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Prologue


1986


James Barrington bade farewell to his friends in the small Devonshire village of Strete, folded back the hood of his MGB and settled himself comfortably for the long journey back to Oxford. Driving along the coastal cliff road, he glanced as often as he could at the placid shimmering sea stretching out to the misty horizon and smiled with pleasure as the golden crescent-shaped beach at Blackpool Sands appeared below him through the trees. Three years ago he’d lived in this part of Devon when he’d been articled to a firm of lawyers in Dartmouth and, as he drove the familiar route with its breathtaking views, his mind fled back across those years.


He turned inland from Dartmouth heading towards Totnes but, at the junction by the Sportsman’s Arms, decided to cut across country. How often he’d driven these lanes in his old battered Citroën Dyane, looking forward to those summer evenings when he could relax and sail his Mirror dinghy on the creek. Even as he thought of it, the signpost caught his eye: ‘Abbot’s Mill Creek 2 Miles. No Through Road.’ On an impulse he swung the steering wheel and headed down the narrow track. Here, in this deep secret lane, the bluebells grew thickly and the May sunshine was warm on his head.


He rounded a bend, caught his breath and abruptly braked, switching off the engine. Cut deep in beneath the sloping rounded fields, the creek spread out below him; its waters smooth and dark, the trees crowding at its banks, their boughs just tipping the surface. Small boats rode at anchor and the sound of hammering, from the boatyard which was hidden from sight by a bend in the river, echoed up the valley. James sat quite still. The mill, at the head of the creek, was not visible but he could see it quite clearly in his mind’s eye; the mellow stone walls, the water wheel, Hattie pottering out to feed the ducks, the two little cottages crouching under their golden thatch close at hand. How happy he’d been there. Why had he left it so long before returning? Supposing they’d all gone: Hattie, Joss, the Admiral, Miggy …


His heart gave a little twinge of remembered joy and longing, and he thought of Daisy, waiting patiently on the hard in her old shorts and sandshoes, her copper curls bright in the sun, her twelve-year-old face lighting up when she saw him. Her voice came clearly down the years.


‘Oh, James! You’re late again! We’ll miss the tide if you don’t hurry.’


‘Can’t help it. Messrs Whinge, Whinge, Bellyache and Moan have kept me at it all day long.’


‘Shoulder to the wheel?’ Her small face was alight at their silly joke.


‘Nose to the grindstone!’


And Miggy, waving to them from the lawn as they sailed past … Miggy.


James swallowed some strange obstruction that seemed to have lodged in his throat, started up the engine and followed the winding lane down to the head of the creek.





Chapter One


1979


‘I wish you weren’t so set on buying on the coast,’ said Sarah Farley as she and her old friend Hattie Wetherall sat at breakfast. ‘There are lots of lovely properties for sale round here and it’s not that far from the sea. Tell her, Nick.’


Nick Farley, one of the partners in a busy legal practice in Plymouth, glanced up from The Times and smiled at his wife.


‘My dear Sarah, I should have thought you knew Hattie far too well to imagine that I could tell her anything at all that might change her mind. I’d be far too frightened to try.’


Hattie, retiring from a senior position in the QARNNS after a lifetime of service, grimaced at him. ‘Quite right, too. I want to live by the sea. Or, anyway, water of some kind. Not stuck in the middle of Dartmoor.’


‘We’ve got rivers,’ protested Sarah, faint but pursuing. ‘There’s the Dart and the Tamar and the Tavy …’


Nick shook his handsome distinguished head as he folded the newspaper and pushed back his chair.


‘Give in gracefully, my love, and let her get on with it. She won’t be far away. Closer than she’s been for most of the last thirty years, anyway. I must dash. Enjoy your day.’


He kissed Sarah, waggled his fingers at Hattie and went out. Sarah sighed and Hattie watched her thoughtfully.


‘Nick’s on top form,’ she observed presently, spreading marmalade on her toast.


‘Mmm.’ Sarah sounded preoccupied. ‘He is.’


‘All well?’


Sarah pulled herself together and looked at her. ‘If you mean, “Is he having an affair at the moment?” the answer is, “No, I don’t think so.” None of the usual signs.’


‘Oh dear.’ Hattie shook her head. ‘I’d hoped that as he got older it all might … well, drop off a bit. If you see what I mean.’


‘No such luck.’ Sarah stopped crumbling her toast and pushed the plate aside. ‘Rather the contrary. He’s always needed to have his vanity soothed. Middle age makes him more insecure, if anything. And he’s not that old! Only forty-four. Don’t forget he’s nearly five years younger than I am.’


‘It’s not that much. You’re five years younger than me but who’s counting?’


‘It’s different somehow. Anyway, let’s not worry about that. So what are you going to view today?’


‘Several places.’ Hattie shuffled the papers beside her plate. ‘There’s a cottage at Torcross and a house in Dartmouth but the one that takes my fancy is the mill.’


‘Oh, yes. You showed me. Honestly, Hat! Don’t you think it’s a bit much all on your own? A derelict mill with two old cottages. What will you do with it all? Probably cost a fortune to do it up.’


‘Probably.’ Hattie rumpled her short grey hair, frowned abstractedly and shook her head. ‘I’ve got a feeling about it, that’s all. Want to come?’


‘No, I’ve got a charity lunch, I told you.’ Sarah began to clear the table. ‘Well, have a good day but for goodness’ sake don’t do anything rash!’


Hattie smiled affectionately at the younger woman. In the past, during their nursing careers, they’d often been taken for sisters: both were short and rather dumpy, both kept their hair cropped short, both tended towards old casual clothes and a love of the outdoors. Then, at thirty-five, Sarah inherited a considerable amount of wealth from her parents, met the delightfully charming Nick and immediately resigned her commission. Many there were who said that he’d married her for her money and her connections but there was no doubt at all that Sarah adored Nick. They were happy enough, thought Hattie, but she gave Sarah’s arm a quick squeeze as she collected her belongings together.


