of hers. Once there, you’ll be on your own and then you’ll have to fight your way back on a train. She probably can’t find anyone else to go with her. I can’t see the Captain’s wife wanting to slum it in Newcastle.’


‘No,’ said Kate reluctantly. ‘Angela’s not going. She’s got something on, apparently.’


‘I bet she has.’ Mark gave a snort. ‘She’s no fool. She knows what these trips are like.’


‘Mary made it sound like fun,’ said Kate wistfully. ‘She said there were parties and things . . .’


‘’Course she did! She needs your help. It’s a long trip up. Once you’re there you’ll be cast off like an old boot. Take my word for it.’


‘Well, it’ll be a bit embarrassing now.’ But Kate knew that she’d lost the battle. ‘I more or less said that I’d go.’


‘Well, tell her you’ve got to go home. Got to see your mother or something,’ said Mark impatiently, preparing to return to his newspaper.


‘But it’s almost as far to St Just as it is to Newcastle and I’d have to fight my way on a train then.’


‘But you won’t actually go, will you?’ Mark’s exaggeratedly patient tone made him sound like a schoolmaster trying to instil information into the head of a particularly dim pupil. ‘You’ll just tell Mary that you’re going. You can still stay on here. We’re only away for three weeks. Now,’ he shook his newspaper open, indicating that the conversation was closed, ‘are we having any breakfast this morning or aren’t we?’




Chapter Three


Cass pottered in her little cottage feeling relieved that Tom had gone back to sea. It was really so much easier just to have herself to worry about now that her pregnancy was advancing. Less than three months to go now and love-making was a bit uncomfortable and she didn’t feel up to washing and ironing Tom’s voluminous white cotton naval shirts or worrying about organising evening meals. Much nicer to laze about, eating and sleeping when she felt like it.


She poured herself a glass of milk and stretched herself out on the sofa. Tom had been thrilled about the baby. He’d fussed over her like an old mother hen: she mustn’t do this and she mustn’t do that and she must put her feet up after supper while he brought her a cup of coffee. She knew how lucky she was. She took a sip of milk and grimaced to herself when she thought of poor old Kate stuck with her in-laws at that flat. Mark’s boat had just sailed for Nova Scotia and he had arranged for his parents to come and stay with Kate who had about a fortnight to go now before the babies were due.


‘The doctor says it’s almost certain to be twins,’ Kate had said, ‘but Mark won’t let me buy two of everything just in case it isn’t. His parents are coming to stay for the last few weeks so that, if it is two babies, they can rush off and duplicate everything while I’m still in the nursing home.’


Cass sipped some more milk and shook her head. She’d like to have seen Tom wishing his father on her, twins or no twins. The trouble with poor old Kate was that she was too busy trying to please everyone around her. Having that grumpy old man with her was enough to make her miscarry and Cass had told her so. Not to mention that fussy old wife of his. It was no wonder that, with parents like that, Mark was such a wet. Cass had nearly said that, too, but had restrained herself in time. She sometimes felt guilty that it was she who had introduced them. She was beginning to feel that she didn’t like Mark and it wasn’t just because he didn’t flirt with her and flatter her like all the others. At the start she had put it down to the fact that he was simply one of those quiet clever types but she had come to see that this was not the case. He had got lower marks than Tom at BRNC and on the Fourth Year Courses and there was nothing highbrow about his conversation – when he took enough interest to make any.


Cass tried to analyse her feelings about him. There was no life in him, she decided, nothing to him and yet one never felt at ease with him. He wasn’t a jovial, friendly man like Tom – who was never happier than when he was one of a crowd – nor was he a devoted family man. He never did anything in the flat to make it more comfortable for Kate or gave the impression of being a companionable husband. He was often quite rude to her in public in a nasty sarcastic sort of way which Kate always tried to turn off with a laugh but which made Cass seethe.


She finished her milk and sighed. Perhaps fatherhood would change him. Meanwhile it would be a kindness if she were to go round to see Kate and help to lighten the load with the in-laws. She picked up a magazine. But not today. They would barely have arrived and, after all, they would be there for another two weeks at least. Cass stretched herself comfortably. No, not today.


