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Caroline stood gazing at him, dumbstruck. He was lean, too lean really, with a head of thick dark hair, left full at the sides which made for just a hint of curl above his beautifully shaped ears. He’d been introduced to Peter now and they were talking animatedly. There couldn’t have been a bigger contrast between two men. Hugo was shorter than Peter, but then with Peter being six feet five, most men were. Not only was he shorter than Peter he was also much more lightly built. One couldn’t imagine Hugo on a squash court or running three miles before breakfast like Peter did.


Caroline couldn’t help but admire the profile which had been displayed on theatre billboards and in magazines and newspapers all over the world. Beautifully balanced, at once tender and arrogant, elegant and virile.


‘My dear Caroline, what a privilege.’ His voice, more suited to Stratford than Turnham Malpas, turned Caroline’s knees to jelly. This gesture of his, this kissing of her hand and the holding of it for longer than was really necessary brought the eyes of the entire congregation to rest on her.


She blushed, and she hadn’t blushed for years.
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Chapter 1


His foot propped on the brass rail running along the bottom of the bar, a gin and tonic in hand, Peter toasted Caroline: ‘Happy birthday, darling!’


She clinked her glass with his and smiled up at him. ‘And the same to you.’


Peter bent down to kiss her. ‘I say this every year, and I say it again; how many married people are there who celebrate their birthdays on the same day?’


‘Somewhere, someone knows the answer to that, I suppose. Do you remember how sentimental you used to wax about our marriage being “written in the stars”, “this was meant to be since the beginning of time”, et cetera, et cetera, all because our birthdays were on the same day?’ Caroline grinned up at him.


‘Don’t mock. I meant it and still do.’


‘I know you do, and I’m eternally grateful that you do.’


‘Always will mean it, no matter what.’ Peter put his glass down on the bar and surveyed the crowded bar. ‘I don’t think we could have chosen a busier night.’


‘You’re right there.’


The Royal Oak had been in business since, as the villagers often stressed, the beginning of time. The thatched roof, the ancient white walls bulging slightly more than they had done five hundred years ago, the huge open fireplace which boasted a real log fire in the winter months, and the mighty oak beams all leant a feeling of timelessness, of permanence, of a kind of security which encapsulated the feeling everyone had about their village.


From the other side of the bar Georgie called out, ‘I’ve just realised it’s your birthdays, isn’t it? Next drinks on the house, OK?’


Peter thanked her. ‘Where’s Dicky tonight?’


‘Night off.’ Georgie turned away to serve yet another customer. ‘Yes, sir, what can I get you?’


Caroline, enjoying a birthday which some months ago she had thought she would not live to see, said to Peter, ‘Harriet and Jimbo are late. I wonder if our table’s ready? I’m starving.’


‘So am I. I’ll go see.’ He threaded his way between the tables, stopping for a word now and again.


‘Evening, Rector, ’appy birthday!’


‘Thank you, Jimmy.’


‘Your birthday is it, then? Many more, sir, many more.’


‘Thank you, Don, Vera.’


‘Many happy returns, Rector, and that’s from Sheila too.’


‘Thank you, Ron.’


He left a swathe of smiling faces behind him. Caroline, watching, smiled inside herself. He might have his ups and downs with them all but at bottom they were on his side. What a difference he had made to them since he had arrived. Stirred them up and no mistake. She hoped they’d never need to leave, because her roots had gone deep down here in this village and you couldn’t ask for more than that. Her eyes lit up when she spotted Peter signalling from the dining-room doorway that their table was ready.


‘But, Peter, what about Jimbo and Harriet? They’re not here yet.’


‘They’ve rung. Crisis with the children; they’re just leaving.’


‘Oh, brilliant. I wonder what’s wrong?’


‘No need to worry,’ he smoothed away her frown with a gentle finger. ‘Fran has had a temper tantrum.’


‘Oh dear.’


Bel was in charge of the dining room tonight, a slimmer, more light-footed Bel of late. She beamed at the two of them and they couldn’t help but notice what a lovely heartwarming smile she had.


‘Good evening! We’ve given you the best table, seeing as it’s a celebration. Jimbo and Harriet are on their way. Happy birthday to you both.’


‘Thank you, Bel.’ She handed them each a menu and padded away to attend to other diners.


The door between the dining room and the bar opened and Harriet and Jimbo walked in. Her dark hair damp and curling, her slightly sallow skin flushed with anxiety at her late arrival, Harriet waved when she caught sight of them. Jimbo stood behind her, smoothing his hand over his bald head which gleamed in the light over the tiny reception desk in the doorway. More round than he would have liked, Jimbo was a commanding figure. Energy, both mental and physical, exuded from every inch of him. ‘Sorry we’re late!’