‘I’ve been subject to rules and regs for thirty-five years,’ she said lightly. ‘The one thing I’m simply longing to do is something rash. Don’t be an old spoilsport!’


‘You’re hopeless.’ But Sarah was smiling. ‘I’ll be longing to hear all about it. You know the way?’


‘By heart.’ Hattie gave her a tiny wink. ‘Nick showed me with maps and diagrams. I wonder he didn’t set it to music. Relax. Enjoy your lunch and I’ll see you later.’


She went out, pausing to collect her Newfoundland dog who was drinking lavishly at the fishpond. She’d always vowed that, on her retirement, she would buy a house by the sea – or a river – and a dog. The dog had come first – Admiral Jellicoe – a large handsome puppy bought from a breeder friend. She’d trained him whilst she lived in the cottage in Hampshire – left to her by her mother and used by Hattie as a holiday retreat – waiting for it to sell, and now she had all her savings, her gratuity and her inheritance lodged in the bank, a twelve-month-old dog and very little else.


Hattie bundled him into the back of her Renault 4 and set off across Dartmoor. She was by no means inured to its majesty on this blowy March morning – she loved the great sweeping vistas and misty distances – she simply didn’t want to live on it.


‘We’ll come and walk on it, won’t we, Jellicoe?’ she murmured, glancing at the dog in the mirror and seeing him put his head on one side, ears pricked, as he listened to her. ‘What we want is water.’


She mused on this as she drove, glad that Sarah wasn’t with her. Fond though Hattie was of her, she knew that her input would have been discouraging. Sarah would like Hattie to live as near to Buckland Monachorum as possible but – geography aside – Hattie had no desire to be drawn into the charity lunches and bazaars that filled Sarah’s days and took her mind off Nick’s infidelities.


‘How does she bear it?’ she muttered. ‘How does her sense of self-worth remain intact?’


Though she’d spent many leaves and weekends with women friends who’d left the service to marry and raise children, she’d never been tempted to revise her opinion that it was so much simpler to remain single. Only once would she have been prepared to give up her freedom but the sacrifice had never been demanded of her. Nearly thirty years before, she’d had an affair with a senior consultant which had ended in his abandonment of her when she became pregnant. When Hattie realised that his stories of an unhappy marriage were lies, and his promises to divorce his disinterested wife and marry her were empty words, she took her life back into her own hands and had an abortion. She’d long since ceased to regret the consultant but she never recovered from the loss of the child. How often she’d regretted her decision, which at the time had seemed the only possible one open to her, was known only to herself.


She pushed her memories aside and gave her mind to the confusing network of lanes that lay in the hinterland between Totnes and Dartmouth. Her relief when she saw the signpost was great; she’d already apologised mentally to Nick for regarding his minute instructions as unnecessary fussing. ‘Abbot’s Mill Creek 2 Miles. No Through Road.’ Hattie turned into the narrow lane and started the descent to the creek. As she rounded a bend she gave a cry of pleasure and braked for a moment, gazing down at the scene below; the water of the creek glinting and shivering in the sun, the trees that appeared to be paddling in its shallows, the high wooded promontories topped by sunlit fields. Hattie took a deep, deep breath, let in the clutch and drove on.


Down she went between the high banks where catkins danced in the March wind and celandines, enamel bright, glowed amongst the dead leaves and new shoots. Down, until the lane levelled out and she was running along beside an orchard, and glimpsed the mill pond and the empty leat moments before she came upon the mill itself. She drove past the gate and slowed beside the creek. It opened up away from her, widening into a deep channel, whilst the lane, starting to climb again, wound away behind the woods that crowded to the creek’s edge.


Hattie parked the car and climbed out. The tide was ebbing and a small dinghy was beached on the foreshore a few yards away. Further down the creek a boat rocked at its moorings and, as she watched, a man appeared through the companionway and stood gazing around him. She raised a hand to him and, after a moment, he returned the salute but, before she could hail him, she heard the sound of an engine and presently a car appeared and pulled in beside her own. It was the agent. They shook hands and together they returned to the gate that led into the mill’s grounds. For Hattie it was love at first sight and, in a daze, she attempted to take in all the information that the garrulous agent was intent on bestowing upon her.


The mill, he told her, as he unlocked doors and led her round, had been in the early stages of renovation when the young couple who owned it had run out of money. The agent shook his head. Very sad and such a nice young pair … But the plumbing and electrics were done and a nice new roof. Did she see the roof? (Hattie nodded obediently. She saw the roof.) The cottages now, were different again. One was done up a treat since they’d been living in it whilst they worked on the mill … Very comfortable and tastefully done. Wouldn’t she agree? (Hattie nodded again. Oh yes, she would. Certainly.) The other half wasn’t too bad at all. Merely a lick of paint and a few odds and ends, new window frames, perhaps, but no real problems there, nothing to mention. (Hattie shook her head. Nothing to mention.) As for the mill itself, well, the opportunities were limitless. He’d been showing a couple round only two days before and they’d come up with a brilliant suggestion …


Hattie’s brain clicked into gear and her heart jumped anxiously.


‘I suppose there’s been quite a bit of interest?’ she suggested casually.


The agent laughed a little, in a gently reproving manner. Naturally there was a great deal – he emphasised the words – of interest. The almost ludicrously low price reflected the work still necessary. But one only had to imagine the possibilities … letting the cottages out for income … bed and breakfast always in demand in this area … incomparable setting …


Hattie did a violent mental sum and threw years of discipline and caution aside. ‘I want it,’ she said.


The agent, who had strolled on to the tiny quay and was now extolling the virtues of owning one’s own moorings, was silenced for a moment. ‘You wish to make an offer?’ he asked cautiously.


‘Certainly. A cash offer.’ Hattie did another sum, retrieved a small measure of cunning and named a sum which was three thousand pounds below the asking price. ‘And I want the answer today,’ she added firmly.


