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Book One

Summer 1957




Chapter One

The three children stood together, waiting. Other passengers had disappeared homeward and the tiny branch-line station drowsed peacefully in the June sunshine; the big bright faces of the hollyhocks nodding against the tarred fence; roses and honeysuckle growing together in a scented tangle by the booking office; milk churns waiting for collection. The station master leaned from his door at full stretch, the telephone receiver still in his hand, watching the small group. The eldest, a girl of ten, was clearly exhausted, her pale pointed face pinched with silent endurance. She was skinny, her gingham dress was creased and limp, and damp wisps escaped from the two plaits of thick fair hair. Her grey eyes were fixed with desperate intensity on the station master as he waved his free hand at her cheerfully. His cap, pushed far to the back of his head, looked as if it might tumble off at any moment.

‘Left ’arf’n’ower ago,’ he shouted encouragingly. ‘Trouble with the car, I shouldn’t wonder.’

The girl swallowed audibly, her arm tightening around the boy who was holding a fold of her skirt, and nodded back at the station master, who disappeared  inside his office. His voice could be heard, discreetly lowered, talking volubly. The boy looked up at his sister and she smiled at him, loosening her hold on him a little.

‘Grandmother will be here soon,’ she told him. ‘You heard, didn’t you, Mole? You heard what he said? “Trouble with the car.” She’ll be here any minute.’

The boy stared toward the entrance. His grubby Aertex shirt had worked loose from the grey flannel shorts and his eyes were frightened. She bent to him again, guessing his thoughts.

‘Only trouble with the car,’ she repeated. ‘Not . . . Only trouble. Like a puncture. Nothing else, Mole. Truly.’

The small girl, who had been clinging to her other hand, let go suddenly and subsided on to the platform. She lay down amongst the luggage and crooned to herself, holding her dolly high above her as though offering it towards the swallows that dived and wheeled in the blue air.

‘Oh, Susanna,’ sighed her sister helplessly. ‘You’ll get filthy.’

She wiped her freed sticky hand on her skirt and looked about her. Near the office the porter was checking over some parcels piled on a trolley. She watched him as he whistled quietly to himself, turning the labels with stubby fingers. Pasted on the wall above his head the Ovaltine girl smiled eternally, clasping her golden sheaves of corn, swinging her basket with its tin of Ovaltine which repeated the picture, so that her smile grew smaller and smaller . . . A car was approaching, chugging over the level crossing and round the corner, and the station master was  hurrying out, craning to see who was arriving. His cry of greeting was so full of relief that the girl instinctively began mustering her small group.

‘Get up, Sooz. Get up! Quick. Grandmother’s here. Come on, Mole. Take hold of this. Get up, Susanna!’

The sound of the voice, which had been talking breathlessly outside, was coming closer and the three children, clinging together, stared at the elderly woman who hurried out on to the platform and stopped short with an involuntary gesture of compassion and grief. Freddy Chadwick looked at her three grandchildren and her throat constricted.

‘My darlings,’ she said. ‘Forgive me. The stupid woman was supposed to make sure you stayed put at Totnes, not send you on to Staverton. And then I was driving too fast and went into the ditch. Muddles all round. And at such a time. Forgive me.’

 



She had driven like a maniac through the deep narrow lanes; the tall grasses and the white flowers of the umbellifer brushing the car’s sides and dislodging bees, which fell in through her open window. She brushed them aside distractedly. All the grief and horror of the last few days had been finally concentrated into this one vital intention: that she must be there to meet the train. The family had been united in agreeing that it would be better to collect the children from the station and take them straight home to The Keep. This meeting must surely be fraught with emotion; therefore the shorter the time spent publicly together, before all four of them could relax privately, so much the better. Freddy felt that this was right but feared that to put off her responsibility, even for a  matter of a few hours, must be a cowardly decision. Yet the thought of attempting to deal with three shocked, frightened children on a long train journey was a horrifying one. How could they postpone their shared grief for so extended a period? Yet how could she possibly consider the prospect of displaying their vulnerability to the curious gaze of strangers? Everything had happened so quickly. The children, dazed by the abrupt dislocation of their lives, were bearing up – but it was expected that they would break down once they were united with their grandmother. Racked with indecision Freddy had allowed herself to be persuaded that this meeting should be postponed but she was determined to be there waiting for them at the station, to hurry them home to safety. She had not allowed for a last-minute confusion in London. The children’s adult companion had been suddenly taken ill, and a well-meaning passenger, travelling down to Plymouth, recruited in her stead at the last moment.

Her thoughts hurrying ahead of her, Freddy had taken a bend too fast, lost control of the car, and put the two nearside wheels into the ditch. Almost weeping with frustration, glancing continually at her wristwatch, she had tried to back the car on to the lane. It was a farmer and his wife, driving home from Newton Abbot market, who finally rescued her but, when she arrived at Totnes, she discovered that her children had been sent on the branch line to Staverton. The woman in charge of them had consulted with the station master, who was convinced that there was some mistake. Mrs Chadwick, he told her, always travelled to and from Staverton, changing at Totnes, and was  probably waiting there now. The children were hurried on to the train, which was just leaving, and the guard told to put them off at Staverton station. Freddy was both furious and anxious.

‘I should have gone to London to meet them,’ she told herself over and over as she fled back towards Staverton. ‘I knew I should. I shouldn’t have risked it.’

At least her anxiety briefly blotted out the continual inward vision of her beloved son, with his wife and eldest boy, murdered by Mau Mau. The shocking news had been too terrible to take in at first; too terrible to comprehend. Now her husband and both her twin boys were dead; all victims of war and violence. Darling Bertie, returning to the war in 1916 after a brief respite at home, had died at Jutland a few days later; their son – dear, kind, amusing John – torpedoed on a convoy in the second war; and now Peter – restless, charming, clever Peter – attacked and murdered. If only he had been content to settle down after the war; taken an interest in the china clay business which had supported the family for over a hundred years . . .

Freddy groaned aloud as she drove the car onwards, thinking of the three bewildered children waiting at Staverton. She had never seen the twenty-two-month-old Susanna, who had been born in Kenya, and Sam – whom the family had named Mole because of his propensity to crawl and hide under rugs, chairs, tables – had been barely a year old when Peter and Alison had left England. Felicia, usually called Fliss, had been a quiet child of seven, deeply attached to her elder brother, Jamie . . .

Freddy wrenched the wheel violently as a tractor  lumbered out of a field gateway ahead of her and, trembling a little, she pulled in at the side of the lane for a moment to blow her nose and calm herself. Jamie had been tall and blond, just like Peter; outgoing, capable, loving. He had been sent back to school in England but, although he spent most half terms and exeats at The Keep with his grandmother, for this fateful half term he had flown back to Kenya. He should have been at school in England, but having been in contact with a friend with measles had to remain at home until the quarantine period was over. Darling Jamie, how joyfully he had written to tell her the good news that he was able to stay at home for an extra three weeks. Now he was dead; buried with his parents in the African earth . . .