Peter stood up to pull out Harriet’s chair for her. ‘Good evening, Harriet!’


She reached up to kiss him. ‘Happy birthday, Peter. Happy birthday, Caroline! How useful of you to have your birthdays on the same day. It halves the remembering!’


‘To say nothing of the cost!’ Jimbo took Caroline’s hand and kissed it. ‘Happy birthday, my dear, and many of ’em.’ He squeezed her hand and she knew exactly what it meant. A gesture of delight at her survival. Tears came into Caroline’s eyes. She blew her nose and remained quiet for a while, listening to the chatter and pretending to study her menu.


‘Fran Charter-Plackett! She’s so amenable, fits in without a murmur with anything we plan and then suddenly wham! bang! she’s on the floor drumming her heels and screaming like a hell cat!’


‘Jimbo, darling! She did have good reason, or so she thought.’


Peter asked what the reason was.


Harriet explained. ‘We’ve a guest coming to stay tomorrow, and Fran’s having a practise go on the put-u-up in Flick’s bedroom tonight. We’d talked about it and I’d put her favourite sheets on the bed, done all I could, but when it came to it …’


The mention of a guest brought Caroline’s head up from the menu. ‘Who’ve you got coming?’


Jimbo wagged a finger at her. ‘Wouldn’t you like to know!’


Harriet protested. ‘Jimbo!’


‘If Caroline guessed until this time next week she wouldn’t get it right!’


‘You’re teasing me! Come on, tell!’


Harriet laughed. ‘It’s a college friend of ours. Compared to Jimbo and me, who’ve only managed to rise to the dizzy heights of running a Village Store …’


Peter interrupted her, scornful. ‘Only … Considering the success you’ve made of it …’


Harriet silenced him with a finger to his lips. ‘Hush now. Wait for it.’ She intended to pause to increase the dramatic effect but couldn’t wait to see their faces. ‘His name is Hugo Maude.’


A silence greeted her announcement. Caroline stared open mouthed. Peter stared, not believing he had heard correctly.


Caroline, stunned, stammered out, ‘Hugo Maude! Not the Hugo Maude!’


‘The very same!’ Jimbo smiled at her astonishment. It was lovely to see her so taken out of herself.


‘You mean Royal Shakespeare-Broadway-Stratford-Hugo Maude?’


‘The very same!’ Harriet glanced at Peter, amused by his more controlled reaction.


Caroline, seized with amazement, said, ‘How long is he here for?’


‘As long as it takes.’


Bel came for their order.


‘With salad?’ They all four nodded. ‘Jacket potatoes, sauté potatoes?’


Jimbo began to ask for sauté potatoes but hastily changed his order to jacket when he caught Harriet’s eye.


‘House wine, or something special?’


Peter asked for something special.


When Bel left, Caroline said, ‘How long what takes?’


‘The poor lamb has been terribly ill. Some ghastly virus he picked up when he went with the RSC to Tokyo, it came close to finishing him off. So Jimbo and I thought we’d ask him for a quiet stay with us away from the press and such, so he could recuperate properly.’


Caroline persisted with her questioning. ‘How come we’ve never seen him before?’


‘Too busy. Never stops. Acting dominates his entire life.’


Caroline nodded her head in complete agreement. ‘To be able to act as he does it would, wouldn’t it? Only to be expected.’ She paused. ‘Shall we have a chance to meet him, do you think?’


Harriet grinned. ‘I expect so. In fact I promise you shall, but I’m not planning anything until he’s been here a few days. I don’t know just how ill he is.’


‘Oh, of course. Yes. I see.’


Peter said. ‘You know that’s something we’ve never done.’


Jimbo looked puzzled. ‘What is?’


‘We’ve never used the stage in the Church Hall for serious acting. At least not while we’ve been here.’


Harriet thought for a moment and then said, ‘We’ve been here three years longer than you and you’re right, it certainly hasn’t, not for years.’


Quickly picking up on her thinking processes, Jimbo wagged a finger and said, ‘No, we are not. Definitely not.’


‘Not what?’


Jimbo looked at Peter and answered him by saying they were not going to encourage Hugo to act in a play. ‘The man has been very ill and he’s here to rest. He’s a dear sweet man and he doesn’t deserve us begging him for help. It could be the last straw.’