Resisting the urge to tell her that she could have it at once, the owners being in such desperate straits that they would have accepted an even lower offer, the agent looked grave. He would do his best but there would be telephoning to be done and – given the very great interest – they would have to consider the offer carefully.


‘By this evening,’ Hattie insisted. She would die if she had to wait any longer. ‘Take it or leave it. It’s not open to negotiation.’


The agent nodded. He quite understood. And, seeing that a mortgage wasn’t involved and things could move quickly …


Resisting, in her turn, the urge to manhandle him bodily into his car and rush him back to his office, she waited with clenched jaw whilst he promised to cancel her other viewing appointments for her, made his farewells and drove off.


She listened to the sound of his engine dying away and then strolled back on to the hard where once the boats would have come alongside the wall to be loaded. Beside the hard was a slip where another dinghy, newly varnished, rested upside down on two planks of wood. She leaned on the wall and looked towards the ketch where the young man was sitting on the cabin roof, a mug in his hands. Hattie could almost smell the coffee and her mouth watered. She waved again and hailed him.


‘Ahoy!’ Her voice carried easily across the water. ‘Have you got a minute?’


The young man put down the mug and came to lean on the rail. ‘Good morning. Been looking at the mill?’


‘I have. D’you know it well?’


‘I overwintered in one of the cottages and I used to lend a hand occasionally with the renovation.’


‘I’m going to buy it.’ If she said it aloud, it must make it true.


‘Goodness! That was quick work!’ He hesitated. ‘Like some coffee?’


‘Oh, I would! Only I’ve got Admiral Jellicoe in the car.’


There was a silence and the young man straightened up. ‘Sorry?’


Hattie grinned to herself. Thinks I’m a nutter, she thought, fairly accurately. ‘My dog,’ she said. ‘I thought I’d give him a little run up through the woods. But I’d love some coffee and perhaps you could tell me all the things that our friend with verbal diarrhoea didn’t think worth mentioning.’


She saw the flash of teeth in the young man’s face and smiled in relief.


‘Take your time,’ he said. ‘Give a shout when you’re ready and I’ll row across and fetch you.’


Admiral Jellicoe leaped thankfully from the back of the car and ran nosing about. Hattie wandered back into the mill yard, looking at the mellow stone, the new slate roof and the huge unmoving wheel. The whitewashed cottages looked cosy under their heavy thatch and, beyond the fence, the orchard was carpeted with daffodils. She gave a nod of pleasure and determination and followed the Admiral out along the lane beneath the overhanging trees.


‘You must be mad,’ announced Sarah, later that evening as she juggled deftly with the supper plates. ‘I should have come with you. For heaven’s sake get a surveyor’s report before you sign anything. Tell her, Nick.’


‘I never argue with a woman who’s made up her mind to something,’ said Nick, pouring three large brandies. ‘Waste of breath. D’you want me to ask Paul Hicks to do the conveyancing for you, Hattie?’


‘That’s very nice of you, Nick, but I’ve got my own chap, thanks. Saw to everything when my mother died. I’ll stick with him.’


‘Fair enough.’ Nick passed Sarah her brandy. ‘Cheer up, my love. Sounds as if she’s made friends already.’


‘But what if this Joss goes off on his boat?’ cried Sarah. ‘You’ll be stuck all on your own. Oh, I do wish you’d reconsider!’


‘But I shan’t be alone,’ said Hattie. ‘As soon as the mill’s habitable I shall move in and let the cottages. There will be people just across the yard.’


‘Very risky!’ said Sarah darkly. ‘You never know who you might get.’


Nick and Hattie burst out laughing.


‘You’re hopeless,’ said Hattie affectionately. ‘Anyway, I shall have the Admiral. He’ll protect me. And that reminds me,’ she added before Sarah could cast aspersions on the Admiral’s abilities as a guard dog, ‘he’s been outside rather a long time. I think I’ll go and check on him.’


She left the room, glad to get away from Sarah’s anxieties which she’d been voicing ever since the agent had phoned to tell Hattie that her offer had been accepted. Outside in the cold March night, she called to the Admiral, who appeared from the darkness and thrust his nose into her hand before disappearing again almost immediately. She thought about the mill and the cottages, the creek with its hard, the track up into the woods, and felt it was all too good to be true.


In six weeks, she thought, I could be in. Living at Abbot’s Mill.


She sighed with happiness and excitement and, calling again to the Admiral, turned back towards the house.





Chapter Two


On still, early summer mornings the creek was a magic place; the soft white low-lying mist suffused with golden light, the incoming tide – bearing on its breast two graceful swans – sweeping in across the mudflats where the heron stood in lonely contemplation. A wren fossicked in the bushes at the water’s edge and, higher up the valley, the hollow drumming of a woodpecker echoed round the thickly wooded hills. As salt water met with fresh the ketch anchored in the deep channel stirred, lifting as the tide slapped gently round her hull.


Observing the eternally changing scene from his lawn, which ran down to the creek, Toby Dakers relaxed into the overwhelming atmosphere of tranquillity. He knew how lucky he’d been to find this retreat; a pair of cottages on a tidal creek, off the beaten track. He’d been told that they’d formerly belonged to the fishermen who worked the river for eels and salmon and he and Ruth had knocked the cottages into one roomy house, renovated it and slowly transformed it into a charming, comfortable home. That was in the early days, before Ruth had become bored with the novelty of country living and had urged him to return to his job in the City. Fifteen years in a merchant bank – with the last seven trading in futures – was more than enough in Toby’s view and he’d refused. He had a very good portfolio of investments, they owned the cottage outright and he’d bought himself in as a partner in the boatyard which was further down the creek. Why go back to the pressure, the noise, the rat race?


The rising sun was drawing up the mist, touching the tree-tops with fire, and the soft pale mud had all but vanished beneath the encroaching tide. Toby stared out over the creek, his mind running over the scenes that had been played and replayed.


‘You love this place more than you love me!’ she’d shouted. ‘Or Georgia!’