Briefly, Freddy dropped her head in her hands. How was she to manage her own grief and loss whilst sustaining these children? At the thought of them she set the car in motion and plunged on. She jolted over the bridge which spanned the river, over the level crossing and, turning left, she parked hastily beside the gate and hurried on to the platform.

 



They stood together in a pool of sunlight. Fliss kept her arm protectively around Mole, whilst Susanna stared with round brown eyes at this tall old woman who seemed strangely familiar. After those first few words of explanation there was a moment of silence.

Freddy thought: How can I? How can I possibly deal with these three children? Self-pity and terror and love strove together in her breast. I can’t! she cried silently. I am too old.

Fliss thought: She looks like Daddy. I mustn’t cry.  How shall I tell her about Mole?

Mole thought: She is safe.

Susanna gazed up at the tall figure, her doll clutched to the smocking on her chest. She was conscious of a connection, of a sensation of security.

‘Hello, Grandmother,’ said Fliss wearily but politely. ‘This is Susanna. I expect you remember Mole.’

‘He has grown a good deal since I last saw him.’ The child’s courage had the effect of reactivating Freddy’s own confidence. ‘And so have you. So this is Susanna.’

‘She’s very tired,’ warned Fliss as Freddy lifted Susanna into her arms. ‘We all are . . .’

Her voice faltered and she bent to pick up a small bag, which she handed to Mole. Freddy saw that, though he took it obediently, he did not release his hold on his sister’s skirt. He was watching Freddy warily, hopefully . . .

Freddy settled the unprotesting Susanna comfortably on her arm and picked up the larger case. ‘Come,’ she said gently. ‘Let’s go home to tea.’

 



In the early 1840s, Edward Chadwick returned to England having spent a quarter of a century generating a considerable fortune in the Far East. It took him barely a week to realise that he had little in common with London society and that an inactive life would see him into an early grave. Following a consultation with his banker, Hoare, he investigated a number of possible investments and determined on one: to become a major shareholder and director in a company being formed to acquire a large tract of land in  Devon from which to extract the china clay which lay below the surface.

Once this decision was taken, his next step was to find a house that suited his sense of importance whilst appealing to his romantic core. He was unsuccessful. He did, however, find and purchase the ruins of an old hill fort between the moors and the sea and, by using the stones still lying about the site, he had built a castellated tower of three storeys which he named The Keep.

Soon he was able to convince himself that he lived in a property of ancient lineage. He used his wealth – and considerable charm – to buy himself a well-born wife, half his age, but his formidable energies were, in the main, channelled into ensuring the success of the china clay workings so that, before his death, his fortune had doubled and redoubled.

His male descendants, whilst maintaining a presence in the company, had made careers within the Royal Navy – but they continued to preserve and modernise The Keep. It was odd but quite delightful. The wings, two storeys high and set back a little on each side of the original house, had been added by a later generation. High stone walls had been built to form a courtyard, which was entered from beneath the overarching roof which linked the two small cottages of the gatehouse. Old-fashioned roses and wisteria climbed the courtyard walls and the newer wings but the austere grey stone of the tower itself remained unadorned. The Keep and the courtyard faced south, whilst to the west stretched the garden, bounded by orchards. To the north and east, however, the ground fell sharply away; rough grassy slopes  descending to the river which came tumbling down from the high moors. From bubbling issues the cold peaty waters raced through narrow rocky beds, down into the quiet, rich farmlands; moving more slowly then, the river surged onward into the broad reaches of the estuary where it mingled with the salt water of the sea.

 



Freddy drove into the courtyard, bumping across the granite paving stones and carefully skirting the central square of grass. She backed the Morris Oxford into the garage, which was built into the gatehouse, and climbed out. The three children sat together in the back, refusing – even for this short journey – to be separated, and she opened the door, hauling Susanna out and setting her down on her short sturdy legs. Mole scrambled after her, staring about him, observing the castle-like building across the courtyard, the height of the surrounding walls and the comforting thickness of the tall wooden doors in the gatehouse. He hoped that they would be closed and, as if she had read his thoughts, Freddy went to swing together the heavy oak barriers.

Mole took a deep breath; he thought: We are inside! – and looked with relief at Fliss.

She was struggling with their small quantity of luggage – all the large possessions were coming by Carter Paterson – and he went to help her, pulling at her arm and pointing towards the gates. She knew at once what he was feeling.

‘We’re quite safe here, Mole,’ she said in a low voice. ‘I told you so, didn’t I? Quite safe here at The Keep with Grandmother.’

Freddy was laughing at Susanna, who was running on the turf, throwing herself down on the sunwarmed grass and rolling about, enjoying the freedom after the days of restriction on aeroplane and trains and in hotel rooms.

‘No escape now,’ she told her cheerfully. ‘You’re in! You can’t come to any harm. You can’t get out.’

‘And no one,’ said Fliss, ‘can get in.’

Freddy looked at her, aware of a kind of urgent intensity, as if Fliss were passing some kind of message.

‘True,’ she agreed, realising at once how important it was that the children should have absolute security so that their terror might abate. ‘But you are completely safe here, you know. Only friends come to The Keep. And we have Ellen and Fox to look after us. You remember Ellen and Fox, Fliss?’

‘Oh yes.’ The pucker of anxiety between Fliss’s brows vanished and she smiled. ‘Oh yes, I do. Ellen and Fox,’ she repeated, as though it were a magic formula. ‘For a minute I’d forgotten them.’

‘Well, don’t let them hear you say that,’ said Freddy as the small party collected their belongings. ‘They’re eager to see you again. Come along. They’ll be in the kitchen making tea.’

As they trudged towards the front door Fliss felt her anxieties return. It was becoming increasingly important that she should speak to her grandmother alone so that she could explain. She had to tell her what happened on that dreadful day when she had heard Cookie screaming in the kitchen and she had run in to see the policeman shaking Cookie, shouting at her, telling her to be quiet. Suddenly he had slapped  her stingingly across the cheek and she had gasped and gulped and relapsed into silence. It was at this point that Fliss had seen Mole cowering, ashen-faced beneath the table, a witness to the policeman’s shocking revelations.

Even now Fliss did not know exactly what Mole had heard. From that moment Mole had been dumb; locked into his own silence. It was too late to concoct a story for the children. The policeman assumed that the small cowering boy would repeat the appalling news which he, shocked by the violence of the scene, had related so incautiously to the cook. Cursing himself, the policeman did the best he could – which was bad enough – but Fliss was spared the harrowing details which Mole had heard as he crouched beneath the kitchen table. Since that moment, Mole had refused to let Fliss out of his sight – and, if possible, out of his grasp.

How to find a moment alone, so as to explain? Fliss felt weighed down with responsibility and anxiety as she struggled with her own grief and loneliness.