Harriet replied briskly. ‘Such a thought never entered my head. Just the same, a village dramatic society would be a very, very good idea, wouldn’t it, Peter?’


‘It would. A real challenge.’


Peter felt a tap on his shoulder blade. He turned to find Mrs Jones at the next table, twisted around in her chair, wanting a word.


‘Good evening, Mrs Jones, and good evening to you, Vince.’


Mrs Jones, obviously bursting with information, stopped just long enough to greet him and then said, ‘Sorry to be interrupting, Rector, but I couldn’t help but overhear what you were saying.’ Harriet snorted her surprise at such a monumental disregard for the truth. Mrs Jones turned her chair round and squeezed in between Peter and Caroline. ‘The last time we had a play on the stage that wasn’t done by the Scouts or the Sunday School was in 1953. It was the Queen’s Coronation and we did an ’istorical pageant called … now what was it called, Vince? “Royal Progress” or “Queens Through the Ages”, or something like that. Blinking good it was too. The old rector, Mr Furbank, was Prince Albert. I was Brittania, and Vince here was the Prince of Wales, wasn’t yer, Vince?’ Before Vince could reply she had launched herself into a list of the people involved, followed by an appraisal of the play’s reception. ‘Two nights we did it and they came from all over. Penny Fawcett, Little Derehams and even some from Culworth, would you believe. And you know what a stuck up lot they are.’


Their food came and they had to excuse themselves. Mrs Jones stood up and turned her chair back to her own table. The four of them ate in silence while they absorbed what she had said.


Peter broke the silence by saying, ‘So you see it would be a good idea, wouldn’t it? With or without Hugo Maude.’


Jimbo, helping himself to a lavish portion of butter for his jacket potato, said, ‘Yes, but not until the winter, when Hugo’s gone and then it’ll give us something to brighten the long winter evenings.’


‘But who the blazes in this village can act? Even more to the point, who the blazes would we get to direct?’ This from Harriet who, despite Jimbo’s warning, really longed for Hugo’s help.


‘Exactly. Who? Not me for a start.’


Peter looked at Caroline in surprise. ‘Not you? But you did lots at Medical School and at school. Portia, wasn’t it? And lots more which won’t spring to mind.’


‘We’ll see. It’s all so long ago. And there’s the children. Baby-sitting and that. I can’t always rely on you with your meetings and things.’


Peter patted her hand. ‘Don’t you fret about that. Sylvia and Willie would gladly sit in, as you well know.’


Jimbo, realising how much Peter wanted Caroline to be involved, agreed. ‘Our boys are getting big enough to be left for a while looking after the girls, so long as we’re not too far away. So between us we’d manage something. Rest assured.’


Peter flashed him a look of gratitude. ‘It’s settled then, a play we shall do. A serious play, not some amateurish cobbled together thing, but a real play.’ He raised his glass and invited them to join him in a toast.


‘To the play and the players.’


‘That sounds terribly grand. When shall we have the inaugural meeting?’ Harriet asked.


Caroline parried Harriet’s question with one of more immediate importance to herself. ‘When shall we be introduced to Hugo Maude?’


‘At church on Sunday, if he’s well enough. He never misses. Finds the whole thing movingly dramatic.’ Harriet apologised to Peter. ‘His words, not mine.’


‘Sunday it is then.’ Caroline drained her glass and asked Peter for more. He refilled it, thrilled to have lighted upon something which he hoped would fill Caroline’s heart and mind and above all give her faith in her future.


Caroline stood gazing at him, dumbstruck. He was lean, too lean really, with a head of thick dark hair, left full at the sides which made for just a hint of curl above his beautifully shaped ears. He’d been introduced to Peter now and they were talking animatedly. There couldn’t have been a bigger contrast between two men. Hugo was shorter than Peter, but then with Peter being six feet five, most men were. Not only was he shorter than Peter he was also much more lightly built. One couldn’t imagine Hugo on a squash court or running three miles before breakfast like Peter did.


Caroline couldn’t help but admire the profile which had been displayed on theatre billboards and in magazines and newspapers all over the world. Beautifully balanced, at once tender and arrogant, elegant and virile.


She was being ridiculous. At her age, swooning over an actor! Come on.


Harriet tapped her arm. ‘I’ve never seen you so excited by a man. You’ve usually only eyes for Peter.’


Caroline looked at Peter and then back at Hugo. ‘I can admire from a distance, can’t I? After all, he is famous. You can see he’s under strain.’