‘Be fair,’ he’d pleaded. ‘You know that’s not true. I can’t just stroll back in and take up where I left off. You know it’s not that easy. I’ve been out of it for three years. It’s not that kind of job.’


‘You could do something else. You’ve got masses of contacts.’ But her voice was less sure. She knew he spoke the truth and that it would be impossible for him.


‘I don’t want to do anything else.’ He’d held out a hand to her. ‘Come on, Ruth. Be reasonable.’


‘It’s you that’s not reasonable.’ She’d stared at him, unmollified by his expression of love and beseeching. ‘You won’t admit we got it wrong. That this sort of life is fun for a bit but it soon wears thin. We could keep the place for weekends and holidays.’


‘I don’t want to use it for weekends and holidays.’ His hand dropped back to his side. ‘I want to live in it. I don’t think we made a mistake. I love it here.’


‘That’s what I said! You love it more than you love me …’


On and on it had gone whilst Toby tried everything he knew to make up to her for all the things she missed. He knew that she pined for the social life and, more importantly, the status his position and wealth had given her. To begin with, the idea of taking off to live in a creekside cottage with Toby and the ten-year-old Georgia had been exciting. It was different, and their friends had been impressed and envious. These friends had travelled down for weekends and fallen in love with the creek and the cottage. They’d been loud in their admiration but, as the months passed, Ruth felt it harder to settle down when they’d gone. Much though they professed to love it, she noticed that none of them was prepared to follow suit and move down and their talk of mutual friends, new plays and parties unsettled her. For Ruth the experiment had been a failure; for Toby it was a tremendous success.


He simply couldn’t imagine how she could begin to want to go back to London and tried to alleviate her boredom by taking her out more and making no objection to the house being used as a weekend retreat for a continuous flow of people. It wasn’t enough.


Had he been justified, he asked himself for the millionth time, in standing firm; in refusing to go back? After all, when he’d asked Ruth to marry him she couldn’t have known he’d want her to leave London and settle in such a place.


‘A godforsaken hole … cultural desert … interminable rain …’


Her disdainful words echoed in his ears. How quickly she’d forgotten her own early raptures and that she’d loved it as much as he did.


The heron’s unhurried flight downstream recalled Toby’s attention and he smiled a little to see the swans – back-paddling in the hope of breakfast – beside the ketch. He loved the seasons on the river, the continual cycle of life, the familiar yet exciting pattern of it all. Ruth had accused him of becoming a vegetable and the arguments became more frequent and more acrimonious until she’d announced that her former boss had been promoted, was offering her a job as his PA and that she intended to take it.


She’d been defiant and determined; Toby, wondering whether she might not be as happy as she imagined back amongst the bright lights, had made only a small effort to fight it. That was two years ago and, ever since, she’d lived at her flat in London with Georgia. To begin with, they’d come home for weekends and holidays but gradually he’d seen less of them. Georgia was old enough to travel down alone by train and she came at half terms and for part of her holidays but Ruth came rarely and discouraged his suggestions that he should make the journey to London. He’d already decided that she’d met someone else or – more likely – had resurrected the friendship she’d had with Alan, her boss. She’d remained in touch with him, and Toby had always suspected that theirs had been more than just a working relationship.


Toby watched the Lysander swing round on her mooring ropes. He’d built her himself; a little two-berth estuary cruiser. A worthy successor to the Goblin dinghy he’d built in his mews garage in London all those years ago. Ruth had been unimpressed by his skill: unable to comprehend his immense satisfaction in creating something with his own hands. She’d watched with an expression very close to disgust when he returned from the boatyard in dirty overalls and with paint staining his hands.


‘If I’d wanted to marry a labourer, I’d have done so,’ she said icily when he tried to share his sense of fulfilment. ‘How you can be satisfied with this after what you’ve achieved in the past, I simply can’t imagine.’


It was at this time that she’d begun to escape back to London; a day’s shopping here, a weekend there, a few days with friends. Georgia was a weekly boarder at St Margaret’s School in Exeter and Ruth had plenty of time to herself. She and Toby were drifting further and further apart and neither of them seemed inclined to make a real effort to halt the process. When she’d sprung the news of the job upon him, Toby wondered whether she’d been seeing Alan during those visits and, when she blocked his own visits to London, he felt quite certain that something was going on.


Then, out of the blue, he’d received a letter from her telling him that she wanted a divorce. She saw no point, she wrote, in carrying on in this indeterminate state. She’d heard that a divorce might be granted on the grounds of an irretrievable breakdown of the marriage and she trusted that he had no objection.


Toby packed a bag and went straight to London but Ruth was adamant. Either he moved back to London and took a sensible job or the divorce would go through. It took him a week to decide. Those few days were more than enough to make him realise that he didn’t belong in the big city any more but he begged her to think carefully about divorce. It was such a huge step and there was Georgia to consider. Ruth told him that she’d given it all a great deal of thought. Naturally, Georgia would continue to visit him regularly and spend holidays with him and occasionally she, Ruth, would come too, just to show there was no hard feeling and to make it easier for Georgia to adjust. However, she pointed out, there would be hardly any difference as far as Georgia was concerned.


‘There’s a psychological difference,’ he’d insisted. ‘We’re still married and your home is with me, even if you don’t spend much time there. At any moment we might get back together properly.’


He saw the flash of contempt in her eyes and raised his eyebrows.


‘You know how I feel,’ she said, shrugging. ‘You say you won’t come back. As far as I’m concerned, that’s that.’


‘Did you only love me because of what I was?’


‘You know it’s not that simple,’ she said, avoiding his attempted embrace. ‘You’ve changed. You were exciting, sharp, powerful. Now you amble about in old clothes like some sort of dropout.’


‘Can you imagine what life’s like on the trading floor?’ he asked, exasperated. ‘Taking crucial decisions in thirteen seconds flat for eight hours a day? I’ve known people who burn themselves out by the time they’re thirty. Is it wrong to want to relax and enjoy the rewards of all that pressure?’