‘You are the eldest now,’ a well-meaning woman had said. She was their mother’s friend and had cared for them until they were able to fly out. ‘You must be a little mother to your brother and sister.’

Fliss had remained silent, staring at her, whilst Mole burrowed into the chair beside her. ‘But I am not a mother,’ she longed to say, ‘not even a little one. And I can’t be the eldest. Jamie is the eldest. Because he is dead it doesn’t change anything. You can’t just become the eldest because someone dies . . .’

At the thought of Jamie, so much in charge, organising them all, comforting, capable, her big brother,  Fliss’s lips shook and tears filled her eyes. She had clutched Mole and wept into his dark hair as he lay passively against her, still too shocked even to cry.

‘Come now.’ The woman was clearly disappointed by Fliss’s lack of control. ‘You must set the little ones a good example. Here’s a handkerchief. One good blow now. That’s a good girl.’

She had blown her nose obediently and smoothed at Mole’s hair, hugging him, hoping that she was being motherly, but the tears were still there, running down the back of her throat. Now, here at The Keep, she hoped that some of her burden might pass to her grandmother; but first she had to be told . . .

Fliss sighed heavily and, holding tightly to Mole’s hand, she followed Freddy up the steps and into the hall.




Chapter Two

The Keep had been built for comfort, each generation adding its own variations on the theme. Left alone to bring up her twin boys between the wars, Freddy had drifted into rather a reclusive existence. She was a Hampshire girl and Bertie had died before he could introduce her into local society – such as it was in this very rural and fairly isolated place. Many of his contemporaries had died in the war and very few of them had been married. So it was that The Keep became a small world of its own and Freddy gradually converted the house to her own convenience. She loved it: the high rooms and spaciousness; the enclosed courtyard; the startling views; the huge granite fireplace at the far end of the hall; her little upstairs sitting room which overlooked the courtyard; the big airy bedroom with windows to both south and east so that she could wake to the early morning sunshine.

Freddy’s variations on the comfort theme had been to install more bathrooms and modernise the kitchen. She had turned Bertie’s dressing room into a bathroom for herself. Her excuse for a second bathroom on the first floor was that she disliked sharing with  her daughter-in-law Prue when she came to stay. Freddy hated talcum powder scattered over the linoleum, stockings draped over the clotheshorse and the lingering scent which Prue used so extravagantly. As they grew up, the boys had continued to use the nursery quarters on the second floor so Freddy had become accustomed to having the bathroom for her own exclusive use. She was surprised at how much she resented sharing with Prue, surprised and guilty, so that finally she’d consulted her brother-in-law, Theo Chadwick. Theo was six years younger than Bertie and it was he who had nicknamed the young Frederica ‘Freddy’, he who had comforted her when she found herself a widow, pregnant with the twins, the owner of The Keep and a major shareholder in a business about which she knew nothing. He had taken Holy Orders and until recently had been a naval chaplain.

‘Do you need an excuse to put in another bathroom?’ Theo had asked, puzzled. It was unlike Freddy to consult him in such matters. ‘Why shouldn’t you have your own bathroom?’

‘It seems so self-indulgent,’ explained Freddy. ‘There’s a perfectly good bathroom already, and Prue and the twins don’t come down that often.’

‘Perhaps they’ll come down more often if they don’t have to share a bathroom,’ suggested Theo slyly.

Freddy frowned a little at this, saw Theo’s grin and glared at him. ‘You are a wretch, Theo. Now I feel even more guilty.’

‘I notice that you never felt guilty when poor old Ellen had to pant up and down the stairs with hot water,’ observed Theo. ‘Where have all these finer  feelings sprung from, I wonder.’

‘I don’t know why I bother to tell you my problems,’ grumbled Freddy – and immediately remembered those early years when she had seemed to do nothing but weep on his shoulder. She burst out laughing. ‘Oh, go away,’ she said. ‘I shall have my bathroom and glory in it!’

Now, as Freddy stood in her little sitting room staring out over the courtyard, it was Theo to whom her thoughts turned. Would Theo know how to deal with a small boy, struck dumb by tragedy? It had been whilst Ellen was bathing him earlier that Fliss had been able to tell Freddy about his silence; how he had been under the table when the policeman arrived and had not spoken since. Freddy had been shocked, quickly guessing what the unwary policeman might have revealed to the cook. Imagining those details were, after all, part of her own mental agony; what must Mole be suffering? She had warned Ellen and they had stared at each other in desperation, wondering how to deal with this new problem. It explained why Fliss had insisted that she and Mole must share a room, that he must be able to see and touch her, and why she had been so relieved when she saw that this was exactly how the nursery was arranged.

Long shadows lay across the grass and she could hear the swifts as they raced, screaming, high above in the still warmth of the evening air. The scent of roses drifted in at her open window and a thrush was singing in the orchard. These familiar joys calmed her but fear was not far below the surface of her thoughts. The prospect was daunting enough without this added complication.

Freddy turned away from the window and contemplated her room. It was to this private sanctuary that she had carried her favourite pieces, allowing herself to buy occasional luxuries to enhance it. She had rejected the heavy Victorian furniture, chosen by earlier Chadwicks, for the delicate furniture of a more elegant age – but she was not a purist. She chose things because she loved them and her love seemed to weld everything into a delightful pattern. The room was all of a piece. Here was the bow-fronted bureau with the shallow drawers; a tall glass-fronted bookcase, full of her favourite reading; a small inlaid table bearing a bowl of roses; two deep comfortable modern armchairs. A corner cupboard held a few precious pieces of china and glass; a wireless, tuned to the Third Programme for concerts and recitals, stood on a stool near her chair. There were several Widgerys hanging on the pale walls – Freddy loved his moorland paintings best – and the heavy moss-green curtains reflected the colours woven into the thick Axminster rugs.

A measure of peace soothed the nervous clamour in her mind and she breathed more deeply. She remembered that she had been thinking of Theo . . . he had asked her to telephone so as to report the children’s safe arrival. Irritation sprang readily into her heart. He should have been here to support her. Instead, he was closeted away in his few rooms in the Southsea flat which looked out on the Channel, writing his damned book, Ethics of War. Despite herself, Freddy smiled a little.

‘Are there any ethics in war?’ she’d asked him. ‘I think war is terribly unethical. Why don’t you do  something useful if you’re going to retire?’

‘How do you define useful?’ he’d asked politely – and she’d been stuck for an answer. Or rather, she’d been unable to speak what was in her mind, which was: ‘If you’re going to retire then come down to The Keep and just be here. Keep me company and make me laugh.’

