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Book One


Summer 1986




Chapter One


The golden brilliance of the summer twilight was fainting into quiet shadowy evening; thick sweet scents were drifting in the warm air; a thrush was singing in the orchard.


The old man leaned back a little in his chair, stretching out his cramped legs, removing his spectacles and massaging the bridge of his nose between thumb and forefinger. In his late eighties, Theo Chadwick was still a big man, tall and wide-shouldered, but his once black hair was now grey, though still thick, and his naturally lean frame was thin almost to the point of gauntness. His article for the Quarterly Defence Journal lay on the battered leather-topped desk before him. It was nearly finished, several pages covered with his small clear writing, but this evening he was distracted and finding it difficult to concentrate. The thrush’s glorious song, the liquid succession of lyrical phrases, was excuse enough for inattention to a complicated subject but Theo knew that the thrush was not to blame.


It was Fliss’s return from London which had sown the seeds of this distraction. His great-niece had been away for a few days, staying with her husband, Miles, who had newly arrived from Hong Kong. Their two years of separation were over and the decision as to whether she should join him permanently in Hong Kong must now be made. All through the fourteen years of their married life Miles had been firmly in control. When he had accepted the job as a manager with an import/export firm in Hong Kong without discussing it with her, Fliss had known that she must make a stand. She did not want to leave her family or her country and settle permanently in Hong Kong. In her view, their twins, at eleven, were too young to be left behind in boarding school and she’d been deeply hurt – though not particularly surprised – that her feelings had not been considered by him for a single moment. After several long, painful scenes Fliss moved back to The Keep, the Chadwick family home near Totnes in Devon, back to her Great-Uncle Theo and her Aunt Prue, and to Caroline who had been nanny to Fliss and her siblings.


After he’d been only a few months in Hong Kong, at Miles’s request, Fliss had flown out to stay for two weeks, and the following Christmas she had travelled there once more, taking the twins, Jamie and Bess, with her. In the autumn, after eighteen months of separation, she’d made another trip.


‘There’s a woman,’ Fliss had told Theo, privately, after this third visit. ‘Well, I might have guessed it, I suppose. After all, why not?’


Watching her small face, Theo had tried to guess at her reaction. He wondered if he simply imagined that she was growing more and more like her grandmother, his sister-in-law Freddy Chadwick, whom he had loved so much. Fliss lacked Freddy’s height but that unconscious tilt of the chin, the way she squared her shoulders, the thick fair hair bundled at the back of her neck, all these things could make him catch his breath. He knew that Fliss still considered herself morally tied to Miles and that it must have been a shock to her to learn that he did not consider this period of separation in the same light. Theo was rather shocked, too, but he’d waited for her to work out her feelings and presently she’d grinned at him.


‘I’m cross,’ she told him honestly. ‘Not really jealous or hurt. Just cross. Oh, they were fairly discreet, of course, but neither of them could quite disguise that tiny air of triumph. D’you know what I mean? He needed me to see that another woman wanted him even if I didn’t, and she simply couldn’t resist a little show of possessiveness. “Oh, it was such fun, wasn’t it, Miles? Do you remember, Miles? Oh, we did laugh,” and so on.’


Her unexpected imitation – the braying voice and coy yet sly expression – brought the unknown woman clearly before him. He saw her – glossy, hard-faced, immaculately presented, plumped up with confidence, yet uneasy in the presence of the legitimate wife – and felt a stab of anger on Fliss’s behalf.


‘I pretended utter indifference just tinged with a faint disgust,’ said Fliss. She’d jerked her chin at the memory – slightly hurt, despite her protestation – and once again he was reminded painfully of Freddy. ‘That showed ’em.’


‘I’m sure it did,’ he’d answered cautiously. ‘Did she . . . this woman cause any real problems?’


‘It helps,’ she’d answered with pleasurable recollection, ‘that I’m a good fifteen years younger than she is. She’s Miles’s age, you see. In her fifties and rather looks it. She’s a naval widow.’


Now, the separation period finished, it appeared that Miles was giving Fliss an ultimatum: either she joined him at once or he would seek a divorce in order to marry the widow.


Theo pushed his chair right back, stood up and wandered over to the window. Hands in pockets, he stared down into the shadow-filled courtyard, wondering just how much of this was bluff on Miles’s part, and wishing – not for the first time – that Freddy was still alive to advise him. He knew that in almost any other situation Freddy would have unhesitatingly talked of the sanctity of the marriage vow but in Fliss’s case there was a complication. After the murder by Mau Mau of their parents and elder brother, Fliss and her younger brother and sister had returned from Kenya to their grandmother at The Keep. Fliss’s affection for her big cousin Hal had developed into an unswerving love. Freddy and Hal’s mother, Prue, on discovering this love – their word for it was ‘infatuation’ – had immediately used their authority to separate them. First cousins, especially when their fathers had been identical twins, should not marry. It was only later that Freddy had begun to question whether she should have encouraged Fliss into her marriage with Miles. Fliss had been influenced by her grandmother’s approval of this sensible, reliable, older man. Only Theo had voiced his dissension but even he – to his lasting shame – had allowed himself to be convinced that Miles would make Fliss happy.


Now the marriage was under threat and it was clear that, though she had never allowed it to affect her loyalty to Miles, Fliss still loved Hal, whose own marriage was being strained with different complications . . .


Sitting down upon the window seat, Theo closed his eyes, emptied his mind, and took refuge in his own particular brand of support: the secret, quiet inflowing of God.


Directly below his window, on the bench in the courtyard, Fliss was listening to the thrush in the orchard and watching the roses dim into pale, insubstantial shapes, ghostly upon the high stone walls. She was still trying to come to terms with the fact that the Miles she’d just met in London had become an unknown quantity: someone she did not quite recognise. Out in Hong Kong, with memories flooding back, the paintings and ornaments from the Dartmouth house arranged about the flat, looking up one or two friends, there had been a familiarity which eased the tension so that her shyness with him had dissipated fairly quickly. They’d managed to have quite a lot of fun and she’d been reminded of those early days of marriage, before the twinnies came along. Even so, there had been a certain amount of strain. Miles had approached that first visit with an affectionate ‘so now you can see what you’re missing, silly girl’ attitude, which had aroused her worst instincts. Yet she had been aware that beneath this quite genuine feeling – he did think she was being obstinate and rather silly – was a very real desire to impress and win her on to his side. The overcrowded streets and neon lights, the bustle and noise and smells, the busy waters of the harbour and the familiar green Star ferries chugging back and forth to Kowloon – all these brought back poignant memories but . . .


‘But it is not my place,’ she’d cried in despair, towards the end of her first stay. ‘Can’t you understand that, Miles? I don’t fit in here. I’d feel like . . .’ she cast about for some image he might possibly understand and gave up ‘. . . like a dislocated limb. Uncomfortable and awkward. Miserably out of place.’


He’d shaken his head, smiling impatiently, insisting that if only she would try . . .


‘I lived here for two years,’ she’d reminded him. ‘It’s not as if I don’t know what life is like out here. I’m not criticising it, not judging it. It’s simply not for me.’