‘You don’t have to live on a muddy creek in the back of beyond to relax,’ she cried, and he turned away at the reiteration of the things she’d been saying for the last few years. ‘We could have relaxed here, going to the opera and the theatre and dinners with our friends.’


‘I didn’t want that,’ he said bleakly.


‘Oh, no! And it has to be what you want, doesn’t it?’


‘You wanted it, too.’


‘OK. To begin with it was fun and I’d have been perfectly happy to go down for weekends and holidays …’


‘Oh, Ruth,’ he said wearily, ‘let’s forget it. We’ve been over it a million times. We had fifteen good years here but I needed a change. I couldn’t come back now.’


The sharp smack of Westering’s hatch being pushed back echoed across the water and Toby saw Joss’s fair head emerging from the companionway. It was not the time for shouted greetings or exchanges, shattering the peace and dispelling the magic of the morning, and Toby slipped away leaving Joss with the swans as company.


A few hours later Toby walked the short distance to his car which he kept on the hard as close as he could to the cottage. He heard the rumble of a heavy vehicle coming down the lane and paused to watch the large removal van pull into the mill yard. He’d already met Hattie, brought along to the cottage by Joss, and had approved the short sturdy woman with her determination and excitement at the prospect of her new project. It would be good to have a neighbour again. Of course, Joss was always there, making his boat seaworthy, preparing for the great voyage he planned, but it would be fun to have another member in their tiny community.


He drove over the bridge and headed for Dartmouth. Georgia would be arriving for her half-term holiday in a few days’ time and he needed to stock up. Being so far from civilisation, he tended to do a big shopping run once a month, loading the car up and then buying himself lunch at the Royal Castle as a kind of reward. This morning the town was fairly quiet and he parked on the Embankment. The river was busy again after the winter; most of the local boats were back in the water and the passenger ferry was chugging across to Kingswear. Toby paused to watch a line of cutters from the naval college heading down river and then turned his attention to his shopping list.


Miggy Hardcastle, standing at her bedroom window in the Royal Castle Hotel, stared out across the boat-float to the river. She was still wondering how she’d had the courage to tell her husband that she needed to go away, to be alone for a few days. Stephen was the type of man who looked upon such dramatic flights of fancy as foolish and unnecessary. Even more difficult had been leaving her ten-year-old daughter, Daisy, who’d been outraged when Stephen had refused to allow her to miss school and accompany Miggy. Poor Daisy! Miggy smiled a little sadly to herself. During the five years between the death of her husband Patrick – Daisy’s father – and her marriage to Stephen she and Daisy had been continually together and it had been hard for the child to understand that their relationship must adapt and expand to take Stephen into their lives. Despite the efforts made, it hadn’t taken long for Miggy – and Stephen – to realise that they were totally unsuited as a couple. She’d married him in a rush of loneliness, impressed by his ability to know his own mind and go for what he wanted. She was in need of adult companionship and Stephen, so different from the youthful, easy-going, optimistic Patrick, flattered her by his attentions.


Opposites may attract but – after the novelty has worn thin – they can also irritate. Stephen liked an efficiently run home and enjoyed a busy round of entertaining and socialising. Poor Miggy had come sadly unstuck in this demanding routine and had fallen well short of Stephen’s demands. He was an extremely erudite barrister and she and Daisy were easy targets for his ironical – and hurtful – humour. His friends, who had been amazed at his infatuation for this Bohemian widow of a struggling artist, had quickly seen which way the winds of disillusionment were blowing and made no attempt to hide their prejudices or opinions of this unlikely match. Soon Miggy was lonelier than she’d ever been, even after Patrick’s death, and had long since felt little more than a rather unwelcome guest in Stephen’s gracious house in Chelsea.


She turned her back on the busy scene beyond the window and wandered over to the bed. She’d chosen Dartmouth because it was the first place that had come to mind when Stephen had asked sarcastically, ‘And what romantic venue has been selected for this retreat?’ She’d come to love the town whilst visiting her friends Jo and David Harper, who lived a few miles away at Dittisham. They’d been surprised when Miggy had insisted on staying at the Castle. Jo was a supply teacher, David ran his own small engineering company from premises in Townstal and both of them were out during the day. Miggy had used this as a reason for staying in the town but Jo saw behind the excuse and suspected that Miggy needed time on her own. She’d picked her up from the station at Totnes and, much to Miggy’s relief, had accepted her explanation that it was sensible to be central. They’d had supper together and David had promised to take her out to lunch since Jo was on dinner duty and couldn’t get away from school. Miggy glanced at her watch. He should be here at any moment and, picking up her key and her bag from the bed, she went downstairs.


An hour later Toby was in the back bar at the Castle with a pint in front of him, his shopping done. He sighed with relief and relaxed comfortably. Of course, the unloading of the car was yet to come; the trekking to and fro with the bags from the hard to the cottage. This had quickly become another bone of contention, especially on wet winter days. Ruth had cursed the inconvenience of it until Toby had come up with a solution. The shopping would be unloaded into a large plastic wheelbarrow, kept only for this task, and wheeled straight into the utility room to be unpacked at leisure. It had worked well enough until recently the big ball of the wheel had split and Toby was back to trekking to and fro. It really didn’t bother him enough to do anything about the wheelbarrow but it was sad to think how quickly the things that had begun as fun deteriorated into causes for complaint.


The bar was filling up and Toby ordered his lunch, nodding at one or two locals as he finished his pint. His attention was caught by a striking-looking girl who came in rather hesitantly, waited her turn at the bar and then carried her glass of wine to a seat in the far corner. Toby studied her covertly. She was tall and slender, pale-skinned and delicate-boned, with short coppery curls; her loose navy-blue cotton jersey and short denim skirt emphasising her rather fragile appearance. She seemed sunk in thought; her head dropped forward, chin on chest, her long legs stretched out in front of her, crossed at the ankles.