The twins arrived two weeks early and the Websters had only been in the flat for forty-eight hours when Kate went into labour. It had been a hot September day and they had taken a trip to Bournemouth. When Kate woke in the night with backache, she had assumed that it was due to walking up and down the promenade, queuing endlessly for lunch and the long uncomfortable car journey. After a while, she got up and wandered into the stuffy sitting room. It was so hot. She had tried to persuade Mark that it would be sensible to move now that there were babies on the way. The flat, charming in summer, was hard work during the winter. Rising damp, an old fashioned and temperamental solid fuel stove, nowhere to dry clothes; all these things had made Kate’s life difficult during the last winter.


She was thankful that her pregnancy had happened through the summer so that she hadn’t had to hump coal and ashes. Mark managed to avoid all household tasks.


‘You have to do it whilst I’m away,’ was his argument. ‘You may as well get used to it. I don’t ask you to come and do my work on the boat.’ This was undeniable. As to moving, his answer was simple. ‘I’ll be leaving the boat some time next year. I shall have done two years by then. I might get a boat anywhere: Devonport, Faslane, anywhere. No point in moving twice.’


Kate sat down heavily on the sofa in the dark, put her head back on the cushions and closed her eyes. Goodness, how her back did ache! Pregnancy might have been such fun if there had been someone around to share her excitement, cosset her and cater to her occasional cravings. For a brief disloyal moment she envied the few civilian wives she’d met at the clinic, whose husbands came home every evening and who – apparently – were taking such an interest in the whole procedure. Presently she felt water trickling between her thighs. Her eyes flew open. She raised her head, stared into the growing light of early morning and clenched her stomach muscles. The water trickled on.


‘Hell’s teeth!’ she said softly.


Cass, dressed in a flowery cotton smock and wearing a floppy linen hat on her fair head, strolled along the esplanade at Stoke’s Bay watching the holiday makers. She especially watched the very young children, enjoying their absorbed concentration on their games and the way they moved about.


They’re like little clockwork toys, she thought. What fun it will be to have one of my own! I’m glad that Kate and I are having them at the same time. If we have girls they can go to St Audrey’s together.


She smiled to herself at the thought and then paused. Did she recognise the girl sitting on a huge striped towel rubbing sun lotion into her thin brown arms? Surely it was the one who had married Mark Mainwaring. Cass and Tom had been invited to the wedding and George Lampeter had been best man. Cass racked her brains for a moment before she remembered that the girl’s name was Felicity. She also remembered that she had appeared to be totally lacking in humour and charm and if she had been like that on her wedding day she was unlikely to prove a congenial companion. Nevertheless, she was now a naval wife and if Mark had gone to sea his wife might be lonely. Cass made her way down the steps and across the shingly sand.


‘Hi!’ she said. ‘Felicity, isn’t it? I’m Cass Wivenhoe. We met at your wedding. Not that I’d expect you to remember. Tom’s a very good friend of your Mark. How is he? I didn’t realise that you were here already.’


Felicity Mainwaring, shielding her eyes from the sun, gazed up at Cass.


‘Yes, I remember.’ She recalled, amongst other things, that Mark and George Lampeter had behaved in a very silly manner with Cass. They’d kissed her and flattered her outrageously and left Felicity quite out in the cold. Not what a bride expects at her own wedding. ‘I remember,’ she repeated, rather flatly, surveying Cass’s bump. ‘How are you?’ She did not invite Cass to share her towel.


Cass flopped down anyway, obliging Felicity to draw back her thin legs.


‘I’m fine. Gosh, it’s hot, isn’t it?’ She pulled off her linen hat and fanned herself with it. ‘Poor old Kate must be feeling it. She’s much bigger than I am. Any day now I should think. Do you remember Kate? She’s married to another Mark and she came with us. Mark Webster. He’s another friend of your Mark.’ She giggled. ‘We’ll have to call them Mark I and Mark II. Where are you living?’


‘We’ve managed to get a naval hiring in Privett Road. Quite nice, actually. A thirties semi with a good garden.’


‘Oh, I know. What they call in Alverstoke “one of a pair”. I shall come and visit. Is Mark at sea?’


‘Yes,’ said Felicity, quickly. ‘He sailed yesterday.’


‘Well, don’t be lonely. I’m in the village. Want to come back and have some lunch?’


‘No,’ said Felicity, after a tiny pause. ‘No thanks. Not today. I’ve brought lunch with me and I want to make the most of the sun.’ Her eyes ranged over Cass’s pale, pearly flesh. ‘Must be infuriating not to be able to sunbathe.’ She glanced complacently at her own tanned limbs.