Awareness of her selfishness kept her silent. She knew that Theo would not impinge on her privacy or interfere with the running of The Keep; knew that she wanted him there for those moments of intolerable loneliness, to cheer her through her depression. Across the years they had shared a strange companionship. After Bertie had died, Freddy had argued and Theo had listened whilst she expounded her reasons for being unable to believe in God and, when he refused to be drawn or to be cast down, she had demanded explanations that she could believe. In her unhappiness and loss after John’s death she had railed against Theo’s steadfast beliefs and insisted that he justify them. Theo had resisted; he’d shaken his head, knowing that now was not the time for one of their theological discussions. Nevertheless, she was comforted by his presence. The mere sight of Theo, with his thick dark flopping hair and brown eyes, had the effect of relaxing her. It was as if some weight of loss or pain or fear was shifted to him so that he could bear it for her.

Now, Freddy felt a faint hopefulness at the idea of sharing this new problem with him. Shutting the sitting-room door quietly behind her, she went downstairs to the study.

 



In the nursery, the children were asleep. The midsummer evening was still light behind the drawn curtains and Ellen moved quietly, folding clothes, picking up towels, examining garments taken from the cases. Ellen: a background figure, a spectator; a Martha, tireless in her mistress’s service. Her pride – when she was elected to look after Miss Frederica, to go with her as her maid when she married – was a kind of exultation, but it was pride tempered by a keen sense of humour. This humour informed all Ellen’s work and gave her strength. When young she’d had all the qualities required by those who serve. She was colourless and unremarkable to look at, yet a close observer might have seen the quirk about the mouth, the straight uncompromising glance that stripped away pretensions, the firm set to the jaw. She was always neat and clean, her brown hair smooth, her pinafores starched and spotless. Light on her feet, quick to anticipate, she loved Freddy – and those whom Freddy loved – and counted herself lucky to be able to spend her life at The Keep.

In the years after the Great War she and Freddy had drawn close together, sharing the duties of bringing up the boys and running the household with the help of Fox. Fox had been a young gun-layer, serving under Bertie when he was promoted to assistant gunnery officer in 1915. After the war Fox had found his way to The Keep to tell Bertie’s family the truth about the courage and gallantry of Lieutenant Chadwick’s last battle. A bond formed at once between the young Fox and the officer’s widow with her twin babies. He left her for only as long as it took to collect his belongings from a Plymouth boarding  house, and had spent the rest of his life looking after The Keep.

Ellen liked Fox. The war had matured him beyond his twenty-six years and he was reserved but diligent and conscientious. For a while she had considered whether she might fall in love with him. It seemed perfectly reasonable, even fitting, yet somehow she could never raise quite enough enthusiasm to bridge the final gap of his reserve. Anyway, she enjoyed her independence, the freedom to say what she pleased to him without the guilt which the married state seemed to endow along with all the worldly goods. She would watch him covertly, noticing the thrust of his jaw, the broad deft fingers, his legs stretched out negligently as he sat drinking tea with her in the kitchen. Often, she had imagined them together in more intimate circumstances but these fantasies, though they might speed her breath a little and give an odd glow deep in her abdomen, were not enough to make her pursue him.

She turned back to the nursing of Freddy’s babies, sensing that this was where her fulfilment was rooted. As the years passed she sometimes wondered if she had sacrificed her own happiness but these thoughts were fleeting. She and Fox knew far greater contentment together than had their passions been engaged. She adored the twins – and her strictness and sharp discipline were the measure of her love for them. Those whom Ellen loved she chastened and the twins – and occasionally Freddy if necessary – were chastened rigorously. There were no favourites in Ellen’s nursery and so the twins grew up confident and happy. They were loved – yet given strict boundaries; cherished – yet punished if they transgressed those  rules by which society, even nursery society, must live. Sooner or later they must conform to that society which supported them and the earlier they realised it, so much the better for them and the greater their freedoms within it.

Now the boys were dead. John’s children, the twins Henry and Katharine – Hal and Kit – came often to The Keep and Ellen watched over them, fed them up, listened to their griefs. She was sad each time they left but realised that she was getting too old now to be more than cook and housekeeper – jobs she had taken on gradually as staff became difficult to keep out here in the countryside. So she and Freddy and Fox had settled into their quiet domesticity, enlivened by visits from Prue and the twins or Theo.

Then suddenly this dreadful news had come, to destroy their hard-won peace and acceptance of loss, to disrupt their gentle journey into old age. Ellen had held Freddy whilst she cried, her own tears sliding down her cheeks and dropping gently on Freddy’s faded fair hair, but there had been little time to grieve. The children were to be sent straight home to their grandmother in England and Freddy, with Ellen and Fox, plunged into a whirlwind of preparation. Anything to keep their minds from the horror . . .

Ellen pulled the curtains a little closer and turned to look down into the big cot at the sleeping Susanna. Her limbs, heavy in sleep, were disposed negligently; a starfish hand rested on her Viyella-covered chest and her dolly leaned against the bars. Gently, Ellen covered the sleeping child with the sheet and moved quietly away. She paused at the other bedroom door. Silence; yet something drew Ellen into the room.

Fliss was sleeping the sleep of the exhausted but, even in slumber, her brow was furrowed. Ellen watched her thoughtfully. She knew of Fliss’s adoration for her elder brother and she guessed at the child’s misery, wondering how she might help her to come to terms with it . . . There was a slight movement in the gloom behind her. Ellen turned to look at Mole, tucked into the other white-painted, narrow iron bed, and experienced a faint shock. He was sitting up, watching her, eyes large and frightened. She moved quickly towards him, sitting down halfway up the bed so that he had to curl his legs back, and, after a quick look across at Fliss, he stared up at Ellen.

‘She’s fast asleep,’ she whispered. ‘See? Don’t wake her.’

He shook his head obediently, but he looked unhappy and she adjusted his pillow and pushed back his dark hair – Theo’s hair – from the smooth childish brow.

Mole, worn out earlier, had fallen instantly asleep, spiralling into the now familiar nightmare vision. The policeman’s words had created a dreadful moving picture in Mole’s head; words, punctuated by wretching gasps, which echoed relentlessly in his ears. ‘. . . And they were hiding in the trees, just waiting, still and dark as shadows until the car came out of the sunlight into the shade. Oh my Christ! The blood was everywhere. They had machetes, axes, sticks . . . They dragged the Chadwicks out of the car and just beat and chopped them down. The boy’s shirt was soaked with blood . . . They’d smashed his head to pulp and nearly severed it from his body . . .’ At this point  Cookie had started screaming and Fliss had appeared in the kitchen doorway . . .

Mole woke suddenly to see Ellen standing by his sister’s bed. For one terrible moment he had forgotten where he was but the terror passed as Ellen sat down beside him. She continued to sit silently with him, brooding whilst he watched her, until slowly an idea came to her.

‘Come,’ she said quietly, turning back the bedclothes and taking his hand. ‘Come with me and I’ll show you something.’

He hesitated, looking hopefully across to Fliss, but Ellen shook her head firmly.

‘We mustn’t wake her,’ she whispered. ‘The poor lamb’s exhausted. Come along. You’ll be quite safe with me.’

