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1949


One

“Have you ever thought of marrying again, Sue?”

The question ended the short silence that had until then lain like a comfortable cloak over the fire-lit room, broken only by the steady, regular clicking of the knitting needles held by Susan Parish. Watching Susan, waiting curiously for an answer to her question, Jane Everett studied her companion.

Susan was, she mused, in every way her own opposite. Perhaps that was one of the reasons that they had struck up such an easy friendship. Susan’s was a quiet, somewhat reserved nature whereas her own was impulsive, carefree, perhaps even a little irresponsible. And, of course, Sue was far more intellectual … went in for reading a more serious type of book, loved ballet and opera and things generally on a higher plane than she, Jane, enjoyed. For her, reading was the last resort to prevent boredom and then she preferred a brightly coloured woman’s magazine with a story on which one didn’t need to concentrate too much.

Even in looks they were opposites. Susan was dark with large, soft brown eyes and the kind of complexion that looked tanned even in midwinter. Sue had had her hair ‘short cut’ and the style suited her, making her look a little older perhaps than her twenty-six years, but more sophisticated. Somehow it suited her in a way that was both feminine and yet gamine.

“Now I could never wear my hair short!” Jane mused. Hers was the ‘little girl’ type of prettiness and she always wore her fair, silky hair in a long bob that fell over her shoulders. Sometimes she tied it back in a ribbon and knew that she looked about fourteen rather than her real age, which was but a month younger than Susan’s. With her tiny, slight figure she was fully aware that she attracted men as honey attracted bees. A smile from beneath her lashes, a pout of her curved lips and they were at her feet.

But Susan could attract men, too, Jane allowed her mind to run on its usual inconsequential meandering. Not any man, but certain types who liked a quiet, thoughtful manner, a rather deep, husky voice, and a tall, beautifully proportioned body. Sue would have made a good model. In really well-cut clothes she would look exotic. As it was, she could barely afford to buy a new Utility dress once a year. One way and another, life had been pretty hard for Susan Parish and Jane felt sorry for her. At twenty-six, Sue had already been a widow for five years and although this little old thatched and beamed cottage was hers, it couldn’t be easy trying to clothe and feed and educate a small boy on just a widow’s pension; and the little she earned doing part-time secretarial duties while young Teddy was at school could barely pay for her own personal necessities. Now if only Sue would marry again …

Jane’s mind came round to the completion of the circle, bringing her back to her question which Sue had still not answered.

“Have you thought about it, Sue?” she repeated.

Susan looked up for a moment from the intricate Fair Isle pullover which she was knitting for Teddy for his birthday next week … a brilliant red and blue and yellow affair he himself had specially chosen … and her large, gently curving mouth twisted a little into a half-smile.

“Yes, I’ve thought about it, Jane, but quite honestly, my dear, I don’t think there’s much likelihood of my meeting anyone who’d fill the bill. You see, my position is a little different from yours after your Hamilton was killed. You were more or less single again, weren’t you? But I have Teddy. Apart from having to choose the right kind of father for him, it isn’t every man who wants to take on a wife and a ready-made family. And then, again, I think I’d find it a little difficult to give to anyone else the same kind of love that was Edward’s. I could only offer second-best. And last, but not least, there aren’t any eligible young bachelors around here, are there? And as I’m pretty well tied with young Ted, I don’t think I should have much time or the opportunity to go husband-hunting.”

She was smiling properly now and laughing at herself even while she knew that every word she had spoken was true. Often in the last year or so … when the first shock and grief of losing Edward had worn off and he had become rather more a treasured memory than a pain in her heart … she had wondered about her future … hers and Teddy’s. At first she had been certain she would never marry again. With Teddy still a baby, she had had her time and her heart filled to capacity. But he had been growing up slowly and relentlessly and now her fat, chuckling little baby had developed into a tall, wiry boy. He had started to make friends at school, spent more and more time out of his home, growing independent of her as he was bound to do, needing her only to supply his meals, to answer his innumerable questions, mend his clothes, read to him or play with him when no one else was at hand.

It wasn’t that he loved her any the less … merely that as he grew up, he needed her less. Only when he was ill did he become her baby again, someone for her to fuss over, to coddle and then he would nestle up against her and they would be close once more. But at present, he was a little ashamed of his ‘softness’ for his mother. It amused Susan even while it hurt her just a little bit. But she understood it … in the same way that she understood that he was beginning to need a father. At times he was quite beyond her control. She had always believed that it was wrong to chastise children, and until recently, she had controlled Ted fairly easily with small punishments, with an appeal to his honour, his age, his duty. Now, suddenly, he didn’t seem to care. He would stand before her, his lips, so like her own, set in a thin, hard line, his brown eyes glowing in anger, his small square jaw set in a determined line. And no matter what she said to him, if he wanted a thing badly enough, he would go ahead and do it and accept his punishment with seeming indifference. And there was no one of a higher authority … a father’s more frightening wrath, perhaps … to whom she could refer Ted in these unmanageable moods.