He’d grown surly then – she’d noticed he was drinking more heavily – accusing her of ingratitude and selfishness, and she’d reminded him that he hadn’t been obliged to take this job without consulting her or thinking about the twinnies. At the mention of Jamie and Bess his face had become blank, intractable, and she’d felt the old desperate drag of despair. Fighting the urge to give up the whole thing there and then she’d suggested that she and the twins return at Christmas and he’d brightened a little, no doubt hoping that the children might fall in love with the place, giving weight to his own pressure. The eleven-year-old twins had been excited at the plan – not only at the thought of seeing their father, but also at the idea of actually visiting their birthplace . . .


Fliss stirred on the bench, shivering a little in the cool evening air, remembering. What sixth sense had alerted the twinnies to the awareness that they were being manipulated? Was it their father’s unusual affability towards them, his strange anxiousness to entertain and impress them that had made them wary? First they were flattered, then they became puzzled; their natural excitement and enthusiasm gradually waned into a kind of polite, obedient tolerance to his enthusiasms which irritated him, and the old antagonisms flared up until his natural indifference to them re-established itself. Since then they’d seen their father on only two brief occasions when he’d flown to London for a few days. Miles had refused to travel down to The Keep and the meetings at the hotel were rather strained although they’d all tried hard to pretend that they were still a viable family.


Fliss thought: I can’t really blame him for taking up with Diana. We’ve all hurt his pride, one way or another. He’d probably be much happier with her . . . but it was a bit of a shock all the same.


She wondered now if her answer to his ultimatum was a foregone conclusion and Diana was already primed to step into her, Fliss’s, shoes. After all, she’d given him very little encouragement to hope for a reconciliation. These last few days in London had been almost humiliating. Miles had been friendly in a brusque, cheerful way, patting her arm or her shoulder as he had been used to doing in the past, treating her with an odd mix of tolerance and impatience. Once again he’d refused to travel down to Devon, making it clear that now the two years were up he had come to receive an answer, not to waste time in idle pleasantries with her relatives. He was in no mood for delaying tactics and made no attempt at finesse. It mortified her when she realised that he expected her to share his bed within an hour or two of her arrival – although she had done so in Hong Kong – and she saw at last that he had become . . . what?


Fliss drew her heels up on to the edge of the bench and hugged her knees. It wasn’t true, now she thought about it, that Miles had become a stranger. He was more like a distant, rather difficult relative; a little-known uncle perhaps? Nevertheless it was odd that he seemed less familiar to her in London than he had in Hong Kong. His faintly brutal, almost amused, approach to the physical side of their relationship had shocked her and, unable to pretend so immediately to an intimacy which was so clearly absent, she’d told him that for this first evening at least she would stay with her cousin Kit, Hal’s twin sister, at her flat in Hampstead. He’d shrugged with an air of ‘well, it’s no more than I expected’ and had let her go. She’d felt like a schoolgirl – but that at least was nothing new in their relationship – and had fallen into her cousin’s arms with a relief which bordered on the hysterical. Kit, surprised at such emotion from her usually reticent cousin, had poured her a large drink and settled down to cross-question her. For once Fliss’s natural instinct for oyster-like privacy had given way before Kit’s obvious anxiety and affection, and she’d answered her questions with an almost devastating candour.


‘Perhaps,’ Kit had mused at last, ‘you’ve been subconsciously waiting for him to give way. You know? To suggest that he might move back to England and find a job here so that you can all be together again?’ She saw the expression of alarm on her cousin’s face and raised her eyebrows. ‘And then again,’ she’d murmured drily, ‘perhaps not.’


‘It just feels so different this time,’ Fliss had mumbled inadequately.


‘Naturally it does, little coz,’ Kit had answered patiently. ‘That’s because it’s make-up-your-mind time. Your freedom’s just run out, honey.’


Neither of them had mentioned Hal.


In the end, when Fliss had gathered up her courage and told Miles that her answer must be ‘no’, he’d refused to accept it, saying that he had another fortnight in London before he returned to Hong Kong and that he would speak to her again at the end of that time. Confused by his reaction, irritated by his stubbornness, she’d caught the train back to the West Country with the sinking sensation that it was all to be done again, assailed by the familiar demons of guilt and self-doubt, trying to analyse her true feelings for Miles . . .


Someone was calling her name. The light shone out suddenly from the hall windows, stretching rectangular shapes, black-barred, across the flagged path, and climbing stiffly to her feet she went quickly into the house.




Chapter Two


Miles lay on his bed, listening to the noises of London outside his hotel bedroom window, a generous tumblerful of whisky within reach. Arms behind his head, ankles crossed, he stared up at the uninspiring ceiling and cursed briefly from time to time beneath his breath. He’d taken an enormous gamble which had not paid off and he was trying to decide how best to retrieve what was left of an unpromising situation. Why had he ever been fool enough to attempt to bluff Fliss, to try to rouse her jealousy and so bounce her into giving way? He remembered her cool little look which slid over Diana like cold water: the tiny, nearly contemptuous glance when the older woman had attempted intimacy with him; the faintest sketch of an indifferent shrug when he’d hinted that he was attracted to this middle-aged widow. He’d felt equal measures of shame and anger at her response yet some evil demon had driven him on to greater lengths – encouraged by Diana – in an attempt to rouse a more positive reaction. What, he wondered now, had ever made him think that an ultimatum might work the miracle?


Groaning aloud as he remembered Fliss telling him that her answer must be ‘no’, he hauled himself up, punching the pillows into a support for his back, reaching for his glass. Despite her antipathy to Hong Kong or, rather – he strove to be absolutely fair – her refusal to settle permanently away from her own country and her family, he’d felt that she was still very fond of him. There were many occasions during the last two years when they’d slipped back into the familiar intimacy of companionship. She’d spontaneously taken his hand, smiled at him with her own particular warmth, done small wifely things which pertained to his comfort and happiness. Miles set his teeth together. He could not let her go. He would not allow it. The tenacity that was characteristic of him refused to admit a scenario in which he might lose her. His love for her was not in question, never had been, despite her accusation that he did not love her enough to give up the job in Hong Kong. How well he remembered the scene in the house in Above Town; how like old Mrs Chadwick she’d looked: autocratic, unapproachable, determined. It was the first time in fourteen years of marriage that she’d openly opposed him. Oh, there had been moments of . . . Miles caught himself up sharply – he’d damned nearly used the word ‘insubordination’. Sipping thoughtfully he allowed himself to admit that he’d often been high-handed with her. She’d been so much younger that it had seemed right to take care of her; to relieve her of any anxiety. It was natural that he should know what was best. The arrival of the twins had thrown a spanner in the works of their closeness and freedom and he was prepared to accept that it might have been tactless, even hurtful, to look forward quite so openly to the time when the children were grown up and he and Fliss could start a new life together. If he were pressed he would agree that it had been unrealistic to expect Fliss to take the same view. She loved Jamie and Bess much too dearly and had clearly enjoyed their childhood. Still, it was an undeniable fact that many men were not natural fathers and found it difficult to take a deep interest in small children. No shame in that. He’d tried never to let this . . . he instinctively dismissed the word ‘indifference’ but found it hard to think of a substitute . . . very well, let it stand, dammit. He’d tried not to let this indifference show, tried not to create situations in which Fliss had to choose between him and the twins, although when it came to the Hong Kong job she’d made it damned clear where her loyalties lay . . . Miles bit his lip, wondering if a sense of grievance might be creeping into his retrospective glance at their relationship.