He went with her unwillingly, chin on shoulder, longing for Fliss to disturb, but inside Ellen’s little room he momentarily forgot everything but the sight of a puppy, lying in a large dog basket with its mother. Mole crouched beside them, tentatively reaching out to touch the small warm body. The large, rusty-coloured bitch raised her head and stared steadily at Mole for a few seconds before falling back with a groan. The puppy stirred and yawned, the pink mouth wide, and struggled up. It staggered out of the basket, tail wagging, and climbed on to Mole’s knees.

‘Fun, isn’t he?’ whispered Ellen. ‘Eight weeks old. The others have gone but we’re keeping this one. He hasn’t been very well so I’ve been minding him up here at nights for a bit. He’s right as rain now. I’m going to heat some milk for him. You shall have some, too.’

Entranced, Mole played with the puppy, who drank his milk greedily and presently went away and was busy on some newspaper near the door. He came running back to Mole, hurling himself against him and worrying Mole’s pyjama sleeve, shaking it, his teeth gripping it firmly. For a brief moment Mole smiled. He looked up at Ellen – a normal happy little boy – and she felt a great surge of relief as she smiled back at him.

‘He’s a terror,’ she whispered – and decided to break a lifetime’s rule. ‘Like to take him back to bed with you?’

Mole gazed at her disbelievingly and she nodded at his unspoken question.

‘Why not? Come on. I’ll tuck you up.’

They snuggled together in the narrow bed, the puppy content to settle down in Mole’s warmth.

‘No noise now,’ she warned him. ‘You’ll frighten him. He’s only a baby. You must look after him so that he isn’t frightened. Can you do that?’

Mole nodded. Yes, he could do that. Ellen smiled and bent to kiss him.

‘Sleep, then,’ she said – and went away.

Mole raised his head cautiously and stared across at the hump that was Fliss. He longed to show her the puppy but he neither wished to incur Ellen’s wrath nor have the puppy removed. The puppy slumbered peacefully and Mole stroked him gently, his thoughts confused but his tension receding, until presently he, too, slept.




Chapter Three

Theo Chadwick leaned on the railing watching the ferry which plied between Portsmouth and the Isle of Wight. The tide was rolling gently in, quietly but ineluctably obliterating the sandcastles that appeared by the dozen on any sunny Sunday afternoon in early June. The sunset was slowly dying out of the sky and the island rose up, indigo blue, sharp-angled as a cut-out, against its paler background; remote yet anchored for ever in the deep waters of the English Channel. As thundery clouds, blackly purple but gold-edged, began to roll in from the west, only its lights defined the ferry as it chugged towards Ryde. It was a cheerful note on the swelling surface of the darkening sea and Theo watched it for some time before pushing himself off the rails and turning his steps back towards the town. Soon the holidaymakers would be overrunning the place; arriving by the train-load, filling the boarding houses, staggering down to the beach loaded with rugs and bathing costumes and picnics, their children carrying buckets and spades as well as the coloured windmills and flags with which they would adorn their sandcastles. He had already decided that he would escape to  Devon, to the peace and quiet of The Keep.

He had made this decision before the ghastly news had arrived from Kenya but Freddy had begged him not to change his plans. She assured him that he would not be in the way; on the contrary, she had said rather desperately, she needed him more than ever. Theo, who had never been able to judge whether he was an asset or a liability, had assured her that he would certainly come as soon as the children had settled in. Then had come the telephone call telling him that young Sam – Mole, the family called him – had been struck dumb. Out of Freddy’s confused torrent of words, which had included car accidents, the children’s foolish travelling companion and other minor dramas, had come this terrible news. Only too clearly could Theo visualise the scene: the policeman rendered voluble by shock; the hysterical cook; and Mole – hidden beneath the table. What horrors had he heard?

Theo climbed the narrow stairs to his rooms, in the upper half of a converted house, leased to him by friends, an elderly ex-naval commander and his wife. It was a pleasant enough place, with a goodsized bedroom and a big sitting room with a gas fire, and a bow window which looked out to sea. There was a dressing room which overlooked the back garden, a very small kitchen and an adequate bathroom. Theo worked in the dressing room; he had quickly learned that a distracting view leads to a disappointing output of work.

He went into the kitchen, lit the ring on the gas stove, filled the blackened kettle and stood it over the flames. He was indifferent to the faint smell of mice  and the ineradicable stains on the wooden draining board, just as he was indifferent to what he ate and drank when he was alone. At present he was thinking about Mole, remembering the many different reactions to terror, shock and violence that he, Theo, had witnessed during the war. At least Mole was very young. One could only hope that, with love and security, the horror might fade. Or might the damage go much deeper than that?

Theo reached for his old brown teapot and made tea, his thoughts now with Freddy. How brave she had been; with what courage she had faced the blows dealt her.

‘Why me?’ she had cried to him – and he had been unable to answer her.

Theo contemplated an unknowable, unseeable, unimaginable God; spiritually he had moved beyond the need of symbols to a contemplative worship which filled him with a kind of trembling bliss and he watched helplessly as Freddy raged, pouring her scorn out upon a God-figure whom she rendered small and selfish, capricious and mean-spirited. He had tried to help her. As the years passed, he talked of free will and of the transforming power of love; of the foolishness of attempting to ‘understand’ God. He quoted from Job – ‘Where wast thou when I laid the foundations of the earth?’ – and tried to show her the Mystery in terms of scientific rules laid down; inexorable, unchangeable. Freddy, however, saw things in only personal terms and all he could really do for her was to continue to love her.

He carried his cup and saucer into the sitting room and sat in the bow window, looking out across the  Channel, watching the first few drops of rain pitting the smooth oily surface of the water. Presently he would find his train timetable and check the trains to the West Country. He might break his journey in Bristol to see Prue. Theo sipped his tea thoughtfully, wondering if Prue knew about Mole. Quite unlikely, he thought. Freddy’s mind would certainly not be on Prue. It was sad but fairly normal, he supposed, that Freddy and Prue should be perpetually locked in misunderstandings. Each felt she had the monopoly in grieving when it came to John.

‘I was his mother!’ Freddy had cried. ‘He was mine long before he was hers.’

‘I was his wife!’ raged Prue. ‘A wife means more to a man than his mother.’

Theo had attempted to mediate.

‘Of course you would take her part,’ snapped Freddy. ‘She’s young and pretty. Men are so susceptible. Naturally, I hoped for loyalty . . .’

‘I guessed you’d be on her side,’ sniffed Prue, accusingly. ‘Trust the Chadwicks to stick together.’

‘You are a Chadwick now,’ Theo had pointed out calmly. ‘Your children are Chadwicks.’

Prue snorted. ‘I don’t know how Freddy expects me to cope on that measly allowance. It’s never the same from one year to the next . . .’

Theo had tried, yet again, to make Prue understand the principles of a dividend being paid from the number of shares which would have been John’s portion had he lived. Freddy didn’t trust Prue with the shares – and had said so to Theo – but the amount was a reasonable one considering that Freddy paid the school fees for Hal and Kit and  helped out in many other small ways.