She turned now to look at the girl, curled up like a kitten in the deep armchair opposite her. Jane, so recently come to live down here, was the first friend she had made since Edward’s death had put an end to her ‘camp following’, and her casual friendships with other officers’ wives at the various stations where they made their homes. In a letter Edward had left for her in the event of his death, he had stressed that he hoped she would be able to make a home for herself and Teddy, in the little old-world cottage he had bought when they were first married; mainly so that they could have somewhere to spend their leaves. Neither she nor Edward had had any near relatives living. Ted had an uncle somewhere in the north of England, she, a cousin and an aunt in Australia. Edward had known that she would not want to make her home with them, and once she had adjusted herself, not without many bitter tears and much heartache, to living without Edward, she had been happy enough here in this remote Essex village. She had, of course, met one or two other neighbours, become almost friendly with these cheerful village folk. But their common interests were somewhat limited to domestic details … their children, their houses, their gardens. Friendship with them had never been intimate.

Then Jane and her husband, Gareth, had bought two cottages at the far end of the village, and Sue and Jane had met in the village store. That was only three months ago but in that time they were often in and out of each other’s houses. Jane, with her quick laughter, her impulsive ways, was so easy to get along with. Teddy had taken to her immediately, and although Jane was not the type of girl one might expect to get on well with children, she had a way with Teddy that was almost funny, it was so elemental. She appealed to him in exactly the same way as she would appeal to a grown man. She referred to his opinion as though he were an adult, spoke to him as an equal, asked him to help her lift heavy logs and such things, so that with her, he felt the man he longed to be.

Susan had wondered at first why Jane took such trouble with Teddy. Then, as she got to know Jane better, she realized that with Jane it was simply second nature to go out of her way to make people like her. Teddy was a charming little boy when he chose to be. He had beautiful manners, when he remembered them, and he seldom forgot them with Jane; opening doors for her, handing her plates at meal times, running small errands for her that Susan often had to bribe or cajole him into doing for herself! It pleased Jane to receive such attentions. Teddy’s obvious devotion flattered her insatiable vanity.

For all her vanity, however, and the more frivolous side to her character, Susan liked Jane. There was something clear cut and simple about her that made friendship with her possible. One always knew where one was with Jane … could understand what made her do and say things, know at first glance at her face what particular mood she was in that day; know the best way to cope with it. And Jane’s moods were seldom of lasting duration. Her main problem was her boredom. Having no very deep interest in life, she found it hard to stay long in her own company without being bored. She wanted always to be ‘doing’ something. Hers was, consequently, a restless nature, made more so by the life she was leading.

She and Gareth had lived in London for the first two years of their married life. Gareth was managing director of a large company and could afford to take Jane about a good deal, in the evenings. They had lunched together most days, too, at one or other of the more popular restaurants. Jane used to spend what was left of the morning after she got up, dressing for her luncheon appointment. In the afternoon she would fill in the time at a cinema, and when Gareth came home at five, she would start dressing up again for wherever they were going that evening; to a dance, a cocktail party, or the theatre.

But Gareth was a good deal older than Jane … nearly thirty-eight, Jane had told her. And he wanted to ‘settle down’.

“Jane, what made you finally decide to come down to the country?” Susan asked, following her own train of thought.

Jane tossed the fair hair away from her face and reached for a cigarette from the enamel and silver case in her handbag, both beautiful, costly presents which Gareth had bought her but which she scarcely seemed to value – she had so many beautiful things. Susan sometimes thought that on the money Gareth spent buying presents for Jane she could afford to send Teddy to the public school his father had attended!

“I don’t know, Sue. I think I must have been a bit bored with life in town. After all, we’d been doing the same round of parties for two years. When Gareth said he wanted to buy a cottage in the country it sounded rather fun. I thought we’d make a lot of new friends, give weekend parties and go to point-to-points and all that sort of thing. And then Gareth said I could have a free hand with the furnishing. That was fun, I’ll admit. But quite honestly, Susan, I wish we hadn’t come. It’s just not working out the way I thought it would. Gareth’s home so much later now with the trains being what they are, and by the time he gets home, he’s too tired to do much – or so he says! And now he’s so garden-mad he doesn’t even want to do the things I want at weekends. I’m not like you, Susan. I can’t fill my life with bottling fruit and making jam and all that sort of thing. I don’t know how you’ve stuck this way of life so long.”

Susan laughed. Jane’s pretty face was so screwed up with distaste.

“Well, I’ve got Teddy,” she said. “He keeps me pretty busy. There’s always a mass of washing and mending and sewing to do. And meals to get. And then I’m at work quite a bit during the day.”

Jane sighed.

“Perhaps I’d be happier if I had a job,” she said without conviction. “But it would be a bit silly, wouldn’t it, Susan, when Gareth has so much money?”

“The idle rich!” Susan teased.

“Oh, but we’re not rich!” Jane said quickly. “I mean, Gareth’s often saying we can’t afford to do this or that. I wanted to go abroad this winter but we couldn’t afford it. And he’s put so much into the house.”

“You’ve made it beautiful!” Susan said with real admiration in her voice. The pair of tumbledown cottages had been entirely restored, rebuilt and installed with all the most modern luxuries. There was even a washing machine which Jane never used, as she still sent most of her things to a laundry! Practically every labour-saving device had been bought for the place without in any way detracting from its old-world charm. And struggling round her own home, Susan had wondered how Jane could have thought it necessary to have someone in from the village to “do” for her. That was part of Jane’s trouble … her discontent. She hadn’t enough to do to keep her busy.

“Jane, aren’t you and Gareth going to start a family soon?” she asked. “A few babies would keep you busy enough.”

A slight frown creased Jane’s smooth, white forehead.

“Don’t mention that subject,” she said, and typical of Jane, promptly proceeded to elaborate on it. “Gareth’s always on to me about it being time to start a family. Honestly, Susan, I don’t mean to be selfish, but I really don’t like babies. Now if they began at Teddy’s age, I wouldn’t mind. But babies!”