Toby was very taken with her and wished that he could catch her eye. It was a long time since he’d had any female company, apart from the social round with the friends that they’d made during the last six years and which he’d kept up with since Ruth left. Until recently he’d regarded himself as a married man whose wife, though absent, may wish to return at any moment and, with Georgia visiting so regularly, he didn’t want any sordid muddles. However, since Ruth came home so rarely and now with the shock of the divorce proceedings, Toby felt that he was at liberty to make his own life. He finished his pint and, out of the corner of his eye, saw the girl look up. He saw David Harper come in, glance around and go to greet her. He kissed her lightly as an old friend might. Toby took his elbow off the bar and was waiting for him when he came to order.


‘Hello, David. How’s life? Haven’t seen you on the river lately.’


‘Toby!’ David clapped him on the shoulder. ‘Never seem to get the time these days. We must get together. What are you drinking?’ He glanced across his shoulder and lowered his voice a little. ‘Just meeting a friend for lunch. She’s down for a few days.’


‘Lucky old you,’ said Toby lightly. ‘Pretty, isn’t she? I was just getting up the courage to talk to her when you arrived.’


‘Why not join us?’ asked David at once.


Toby pretended to hesitate. ‘Won’t she mind if I butt in?’


‘Be relieved I shouldn’t wonder. She’s more Jo’s friend than mine but Jo’s tied up at school. Come and meet her.’


Toby followed David to the corner table.


‘This is Miggy Hardcastle,’ said David, putting the drinks down. ‘An old sailing friend of mine, Miggy – Toby Dakers.’


‘Hello.’ Toby held out his hand. ‘Miggy? That’s an unusual name.’


She grimaced a little as they sat down with her. ‘It’s short for Mignonette. I know!’ She grinned at his expression. ‘Flower names for girls is a tradition in our family and I was named after a wealthy spinster aunt in great expectation.’


‘And did it materialise?’


‘Afraid not.’ Miggy shook her head. ‘Left it all to the cats’ home and I was lumbered with the name.’


‘I think it suits you.’ David smiled at her. ‘After all, it could have been worse. Think of some of the alternatives!’


‘Gloxinia?’ hazarded Miggy. ‘Wood Spurge? You’re probably right. I’ve called my daughter Daisy,’ she told Toby. ‘She seems to like it at the moment but she’ll probably curse me when she grows up.’


So she had a daughter. Toby had already noticed the rings on the third finger of her left hand.


‘I’ve invited Toby to join us for lunch,’ David was saying. ‘Can’t leave him to eat all alone, can we? If you ask him nicely he might take you out in his boat while you’re here.’


‘Oh.’ Miggy looked a little taken aback. She liked the look of Toby in his old flannels and jersey but felt that David was being rather high-handed in putting his time and boat at her disposal.


‘I’d be delighted to,’ said Toby, blessing David for his suggestion and trying not to sound too keen. ‘If you think you’d enjoy it?’


‘Well, thank you.’ She hesitated, wondering whether anyone else might be included in this unexpected expedition. ‘It sounds rather fun although I have to say at once that I’m no sailor. So you have your own boat?’


‘I do. Just a little cruiser but she’s got an outboard engine and you’d be quite safe.’


‘He’s quite trustworthy,’ David assured her. ‘On all counts. Terrific afternoon to be out on the river.’


‘I’d love it,’ said Miggy, making up her mind and Toby smiled at her in relief.


‘Let’s order,’ said David. ‘I mustn’t be too long.’


Toby stood up to fetch them a menu from the bar, his heart beating fast with anticipation and excitement. He’d already decided to set her mind at rest as much as was possible during lunch by referring to his divorce and to Georgia, and would try not to do or say anything that could be misconstrued during the afternoon. He gave her a few moments alone with David, so that she could ask any questions about him without embarrassment, and then took the menu back to where they waited for him.





Chapter Three


Hattie soon had one of the mill cottages looking habitable although the furniture from her mother’s house overflowed into the adjoining one and several of the larger pieces into the mill itself. Joss and Toby dropped in to offer assistance, which she instantly accepted, and advice, which she considered more carefully, whilst dithering between whether she should renovate the mill first or the second cottage. She wanted to start letting as soon as possible so as to boost her income but, when Joss suggested that she’d get a much higher rent for the mill than she would for both the cottages put together, Hattie was adamant. She wanted to live in the mill. Both men had been privy to the previous owners’ ideas and plans and were very willing to make suggestions as to how her ideals could be achieved. They gave her the name of a local builder she could trust and Joss offered his own services for the smaller jobs.


Once everything was costed out, Hattie decided that she could afford to get the mill together first and then turn her attention to the second cottage whilst letting the one she presently occupied. Relieved to have come to a decision, she began to get herself organised. By keeping things simple and retaining many of the mill’s original features, it was possible that she’d be in by the autumn. Meanwhile, whilst the major alterations were taking place, she would do as much as she could to the cottages.


Joss, amused by her inability to wait calmly for anything, teased her about her impatience.


‘You’ll never fit in down here if you don’t relax a bit,’ he told her when she waylaid him on the hard with yet another timesaving idea for the renovation of the cottages. ‘You know what they say about West Country people? They use the word “directly” as you’ve probably noticed. “I’ll do it directly,” or, “I’ll be round directly.” Foreigners think they mean “immediately”. But when the locals say “directly” you should interpret it as meaning “mañana” but without the same sense of urgency. You’ll have to adapt to the local pace.’


‘I can’t afford to hang about,’ said Hattie. ‘I can be getting on with the cottages whilst Mr Crabtree is working on the mill. What an old duck he is! The Admiral adores him.’


‘But does he adore the Admiral?’ countered Joss. ‘He carries old Crabbie’s tools into the orchard and I can hear him swearing from halfway down the creek.’


‘I know,’ said Hattie indulgently. ‘But he doesn’t mind a bit really. You should see him when he thinks no one’s looking. Chats to him and brings him biscuits. The Admiral may look enormous but he’s still a young dog. He likes a little game.’