Theo finished his tea and placed his cup and saucer on the round oak table where he ate most of his meals, there in the window, looking out to sea. He would go down to Devon and see what could be done and, meanwhile, he would telephone Prue and arrange to see her on the way.

Hal answered the telephone. ‘Hello, Uncle Theo,’ he said cheerfully. ‘How are you? . . . We’re all fine . . . No, Mother’s not here, I’m afraid. Shall I take a message?’

Theo explained that he was hoping to cadge a bed for the night sometime during the next week on his way west.

‘Lucky you,’ said Hal feelingly. ‘I wish we could go down. It’s ages till the summer holidays.’

Theo made sympathetic noises and asked after Kit.

‘She’s all right,’ he said. There was a tiny pause and, when he spoke, Hal’s voice had changed. ‘Are they all right down there?’ he asked awkwardly. ‘What a terrible thing to happen. Grandmother telephoned to say that they’d arrived safely . . .’ His voice trailed off.

Theo assured him that the children were settling in, sent his love to Prue and Kit, and hung up. He would check on the train times and speak to Prue tomorrow.

‘Who was it?’ asked Kit, who was fiddling with the tuning dial on the radiogram. ‘Palm Court’s finished. What shall we do now?’

‘It was Uncle Theo.’ Hal looked thoughtful. ‘He’s going down to The Keep.’

Kit wandered away from the cabinet and flung  herself on to the sofa. ‘Lucky him. I wish we were going, although it probably won’t be the same with all those kids there.’

‘Oh come on.’ Hal looked uncomfortable. ‘It was a pretty filthy thing to happen.’

‘It’s no worse than Daddy being killed in the war,’ said Kit defensively. ‘Torpedoed. Blown up or drowned. What’s worse than that? We didn’t get all this fuss.’

‘We still had a mother,’ pointed out Hal reasonably. ‘Anyway, we were just babies. We wouldn’t remember. And it was twelve years ago.’

Kit shrugged. She was jealous of her position at The Keep and suspected that her nose would be put well out of joint with the arrival of Fliss and the others. Secretly she was horrified at what had happened to Uncle Peter and Aunt Alison and to her cousin Jamie. After the telephone call, Prue had wept and Kit had cried with her. Unlike Freddy, who had managed to maintain the traditional role despite Bertie’s death, Prue had treated the growing twins more as friends than as her children. They shared her hopes and woes, just as she shared theirs, and they were a happy if unconventional little group. Prue was not strong on discipline – ‘She hasn’t any idea how to discipline herself, let alone Hal and Kit,’ Freddy had said crossly on more than one occasion – and the twins often traded on her good nature; but they adored their easy-going, slightly scatty mother and always took her side.

Kit swung her legs round so that they stuck up the back of the sofa and hung her head upside down over the seat. Her hair touched the carpet and she  made a face at her brother, crossing her eyes and waggling her tongue at him. Hal sighed with relief. He knew that Kit’s brief sulk was over and she was her usual sunny self again. These strange new moods seemed to threaten the even tenor of their relationship and they puzzled him. The twins were not alike. Hal resembled his father and grandmother; he was tall and fair, elegant and well co-ordinated. His sister looked like a smaller, younger edition of Prue. Her ashy brown hair was silky and her eyes were smoky blue. Her odd moods puzzled her, too, and she was glad to have Hal at hand. It was as if she tested herself against him, practising attitudes and ideas before presenting them to the rest of the world. Anyway, it was rather nice to have a brother whom all her school friends adored. They were both going away to school this autumn; Hal to Clifton College; Kit to Badminton School. Both of them felt excited but apprehensive . . .

‘I know.’ She suddenly swung herself upright and slithered off the sofa. ‘Let’s play Monopoly. I’ll have the boot and you can have the car. Pudge and Binker can have the hat and the iron.’

Long ago they had invented these two other friends to join them in their games. No one, not even the twins, knew quite who or what these characters were; even their names were not constant but grew and changed and diminished according to the twins’ mood, and, although they had begun to grow out of such childlike imaginings, they had not yet abandoned them altogether.

Hal followed her across the narrow hall into the dining room. Kit went to the sideboard and searched  for the Monopoly set while Hal pulled out the heavy oak chairs. He was still thinking about his cousins at The Keep and Kit’s earlier reaction. He guessed at her fears but did not know quite how to allay them, suspecting that this sudden urge to play the oncefavourite game was Kit’s way of seeking security. It was a particular kind of security that was missing from their lives in Bristol but he knew that she found it at The Keep and was afraid of losing it.

She was setting out the board now, humming to herself, and Hal relaxed. The mood had passed and his spirits began to rise. He felt quite certain that when they went down for the holiday her fears would be laid to rest and he gave a sigh of relief. Kit smiled at him, sensing his concern, feeling happier again now.

‘Highest number starts,’ she said. ‘I’ll throw for Pudgie,’ and she reached for the dice.

 



‘I must get back, darling,’ said Prue. She drew the large square crocodile-skin bag on to her knee and felt for her compact and lipstick. The man sitting opposite watched tolerantly as she stared at herself in the small mirror, painting her lips with concentration, examining her face critically, pulling at a curl. She gave him a quick smile as she snapped the compact shut, dropping it with the lipstick into the capacious handbag, and he leaned forward and covered her hand with his.

‘Must you go?’

His voice was coaxing but she shook her head. ‘I told you it was just a quickie tonight. The twins are on their own.’

‘They’re not babies,’ he said. His voice was hardly less affectionate but he removed his hand and sat back in his chair.

‘I know that.’ Prue looked anxious. ‘Don’t get upset, Tony. It’s just that we’ve been out rather a lot this week and we agreed that we’d take things slowly, didn’t we? Remember?’

‘I must have been mad.’ He swallowed down his whisky and seemed to regain his good humour. ‘So when shall I see you?’

‘Phone me.’ Prue was on her feet and he knew that he had lost her; that all her thoughts were with her children now. ‘It’s half-past ten,’ she was saying, peering at the ridiculously tiny gold wristwatch, winding the long chiffon scarf around her throat. ‘I said ten at the latest. You said you’d remind me . . .’

‘Have a heart, sweetie.’ He was laughing at her as he opened his cigarette case. ‘I’m hardly going to be the one to break it up, am I? I don’t see you nearly enough as it is.’

‘You promised,’ she began edgily – and then began to laugh with him. ‘You’re hopeless.’

‘And so are you,’ he said softly, the touch on her arm and his complicit look reminding her of some earlier intimacy. ‘Thank God!’

She coloured, pressing her lips tightly together in an attempt to hide her delight, the love she felt for him. She shook off his hand and turned to pick up her jacket, heart bumping, regaining her composure. He lit his cigarette, smiling to himself, lifted his hand to the bartender and followed her between the tables towards the door. The trio on the dais at the back of the smoky room was playing softly – ‘My Funny  Valentine’, one of Prue’s current favourites – and she glanced back wistfully.