Susan couldn’t restrain her laughter.

“Jane, you really are a ninny! Babies are wonderful, they really are. You’re just judging other people’s, but you’d feel quite differently if you had one of your own. I’m sure you would. They’re so cuddlesome and sweet and endearing. I wish I’d had another one before … before it was too late.”

Jane’s eyebrows shot up in amazement.

“You don’t really mean that, Sue. Why, whatever would you have done with two of them to bring up?”

“One wouldn’t have been so much more since I had Teddy anyway,” Susan said. “I might have had a little girl.”

Jane shook her head.

“I don’t understand you, Susan, but I certainly do admire you. I suppose we’re just about as different from one another as we could be. I must be abnormal. At any rate, Gareth’s beginning to think so. He says all women want children if they’re happily married.”

“Perhaps you’ve just not reached that stage yet,” Susan said, meaning that maybe Jane hadn’t really grown up sufficiently yet. “I’m sure you will want kids eventually. And you know, Jane, Gareth is bound to be a bit impatient. After all, he’s a good deal older than you.”

Jane’s lips pouted a little, and reminded Susan of a small girl who wasn’t having things her own way.

“I sometimes wonder if I ought to have married Gareth,” she announced, but in such a matter-of-fact tone that Susan recovered a little from the implications of her words. “I thought I might be happy with an older man and Gareth was so persistent. I used to know him before the war, Susan, did I tell you? I was only a schoolgirl then, of course, and Gareth was a young man of twenty-eight or so. He used to tease me then and tell me he was waiting until I was old enough to be proposed to! I never took him seriously but he was serious, although I didn’t find out till later. Then, soon after the war broke out, I met Hamilton. There was something about the Americans … I don’t know what it was … that was so much more attractive than the Englishmen, don’t you agree, Sue?”

Susan shook her head, smiling.

“Frankly, no! But then I married an Englishman, Jane.”

Jane returned the smile.

“Well, of course. All the same, I liked them, and Ham was just everything I’d ever dreamed about. Gosh, Sue, I was so happy with him I just didn’t know how to hold so much fun inside me. One glorious mad year and then he went abroad. Even then I didn’t feel too miserable. I had cables and letters and gorgeous parcels and Ham was always talking about getting leave. Then quite suddenly, nothing, no letter, no cable, days and days of silence until I thought I’d go crazy. I tried to get news but all I could find out was that his regiment – he was in the Tank Corps in Italy then – had gone into action. Then suddenly I heard he was missing. I kept on hoping he’d turn up, Sue. I prayed and prayed and hoped and hoped and the months went by until finally I got notified that he was presumed killed. It was awful.”

“You never heard what happened?” Susan asked gently.

“No! They never found his body. He was just one of the many who disappeared. Blown to bits. I didn’t believe it even then … went on hoping until the war ended. I thought he might have been a prisoner, lost his memory … anything like that and he would turn up. He always called himself the bad penny. In the meantime, of course, I’d met Gareth again. After Ham was presumed killed, I went home on leave … we were living in London at the time … and started doing some war work. I got a job as secretary to one of the wallahs in the War Office. One day who should walk in but Gareth. He was a colonel then. He’d been fighting abroad and had got the M.C. along with a bad leg wound. That was how he got the job in the War Office.

“Of course, he started taking me out a bit and was very sympathetic and understanding about Ham. I told him I was waiting for the war to end … that I wouldn’t believe the worst until the war in Europe was over. So he never proposed, although he’s told me since he wanted to often and often. Finally, of course, the war did end and I heard nothing, and then Gareth asked me to marry him. It seemed the sensible thing to do. I told him I’d never feel the same way towards him as I had to Ham, but he seemed to understand. He said he’d help me to forget and start again. He was always very kind. I’m terribly fond of Gareth but I don’t think I make him a very good wife.”

Susan carefully turned a row in her knitting as she considered Jane’s outburst. There was something a little pathetic in someone of Jane’s inconstant nature, to have gone on hoping and believing for so long. It had been easier for herself. Edward had crashed in his plane in this country, had been killed outright and she had been forced to accept the truth from the first. Perhaps for that reason, she had found it easier to start life again.

“Gareth adores you, Jane,” she said. “And he takes such care of you. He wouldn’t be so devoted if you were the bad wife you’re trying to tell me you are to him.”

“I’ve never said this before to anyone, Sue,” Jane said, in a low, confidential voice, “but I think that’s the whole trouble. Gareth takes too much care of me. It’s as if he were sorry for me and is trying to make it up to me all the time. I can be perfectly beastly sometimes, bad tempered and horrible and thoroughly nasty, but he never turns round on me. I wish he would. I wouldn’t feel so guilty then. Besides, it’s no fun having a bust up if it’s only you letting off steam!”

“That’s just Gareth’s nature,” Susan said. “He’s more controlled than you are, Jane.”

“I know, and more sensible. Honestly, Susan, I think you’re more suited to him than I am!”

Susan laughed.

“I’m sure Gareth wouldn’t like that idea!” she said. “I don’t think he likes me very much. He hardly ever says two words to me.”

“Oh, but you’re quite wrong, Sue,” Jane cried, uncurling her legs in their beautifully tailored slacks and stretching them out before her. “Gareth thinks you’re wonderful. He’s always saying he never knows how you manage the way you do. He respects you enormously.”