Cradling the glass on his midriff, recrossing his ankles, he made a real attempt to review his marriage honestly. There had been moments of doubt . . . He gave a mental shrug, defending himself. Well, that was fair enough. Surely every married person, if they were absolutely honest, had the odd twinge of uncertainty. The point was that he’d never stopped loving her. He was prepared to admit that she’d irritated him occasionally, that he’d have preferred her to make a little more of her natural attributes . . . He had a sudden flashback of Fliss and Diana standing together. Fliss, not quite forty, slender, natural, uncluttered, casual; Diana, rigidly controlled to the last tinted hair and varnished nail, eager, alert, coiled for action. He closed his eyes against his own embarrassment. What a fool he’d been. Never mind. That could all be forgotten, now: put aside. There hadn’t been much in it, after all, and the talk of marriage was pure bluff. If Diana had any hopes of it he had by no means encouraged them. No, forget all that, the point was: what should he do now?


It occurred to him that during these last two years Fliss had grown up. The confrontation – and her refusal to allow him to continue to control her life – had been the turning point. He searched his memory, trying to remember if there had been serious signs of rebellion before the Hong Kong row. Had he, during those fourteen years, actually allowed her room to grow? She’d been so young, so charming and vulnerable, when he’d first met her, back in the Dartmouth days when he’d been Hal’s divisional officer. How old had she been – eighteen, nineteen? To him it was as if she’d never changed, had been sealed like a fly in amber into his first romantic image of her. Swallowing more whisky, he relived the jubilation which had flooded him when at last, after five years of waiting and hoping that she might see him in a light other than that of a friend, she’d telephoned. She’d felt suddenly lonely, she’d said, dreading the weekend, wanting someone to talk to . . . Even now he had no idea why she’d chosen him and not some member of the close-knit Chadwick clan.


Swallowing back the unfamiliar sensation of emotional tears, Miles placed the glass on the bedside cabinet and reached for the telephone. He knew now exactly what he must do to begin the long siege which might win her back to him. If it took another five years then he’d sit it out. He’d done it once; he could do it again.


The garden was full of the sounds of early summer; an invisible cooing, droning, rustling murmur of quiet activity. Rex, the golden retriever, had taken refuge from the afternoon sunshine in the shade afforded by the towering branches of the rhododendron bushes. Now flowering into their annual breathtaking glory of crimson, cream and rose, banks of heavenly blossoms edged the lawn, hiding the kitchen garden behind them. Stretched on the dry, barren earth beneath them, Rex was unaware of all this beauty. Nose on paws he was watching the group on the lawn – and Podger in particular.


It was a peaceful scene. Fliss lay as if she were pegged to the tartan rug, arms and legs flung out as though abandoned, her face upturned to the golden sunlight. She remained quite motionless yet alert, listening to her Aunt Prue, who was kneeling by the herbaceous border, wrestling with a particularly obdurate buttercup whose roots had spread stealthily but deeply. Prue knew that Freddy would never have allowed such anarchy to have flourished so extensively but Prue – who had come to gardening late in life – had none of the ruthlessness or dedication of her formidable late mother-in-law, who had lived for more than sixty years here at The Keep, most of them as a widow. Prue herself had been a widow for over forty years, and, like Freddy, had been left to bring up her twins alone.


Prue, having connived with Freddy over Fliss’s infatuation with Hal, was struggling with her own sense of guilt where Fliss was concerned. As she dug deep into the earth about the buttercup’s roots she tried to guess what advice Freddy would now be giving her granddaughter. In some ways Fliss was very much like Freddy, and Prue, easy-going, gentle, overgenerous, hesitated to guide her. Aware of her own inadequacies, not to mention a rather unimpressive track record when it came to wise judgement, nevertheless she knew that this time she must speak out. Now was an opportune moment: Caroline was making a cake for tea and Theo was closeted in his study. Only Podger, Fliss’s niece was with them and, at not quite four, it was doubtful that she was old enough to be interested in Fliss’s dilemma. Prue put down the trowel on the grass and grasped the stubborn, earthy tentacles, bracing herself to speak, reminding herself that Fliss had broached the subject first a short while before.


‘I know it is quite wrong to interfere,’ she said rather breathlessly, knowing that she was about to do just that, ‘but I simply have to say that I think that the fact that Miles refuses to take no for an answer shows that he still loves you. No, not that trowel, Podger. See how sharp the edges are? Where is that very nice little fork we bought for you? Ah, here it is. That’s better. Good girl. That’s not to say that I think you should go to Hong Kong – I think he behaved very badly about that – but perhaps he might now be prepared to be more flexible. Oh, Fliss, I just want you to be absolutely certain . . .’


Podger rested on her haunches, twiddling her hair thoughtfully whilst she regarded her Great-Aunt Prue. Her own small plastic fork had been cast aside contemptuously and she was awaiting another opportunity to seize the larger, heavier tool which a little earlier had produced such satisfactory results in the flowerbed. She’d managed a quite deep hole in the soft crumbly earth in which she’d buried Rex’s ball and now she’d set her mind on making a few mud pies. Meanwhile she was content to sit here in the warm sunshine keeping an eye on Rex, who had now risen from his refuge beneath the rhododendron bushes and was busily quartering the lawn, feathery tail waving, in search of his ball. She listened idly to the conversation that ebbed about her. After Mummy, Aunt Prue was her very favourite person and she could see that, today, she was . . . Podger frowned, sucking her thumb thoughtfully. For some reason, whenever she looked at Aunt Prue this afternoon, Mrs Tittlemouse came to the forefront of her mind.


‘“Tiddly, widdly, widdly, Mrs Tittlemouse”,’ she murmured round her thumb, and Aunt Prue beamed at her, forgetting her worries for the moment, giving her a quick hug.


‘Yes, darling. We’ll have a story after tea, shall we? You shall choose. Don’t think I can’t imagine how you feel, Fliss, but love is such a very precious commodity. Oh dear.’ Prue sat back on her heels, pushing the soft wispy grey hair back from her forehead. Earth clung to her hands and left a smear upon her cheek. ‘I promised Caroline I wouldn’t interfere.’


Fliss, still lying flat upon the tartan rug, stretched almost languorously.


‘I’d rather you said what you thought,’ she murmured. Slowly she rolled over, resting her cheek on her folded arms. ‘After all, it’s not a secret.’


‘Well then.’ Prue abandoned the obdurate buttercup root with relief and plumped down on the rug beside her. ‘I know that I have no qualifications as a marriage counsellor but . . . oh, Flissy darling, do think twice about divorcing Miles. It’s such a huge step and it’s not easy to be alone, you know, without a man. I know you have all of us, and we all love you, but it’s not the same. It’s probably old-fashioned to say that women need men but I think it’s true.’


‘Caroline seems to have managed perfectly well,’ murmured Fliss, ‘not to mention Grandmother. And you, too, come to that.’


Prue settled herself more comfortably and, seeing them thus absorbed, Podger stealthily reached for the trowel, pushing it behind her, her eyes fixed guilessly upon her older relatives lest they should suddenly remember her.


‘I knew you’d say that,’ Prue was almost enjoying herself, ‘but it’s not quite the same thing. Caroline has never been married, never had children and Freddy more or less cut herself off from the world. Of course, hers was a different generation. Remarrying wasn’t always easy.’