On the pavement she shivered, clutching her thin jacket about her shoulders, hoping that he would kiss her before he drove her home. Tony slipped his arm about her, holding her against his side as they walked slowly towards his car. He wanted to marry her – for all sorts of reasons – and her caution was beginning to irk him. He concentrated his thoughts on the essential factors, those small but interesting slices of information she let slip, such as the mention of a flourishing family business, the description of the old castle down in Devon, the dividends on which she lived so comfortably . . . His arm tightened about her and she looked up at him with an expression which few adult males could misunderstand.

As he kissed her she trembled with weakness and longing. It had been twelve years since Johnny died and although there had been one or two little affairs – and any number of flirtations – Tony was different. Experience had taught her not to be too free with her favours. The trouble was that men expected a widow to be sophisticated about these things, ready for a bit of fun, and had no patience with virginal airs and graces. The presence of the twins had saved her from many indiscretions, for Prue was a true Friday’s child – loving and giving – and found it difficult to withhold those favours. Yet when it came to marriage with Tony she was oddly reluctant. Some tiny remnant of self-preservation held her back from the final commitment. Or perhaps it was the fear of Freddy’s reaction when she presented him at The Keep. Prue could imagine the curl of Freddy’s lip, the comparing of  Tony with Johnny, the questions, the embarrassment of her own desire.

Her hold on Tony loosened and he released her reluctantly. They drove in silence, both smoking thoughtfully, and her quick kiss when he arrived outside the charming Victorian mews house was almost perfunctory. He leaned across as she looked in at him through the passenger’s window.

‘I’ll telephone you,’ he said, concerned now that he was no longer obviously in control.

‘You do that.’ She kept her voice low, glancing at the upper windows of the house. ‘Good night, Tony.’

‘Good night, darling Prue.’ His voice was soft and he blew her a kiss. ‘It’s been a wonderful evening.’

She nodded, returned his gesture almost shyly, and ran up the front steps, feeling in her bag for the key.

 



Kit heard her come in. She’d wanted to wait up but Hal had bullied her to bed and she’d finally given in on the condition that she could read for as long as she was able to keep her eyes open. Having finished Veronica at the Wells she had lain for some while imagining herself studying at Sadler’s Wells School, dancing Odette-Odile on the stage at Covent Garden, performing the thirty-two fouettés to gasps of amazement and thunderous applause. A few weeks before, she had passed her Grade Five RAD ballet examination with Highly Commended and she was having one of her ‘I’m going to be a ballet dancer’ phases. She reread all her Lorna Hill books, and then borrowed from the Central Library anything else she could find whose main character was a young girl who became an overnight success in the world of dance. Her  family had learned not to take her too seriously during these phases. Tomorrow she might pick up one of her Noel Streatfeilds and have a tremendous urge to be an ice-skating champion or a tennis star. On the other hand, she might become absorbed in an Arthur Ransome and demand sailing lessons and holidays in the Lake District or on the Norfolk Broads. Even Kit herself was beginning to take her sudden passions with a degree of caution.

She rolled on to her side and began to think about her cousins at The Keep. She couldn’t remember Mole – she liked the fact that he was called Mole – and had never seen the baby, Susanna, but she could remember playing with Fliss and Jamie. Fliss was a quiet, rather shy little girl but Jamie was very like Hal – they could almost have been twins – and there had always been a certain constraint between the two boys. She didn’t want to think about Jamie so she wondered what Mrs Pooter would think of her cousins and whether they would, like she herself, climb into the huge dog basket which had belonged to her grandfather’s great mastiff, Caesar. Kit liked to lie in the dog basket with Mrs Pooter, feeling her furry warmth, snuffing up the lovely doggy smell . . . and now there was a puppy.

She gave a sigh of drowsy happiness, jerking suddenly awake as she heard the car stop outside, listening until she heard her mother’s key in the lock and the door close quietly behind her. Kit knew that she would make herself a cup of coffee, pottering a little, and she wondered whether she might slip downstairs and talk to her. It was fun to do that, sipping at her mother’s coffee, both talking in  whispers. Kit yawned and decided that she was too comfortable and, instead, began to imagine the new puppy and what she might call it. Puppies were such fun . . . When Prue came creeping up the stairs, Kit was fast asleep.




Chapter Four

By the time the children had been with them a week, life at The Keep had undergone a complete change. Poor Ellen was up and down the two flights of stairs between kitchen and nursery a dozen times a day and Freddy’s peaceful hours of reading, gardening and playing the piano were ruthlessly cut short and continually interrupted.

‘It’s a question of routine,’ insisted Ellen, running from her vegetable peeling to rescue the forgotten rice pudding in the oven.

‘We just need to be better organised,’ muttered a distracted Freddy as she hurried to pick up Susanna, who had tumbled into the herbaceous border, whilst the puppy ran off gleefully with Mole’s teddy.

‘Can’t be expected to think of everything at once,’ said Fox soothingly, taking over from a harassed Ellen at the mangle in the wash house. ‘The baker’s just arrived and wants to know if you need extra.’

‘We’re getting too old for this, Ellen,’ sighed Freddy, toiling upstairs with an armful of linen and small garments and meeting Ellen coming down with the laden tea tray. ‘Perhaps we need someone to help us.’

‘It’s twenty years since we had children in the  nursery,’ said Ellen, who had no intention of allowing strangers into her domain. ‘It’s bound to take time to get used to it again.’

‘And it doesn’t help that Mole won’t speak.’ Freddy looked hopefully at Ellen. ‘No sign of anything this afternoon?’

Ellen shook her head. ‘It’s early days, Madam. He’s very highly strung. Over-imaginative. It’ll take time.’

‘The puppy helps.’ Freddy took a firmer grasp on her load. ‘Oh well, Ellen. On we go. But I think we shall have to give in and get extra help. Don’t forget that Mrs Blakiston is coming for drinks.’

Ellen went into the kitchen and put the tray on the long refectory table with its odd assortment of kitchen chairs. The puppy, now allowed to be a fully fledged member of the family, was curled up on the rug by the Aga, whilst his mother snored in her enormous basket. At the corner of the table sat Fox, drinking tea, a basket of vegetables, washed clean under the tap in the scullery, at his elbow. Ellen looked at him consideringly, ideas forming and reforming in her busy head, aware that Fox was rather enjoying himself. He had unearthed Peter’s kite and had taken the silent Mole out on to the slopes behind The Keep to show him how to fly it. Fliss had come too, of course. Mole was still unhappy unless she was somewhere at hand – within sight and touch – but he had forgotten her for a few magic moments as the kite soared up into the blue air and bobbed high above him. Fox had let him hold the string and showed him how to make the kite swoop and glide. There was a stiff south-westerly blowing and the enchanted Mole had forgotten the dark terrors which had inhabited  his mind for so long. He’d stood, balanced against the wind, the string clutched tight in his fist, his eyes fixed on the wide-shouldered kite with its long fluttering tail.