‘He’s been very, very ill. And I mean ill. It was a case of “will he or won’t he?” at one stage. Lost a stone and a half in weight. It’s left him very feeble.’


‘I see.’ By now Hugo was talking to Sheila Bissett, whose face was almost the colour of the dreadful purple hat she was wearing for church this summer. Above the babble of the congregation gathered about the church porch, Caroline heard Sheila say, ‘Well, of course, you must come to one of my coffee mornings. It may only be a small village but we do know how to do things proper.’


This offer was greeted with enthusiasm by Hugo. ‘My dear Lady Bissett, of course I shall be delighted to attend. It will be the highlight of my social whirl.’ Hugo looked across at Harriet and made his excuses to Lady Bissett.


‘Oh! he’s coming over. I’ll introduce you.’


Her eyes fixed on Hugo, Caroline muttered, ‘I feel ridiculously nervous. Perhaps I shouldn’t.’


Harriet did the honours and stood back a little to watch. Hugo took hold of Caroline’s hand and raised it to his lips.


‘My dear Caroline, what a privilege.’ His voice, more suited to Stratford than Turnham Malpas, turned Caroline’s knees to jelly. This gesture of his, this kissing of her hand and the holding of it for longer than was really necessary brought the eyes of the entire congregation to rest on her.


She blushed, and she hadn’t blushed for years. When in her consulting room, people confided in her the most intimate details of their lives and she never batted an eyelid, never blushed, never ever. And yet here she was behaving like an empty-headed teenager.


‘How do you do? I’m so sorry to hear that you’ve been so ill. We’ll have to hope that the peace and quiet here will …’


‘I shan’t hasten to get well, not with charming people like you in the village.’ Caroline appeared to have been pole-axed.


Harriet felt the need to intervene. ‘Caroline’s a doctor.’


‘In that case, if I’m taken ill I shall be able to rely on you to cool my fevered brow.’


‘I don’t know about that, you see …’


Hugo dismissed her hesitation with a sweeping gesture of his hand. ‘I won’t hear of you refusing to come to my aid. I cannot forgo the thrill of your stethoscope pressed to my manly chest.’ There were muffled giggles from someone way behind him and Caroline blushed even redder.


‘I was going to say that it’s not medical etiquette for me to attend another doctor’s patient.’


Hugo struck a pose, one hand on his heart and the other clasping his forehead. ‘Not even in an emergency! Am I cast out from all medical assistance to die miserably and alone for the sake of etiquette?’ The last word, delivered with passion, and loud enough to wake Jimmy’s geese on the village pond, fell on the delighted ears of the entire congregation. It had been some time since they had enjoyed so much free entertainment.


Harriet, catching the appalled expression in Jimbo’s eyes, said abruptly, ‘For heaven’s sakes, Hugo, you’re not that ill. Come on home, the children need feeding. Help me round them up.’


Hugo gave Caroline a huge wink, bunched his fingers, kissed them and trotted meekly after his friend.


With his mother on his arm Jimbo passed close by Caroline as Hugo left. Jimbo’s mother wore severe disapproval across every inch of her perfectly made-up face. She and Caroline had long ago patched up their differences but it appeared that in one brief moment of time their friendship had been shattered. With a sharp nod of recognition replacing her normally gracious conversation she swept by. Jimbo raised his eyes to heaven and shrugged his shoulders apologetically.


The congregation began to disperse. Peter had disappeared inside to remove his surplice, Willie was waiting to lock up, the twins were chasing each other among the gravestones and Caroline realised it was time she remembered her duty.


‘Alex, Beth! Come quickly now! We’ll get the kettle on, Daddy will be wanting his coffee.’


‘Mummy! That man kissed you.’


‘Yes, Beth, he did.’


‘What will Daddy say?’


Ever at the ready to pour scorn on Beth’s statements, Alex replied, ‘Daddy won’t mind. After all, he only kissed her hand.’


‘I know, but he shouldn’t. He’s cheeky. She’s my Mummy.’ Beth squeezed hold of Caroline’s hand and kissed it herself.


‘And she’s mine, and I say he can kiss her hand.’


‘Well, I don’t. I shall ask Daddy if he minds.’


‘No, darling, don’t do that. Mr Maude is an actor and they’re inclined to be a bit …’


‘Bit what?’


‘Well, they’re inclined to exaggerate everything. They go a bit over the top.’


Alex studied this statement while Caroline unlocked the Rectory door. ‘It was only your hand. So it’s nothing really.’


‘You went ever so red, Mummy.’


‘Did I?’


‘Yes, you did. Red like a beetroot.’