“Gareth respects me!” Susan said. “It doesn’t make sense, Jane. I honestly believe he doesn’t even like me. At any rate, he always seems to avoid coming round here with you.”

“That’s just because he’s so gardening mad,” Jane said. “And he’s shy, Susan. Lots of people think he’s unfriendly because he’s shy. Only of women, I mean. He’s really much better with men. In fact he’s the sort of man one expects to be a bachelor.”

“But men like Gareth often make wonderful husbands,” Susan argued. “I think you’re very lucky, Jane.”

Jane stood up, yawning and stretching her arms above her head.

“Uh-huh. I guess I am. I suppose so, anyway. I ought to be going, Sue. It’s nearly teatime and young Teddy will be home from school.”

“Won’t you stay and have tea with us?” Susan asked, putting down her knitting and stooping to give the log fire a poke, so that the embers burst into small flames and the room became noisy with the sharp crackling of the wood.

“I’d love to, but for once we’re going out tonight. Gareth’s getting an early train and we’re going to a dance at the Mayflower. It’s a special ‘do’… evening dress and all that. So I want to have plenty of time to get dolled up. I wish you were coming too, Susan. I feel mean leaving you behind.”

Susan put her arm round Jane’s shoulders.

“Don’t feel any such thing. I’ve plenty to do tonight, believe you me …”

“All the same, it would be rather fun. I must see if I can find a boyfriend for you, Sue. In fact, I’ve just got a wonderful idea. My brother, Jim, has been promising to pay me a visit. He’s great fun and a lot of girls find him very attractive, but so far he’s not been trapped. I’m going to do a bit of match-making and throw you two together.”

“We shall probably hate each other on sight!” Susan laughed. “Besides, who’ll look after Teddy while I go gadding?”

“My Mrs Mendall will baby-watch!” Jane said airily. At the door, she turned and called back to Susan. “Jim’s fair, like me,” she said.

“But I like them dark!” Susan called back, laughing.

“Then you can have Gareth,” Jane called back from the open door. “Jim’s a better dancer. ’Bye, now. See you tomorrow.”

The door closed behind her and the room suddenly became quiet again. It was a silence Susan usually did not notice … a gentle peace that seemed to pervade the room until Ted returned from school, filling it anew with noise and laughter and chatter. But today, for some reason, the silence grated on Susan’s ears. The fire had sunk once more into a cone of red embers, and with Jane’s departure, twilight had given way to dark.

Slowly Susan lit the oil lamp and placed it on the beam above the fireplace. Beside it, the mirror reflected the soft glow, and with unaccustomed impulse, Susan leaned over and stared at her reflection in the mirror.

How pale and sad her face looked, how dark the brown pools of her eyes! She traced her finger along the lines of her forehead, smoothing out the frown, considering with sudden sharp fear that she looked older … so much older than Jane, and yet they were of an age. Was it living alone that gave her this maturity … or just motherhood? Was she lonely? Had a little of Jane’s restlessness transferred itself to her?

She turned away from the mirror and went slowly towards the kitchen, carrying the oil lamp. Automatically, her hands started to cut and butter bread for Teddy’s tea. But her mind remained poised, aloof from her actions. It was as if there were another self watching above her, seeing for the first time the loneliness of her life. Soon Teddy would be going to boarding school, living away from her. Soon she would be quite alone here, during the evenings as well as the day. And there would be less to do, with him away, less to keep her hands busy and her mind occupied.

‘I should have had other children!’ she thought in sudden desperation. ‘I want more children, another baby in my arms.’

The thought brought back her conversation with Jane … Jane’s refusal to grant Gareth’s wish for children. At the time it had seemed unimportant … a whim of Jane’s, like many of her other light-hearted remarks. But now Susan felt a swift, deep compunction for Gareth … for the man who had so much materially but so little of the spiritual needs he craved. He must know that Jane was restless, if not actively unhappy, must wonder if he were to blame … he, who gave her so much.

‘You don’t recognize the value of what you have, Jane!’ Susan thought silently. ‘Gareth is a wonderful person. He’d make a wonderful father for your children.’

She had a sudden flash of memory, of Gareth on the lawn in her garden last autumn soon after they had arrived. She had been in the kitchen and looking through the low, diamond-shaped window, had seen Teddy sprawled on the grass, and a long, lithe figure standing over him, laughing down at him.

“Now who’s king of this castle, my lad?” Gareth’s voice, low, deep, full of quick laughter.

“Let me up. Let me up.” Teddy’s shrill, high tones.

“I’ll have to give you some boxing lessons or you’ll never be able to hold your own at school. Up you get, then. We’ll have one more bout.”

Teddy’s small figure, arms squaring up to the man towering above him. A quick movement of those long arms and the small boy was lifted high into the air and swung head downwards in a dive-bombing movement. A screech of delight from Teddy and then his shrill voice as he came scampering into the kitchen.

“I say, Mum, that new man is nice. He’s going to teach me to box properly and next summer he says he’ll teach me cricket, too. I say, Mum, he’s ever so strong. He lifted me right up in the air. Did you see me? I was a dive-bomber. Were you watching? Gosh, I wish that man was my daddy. Why can’t he be, Mummy?”

“Well, he’s married to Aunty Jane, dear.”

“Then you marry him, too. I’m hungry, Mum. What’s for tea?”

And later, on the lawn, when Jane and Teddy were down by the stream at the bottom of the garden, the look on Gareth’s face when she said, “My son seems to think you’re perfect, Mr Everett. In fact he considers you’re nice enough to be his daddy. That’s a high compliment from him.”