‘But neither did you,’ protested Fliss. ‘Remarry, I mean. Well, except for Tony . . .’


‘I missed Johnny so terribly.’ Prue was remembering, her eyes grieved. ‘I thought that Tony could take his place, you see, but it simply didn’t work. It was almost a relief when he left me.’


‘But I thought you said that women need men.’


‘They do.’ Prue paused to marshal her confused thoughts. ‘What I’m trying to say is that if there is still love between you then you shouldn’t let it slip away. Especially when there are children involved. There was no real love between me and Tony. Johnny was my first and only love and no one else ever quite measured up to him. It was wrong of me to marry Tony when I still loved Johnny, even though he was dead. Tony was always second best.’


She paused, remembering Fliss’s love for Hal. Had her first love also been her only love? Had Miles been second best? There was a long silence. Hal’s shadow lay between them as clearly as if he had been standing on the lawn. There, amongst the sounds of the summer afternoon, Prue faced the fact that she was anxious lest Fliss’s freedom might present Hal with a very good reason to leave his ailing marriage; to divorce his rather tiresome and selfish wife, Maria. Prue didn’t want this to happen. Of course she wanted her son to be happy but there were the boys, Jolyon and Edward, to consider, not to mention Hal’s career as a naval officer . . .


Presently Prue reached for Fliss’s hand and held it tightly. ‘Forgive me,’ she said humbly. ‘Caroline is quite right. I have no right to interfere. We’re all biased, one way or another.’


Fliss squeezed her hand warmly. ‘It’s quite all right. Honestly. I know you’re trying to help me. I wish I knew what to do. I go round and round in circles. Each time I make up my mind I think about a different aspect of it, which throws everything back to square one.’


Sensing that their attention was centred firmly elsewhere, Podger seized the opportunity to climb to her feet, the trowel clasped awkwardly behind her back. Watching the two on the rug, she began to back cautiously away.


‘Don’t let him bully you,’ Prue cautioned anxiously. ‘Give yourself time to think.’


Fliss began to laugh. ‘I’ve had two years in which to think,’ she reminded her aunt. ‘The trouble is that I haven’t really thought at all. I’ve postponed it until the twelfth hour. To be honest, I’m scared stiff.’


Before Prue could answer, a cheerful hooting sounded from the courtyard and a car door slammed.


‘Susanna,’ she announced, almost with relief. ‘Fred will be ready for some tea. Now where on earth has Podger disappeared to and whatever is Rex doing digging in the border?’


She scrambled up, flapping at Rex, calling for Podger, and Fliss, following more slowly, crossed the lawn to greet her sister. Caroline appeared at the garden-room door.


‘Oh, there you are,’ she said. ‘Susanna and Fred have just arrived. Tea’s all ready in the hall and I’m sure that Podger’s hands need washing. Start pouring, will you, Flissy, dear . . .’


Presently the garden lay deserted in the afternoon sunshine. Rex, having fended off Prue’s wrath and retrieved his muddy ball, had returned to his place beneath the rhododendrons. As he lay licking the earth from his paws it occurred to him that there would be cake and scones for tea in the hall. He brooded thoughtfully. Podger’s tendencies towards mischief often caused problems for him, and adult retribution usually resulted in guilt offerings from the real culprit. Today she might be feeling particularly repentant. Rising, Rex padded towards the garden room, shouldered through the half-open door, and crossed the courtyard. Only Podger saw him enter the hall. Taking a generous piece of scone from her plate she surreptitiously put it on the floor beside her. Lying down close to her feet, feeling her small hand on his head, Rex sighed contentedly and began to eat.




Chapter Three


‘And do you still love him?’ asked Susanna curiously. She looked closely at the photograph of the twinnies with their father and then replaced it on the bureau, glancing about the first-floor sitting room which had once been Grandmother’s private domain. ‘I can still see her here, can’t you? Sitting there writing her letters or listening to some concert on the Third Programme.’


Relieved that Susanna had been distracted from her first question, Fliss looked around her.


‘It was rather unnerving to begin with,’ she admitted. ‘But Uncle Theo and Prue were so determined that her rooms should be used. It was like a kind of sacrilege to begin with but very soon it was a tremendous comfort. It was important to be able to come home once Miles had gone to Hong Kong . . .’


She hesitated, wondering if Susanna would be reminded of her earlier query but her younger sister was concentrating on the past, their conversation about Miles temporarily forgotten. Fliss watched her. Large with child she still had all the qualities which had defined her childhood: positive, cheerful, vitally alive, yet possessed of an inner serenity. She stood gazing up at the Widgerys which flanked the fireplace, her jaw-length, shiny, dark hair thrust negligently behind her ears and her bare legs and arms already tanned a warm brown.


‘The thing was,’ Susanna was saying, ‘she had to be a mother to us. It must have been a terrible shock for her, mustn’t it? Not only to hear about Mummy and Daddy and Jamie dying so dreadfully but to be suddenly landed with the three of us. She can’t have been all that young, after all.’


‘She was in her sixties.’ Fliss sat down on the window seat. ‘And you were barely two and there was Mole, being quite unable to speak with the shock of it all . . .’ She fell silent remembering those terrible weeks of terror, of the relief at being back at The Keep, the feeling of safety. ‘Of course, Ellen and Fox were just brilliant. Can you remember anything about it, Sooz?’


Her sister sank into one of the deep, comfortable armchairs with a sigh.


‘Not really,’ she said. ‘I try to remember them – you know, Mummy and Daddy and Jamie – but I don’t know how much is true remembering or whether it’s what people have told me. I was the luckiest one, really. This was my childhood. Here with Grandmother, and Ellen and Fox looking after us all, and Uncle Theo. It was only later, when I went away to college, that I realised that my background wasn’t quite the same as that of the people of my own age. I was quite upset about it for a while. Someone said that our life here was an anachronism, being brought up by Grandmother’s generation, and I hated not being normal.’


Fliss snorted derisively. ‘So what’s normal?’


‘I sometimes wonder if we’re a bit of an odd family, though,’ insisted Susanna. ‘The Chadwicks seem to be very good at living alone, don’t they? Well, not so much alone as without partners. Grandmother, Uncle Theo, Mole, Kit, Prue. Even you seem to have been perfectly happy during these last two years.’


‘Prue was saying something similar earlier.’ Fliss pushed up the sleeves of her blue denim shirt and twined some stray blonde hairs back into the loose knot on her neck. ‘You and Gus seem to be the only happily married couple in the whole family. So there you are. You’re normal at last.’


‘I notice you don’t count Hal and Maria,’ observed Susanna idly. ‘It’s been great having Hal based at Devonport, hasn’t it? What a pity Maria won’t move down, although I can understand her wanting to be near Edward whilst he’s still so young. Perhaps she’ll let him board now he’s settled in. It must be two years since he started, isn’t it?’


‘Two years,’ agreed Fliss. ‘He’s not a probationer any more. He’s been made up to a full chorister and everyone’s delighted.’


Susanna pushed a cushion into the small of her back. ‘Including Jolyon?’


‘Including Jolyon,’ said Fliss firmly. ‘Jolyon’s never been jealous of his brother, you know that. He’s a dear.’