‘Thanks. Do you both want coffee, or orange, or what?’


While they argued with each other as to what they would have Caroline filled the kettle and began to get out the mugs. She heard the front door slam. ‘Ready for coffee?’


‘Please.’ Caroline turned to look at Peter. He was standing in the kitchen doorway looking at her. Her heart flipped. She loved him so. Compared with Hugo ridiculous Maude he was a gem. His wonderful thatch of red-blond hair, his vivid blue eyes, his fair skin, the width of his shoulders, his energy and his love for mankind, all set her trembling with love for him.


Beth pulled out a chair. ‘Sit next to me, Daddy. I’m having coffee too, Mummy, please.’


‘And me!’ Alex pulled out a chair the other side of Peter and sat on it. ‘Daddy! Did you know that Mr Maude is an actor?’


‘He is indeed. I’ve seen him once, a long time ago. In London. In Macbeth’


‘What’s Macbeth?’


‘A play by Shakespeare.’


‘Was he good?’


‘Oh yes, very impressive. In fact very good indeed, I think the best I’ve seen.’


‘Mummy says actors behave like that.’


‘Like what?’


‘Kissing people and that.’


‘Yes, they do. Very emotional they are.’ Peter looked up at Caroline and winked as she handed him his coffee.


She had to laugh. ‘He really did make me feel a fool.’


‘I could see that. This coffee’s welcome. What shall we do this afternoon? Do we have any plans?’


Hugo’s plan to retire to his bedroom and lie down for the rest of the afternoon suited everyone. Harriet, because she’d had more than she could take of him at the lunch table; Jimbo, because Hugo had grated on his nerves and he was forced to admit to a tinge of jealousy which didn’t sit easily on his shoulders; the children, because they couldn’t get a word in edgeways as he wouldn’t stop talking; and Grandmama, because she knew he spelt trouble with a capital T.


‘Have you two girls finished? If you have your Grandmama has something for you in her handbag which you can take into the sitting room and play with.’


Five-year-old Fran jumped up and down with excitement. Flick, at twelve, recognised the subterfuge and wished she couldn’t see through her Grandmama’s every move. But it would only be boring conversation about Hugo and the threat he posed to one and all, so she might as well fall for it. ‘Lovely, Grandmama. Come along, Fran.’ They retired with some magic tricks in little plastic bags, leaving the field clear for Grandmama’s tirade.


‘That man …’


Jimbo hastily said to his son, ‘Fergus, close that door just in case.’ When Fergus had reclaimed his chair, his Grandmama continued. ‘That man is a charlatan, a chameleon and a sham. The sooner he leaves this house the better.’


Finlay chuckled. ‘Wow! You’re getting quite poetic, Grandmama.’


He received a withering glance. ‘This is not a laughing matter, young man. Jimbo! You must get rid of him.’


Jimbo caught Harriet’s eye and acknowledged the warning in them. ‘As a matter of fact I quite like the chap. In any case, Mother, it’s up to Harriet and me who stays in our house. He poses no threat here.’


‘No threat? You must be blind.’ She thumped the table with her clenched fist. ‘Blind! He wants kicking out. Convalescing indeed. More like out of work or, as they euphemistically call it in the acting profession, resting.’


Finlay chuckled again. ‘He is.’


‘He is what?’


‘Resting.’ He pointed to the ceiling. Grandmama, as he was well aware, didn’t have much of a sense of humour. She snorted. ‘Sometimes you talk in riddles.’


‘Mother-in-law! He almost died he was so ill. He lives alone, he needs a family to care for him. Don’t worry. Before long he’ll get an offer he can’t refuse, he’ll go dashing off and we shan’t see him again for years. He’s a close friend of Jimbo’s, isn’t he, darling?’ Jimbo nodded. ‘And of mine too. It’s the least we can do.’


‘Jimbo! Are you head of this house or not?’


‘I am.’


‘Then take my word for it, he is trouble. If you’ll excuse me I’ll be off now. I have two friends coming for afternoon tea and I need to get organised.’ She collected her handbag and offered her cheek for Jimbo to kiss. ‘Cast this viper out from your bosom, Jimbo. Listen to your mother for once. Bye bye, Harriet. Thank you for yet another delightful lunch, I do look forward to Sunday lunch with you all. Bye bye, boys.’ She opened the dining-room door, went through it and then came back in. ‘And another thing. Caroline Harris had no business to let him kiss her hand. Disgraceful behaviour outside church, with everyone watching. She blushed like a schoolgirl. I expect Peter will have something to say to her about that and no mistake.’