“He’s a nice little chap,” Gareth had said, obviously pleased but embarrassed.

Since then, Teddy had been constantly in Gareth’s company, helping in the garden, running errands. And Gareth had given him the promised boxing lessons.

She, herself, had seen very little of Jane’s husband and yet through Teddy she felt she knew him so well. “Uncle Gareth says” was always on Ted’s lips, and “Uncle Gareth thinks”. She knew from Ted what a satisfying thing was gardening for Gareth, the reward of man’s communion with the soil. Knew of his love for all small helpless things. His dislike of towns and society with its shallowness. His love of music, his immense repertoire of quaint, strange folk songs which he hummed aloud when working in the garden with Ted. Knew, also, through her son, that he was a man of upright character and almost fanatical honour. Ted’s stricken face one afternoon, when Uncle Gareth didn’t want to speak to him any more that day because he’d told him a lie. Ted’s weird adult remarks, so obviously repetitions of his hero’s; once even a swear word that couldn’t be wrong because Uncle Gareth had said it.

Strange, to know so much of a man and yet to know him so little. Gareth was almost a stranger to the house, silent for the most part when he did come, leaving it to Susan or Jane or Ted to do the talking; once in a while smiling at her but for the most part avoiding her company, her eyes.

Now, as she heard Ted’s footsteps, the banging of the front door and his voice shouting, “Mum? Is tea ready?” she wondered for the first time if perhaps Gareth’s awkwardness was because he, too, knew her so well. Did Teddy say, “Mum thinks; Mum says; Mum doesn’t like”?

Teddy burst into the room, his brown eyes shining.

“I’m early, aren’t I? Uncle Gareth gave me a lift back in his car. He caught a much earlier train than usual. He had another man with him. It’s Aunty Jane’s brother and his name is Jim, and Mummy, Uncle Gareth says they are going dancing tonight and they’ve got to find someone to be a partner for Uncle Jim, and I said you danced jolly well so you’re to go with them. Isn’t it a spiffing surprise?”

A slow flush spread over Susan’s face.

“Teddy, you shouldn’t have said that. I can’t possibly go. They surely don’t …?”

“But it’s all fixed!” Teddy said indignantly. “It’s my surprise for you. Listen, there’s the telephone. That’ll be Aunt Jane. I’ll answer it. I’ll say you’re going, won’t I? You will go, won’t you? You’ll have ever such a wonderful time.”

Suddenly Susan laughed.

“How do you know I will?” she said above the noise of telephone ringing.

“Because you’re going with Uncle Gareth,” Ted shouted back. “Yes, she says she’ll go, Aunty Jane. Isn’t it spiffing?”

Susan stood helplessly by the plate of bread and butter, suddenly afraid. And wondering, above everything, what she could find to wear.


Two

“It’s quite fantastic!” Susan thought, leaning back in her chair, surveying the room full of dancers, all so elegantly dressed, so full of self-confidence and savoir-faire. It was like stepping into another world … a world she had glimpsed once or twice during leaves with Edward, but almost completely forgotten.

All the way here in the car she had been afraid, reluctant, unwilling, regretful that she had allowed Jane and Teddy between them to talk her into stepping out of her comfortable domestic rut. She had worried stupidly about her dress … just a plain, full black taffeta skirt with the white embroidered Hungarian blouse which she had cleverly contrived to slip off the shoulders, in order that it should seem more suitable for dancing and more in fashion. Beside Jane, in her flowing pink net, sparkling with sequins – a creation from Paris – she had felt dowdy, insignificant. She had been self-conscious, too, about the narrow band of black velvet round her throat with the gold locket containing the picture of her mother … her only remaining piece of jewellery other than her engagement ring. Jane wore a beautiful triple row of tiny cultured pearls – a diamond wrist watch – exquisite ear-rings. Jane looked dazzling – glamorous!

But somehow, none of Susan’s deficiencies seemed noticeable to her companions. Jane’s “Why, you look wonderful, darling!” had been genuine enough by virtue of the very surprise in her tone! And Jim, Jane’s brother, quite clearly found her attractive. Already he had danced five times with her, giving her no peace even through the elaborate four-course dinner Gareth had ordered for them. Only now Jane had insisted he should dance with her, and with brotherly reluctance he had allowed himself to be dragged away.

‘He is a nice boy,’ Susan thought. A year or two older than Jane and herself. Yet to her he was only a boy. Perhaps marriage and motherhood had added a few extra years to her twenty-six, for it seemed that for all his man-about-town manner, Jim was still too ‘boyish’ for her to take very seriously. Nevertheless, it was fun to feel admired, to realize that he was very definitely flirting with her; to know that she was attractive to him, who was, himself, undoubtedly attractive from a woman’s point of view. With his lithe slim body, fair curly hair and laughing blue eyes, Susan could very well believe Jane’s statement that girls “went silly about Jim”. All the same, she could not feel any very serious leanings towards him herself and so satisfy Jane’s light-hearted whim for a little match-making.

“You’re very silent, Susan. A penny for them?”

Her attention was brought back quickly to her companion. Gareth was leaning a little towards her on his elbow, a cigarette held lightly between his fingers. Meeting her gaze, he stubbed out the cigarette and said, “Don’t really care for the things. Wish I could smoke my pipe!”

“Can’t you?” Susan asked, glancing round the room. “I suppose it’s ‘not done’ here! Would you like to go into the lounge and smoke?”