‘God help us all when he grows up,’ remarked Joss, looking at Admiral Jellicoe as he sat on the hard, ears pricked, gazing in astonishment at a family of mallard that had just taken to the water. ‘Look. When the autumn comes I shan’t be able to work on the boat full time so I can lend you a hand with the cottages. Don’t bust a gut.’


‘You told me that you overwintered in one last year.’ Hattie looked at him questioningly. ‘Will you want to do that again this winter?’


Joss hesitated. ‘I might, if that’s OK. I’m not quite sure yet. If I do, I’ll work for you in lieu of rent. We’ll get them both shipshape ready for the spring. I’ve got a long way to go with Westering yet so I’ll be grateful to have a bolt hole during the rough weather.’


‘It’s a deal,’ said Hattie at once. She watched as he untied his dinghy and settled himself at the oars. Admiral Jellicoe watched too. He wondered if he might be needed to do a spot of rescue work if Joss suddenly took to the water.


‘Stay!’ said Joss severely, and the Admiral’s ears flattened and his tongue lolled out but he still watched closely. ‘If he starts trying to rescue me again I’ll sock him with an oar,’ Joss shouted to Hattie.


Hattie chuckled and put a restraining hand on the Admiral’s head. Not long after Hattie’s arrival Joss had decided to go for an early morning swim. Presently he found the Admiral paddling beside him, urging him in to the shore. Joss resisted with imprecations and attempts to push the great dog away but Admiral Jellicoe was adamant and, when Joss refused to seize him round the neck and be towed safely to shore, the Admiral merely pushed him with his great bulk until he was beached on the hard. Hattie, helpless with laughter, had come to meet them and the Admiral, looking tremendously pleased with himself, had bounded out, shaken himself all over her and pranced off to find a well-earned breakfast.


Hattie was still grinning at the memory when Joss reached Westering and, raising a hand to him, she turned away to take the Admiral for a walk up the track that led over the wooded hill to the boatyard. She liked Joss. He was ex-Army and their service backgrounds meant that they had certain things in common but she’d learned more about him from Toby than from Joss himself. She knew that he’d come outside at the end of his short-service commission and had decided to buy an old boat and do it up before setting off on an extended voyage. She guessed that he was in his late twenties and she liked his quiet competence and air of independence.


Hattie whistled quietly to herself as she followed the Admiral up the track. She was beginning to feel very much at home. Her cottage was quite comfortable and she could see that the mill was going to be delightful when it was finished. The surrounding countryside was breathtakingly beautiful and, although she had no desire to take up boating, she’d begun to take a great interest in the wildlife of the creek. Here Toby was very useful. He knew all the birds and their habits and was lending her books so that she could further her knowledge. He was more relaxed than Joss, more open, and Hattie found his company very restful. It was difficult to imagine him as he’d been in London and Hattie could sympathise with his desire to put the stress and fast-living behind him. Over a bottle of wine one evening he’d told her about Ruth and how she felt and about the impending divorce. Hattie listened but reserved her judgement. One of the things she’d learned during her career was that every story has two sides and, whilst showing sympathy for his own feelings, she decided that she’d like to meet Ruth.


She’d already met Georgia. At sixteen she was a rather heavily built girl with a faintly sulky, secretive air and, after a friendly greeting, Hattie had left her much to herself. She could sense the girl summing her up and was rather amused by the adult air she assumed. She was very possessive of Toby, whilst attempting to display indifference, and Hattie wondered just how much the divorce would affect her. Then, the next afternoon, Toby had appeared with a young woman he’d invited to tea. He’d brought her up to show her the mill and Hattie chatted with them on the hard, rather intrigued. She was obviously not an old friend and Hattie wondered whether Toby had decided to strike out on his own and how Georgia would take it.


Having reached the entrance to the boatyard, Hattie called to the Admiral and turned back to the mill. Sarah was coming to lunch and Hattie had to get back to do some shopping. She loved her trips to Dartmouth and looked forward to a stroll along the embankment and a cup of coffee at one of the cafés. Despite Joss’s teasing she was beginning to adapt very well to this quieter, slower life and had begun to feel that she was on a never-ending holiday.


Sarah, seeing how much Hattie was achieving and how happy she was, felt a strange pang of envy. This was absurd, she told herself. She had no desire whatever to live in a pair of old cottages whilst renovating a mill with no one but a huge dog, two young men and an assortment of wildfowl for company. Yet Hattie seemed so content, so single-minded. She ate, slept, came and went as she chose and, moreover, her emotions were so painlessly whole and intact. Sarah, who had trained herself to live with Nick’s infidelities, found that particularly enviable; yet she knew she couldn’t bear to live without him. From the first moment she’d met him, she’d adored him and her passion had remained unchanged during the ensuing fourteen years. But how hard it had been! She remembered each act of unfaithfulness and still burned with jealousy. Oddly, each occasion had merely served to make her desire him more and, though she knew she was making a rod for her own back, she never punished him or withdrew her love. In her heart she knew that Nick had married her for her money and connections but he had come to love her and he always came back to her. He was hers.


Sarah, listening to Hattie’s plans over lunch, pushed away those disloyal feelings of envy. She knew that one day Nick would tire of playing the field and she would have him to herself. When that happened all the self-discipline she’d imposed upon herself over the years would have paid off. She smiled at Hattie with very real affection, remembering her kindness when she, Sarah, had first met her all those years ago. She was her only true friend, the only one who knew about Nick’s behaviour and the pain it caused. Others might suspect but no one knew the real truth; only Hattie. Nick was very discreet, choosing his partners with care and finishing each relationship with great tact, making quite certain that his reputation remained unsullied. He was known as the best litigation lawyer in the West Country and he had no intention of rocking any boats. Sarah’s money and contacts had helped to put him where he was and supported his expensive tastes, and she knew that he would never risk losing them for a mere love affair. Of course, she could have used her money as a weapon, she could have made conditions, but she’d always shrunk from the knowledge that she’d bought him. By various means she could persuade herself that his peccadilloes meant nothing, that they were only to be expected of such a handsome and successful man, and that she was the only woman that he really loved.