‘Oh, Jo’s all right,’ said Susanna casually. ‘But he must get a bit miffed occasionally with all the attention his little brother gets. I’m so pleased that he’s really happy at Herongate with Bess. I always thought it was a bit hard that he should be sent away to school so that Maria could go and live in Salisbury to cater to Edward’s needs.’


‘It was difficult to get it right for everyone,’ said Fliss, after a moment. ‘But the scholarship was too good to turn down, and it’s all worked out quite well.’


‘I did wonder whether Maria might come down a bit more often, what with Hal here when the ship was in and Jo coming home for exeats with the twinnies. Still, she’s a naval wife and she must be used to the separation.’


‘I think they did the best they could for both children.’ Fliss made an effort to sound calmly judicious. ‘Hal went back to Salisbury for all his leaves. It was only when the ship was alongside for just a couple of days that he stayed here. He is the captain, after all. Very often he had to stay in the port area anyway. It was lovely for Prue to have him here so that she could really spoil him without putting Maria’s back up.’


Susanna chuckled. ‘She’s the original mother hen. It’s been such fun, hasn’t it? Especially with Mole’s submarine based at Devonport, as well. Janie was in seventh heaven. She was really miserable when he was posted to Northwood.’


‘It would be wonderful if he and Janie could get together,’ admitted Fliss. ‘But I can’t see it. Not after all this time. He’s known her for years, since you were at college.’


‘He can’t bring himself to make the commitment.’ Susanna frowned a little. ‘It all goes back to the Kenya thing. He’s terrified that something frightful will happen to the people he loves when he’s not there to protect them. He hates it when I have the babies in case I die in childbirth, and he worries about the children because they’re so vulnerable. It’s so odd given that he’s a submariner. You’d think he’d want a nice safe job, wouldn’t you?’


‘I think it’s more complex than that. If it hadn’t been for our family tragedy he’d probably have been a perfectly ordinary sort of chap. But our parents and Jamie dying so violently made him aware of the fragility of life when he was far too young to deal with it. He’s so much better than he was but the shadow is still there. It’s been something he’s continually fighting to control. Chadwicks have always gone into the Navy and it was terribly important to him to prove that he could do it, too. Anyway, I don’t think that he’s in love with Janie. He’s very fond of her but Mole will need some great passion to push him over the edge.’


‘I know.’ Susanna sighed regretfully and then shrugged. ‘It would just be so very convenient, apart from everything else, what with her working with Gus and being such a chum, but I fear that you’re right. It’s no good marrying just for convenience. And speaking of that . . .’


‘Shouldn’t we go down and see what the children are up to?’ Fliss glanced at her watch and stood up, holding out a hand to her sister.


‘I can take a hint,’ said Susanna placidly, allowing herself to be heaved to her feet. ‘I just thought you might want to talk about it.’


‘I do, really,’ Fliss confessed. ‘But when I start I get even more muddled. Do you know what I mean?’


‘I think so.’ They wandered out on to the landing together. ‘The trouble is, we all want to put in our two penn’orth and you just need someone to confirm what you think about it yourself.’


‘If only I knew what that was,’ murmured Fliss. ‘Anyway, never mind all that. I hope it’s another girl you’ve got in there, Sooz. This new generation of girls are outnumbered two to one already.’


‘Could I cope with another Podger?’ mused Susanna. ‘What a sobering thought! Ah well. I must get them home to bed and make Gus some supper. Do I hear singing?’


‘You could call it that.’


Several voices – Podger’s squeak and Fred’s husky growl, blending with Prue’s light, pretty soprano – could be heard drifting up from the hall below and the two women went down the stairs to find them.


Later that evening, as Fliss walked on the hill behind The Keep with Rex, Susanna’s question echoed in her head. ‘And do you still love him?’ Long shadows, indigo and purple, were stretching across the hill and two rooks flapped homeward with a steady, rhythmical beating of wings. The sun sank gently into an armada of curded, cushiony clouds, towering up from the west, and suddenly, as she watched, molten, brilliant, dazzling gold streamed along their fluffy, fluted edges, flooding and drenching them in colour. Fliss, who had seized Caroline’s padded jacket from the peg by the back door, slid her arms into the sleeves, and sighed with pleasure. She had watched the sunset from this hill on countless occasions but the endlessly changing pageant, season by season, year by year, never ceased to enthral her. This was her place, this ancient hill fortress where her ancestor had built The Keep from the granite of the old fort; this was where she belonged. Now, when it was too late, she knew that she should never have married Miles – that she had turned to him as a reaction to the news of Hal’s engagement – but what was so clear with hindsight had seemed so different at the time. ‘And do you still love him?’


Fliss thrust her hands deep into her pockets and followed Rex down to the river. Surely the question should be ‘Did you ever love him?’ Instinctively she shrank from admitting that she had married without love – and, anyway, would it be true? She did not love him as she loved Hal but there were many different kinds of love and who was to say that one kind should not succeed as well as another? She had loved Miles – oh, not with the overwhelming passion which she had given to Hal, but with an altogether gentler, calmer love. Miles had been strong, comforting, determined, and she had leaned against his strength and been grateful for his protection. His love had allowed her to keep her pride. At the time it had been the only thing that mattered. ‘And do you still love him?’


This was what mattered now. If Hal were free, if there were no children involved, she knew that her decision would be an easier one. After all, her own children were not likely to be much affected if she were to divorce Miles. Too late she’d realised that children were not a part of his plan and he had never been able to exert himself in their direction. He had been generous, strict, aware of his responsibility, but he had not loved them. Now, after two years of separation, it would be easy to allow things to drift wider so that the total separation was more or less painless as far as Jamie and Bess were concerned but . . . But Hal was not free and they both knew that Jolyon and Edward would suffer terribly if their parents were to separate. Jolyon especially would feel it. He had willingly agreed to go away to school – frightened though he was at the prospect – if it made life easier for his mother and Edward and kept the family as a unit. Hal had promised Jolyon then that there was no danger of divorce, that he and Maria loved each other, that there was nothing for him to fear. Hal would not go back on his word to his son.


Following the well-worn sheeptracks that wound down the side of the hill, Fliss crushed down a familiar sense of resentment. Her cousin Kit, Hal’s twin, had told her in confidence that Maria was having an affair with a former boyfriend, her father’s junior partner. This was part of the reason she had so readily moved back to Salisbury when Edward had been offered his scholarship to the cathedral school. Her father’s architect’s practice was situated in Salisbury, where this Adam Wishart now lived, and Maria had made the most of her opportunities during these last two years with Hal at sea. However, Adam’s wife would not give him his freedom and Maria had no intention of leaving Hal whilst she had no other protector available.


Fliss thought: It’s because she’s getting away with it that I feel so cross. She’s cheating on Hal, manipulating the boys, and getting off scot-free while Hal and I try to behave as though we’re just good friends. It’s sickening.