He shook his head and gave her a quick, shy smile.

“No, let’s dance instead,” he said. “I’m not very good, Jane tells me, but I can keep in time if there isn’t too much ‘Be-Bop’ or whatever they call it. I must be a bit old-fashioned, I think.”

“Me, too, then!” Susan said, standing up as he moved her chair back from the table. “I haven’t danced once in … why, six years!”

They joined the other couples on the dance floor and moved into a slow foxtrot. Without difficulty, they seemed to match steps and Susan thought how wrong Jane was about Gareth’s dancing. He was far better than average and moved with a lightness and ease unusual in a man of his height and build.

They were silent as they danced, enjoying the rhythm that was quiet and yet at the same time exhilarating. The band was playing a selection of old favourites, such tunes as ‘Night and Day’ and ‘My Blue Heaven’.

Once Gareth looked down into Susan’s face and said: “Want to give it up for a bit?” But she shook her head, knowing that she could go on dancing like this for ever; that she never wanted this dance to end.

He seemed tireless and it was only when the band stopped for an interval that they were forced reluctantly back to their seats. There was no sign of Jane or Jim, and Gareth, after a quick look round the room, suggested they were probably in the bar.

“Would you like to join them or shall we have our drinks here?” he asked.

‘Here!’ Susan thought, but realizing he might be anxious to find Jane, she said it was up to him. Gareth elected to stay and ordered drinks for them.

While they waited, Susan studied her companion, thinking for the first time that evening that he was without doubt the most distinguished-looking man in the room. In his dinner-jacket he looked somehow taller and older than when she had seen him around the garden at home in old tweeds and flannels. His dark hair, usually a little unruly and apt to curl, was brushed smoothly off his face, making it seem longer, thinner. Only his eyes were the same, a gentle, shy blue, and his gaze never stayed long on her face.

Then he turned suddenly towards her, his face breaking into a grin.

“I’m sure you must find me a bit of a bore, Susan. I’m afraid I’m not much of a talker.”

Susan felt a little of her own restraint in his company relax. “I’m not much of a talker, either. I expect we’re both a bit shy!” she said.

He nodded in agreement. Then suddenly, his face turned from her, he said, “You see, it’s a bit tricky, really. We’ve hardly said two words to each other and yet I know such a lot about you … far more than anyone should know. It’s that young son of yours. I can’t stop him talking about you. Why, I even know you’ve just made yourself a pink nightdress!”

Susan laughed with quick amusement. So Teddy had been talking on both sides of the fence! Somehow that made it all so much easier. And to think he had mentioned that new ‘nightie’!

“Really, I apologize for him. But he is so curious, and living alone as we do, I suppose I forget sometimes he’s just a little boy. He wants to know what I’m sewing and when I tell him it’s to be a new nightie, nothing else will do but that I show him. Then he criticizes it and I’ll admit, I sometimes even take his advice. He’s amazingly fashion-conscious, and quite devastatingly frank. ‘You can’t wear that old hat, Mummy. You look like old Aunt Higgins’, or ‘That makes you look terribly thin, Mummy’. He’s mostly right!”

“He’s an intelligent kid,” Gareth nodded thoughtfully. “And very knowledgeable. Especially about music. He can recognize any number of pieces by various composers. The other day I played a bit of Brahms to him and out he comes with ‘Oh, that’s the ‘Lullabye’, isn’t it? We heard it on the radio the other night’.”

“We often listen to music on the wireless,” Susan admitted. “Edward, my husband, was very musical. He played the violin. I think Teddy has inherited his gift. I’m fond of music myself but I can’t play anything.”

“You ought to have the boy taught,” Gareth was saying, and then quickly added, “… if you can afford to. I think he has talent. I’ve heard him picking out tunes on the piano when he thinks no one is listening.”

“I hope he hasn’t been touching your piano without permission!” Susan cried aghast.

Gareth smiled at her reassuringly.

“No, he has permission, provided he washes his hands first. But he won’t touch it if he thinks anyone is around.”

“Not even you?” Susan asked surprised.

“I don’t think I’m all that popular!” he said. “It’s just that – well, I suppose a boy of that age listens more to a man than to a woman.”

“I know, and I’m so grateful to you for all the time and attention you give him,” Susan cried warmly. “Please don’t think I haven’t appreciated your kindness. It’s just that there doesn’t seem to have been an opportunity to say so to you before.”

“There’s nothing to be grateful for,” Gareth said awkwardly. “I like the boy very much, and he’s a lot of help to me in the garden. As a matter of fact, I had wanted to say something to you about him. I hope you won’t think it very presumptuous … but, well, if you have any serious difficulty with him, perhaps I could help.”

Susan listened with a mixture of gratitude and tenderness. Gareth was so painfully transparent at times, in this instance so clearly anxious to avoid appearing to interfere in matters that didn’t concern him. And yet he had seen, as she herself had done, how much Ted needed a firmer hand than hers at times, a man’s hand. But he’d been too shy, too embarrassed to say anything. Even now, she could see by the flush on his face, that he was regretting the sudden impulse.

“I should be so very happy to know you’d be somewhere in the background,” she said simply and sincerely. “Teddy takes so much notice of everything you say and do. It’s far more of a punishment for him that you should refuse to speak to him for an afternoon, than if I send him to bed with a favourite treat withheld into the bargain. I see immense improvement ahead if I can say ‘Very well, I shall see what Uncle Gareth has to say about this!’”