On summer Sunday evenings Peter and Caroline had dinner together after Peter returned from Evensong. With the children tucked up in bed they enjoyed an intimate meal, which Caroline always took a great deal of care over. The wine had been chilled, the steak was almost ready, the sauce bubbled very gently in the pan and the vegetables were already in the tureens in the oven keeping warm, when she heard Peter’s key in the door.


‘I’m back and I’m seriously in need of sustenance.’


‘So am I! I’ve opened the wine. Won’t be a moment.’


Peter came into the kitchen. He’d removed his cassock and was wearing his dark trousers and clerical collar with a grey short-sleeved shirt.


‘Take your collar off, you look hot.’


He undid his back stud and peeled off his collar, placing it with the stud on top of the fridge freezer. ‘Quite a lot there tonight.’


‘Makes a change.’


‘It does indeed. Just as I begin to think I shall suggest finishing with Evensong I get a good congregation and I have a rethink.’


Caroline gave Peter a cloth. ‘Here, take the vegetables in. I’ve served the meat straight onto the plates.’


Peter put down the tureens on the dining table and picked up the bottle of wine. ‘Where on earth did this wine come from? Chile! Oh my word.’


‘If there’s one person I don’t like it’s a wine snob.’


‘Sorry! You’re quite right. If I like it, what does it matter where it comes from.’


‘Maybe you had a big congregation because they all hoped Hugo Maude would appear.’


‘Well, he didn’t.’


‘I’m in trouble because of him.’


He looked up, his mouth full of steak, and mumbled, ‘Why?’


‘Grandmama Charter-Plackett doesn’t approve of me any longer because of what happened outside church.’


‘No wonder.’


‘Living in an ancient village like this one, they can get too … what’s the word I’m looking for?’


‘Don’t know. Shall I finish the peas?’


‘Yes, I don’t want any more. Too narrow minded. In fact, almighty prim. They need their horizons widening. All he is, is a bit of fun. Liven us all up. I hope he stays for a while.’


‘So do I. But, darling, please be very circumspect won’t you? Rector’s wife and all that.’


Caroline put down her knife and fork, drank a little of her wine and muttered, ‘Here we go again.’


‘I beg your pardon?’


‘I said, “Here we go again.”’


‘Sorry, but you know …’


‘I know. By the way I’m going back to work as soon as I can get a job. I’ve decided. General practice. I like that best.’


He restrained himself from being protective, there was nothing more sure to make her go ahead finding a job than him putting the brakes on her. ‘That’s a good idea, darling, you must be feeling better.’


‘I can hear the disapproval in your voice, but I am feeling better and it’s ridiculous for an intelligent woman of my years with my professional qualifications not to be using them.’


‘Of course. I quite agree. But Sylvia’s cut down her hours. How will you cope?’


Caroline said, ‘I wouldn’t be full time, not like I was when the twins first went to playgroup. Probably just filling in for sickness and the like.’


‘Well, that might be different then. You could do, say, three full days.


‘Well, I haven’t got a position yet so we’ll wait and see.’


‘Are you sure? You’ve been so ill.’ He reached across the table and took hold of her hand. ‘I’ve only just got my confidence back about the chances of your survival. It has been a dreadfully challenging time for my faith, your illness.’


Caroline gripped his hand. ‘I know, darling, I know. But I am well and, touch wood, I’m definitely here to stay. OK?’


‘And the children, they haven’t been the easiest of offspring, have they? Will you manage, do you think?’


‘They take after their father, don’t they?’


Peter pretended to scowl. ‘Hey, less of that!’


Caroline laughed. ‘Well, they do. Alex is so like you in his ways, and Beth just follows whatever he does. When I think of your stories about what you got up to when you were a boy, he’s going to be just like that.’


Peter answered her abruptly. ‘I would have preferred it if you’d spoken with me first, before you decided.’


‘What?’


‘Going back into practice.’


‘What do you mean? I’ve just told you now. You knew what I would be doing. I should have gone back long ago. How long have I had off? A year? No, more than that. It’s ridiculous.’


‘No, it isn’t. You don’t have to work. If you want to be at home then at home you will be. I love it. You being at home.’


Caroline went to stand behind his chair and put her arms around his shoulders resting her cheek on his. ‘Peter! I know you do, but there isn’t enough for me to do.’


‘There is, now Sylvia is doing fewer hours.’


‘The children don’t need me like they did. Not like when they were tiny.’