‘You’re a pair of idiots,’ Kit had announced roundly. ‘I simply can’t believe that you don’t grab the opportunity to let off steam. Oh, I can see that it would be impossible down at The Keep with Ma and Uncle Theo pottering around – pretty nerve-racking, I grant you. But why don’t you come here? Dear old Sin spends most of her time downstairs with Andrew these days and I could bugger off for a weekend. Just say the word. Honestly, honey, it’s crazy. Everyone knows that if Grandmother and Ma hadn’t shoved their oars in, you and Hal would be together. You’ve loved each other for years. OK, I know all that about cousins having funny children and I know that our fathers were identical twins but it doesn’t matter any more. You and Hal aren’t going to want more children now. So what’s stopping you grabbing a few hours of happiness?’


‘I promised Uncle Theo,’ Fliss had mumbled – and Kit had shaken her head in despair, rolling her eyes in disbelief.


‘I don’t believe this,’ she’d cried, frustrated in her attempt to help her brother and her cousin. ‘Is this the eighties or have I slipped a decade or three?’


‘It’s different for you.’ Fliss had attempted to defend herself. ‘Prue was never so strict with you as Grandmother was with us. You’re a child of your generation, a sixties child. You do as you please. I probably am three decades behind you but I can’t help myself. Hal feels the same, anyway. He’s promised Jo that he and Maria will stick it out. I think we both feel it would be dangerous to give way even for one afternoon. Once we started neither of us might be able to stop.’


‘Suit yourselves but don’t blame me if you both go off bang one of these days,’ grumbled Kit. ‘What masochistic bastard invented love anyway? It’s like some terrible disease for us Chadwicks, isn’t it? We get it once and we’re immune for ever. It’s just that we never get over that one first agony.’


‘And do you still love him?’


Now, standing by the river, watching the midges in their eternal, shimmering twilight dance above the fast-running water, Fliss wondered if Kit might be right. In which case, was it sensible for her, Fliss, even to think of trying again with Miles? Was it fair to him? Or to her? Putting Hal right out of the picture, if that were possible, what was the right thing to do for Miles and herself and their children?


Rex pushed against her leg, dropping a sodden, dripping piece of branch at her feet. He stared at it, ears cocked, tail waving, and then looked up at her, his tongue lolling expectantly.


‘OK, then,’ she muttered. ‘Here it goes. Watching?’


She flung it as far as she could in the direction of the spinney and then slowly followed in his wake. So many memories were bound up in this hill, the river that wound its way through the valley down towards the sea, and the spinney with its lofty trees and its dim, mysterious interior; memories that stretched back for thirty years. One thing was certain: she could not settle permanently in Hong Kong. No, she must remain firm. She had given Miles her answer and she must stand by it.


A voice, calling to her, rippled out over the hill, and, turning to look up towards the house, she saw Caroline descending towards her, waving. Fliss, waving back, was seized by an unexpected clutch of fear. No reason to believe that Caroline hadn’t merely come out to join her as she sometimes did, yet even while acknowledging that, Fliss found that she was hurrying up the path to meet her, anxieties crowding into her head. Were the twinnies OK? Or was it Uncle Theo? Or Hal . . .?


‘What is it?’ she asked breathlessly as they met together on the narrow path. ‘Sorry.’ She tried to laugh away her panic. ‘Just for a moment, I thought . . .’ She stared at Caroline. ‘What’s happened?’


‘Nothing terrible,’ said Caroline quickly. ‘Of course not. Sorry. I didn’t mean to frighten you. Just something a little odd, that’s all. Miles telephoned just now and has asked if you will call him back.’


‘That’s OK,’ said Fliss, relaxing. Miles was less alarming than those brief imaginings. ‘I thought he probably would. I’ve been half expecting it.’


‘Yes,’ said Caroline, as they climbed the path together, Rex panting in the rear. ‘I guessed as much. But the odd thing is that he’s not in London any more. It seems that he’s come down to Dartmouth and he’s hoping that you’ll go over to see him.’




Chapter Four


Miles woke suddenly in his room at the Royal Castle Hotel. He lay quite still, watching the patterns made by the sun on the wall, listening to the crying of the gulls. It was odd to be back in Dartmouth yet not in the narrow house in Above Town which he’d owned for more than twenty years. Excitement curdled in his gut. Today he would see her; today he would begin again. This excitement, mixed with apprehension and optimism, confused him. He’d felt rather like this two years ago when he’d heard about the job in Hong Kong but at that time these emotions had all been tied up with the challenge of a new career after twenty-five years in the Navy. To be fair, he reminded himself, he had also looked upon it as the beginning of a new life together for him and Fliss but he realised now that he had been taking a great deal for granted. He had assumed that the two of them would simply start again where they’d left off when the twins were born. No allowances had been made for the fact that Fliss might have changed or have other needs; he’d expected her to be as delighted as he’d been himself, ready to support him in his new role. How angry he’d felt when she’d questioned his right to take decisions which affected them jointly without consulting her; how hurt when she’d refused to consider the future in the same light; how shocked when she’d decided not to accompany him and had suggested her plan for a two-year moratorium. It was true that he would have been able to find a job in the United Kingdom but he was too absorbed, too engrossed by the plans for his new career, to be prepared to consider alternative ideas. She was his wife and her place was at his side. His anger and resentment refused to allow him to back down, although he’d secretly hoped that at the last moment she would relent. Even then, despite the pain of leaving her behind, the excitement of this new life had dulled his unhappiness. It had only been a matter of months, however, before he’d written to her, asking her to visit him. To do her justice she’d always been ready to respond instantly to his need. He cast his mind back, trying to remember how he’d felt when she’d come out to Hong Kong on those fleeting visits during the last two years. His reaction had been different then: excitement, yes, but overlaid with the calming sense of his own importance. He could admit that now.


He thought: Subconsciously I was trying to bully her into submission. To bludgeon her senses with what I had achieved and the great life we could have together out there. I always believed that sooner or later she’d give in and join me.


He pushed back the bedclothes and sat for a moment on the edge of the bed, yawning. At fifty-five he’d lost none of his broad-shouldered, thickset strength and, although the rumpled brown hair showed plenty of grey, his keen glance and air of command lent a youthfulness to his appearance. None of these benefits weighed with him for a moment. Miles was not a man to waste time considering how he might set himself off to the best advantage physically. His whole will was bent on dealing with the difficulties before him: his mind doubling back and forth, examining weaknesses and strengths, determining strategy. Fliss, he knew, would be unmoved by anything less than a genuine change of heart and a re-evaluation of the situation. During the last few days in London he had thought long and hard, trying to be as honest as he could, suspending self-justification and self-pity in favour of truth. It had been a painful, humbling business – and he still had a very long way to go – but he was working at it. His marriage was on the line and the shock of Fliss’s answer to his ultimatum had jerked him out of years of complacency.


Miles stood up and pottered over to the coffee-making equipment, mourning the passing of good old-fashioned room service and examining with dislike the usual display of milk substitutes. Since he always drank his coffee black this was simply habit, a gesture of rebellion against the lowering of standards, but he liked to go through the motions whilst he tore open the sachet and tipped the instant coffee powder into the cup. As he waited for the kettle to boil, he stood at the window looking out at the town.