They both laughed and then Gareth became serious again.

“I’d like to help in other ways, too. In fact, I’ve tried to do so already. Explaining to him about life and trying to find the right answers to his questions. It’s not always easy to give a truthful answer and yet children ought to be told nothing but the truth, don’t you agree?”

“That’s what I myself believe. Does Teddy ask you a lot of difficult questions?”

Gareth smiled.

“Well, not so many. Things sort of go in circles in his mind, one thing leading to another. We started last week with Ted asking me what happened when people died. That led to God and Heaven and then graves and bodies and from there to the morbid subject of ashes to ashes and dust to dust. Back where we came from, so to speak. That, of course, led to where did we come from. At that stage I thought it best to refer him to you!”

“He asked me last night,” Susan said laughing. “I told him the truth. Perhaps he’s a bit young but he took it all as a matter of course and said, ‘Oh, then that explains Smoky’s kittens, doesn’t it?’ and forgot all about it!”

“It’s a fascinating world, the mind of a child,” Gareth said. “Seeing glimpses of it reminds one of one’s own childhood. I remember all sorts of things I did as a kid from chance remarks of young Ted’s. He’s really a fine boy, Susan. I’m sure you’re proud of him. He’s quite touchingly devoted to you.”

“He doesn’t show it much nowadays,” Susan said, feeling suddenly near to tears. “It’s good to know it’s there underneath. He’s just at that stage where he’s finding it difficult to express his feelings and is shy of emotion.”

“Most boys go through that. Some of them never grow out of it,” Gareth remarked. “Frankly, I’m still awaiting release from that tongue-tied state, and here I am, nearing forty!”

“Not quite, yet!” Susan reminded him. “And besides, surely you have no objection to growing older?”

There was no answering smile on his face … only a look of innate sadness.

“I do mind in some ways,” he said shortly, thoughtfully. Then, quickly changing the subject, he said, “Shall we see if we can find the other two? Jim will never forgive me for monopolizing so much of your time.”

His sudden politeness, his withdrawal into himself, jerked Susan back to her own customary reserve. She realized suddenly how frankly they had been talking, how personally; knew that it was unusual for both of them to reveal so much of their thoughts to strangers. And yet for that short space of time, they had not been strangers, but two people brought close together by their common interest in a small boy … in her son. Now, because of that tactless remark of hers about his age, Gareth had become a stranger again.

A little of her pleasure in the evening seemed to fade away, She rose without further speech and went with him in search of Jane.

As Gareth had supposed, his wife and her brother were in the bar, sitting on high-legged, red leather stools, holding glasses in their hands. But they were not alone. Three young men and another girl were gathered round them and there was much noise of laughter and excited talking and above the din, Jane’s high giggle.

With a little shock, Susan realized that none of these people were very sober and that Gareth, beside her, was frowning in obvious annoyance. She felt a sudden irritation herself with Gareth for the scene she felt he would precipitate. There was a thin line to his mouth, a line of unmistakeable anger.

“Why, it’s quite a party!” she said brightly. And before Gareth could speak, she moved over towards Jane.

Jane raised a glass to her – flushed and smiling.

“Hallo, darling? Come to join the happy family? Let me introduce … John, Bill, Snooker and Jean … don’t know their other names … this is Susan. Great friend of mine. And Gareth, my dear old hubby. Come and have a drink, my poppets.”

“I came to ask you to dance, Jane,” Gareth said quietly. But Jane shook her head. “Not just now, Sweetie-pie. Jim’s danced my feet off. Come and buy me a drink instead, I’ll have another gin. What’s yours, boys and girls?”

It was obvious even to Susan that Jane had already had enough to drink; that the three young men and the girl had also had sufficient and were drinking, so it seemed, at Jane’s expense. The girl was too flashily dressed, the three young men a little too sleek and dapper. They were noisy and far too free with their ‘darlings’. The man called Snooker, leant across Jane, resting his arm round her shoulders as he addressed the barman and Susan was painfully conscious of Gareth’s swift intake of breath, of his hands clenched at his sides.

“I really think I ought to go home soon, Gareth,” Susan said quietly. “If Mrs Mendall is waiting up, I oughtn’t to keep her too long, ought I?”

Gareth jumped at this excuse to leave. He went up to Jane and tucked his arm through hers.

“Time to go home, Jane!” he said firmly. “Susan has to get back to Teddy and Mrs Mendall won’t stay after midnight. Coming, Jim?”

Jim, still sober and a little anxious himself about Jane’s behaviour, nodded his head and turned to Jane.

“Coming then, Sis?” he asked.

But something in the compelling force of her husband’s fingers on her bare arm aroused defiance in Jane. She frowned.

“I don’t want to go home yet, Ga!” she said, pouting childishly and frowning through the lock of fair hair that had fallen across her forehead. “It’s early.”

“It’s nearly midnight,” Gareth said.

“Well, that’s early, except in the damned old country!” Jane said loudly. “You take Susan home and come back for Jim and me later.”

“I’m not a taxi service,” came Gareth’s voice, cold and angry now, but still controlled.

Jane giggled.

“That’s right darling, nor you are. Then tell you what, I’ll get myself a taxi home later.”

“Oh, come on, Jane, let’s all go together now,” Jim said persuasively. The three young men and the girl looked on in silence, a little awed by Gareth’s manner and appearance and not wishing to cause trouble. Something in their silence seemed to challenge Jane to show her independence. It was quite clear to Susan, if not to Gareth and Jim, too, that Jane was now “showing off”. She had so often seen Teddy do it.