Fox had watched him, privately overjoyed. In the child he could see Bertie again, dark-haired, dark-eyed, the same intent expression and sensitive mobile mouth. Bertie’s sons had been the image of their mother, whom Fox adored, but here was a Chadwick back at The Keep again – and Fox felt all the challenge of restoring Mole to the happy careless paths of childhood. Watching him with the kite, he’d realised that it was in these ways that the boy’s mind would heal, not in brooding over him and consulting with doctors.

Ellen had agreed with him and now, as she piled the empty dishes into the deep porcelain sink, she wondered how to make best use of him.

‘Madam’s worried,’ she said casually, her back to him, as she ran the water. ‘Thinks we’re all getting too old to manage.’

Fox studied Ellen’s back view. The once slender waist had thickened and the smooth brown hair had plenty of grey in it but her ankles were still pretty and she was surprisingly light and quick on her narrow feet.

‘Perhaps we are,’ he suggested provocatively. He enjoyed a bit of a sparring match with Ellen from time to time. ‘Not as young as we were.’

‘Don’t need to be an egghead to work that out,’ she said tartly. ‘And speak for yourself. I’ve noticed it takes you a bit longer to mow the lawns than it used to, now you mention it.’

Behind her back, he grinned appreciatively. It was true, too. Trust Ellen not to miss a trick. He sighed heavily.

‘’Tis all right for you youngsters,’ he said. ‘You’ve certainly kept your figure, maid. Must be dashing up and down those stairs . . .’

‘Not so much dashing these days,’ she said, mollified by the compliment, though she didn’t believe a word of it. ‘Crawling more like. Madam’s talking about getting in extra help.’

The burden of three small children would come hardest on Ellen, he knew that, so Fox hesitated a little before he spoke.

‘And how do you feel about that, then?’

‘Don’t want strangers here, do we?’

She didn’t look at him, head bent, elbows busy, and Fox pushed his chair back from the table, cocking an ankle on his corduroy-clad knee, feeling in his waistcoat pocket for his crumpled packet of Woodbines.

‘Did she have anyone in mind?’ There was no disrespect in the use of the ‘she’. Freddy was the mainspring of their lives, her wishes paramount, and they loved her too much to be jealous of each other in her service.

‘Shouldn’t think so. Difficult to get anyone out here regular. They’d have to live in.’

She turned to look at him as she reached for the teacloth, needing to see that the full import of her words had sunk in. Fox scraped his blunt calloused fingers thoughtfully round his jaw.

‘Wouldn’t want that, would we?’ He spoke tentatively, still attempting to read her thoughts. ‘Must fall heavy on you, though.’

‘That Susanna’s a handful.’ She leaned against the rail of the cream-coloured Aga, quite serious now. ‘And it’s a big old place to keep clean . . .’

‘Anything I can do to help,’ he offered, ‘you’ve only to say the word.’

‘So long as we know where we are.’ She nodded at him. ‘I might call on you a bit. Needn’t tell Madam.’

There were steps on the stairs outside the door in the back hall and Fliss entered, followed closely by Mole.

‘There’s a storm blowing up,’ said Fliss, standing just inside the door. ‘The wind’s howling and howling. I’ve told Mole it’s only the wind.’

She looked beseechingly at Fox, who rose at once to the occasion.

‘And so ’tis,’ he said. ‘Blows terrible hard round The Keep but it’s a wonderful sound when you get used to it and you know you’re safe inside and nothing nor nobody can get to you.’

‘That Susanna hasn’t woken, I hope,’ said Ellen, putting the cushion from the rocker into the big Windsor chair at the end of the table beside Fox and whisking Mole on top of it. ‘Nothing wakes her, it seems.’

‘No, she’s fast asleep,’ Fliss assured her, wriggling on to another chair. ‘Grandmother came to say good night and she told us to come down to see you. Mrs Blakiston’s just arrived, she says.’

‘Time for a game before bed,’ said Fox, ruffling Mole’s hair. ‘Why shouldn’t we have the dominoes out, Ellen?’

Their eyes met over the child’s head and she nodded, abandoning the hope of accomplishing some of  the thousand small tasks which awaited her. As Ellen went to the built-in dresser, bearing its delicate survivors from long-forgotten dinner services, Fliss gave a sigh of relief. These were the best times; when she could relax knowing that others were sharing her responsibility. She looked at the sleeping dogs, the geraniums on the deep windowsill, the soft gleam of china – rich reds, dark blues and gold leaf – on the dresser shelves. Patchwork curtains matched the cushions on the window seat and the rocking chair; the rag rugs on the slate-flagged floor, though faded, were thick. Beyond the two windows, the hill sloped away so steeply that the kitchen seemed to be poised high up in the air. One evening, kneeling on the window seat, Fliss had watched the birds circling below her as she stared out over a huge sweep of neat multicoloured fields and rounded bosomy hills which unfolded, distance upon distance, into a misty blue infinity where the sun was setting in showers of gold.

‘I like it in here,’ she said now, contentedly, watching Ellen take the lid off the domino box. ‘It’s always so warm.’

Coming from Kenya the children felt the cold of an English June keenly. Even the hottest day seemed barely warm and they shivered when the cool mists rolled up over The Keep or the winds blew over the high moors from the west, driving what looked like solid curtains of rain across the hill. As soon as the trunks arrived, Ellen had bundled them into their winter jerseys, summer or not. Now, as she watched Fliss’s face, another idea occurred to her.

‘Of course it would save my old legs a bit if we had a few of our meals down here in the kitchen,’ she said  as she tipped the dominoes on to the table. ‘Warmer, too. Nothing against it, is there?’

‘No reason as far as I can see.’ Fox turned the oblongs of ivory carefully. He smiled at Mole. ‘Like that, would you? Like to have your meals down here with that old puppy?’

Mole nodded, watching Fox’s fingers as they turned the dominoes. He missed his mother’s warmth and his father’s strength, and he missed his big brave shining brother. It had always seemed to Mole that Jamie shone; his skin was brown and shiny, his fair hair was bright as sunshine; his face glowed with life and health. He was afraid of nothing; not of the animals that prowled at night outside the compound; nor of snakes in the long dry grass; nor of black faces nor the sinister rhythm of the drums. He was invincible, immortal – yet he had died. Once again the scene formed behind Mole’s eyes and he heard the words – ‘the boy’s shirt was soaked in blood. They’d smashed his head to pulp . . .’ At once it seemed that Mole’s own head was filled with the blood, his throat closed with a muscular spasm, lest he should choke on it. Now the picture seemed always there in his mind; Jamie covered with blood . . .

OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/marc_9780755385164_msr_cvi_r1.jpg