The tide was out. In the boatfloat the small vessels rested untidily on the pale soft mud, forlorn, useless until the water returned. On the wall above them a swan preened herself, heavy-bosomed and clumsy, broad-splayed feet awkward and in-turned. She too was waiting for the life-bestowing tide. Outside a shop door, where bright flowers trailed from hanging baskets, a girl was standing on some folding steps watering the plants with a long-spouted watering can. Soon the locals would be about their daily business; stepping round the visitors who dawdled on the pavements; hurrying past them as they drifted across the narrow medieval streets. As he watched the girl pausing to exchange greetings with a friend, Miles felt a sense of shock that he, too, might be considered a visitor and was surprised by a deep and unexpected need to be accepted, to belong in this town where such roots as he had were buried. Dimly he recognised Fliss’s similar attachment to The Keep, her allegiance to her own small part of Devon, and allowed it to influence his new, painful humility.


The kettle was boiling behind him and he made his coffee, carrying it back to the window, watching the town coming alive below him. He suddenly needed to be out there, walking along the embankment, feeling the soft warm breeze on his face. Reaching for his watch amongst his possessions on the bedside table, he saw that there was time for a stroll before breakfast. Between gulps at the hot black liquid, he dragged clothes from the wardrobe and the small chest, flinging them on the bed until, with one last glance at the river, he put the empty cup on the tray and disappeared into the shower.


The bar was empty when Fliss opened the door and looked inside. It surprised and irritated her to feel her hand tremble slightly on the handle and she stood quite still for a moment, swallowing down her nervousness. It was that quiet hour between the departure of late lunchers and the appearance of those in search of tea, and there was a languid atmosphere, as if the staff were all putting their feet up somewhere else, leaving the hotel temporarily deserted. As her eyes grew accustomed to the dimness, rather a shock after the brightness of the sunny afternoon, she saw that someone was, after all, behind the bar at the far end by the coffee-making machine. She hesitated, unwilling to ask if there might be a message for her. It hadn’t occurred to her that Miles would not be here to meet her and she instantly suspected that this was, despite his conciliatory words, all set to be another battle of gamesmanship. Perhaps he was hoping that she’d be obliged to go up to his room.


Turning abruptly she dragged the door open and, hurrying out, barged into Miles as he came hurtling into the bar.


‘Sorry,’ he gasped. ‘Really I am. I bumped into Jeff Burns. Had no idea he was at the college now and I couldn’t get away.’ He peered into her face, and, reading her expression rightly, bundled her back into the bar lest she should escape and disappear. ‘Please. Don’t be angry. I only went out because the waiter was trying to clean round me and I walked straight into Jeff. He would drone on. I thought I might have to knock him out so as to get away. The Ancient Mariner could take his correspondence course and learn a few new tricks.’


He looked so distraught, so un-Miles-like, that she was obliged to laugh, albeit unwillingly. His relief was patent and he laughed with her, still holding her wrist, keeping her close. Embarrassment made her glance away from the strange blend of tenderness and fear on his face and he released her quickly, glancing round him.


‘It’s silent as a churchyard in here at this time of the day,’ he told her. ‘That’s why I suggested it. I felt we needed to meet on neutral ground. Tea?’


‘Yes.’ She fumbled with the strap of her bag, unwilling to look at him again. ‘Yes, please.’


‘I don’t quite know the form here.’ He jingled the loose coins in the pocket of his cords, staring towards the bar. ‘A scone, perhaps? Cream cake?’


‘No.’ She shook her head quickly. ‘No thanks. Tea will be great.’


He wandered away from her, along the length of the bar, and she looked about, trying to decide which table would afford most privacy. She sat by the window, watching the passers-by, until Miles came back and sat down opposite.


‘So . . .’


Once again she was embarrassed by his scrutiny but this time she met his gaze squarely, eyebrow raised a little.


‘Thanks for coming, Fliss. It’s good to see you.’


Various sentences formed and re-formed in her head but in the end she opted for the direct approach.


‘I’m not absolutely certain what this is all about.’ She tried to keep a light, friendly tone. ‘I haven’t changed my mind, you know.’


‘I’m sure you haven’t. I can see that there’s no reason why you should but I wanted to talk to you. To explain that since our last meeting I’ve been doing a lot of thinking.’


She waited, unwilling to make any contribution, sitting back in the upholstered chair. He was frowning, assembling his thoughts, and she felt a fleeting sympathy for him.


‘The trouble is,’ he said, looking at her with a rueful anxiety, ‘I can see now that over the years I’ve been rather high-handed.’


She laughed then, spontaneously and genuinely, and he smiled as he watched her.


‘Oh, Miles,’ she said, shaking her head, ‘honestly . . .’


‘I know.’ He was ready to enjoy the joke against himself. ‘It’s taken long enough, hasn’t it? But I can’t do much about that except to say that I’m sorry. No, no,’ he correctly interpreted her quick little frown, ‘I know that it’s not anywhere near that simple. That’s just the beginning. When you said “no” in London, I realised that I’d never really accepted that you truly meant to leave me. Not deep down. In my arrogance I believed that you’d come back to me. It’s been a funny two years, learning the ropes out there and finding my feet. It wasn’t that different from a foreign posting in the Navy, and I could easily pretend that when the two years were up we’d be back together again.’


‘Except,’ said Fliss slowly, as he paused for breath, ‘except that if it had been a naval posting you’d have been coming back home. Not staying out there.’


‘I realise that.’ The waiter was arriving with the tray of tea and Miles leaned back in his chair, waiting until they were alone again. ‘That’s perfectly true.’ He bent forward eagerly as the waiter departed and Fliss prepared to deal with the tea. ‘So what would your answer have been if that were now the case?’


She stared at him, puzzled, her hands stilled amongst the cups and saucers. ‘How do you mean?’


He shrugged. ‘Just that. If this had been a naval posting and I was coming home how would you feel about it?’


Confused, wary of some kind of trap, she frowned impatiently. ‘But you’re not. What’s the point in dealing with hypothetical situations?’


‘I’m trying to discover whether it’s Hong Kong you have an antipathy to or whether it’s me? Do you see?’


‘I suppose so.’ She began to pour the tea. ‘But it still isn’t relevant, is it?’


‘It could be.’


She suppressed a tremor of fear as she passed him his tea. ‘How so?’


He dropped several lumps of sugar into the white china cup and stirred the tea slowly, his eyes fixed on the swirling liquid.


‘Do you remember that day you telephoned from the school you were teaching at in Gloucestershire? You were lonely. Remember? I drove up and fetched you back here and we had a wonderful weekend together . . .’


‘Don’t do this, Miles,’ she said angrily. She sat back in her chair, shoulders squared. ‘It’s not fair. I shan’t be affected by sentimental memories. It’s actions that count. Apologies and promises mean nothing if they aren’t followed up by deeds. Oh, I know that sounds a good old-fashioned thing to say, doesn’t it? Worthy of my Victorian grandmother? Perhaps so, but it’s how I feel . . .’


‘Please.’ He was shaking his head, trying to recapture her attention. ‘Just wait a minute. I’m not trying to sweet-talk you. It’s just that I want us to see the whole picture. From the very beginning I wanted to protect you – and what could be more Victorian than that in this modern world? – and you seemed to accept it. No, hang on a minute, I’m not trying to justify my actions, just trying to find out where it all went wrong, and I can see I gave you no room to grow up. I resented the twins because they came between us and realise that I was simply marking time, waiting to pick up the threads. I told you on the telephone last night that I’ve been doing an awful lot of thinking, Fliss, and it’s not before time. I’m just hoping that it’s not too late.’