“I shall stay!” she announced firmly. “Jim can take Susan home and then you can stay, too, Gareth!”

Gareth’s lean brown face went an angry red. Susan felt his embarrassment for her and said quickly, “Please don’t bother about me, Gareth. I mean that. The porter will find me a taxi and I’ll slip off. I don’t want to break up the party. Please!”

Gareth bit his lip and spoke quietly to Jane, as though he had not heard Susan, “We’re going now, Jane. Are you coming?”

“No, I’m not!” Jane said, raising her voice. “If you don’t want to stay, then Jim can take me home later.”

“Very well, my dear!” Gareth said, his voice so low now that Susan wondered if Jane heard him. Already her blonde, pretty head was turned towards the barman. “Are you ready, Susan?”

Helplessly, Susan looked from Gareth to Jim. There was something in both their faces as they looked back at her, that made her turn in silence, and go to the cloakroom to fetch her coat.

She knew that Jim had wanted to take her home. Knew, too, that although he had spent so much time with Jane at the bar he had imagined there would be more time later to dance again with her, Susan, had anticipated the drive home in the back of the car with her. But in Gareth’s face, too, there had been determination to take her home. Not for the same reason, but because he wished his wife to know that he had meant what he said; wished her to know that he felt it was her duty both to him and their guest to leave now when Susan had to go. He would take her home now, only because he had said he was leaving, and he would leave this minute even if it killed him. Jim had understood how he felt, known that his brother-in-law would count on him to get Jane home as soon as he could.

Susan sat in silence beside Gareth as he drove home, his face obscured by the darkness, only the rigid line of his profile turned towards her. She sensed his anger, and something in her made her plead for Jane who was, as usual, merely following a whim, but a whim she knew Gareth neither understood nor countenanced. She had no right to interfere in their private quarrel and yet she had to say what she could for Jane.

“It really was a shame that I should break the party up so early,” she said into the silence. “After all, there aren’t parties every day, are there, and Jane was so looking forward to this one. She told me this afternoon how thrilled she was to be going.”

“Jane is not a child!” Gareth’s voice sounded cold and deliberate.

“Perhaps not, yet in some ways she is, Gareth.”

“You mean, she’s spoilt!” It was not a question. Just a statement.

“A little maybe. But then, you’ve helped to spoil her, Gareth. You do so much for her.”

Suddenly it seemed wrong for them to be discussing Jane in her absence. Susan fell silent and it was Gareth who said:

“Perhaps the fault is mine. But it certainly isn’t right that your evening should be spoilt. You go to parties less than any of us. And I’m sure young Jim wanted to take you home. So his evening is spoilt too.”

A hint of laughter broke his voice and Susan felt her taut nerves relax. A faint smile glimmered in her face as he drew up outside her gate.

“Then you’ve done me a good turn, Gareth. I don’t really feel much like flirting with Jim. I’m not one of those people who make friends very quickly.”

Gareth switched off the engine and turned towards her.

“You honestly mean you wouldn’t have liked to have been kissed tonight?”

“Perhaps, if the right man wanted to kiss me,” Susan said lightly. “But Jim isn’t the right man.”

“No, I suppose not!” Gareth said. “You know, Susan, I think your Edward must have been a wonderful fellow for you to have loved him, I mean. And a lucky fellow, too. You must be lonely sometimes, without him.”

“Don’t be sorry for me,” Susan said lightly. “You know, it can be less lonely, sometimes, to be by yourself than to be with people who … well, who aren’t congenial …”

It hadn’t been the way she meant to end her sentence, but at the last moment she realized that Gareth might take the words personally … as applicable to himself and Jane. For she knew as the words crossed her mind, that Jane didn’t really love Gareth. That she didn’t even respect him very deeply. She knew, too, that Gareth was aware of it, as much aware as he was of the fact that she, Susan, had been about to end her remark with “than to be with people who don’t love you”. It was as if some electric wire of understanding ran between them which needed no words. A great depth of pity welled up inside her with this new awareness of his unhappiness, of the loneliness in his own life.

“Perhaps we’re both a little sorry for each other,” Gareth said intuitively. “It’s been a strange evening.”

“I’ve had a lovely time,” Susan cried impulsively. “I was a little afraid to come out of my rut but I’m glad I did. I enjoyed it all. And I want to thank you.”

She held out her hand and for a moment, he held it in his own. As his hands closed round hers, Susan knew that for her this was more than just a good-night and thank you. A painful yet sweet thrill seemed to course from his fingertips along her arm, piercing her heart with trembling arrows. Swiftly, as if she had been stung, she withdrew her hand and her voice, trembling a little in spite of herself, said breathlessly, “Shall I tell Mrs Mendall you’ll run her home?”

“Yes, yes. I’ll do that. And … good night, Susan!”

“Good night!” she whispered, and before he could move to open the door, she lifted the handle and slipped quickly away into the darkness.

Mrs Mendall had heard the car and was waiting in her hat and coat.

“I’ll settle up with you tomorrow, Mrs Mendall,” Susan said. “Thank you very much indeed for coming.”

“It’s been a pleasure, dearie. And no need to settle anything. Mrs Everett fixed that before I come. Good night.”

Susan sat down in the armchair as if her legs would no longer support her.

She heard Mrs Mendall’s footsteps down the garden path, the gate click, Gareth’s voice and then the soft purr of the engine as it drove off into the night.
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