‘I have a feeling that you’re not concentrating.’ Hattie’s voice broke into her thoughts. ‘I’m probably boring you to death. You must forgive me. It’s all rather gone to my head. How are things with you? Nick behaving himself?’


Hattie was the only person who could have asked that question without it being offensive and Sarah nodded.


‘No problems at the moment. Not for a while, actually. And you’re not boring me. I think it’s all very exciting. You look remarkably well on it.’


‘I feel wonderful,’ said Hattie simply. ‘After thirty-odd years of working to rigid timetables it’s sheer bliss to do exactly as I please. I keep thinking that I shall wake up one morning to find the holiday’s over and I’m back on the wards.’


‘And you’re not lonely?’


‘Good grief, no! There’s Joss on his boat and Toby down the creek and the boatyard people. Not to mention Mr Crabtree. It’s quite a little community. And when I start letting my cottages it’ll be busier still.’


‘But you will be careful, won’t you? You’ll interview people thoroughly and take references?’


‘Don’t fuss!’ said Hattie good-naturedly. ‘Admiral Jellicoe is the test. If they love him, they’re in!’


Sarah looked at the Admiral, who was sitting looking hopefully at the plates with his huge head nearly on a level with Hattie’s shoulder, and shook her head.


‘You’re spoiling him to death,’ she said severely. ‘I can see that. It’s what comes of living alone. You treat him as if he were a person.’


‘He is a person!’ exclaimed Hattie indignantly. ‘Aren’t you, Jellicoe?’


She put an arm around his neck and he licked her ear affectionately and leaned heavily against her chair, moving her several inches across the floor. Sarah laughed.


‘You’re both hopeless,’ she said. ‘Come on. Let’s get the washing-up done. I haven’t seen all these places you’ve told me about yet. The orchard and the hard and the wonderful walk in the woods. I want to see it all before I go. I’ve promised Nick a blow-by-blow account.’


Hattie put the leftovers into the Admiral’s bowl and began to stack the plates together.


‘You shall have a guided tour,’ she said. ‘But I’m hoping Nick’s going to come over to see it all for himself.’


‘Of course he will. Now that you’re settled in.’ Sarah picked up a tea cloth. ‘Just tell us when. But I couldn’t resist a quick dash over as soon as we got back from holiday. Just to make sure you’re OK.’


‘It’s lovely to see you. I can’t tell you how comforting it is to know that you’re just away across the moor. No, leave all that.’ She took the tea cloth from Sarah’s hands. ‘I’ll wash up when you’ve gone. Come and see my orchard. Trees and trees of lovely Bramleys. I’ll be eating apple pie all winter long.’


With the Admiral at their heels they strolled out into the sultry June afternoon and Hattie experienced the great thrill of ownership as she showed Sarah round and outlined her plans. They wandered out on to the hard and took the track that led up to the road through the woods. At its highest point, before it dropped away again to the boatyard, Sarah caught her breath at the view laid out before her. From here she could see the mouth of the creek, widening out into the River Dart. The water shivered and dazzled in the sunshine and white sails danced and swooped like gulls’ wings over the river. As they stood gazing out they heard the unmistakable sound of a steam engine running through Long Wood on the further shore.


‘Courtesy of our local steam railway preservation society.’ Hattie grinned at Sarah’s surprised face. ‘Like living in another world, isn’t it? I couldn’t believe it the first time I heard it.’


‘It’s all quite beautiful. I almost envy you,’ said Sarah as they turned back.


‘Rubbish!’ said Hattie. ‘You’d be bored stiff in five minutes without all your committees and charities and dinner parties. But I hope you’ll come and see me now and then.’


When she’d waved Sarah off, Hattie went to find Mr Crabtree.


‘It occurs to me,’ she said, perching on the edge of an old tea-chest in what would one day be her sitting room, ‘that when I start letting the cottages I might need someone to help me out. Cleaning and so on, especially if I do holiday lets. Do you know anyone who might be prepared to come and lend a hand?’


Mr Crabtree rubbed a calloused hand over his bristly chin and delved into his overall pocket for his tin of tobacco. Slowly he rolled himself a cigarette whilst Hattie sat peaceably watching him. She’d grown used to the long silences he required for deep thinking and merely used the time to relax.


‘Holiday lets’re nuthin’ but trouble,’ he observed. ‘People in an’ out every fortnight, breakin’ things ’n’ damagin’ the furniture. Yew’ll be worryin’ about the bookin’s ’n’ gettin’ cancellations ’n’ redecoratin’ every five minutes. ’Tisn’t never worth the bother of it all.’


‘Oh,’ said Hattie, somewhat disconcerted.


‘Doun’ee take my word fer it.’ He tucked the spent match tidily back in its matchbox. ‘Anyone round ’ere’ll tell’ee the same.’


‘Perhaps you’re right.’ Hattie rose from her tea-chest, aware that there was nothing else to be achieved at the moment. ‘You’re getting on splendidly. It’s beginning to look lovely.’


This was true; Mr Crabtree was a craftsman. He nodded an acknowledgement of her appreciation, stubbed out his cigarette carefully and prepared to resume work, casting a thoughtful glance at his flask.


‘I expect you’d like a cup of tea,’ said Hattie, interpreting the glance correctly. ‘I know I would. Shan’t be long.’


She went across the yard and began to wash up the lunch things whilst she waited for the kettle to boil. As she worked, she thought about Sarah. The more she saw of the married state, the less she regretted not marrying. Certainly Nick and Sarah’s marriage was not a good example of wedded bliss but she’d never yet witnessed a good enough relationship to make her change her mind. As far as she could judge there seemed to be two types of modus vivendi; either a manipulative battle was carried on between the two protagonists, each of whom attempted to prey on the guilt of the other; or a peaceable union was maintained by one of the partners being prepared to give way on a permanent basis to the other.
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