‘Not a bit,’ said Cass cheerfully, getting to her feet. ‘Nanny brought me up to think that it was terribly common. Don’t want to end up looking like an old leather saddle. Pale and interesting – that’s me! Really pulls the chaps. See you around. ’Bye.’


She pulled on her hat, waggled her fingers and made her way back across the beach. Felicity watched her proud, graceful progress, noticed the covert admiring glances – despite the lump – and gnashed her teeth. She thought of all the things that she might have said and dug her fingers into the sand with frustration.


Cass went on her way smiling serenely.


‘Feeling terrible?’ The large dark girl paused at the bottom of Kate’s bed. The accent was definitely Australian. Kate tried to smile.


‘Awful backache,’ she admitted. ‘They’ve shaved me and given me an enema but they don’t really think I’m in labour.’


‘What do they know about it?’ The Australian girl leaned over the foot of the bed. ‘Take my advice, sweetie, have it quick and get out. If you get it over before noon you get to go home one day early. I’ve been in here forty-eight hours already. Back home they’d give me something but not here! The Matron’s a right cow!’


‘Are you on exchange?’ The nursing home was devoted almost totally to naval wives and Kate felt fairly certain that this girl was one.


‘Yeah. My old man’s in Dolphin. Where’s yours?’


‘At sea.’ Kate gasped with pain.


‘’Course he is! Never there when you need ’em. And if they are, they’re useless. Yesterday, one poor girl had her old man in with her. Come the interesting bit, he ups and faints right on top of her. The midwife drags him off and bundles him under the delivery table. When he comes to, he sits up suddenly and knocks himself out! Nothing but trouble, men.’


‘Please don’t,’ cried Kate, weakly. ‘It hurts to laugh.’


The Australian girl looked her over judiciously. ‘Pain real bad, is it? Coming and going? You’re in labour. No doubt about it, I’d say.’


Kate had to wait for the wave of pain to subside before she could speak. ‘But do you know anything about it?’


‘Sure do, sweetie. Back home I’m a midwife. Hang on, I’ll get Sister.’


Kate closed her eyes and tried to breathe deeply as the pain laid hold and wrestled with her.


‘Bloody hell, Sister. You’re only just going to make it with this one.’


Kate opened her eyes. Sister and the Australian were leaning over her.


‘She didn’t say that she was having contractions,’ said Sister, resentfully. ‘Only backache. I’ll get the trolley.’


As Kate was wheeled out, the Australian leaned over her.


‘It’s only just on eleven. You could still make it, you lucky cow!’




Chapter Four


The submarine was notified of the birth of the twin boys through the usual naval channels but all Kate had was a brief telegram from Mark that arrived at the same time as a huge bouquet of flowers from the Wardroom. She was terribly touched by the latter – organised, of course, by the Captain’s wife – and was aware of the feeling of camaraderie that existed in these close-knit naval circles whilst feeling hurt that Mark had made no further effort to communicate. After all, she had told herself as she watched flowers and telegrams and husbands arriving for the other wives, I suppose there’s not much he can do when he’s nearly three thousand miles away. But at the back of her mind doubts lurked. If the Wardroom could arrange to have the flowers delivered to her, then so could Mark. Or he could have made some arrangement with his mother to buy some and left a letter with her to give to Kate after the birth. In her disappointment, she hinted as much to Mrs Webster who was obviously embarrassed by her son’s casual attitude although she hastened to Mark’s defence. Fortunately, there were several wives in the same situation which made her feel less lonely. Her parents had rushed up from Cornwall to see her and had rushed back again although Mrs Webster had pressed them to stay the night at the flat.


‘I simply couldn’t cope with him,’ admitted Kate’s mother, having kissed Kate, admired the twins and settled down to chat. ‘She’s not too bad but he manages to make me feel completely superfluous. I’ll come and stay with you when you get back home – if you want me to!’


‘Oh, Mummy! You know I will! I’m sorry that they’re here. It was Mark’s fault. You know I’d much rather have had you with me.’


‘Of course I know that.’ Elizabeth Beauchamp held her daughter’s hand tightly. ‘But we must allow them their moment. After all, Mark is their only child and this is their first grandchild – grandchildren, I should have said. I’m an old hand, remember, although it’s our first set of twins. Apparently, Mr Webster had a twin brother. Fancy there being two of them! His poor old mum!’ They chuckled guiltily. ‘Well, I suppose we must think of going soon.’


Kate’s father had already left the ward, being constitutionally unable to survive for more than thirty minutes without a cigarette. The sight of all these lactating women and roaring babies had thrown him off his stroke and he had had to hurry out quite five minutes before his usual expiry time.