‘I see. You’ve exhausted the mother bit so now you can wander off footloose and fancy free.’


Caroline, shocked by his attitude, drew away from him. ‘That is absolutely uncalled for and quite untrue. You’ve upset me.’


Peter stood up and went to look out of the window.


‘I beg your pardon. I shouldn’t have said that. I’m ashamed of myself.’


‘You should say it if that’s how you feel.’


‘I don’t, not really. But I hate your preoccupation when you’re working. You bring your problems home and I feel shut out.’


Mockingly, with half a smile on her face, Caroline answered, ‘Oh dear! Poor little boy! Not got my full attention. Oh dear!’


Still looking out of the window Peter said, ‘I suppose in part it’s this old-fashioned idea that as the man of the house I should be the one earning the money. When you’re in practice you earn far, far more than I do and could ever hope to do and it hurts, which is ridiculous but true. It kind of rankles. But I’m sorry for what I said.’


‘And so you should be. If I want to work, I shall. I find it so satisfying, don’t you see? You have a brain, you know how stultifying it can be not using it. Why do you think you do so much study and reading and writing articles for the papers? You’re really a very scholarly man. The congregation hear only the tip of the iceberg of your learning. Well, it’s the same for me, I need to use my brain too. And this business about the money. Your private income boosts your stipend enormously and we agreed when we married that your remuneration by no means equated with what you have to do, and that we wouldn’t use it as a yardstick. Here you are doing that very thing.’


He didn’t reply. Caroline went to stand behind him. She laid her head against his back and put her arms around him again. ‘We musn’t argue about this. I love you dearly. I love the children to bits. But I just need that something more to make life really worthwhile. And don’t worry about my health. I’m fine and I wouldn’t go back if I didn’t feel up to it.’


‘But before when you worked, the children were so distressed …’


‘I know, darling, I know. But they’re older now and they understand better. But I’ll give you the promise I gave you before. If they get upset I shall stop working. Right? They come first. So do you, for that matter. Can three people come first?’


Peter turned to face her. ‘I want only the best for all the ones I love. I love you, so very much.’ He looked her full in the face, adoring her fine creamy skin, the long straight nose, the deep brown depths of her eyes, and the way her dark hair curled almost childlike around her face. He pulled her close to him, bent his head and kissed her. A kiss which turned into a paroxysm of tiny kisses around her mouth, and then her throat. His eagerness for her was overwhelming.


‘Peter! We musn’t! Wait till we’ve eaten our pudding and I’ve cleared away.’ Caroline tried to push him away but he had her held in a firm grip. ‘Please! We can’t come down in the morning to the kitchen in a mess. Sylvia will be absolutely appalled and will wonder what we’ve been up to. Please!’


Abruptly he released her. ‘No, you’re right. I’m sorry. Please forgive me. I beg your pardon.’


‘Oh God! We have got our wires crossed. You haven’t to apologise to me for wanting me! Right now I want you! It’s just the timing that’s wrong. Hey!’ Caroline reached up to kiss his cheek. ‘Am I forgiven?’


‘For wanting to clear up in the kitchen?’


‘No! Do I go back to work with your blessing?’


Resignedly Peter acceded the point. ‘Of course you should go back to work if that’s what you want. You don’t need my permission to do as you choose. I’m not going to turn sulky about it. You wouldn’t be you if you didn’t want to go back to doctoring.’


‘Exactly.’


‘Yes, exactly so.’


Caroline thought she detected a sigh. She ignored it and cleared the table, then came back from the kitchen carrying a strawberry gâteau.


Peter’s eyes lit up. ‘That looks fabulous! Did you make it?’


‘Of course. We’ll have some now and then the children can help us finish it off tomorrow.’


As he finished the last mouthful Peter laid down his spoon and fork and sighed. ‘That was brilliant. Superb. Let’s do without the coffee. We’ll clear up and then I’m taking you to bed.’


Peter left the dining room carrying the pudding plates and she stood gazing out of the window, listening to him stacking the dishwasher. However much he disliked it, she was going back, but she wouldn’t let him suffer. He of all men needed support, because of the relentless, unrewarding, lifelong task he had undertaken when he was ordained. He deserved all her love.


Caroline carried their unused coffee cups into the kitchen. Peter turned to look at her. ‘That was a lovely meal. It’s fun eating with the children, but this meal on our own on Sundays is very pleasant.’


‘Indeed it is.’ There was a pause and then she said. ‘You are right.’


‘About the meal, you mean?’


‘No, about me having to be circumspect.’