She watched him, trying to guess at his purpose, refusing to be drawn.


‘So what are your conclusions?’ she asked at last, hating herself for being unresponsive, terrified that he might overwhelm her by appealing to the ever-present demon of guilt.


He sighed, smiling at her, touching the back of her hand with his finger.


‘You were right to accuse me of not loving you,’ he said gently. ‘I wanted to go to Hong Kong and I risked our marriage to do it. It’s impossible to hope that you might understand how I felt. I suppose after all those years in the Navy I simply expected you to pack and follow, except this wasn’t the Navy. You were quite right about that. If you marry a sailor you expect disruption and separation but I didn’t have to go to Hong Kong. I had choices and I chose Hong Kong rather than you, only I didn’t, or wouldn’t, see it like that. I always loved you but not enough to jettison all my plans and the excitement of a new career. But I truly think that it was simply because I never believed you’d leave me.’ He shrugged. ‘I’m an arrogant bastard, Fliss, but you knew that, didn’t you?’


There was silence until Fliss unclenched her fists, which were clasped in her lap, and relaxed a little.


‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I knew that. But at the beginning it was what I needed. It’s not your fault that I grew up.’


He exhaled a great breath of relief.


‘Bless you,’ he said. ‘I missed all the signposts, you see, blundering on, Johnny-head-in-air, and now here I am at the crossroads and everywhere I look it’s saying “No Through Road”.’


‘Oh, Miles,’ pity fought with exasperation, ‘try to see that I can’t go backwards. I couldn’t help growing up. Even if I wanted to, and I don’t, I can’t go back to the way we were sixteen years ago.’


‘I’m not asking you to,’ he said quickly. ‘I’m only asking you not to give up just yet. I’ve been thinking things through. Supposing I work out my contract and come home? I’d probably be able to transfer to the London office. Supposing I could, what then?’


She stared at him, too shocked to speak. He smiled involuntarily at her expression and bit his lip. The silence lengthened painfully.


‘Well,’ he said at last, with an attempt at cheerfulness, ‘that was a bit of a conversation stopper. At least tell me that you’ll think about it. Please?’


‘Are you serious?’


‘Perfectly serious. I love you, Fliss. My ultimatum was so much hot air. Another attempt to bounce you into coming back to me. Diana means nothing to me. It was a crass attempt to make you jealous but I didn’t even succeed at that, did I? You just despised me for it and quite right, too. Please just think about it. It would mean more years of separation but you could come out now and again, perhaps, and then we could think about things after that. I could weekend from London if you wanted to stay in Devon and you could come up to the theatre and things like that . . .’


He fell silent, swallowing back his lukewarm tea, suddenly deflated, his energy spent. She felt a spasm of affection for him, a longing to please, and crushed it down. She needed to believe that he was utterly sincere, that it wasn’t simply talk which might end in nothing except to put her back into a submissive role.


‘Of course I’ll think about it,’ she began cautiously – and he looked at her with such joy and gratitude that she was momentarily silenced.


‘Bless you,’ he said, ‘oh, bless you, my dear girl. I’ll look into things my end and see what can be done. Oh, Fliss . . .’


She let him take her hand and hold it to his cheek but all the time her senses were reeling with terror and her thoughts were chaotic. Seeing this, he drew back a little, allowing her to go, promising not to rush things, agreeing that she needed plenty of time to think. Back in his room he hurried to the window, watching the straight slender figure crossing the road, disappearing into Mayor’s Avenue. Resisting an urge to burst into tears, he rested his forehead against the cool glass and stared down at the scene below. The tide was in now and the boats, restored to life, rocked quietly at their moorings whilst, elegant and transformed, the swan glided sedately amongst them.




Chapter Five


Up in his eyrie on the top floor of the Hampstead house, Clarence Prior was cooking breakfast. The house in South Hill Park had been in his family for generations, used as a staging post by those members of it who were passing through London or coming up to visit the dentist or the theatre. Some years after the war, when the elderly resident Prior died, the family decided to turn the house into flats. The ground-floor flat was to be retained for family use whilst the two other floors could be let to family friends or like-minded people with good references. Clarrie’s cousin Andrew, who was now the legal owner, used the ground-floor flat as a bolt hole, regularly coming to London to sit on several different boards of which he was a director, and to go to the opera, of which he was a devotee. He had been glad to offer the top-floor flat to Clarrie when he’d returned from India as a widower in the early sixties and Clarrie, in due course, had introduced Kit and Sin into the household, suggesting that they should apply for the first-floor flat when it became empty. Now, nine years on, it was as if they’d all been together for ever.


The kitchen was a cheerful place, its window looking down upon the twisting lanes and huddled roofscapes of Hampstead. Clarrie enjoyed cooking and lived most of his life in the kitchen so that there was a comfortable, busy atmosphere in the big square room: books leaning together on shelves and toppling from the big, deal table; a dog lead coiled round a large ashtray on the dresser; a bowl of dried fruit soaking on the draining-board, standing beside a pot of geraniums waiting to be watered. This Sunday morning he and Fozzy, the large, wire-haired dachshund, had already been for their walk on the Heath and Fozzy now lay curled in his basket next to the armchair by the window.


Clarrie, breaking an egg carefully into the frying pan, sighed heavily. The past nine years had been the happiest since he’d been a young married man in the Indian Army. He was very fond of his cousin Andrew, a quiet, gentle man tied to the insensitive and domineering Margaret, who’d avoided the responsibilities of motherhood, preferring the company of animals. Clarrie had nicknamed her the Memsahib, disliking the way she manipulated and humiliated Andrew. She rarely came to London, much to everyone’s relief, preferring to remain in Wiltshire with her donkey sanctuary, chickens and two elderly Labradors, but she’d made it clear that she disapproved of Kit and Sin to the extent that Andrew had required all his peace-making skills to wear down her dislike thus allowing them to remain. Clarrie adored both of them. He’d worked with Sin at the British Museum, becoming extremely fond of her as the years passed, and he’d been delighted to give her the opportunity to take over the first-floor flat when it fell empty just as he was due to retire. He and Kit had taken to each other very quickly; soon she was driving him down to meet other members of the Chadwick family at The Keep and he was quite used to meeting Hal or Mole on the stairs when they had jobs at the Ministry of Defence or were in London to see the Appointer. Self-reliant and independent though he was, Clarrie enjoyed being part of this group of people, ranging from the charming, elderly Theo to the small, delightful Podger, who had stayed at the house just before Christmas, with her brother, Fred, and her mother, Susanna, so as to be taken to see Peter Pan.


When Andrew and Sin had discovered that their friendship had slowly warmed into love both Kit and Clarrie had been delighted for them, and for two years their love had continued to grow until it was now almost impossible for them to be apart. Andrew, after more than thirty years of a miserable, if loyal, existence, blossomed into a grateful joyfulness which was utterly disarming whilst Sin, whose love affairs had never materialised into anything permanent, was so happy that it was almost frightening. For the last six months, however, it had become increasingly apparent that something must be done about Margaret: but what? In his calmer moments, Andrew could see that a man of sixty, passionately in love, might well be an object of derision, and knew that she would never take him seriously. A private, cautious man, he shrank from showing his feelings to the insensitive Margaret who, as his wife, was the last person who could be expected to be sympathetic to them.
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