‘Oh, Mummy.’ Quite suddenly Kate felt that she simply couldn’t manage to go on being brave if her mother was going to leave. The loneliness of those long months of pregnancy and the sheer terror of the thought of coping alone with two new babies was unbearable. She looked at her mother’s beloved, worn, tired face and fear overwhelmed her. Elizabeth Beauchamp had a heart condition and Kate realised at that moment what it would mean to have to face life without this strong comforting love at her back. The tears she held back on other occasions, and especially in this last week, welled up and her chin shook. ‘Oh, Mummy!’


Elizabeth gathered her close, ignoring the side glances of the other women in the ward. ‘Brace up, my darling. You can do it. Mark will be back soon.’ She wondered, as she had wondered before, why her warm-hearted, impulsive, sensitive daughter should have fallen in love with such a cold, undemonstrative and selfish young man. Should she have made more of her reservations? Kate had been so swept up in the romantic world of balls and parties and dashing young men in striking uniforms. ‘He’s the strong silent type,’ she had insisted when her mother had tentatively voiced her anxieties, but meeting Mark’s father had underlined Elizabeth’s fears. Her arms tightened around Kate and she sent up a little prayer. After all, Mark was very young and struggling with a new and exacting career. She sighed.


Misunderstanding the sigh, Kate straightened herself and tried to smile at her mother. ‘Sorry,’ she said, ‘I’m perfectly all right really and you mustn’t worry about me. Come and stay when I’m back at the flat.’ Not ‘home’, her mother noticed. ‘We’ll have a lovely time. Tell Daddy to drive carefully.’


‘I will. And we’ll certainly come. Or, if you prefer, when Mark goes off again we’ll drive up and pick you and the twins up and take you down to Cornwall.’


‘Oh, yes please!’ Kate’s eyes shone. ‘I’d love to come home. Just for a week or two.’


Noticing the ‘home’, Elizabeth kissed her and stood up. ‘That’s settled then, you’ve only got to say the word. Now, look what we’ve brought you.’


She nodded to the window by Kate’s bed. Outside, on the gravel, flirting with Kate’s father and making him laugh, was Cass. Kate looked from Cass and back to her mother in amazement. ‘But how super! I’ve longed to see her but she can’t struggle about on buses in her condition. How will she get back?’


‘Don’t worry. We picked her up this morning and brought her with us. She’s been sitting out there on a bench in the sun. Daddy’s arranged, and paid for, a taxi to take her home. We didn’t want to leave you on your own. I’m sure you’ll both have plenty to talk about. Apparently, she suggested that the Websters gave her a lift but they’ve managed to evade it so far.’


Kate smiled through the tears that would keep forcing themselves into her eyes. ‘They hate each other,’ she said. ‘She’s very naughty to them.’


‘Can’t say I blame her! And now I really must go before she captivates my husband totally. I don’t trust her an inch, even if she is seven months pregnant.’


By the time Mark was due back from Nova Scotia, Kate was already at home with her twin boys – Guy and Giles – and adjusting to a completely different way of life. To be fair – although, as she later said to Cass, ‘Who wants to be fair?’ – Major and Mrs Webster had proved very helpful in the two weeks after the twins’ birth. They had erected two cots in the spare bedroom and had doubled up on all the requirements necessary for the babies’ welfare. They had even found a huge pram, which blocked the hallway, in which they proudly pushed the twins down to the sea every afternoon, insisting that Kate should put her feet up. They moved into Kate’s bedroom and she slept in with the twins, grateful that Mrs Webster was within call should an emergency arise. None did and, after a very short while, Kate longed for them to be gone so that she might have her home – and her babies – to herself. She felt nervous when she inexpertly handled them under the critical eye of the older woman and, since it was not in her nature to assert herself in the face of experience and seniority, felt that the twins would become truly her own only when the Websters had gone home. Mrs Webster was a managing sort of woman who was delighted to have two new grandchildren and Kate felt that her independence was being taken away from her. Major Webster had no difficulty in containing his delight, muttering darkly about the cost of two children whilst Mark was still so junior, and seeming as relieved to set out for his own home as Kate was to see him go. During that two weeks, Kate had become a little fonder of Mark’s mother. Nevertheless, when their big Rover had pulled away from the kerb with Mrs Webster waving enthusiastically from the window, Kate sighed a huge sigh of relief.
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