‘Ah!’


‘Sorry I let it happen. But he is fun.’


‘He is. Great fun.’


‘But I will be careful. Will this dish fit in the dishwasher or shall I wash it in the sink?’


‘Leave it to soak. The cat flap’s open, the back door is locked. Everything is shipshape and Bristol fashion and now we’re going to bed.’


By the time Caroline had finished in the bathroom, having let Peter take first turn while she made sure the children were nicely tucked up and she had indulged herself remembering how once she’d longed to have children in bedrooms to check on before she went to bed, and how she wished she had more than she had, Peter was already sitting up in bed. As she walked towards him he swung his legs out to sit on the edge and began unbuttoning her shirt.


‘I promise I won’t let work get in the way of … damn it!’ Caroline stood between his knees and pulled him close and kissed his mouth deeply and pleasurably, adoring his taste and the sharp, fresh smell of the soap he’d used. Heart and soul, mind and body she loved him. ‘I love you so very much. I wouldn’t willingly do anything to harm you and yours.’


‘And I love you. Every single inch of your body, every single inch of your mind. Every single inch of whatever it is that’s you, I love.’


By this time her shirt was off and he was unzipping her skirt. She kissed the top of his head. ‘Somehow, every single centimetre wouldn’t sound nearly so passionate and meaningful, would it?’


Peter pulled at her skirt. ‘Wriggle out of it. That’s it. Whoever invented tights?’


‘A nun?’


‘I’m sure stockings were much more fun. Just think of me undoing those lacy suspenders! One by one.’


‘Gladly.’ She helped him finish undressing her. He got back into bed, lifted the duvet for her and she slid under it and lay beside him. She relaxed against his naked body, enjoying the gentle exploratory touch of his fingers, and feeling amazed yet again that he never failed to create this wondrous sensation in her. She grinned and said, ‘Peter?’


‘Mmmmm?’


‘I’m glad it was you I married, because I find your vigorous sexual appetite so gloriously satisfying.’





Chapter 2


On Mondays Peter always went to Penny Fawcett, so it was Caroline who answered the telephone in his study when it rang just before half-past nine.


‘Good morning, Turnham Malpas Rectory, Caroline Harris speaking.’


‘It’s me, Harriet. I’m in a hurry. What night are you free this week?’


‘I’ll check the parish diary. Hold on.’ She gripped the receiver between her jaw and her shoulder and took a lopsided view of Peter’s diary. ‘By the looks of it, unless something comes up today, Peter’s only free night is Wednesday. Why?’


‘Wednesday it is. I’m having a dinner party. Will you come?’


‘Love to!’


‘Eight for eight-thirty?’


‘Lovely. Nothing special is it, not birthday or anything?’


‘No, just for fun. See you.’


Caroline put down the receiver. Dinner party. Lovely. Just what she needed. What should she wear? Harriet and Jimbo had seen just about everything she had. Should she? … Yes, she would.


Sylvia was in the kitchen filling the washing machine with bed linen.


‘We’ve had an invitation to dinner from Harriet and Jimbo. On Wednesday. Will you be able to sit in for us?’


‘Delighted. It’s ages since you went out to enjoy yourselves. What time?’


‘Eight o’clock.’


‘Fine. You won’t mind if Willie comes too?’


‘Of course not. I’m off into Culworth this morning. Is there anything you need?’


‘Nothing I need, but you did say you’d see about some new sheets for the children’s beds.’


‘I did. I’ll get those while I’m there. I shan’t be back for lunch but I shall be home before you leave.’


‘That’s lovely. Have a good time, enjoy yourself. You could do with a change.’


‘I’m looking dreary, am I?’


Sylvia contemplated Caroline. She looked her up and down, especially at her face, her lovely grey eyes taking in every contour. ‘You’re looking so well, so wonderfully well. But people your age need to be in the swing of things, and what with caring for the Rector and those two lovely holy terrors of yours and all the things you do for the church, you do get bogged down with good deeds. So go swing a loose leg and enjoy yourself. I’ll answer the phone and things.’

OEBPS/Misc/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/Images/9781409140122_oeb_002_r1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9781409140122_oeb_003_r1.jpg
Tur Viriace or Torvieyw Marpys
; 3 M“‘”'ﬁ,,,
i 50 2

-
AT

iy 3 :a%wr

B »
= EEDE st JE—
CHURCH LAVE

e





OEBPS/Images/9781409140122_oeb_001_r1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9781409140122_msr_cvi_r1.jpg
REBECCA SHAW.






