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      Chapter One

      
      

      
      ‘When we go up to Netherby next week,’ he had said, ‘we must celebrate. You choose yourself a treat.’
      

      
      She had chosen something which wouldn’t have been a treat at all to her younger self, in fact it would have seemed a ridiculous
         suggestion. But now it was a rare if simple luxury that she requested: a whole day to herself, to walk alone on the hills
         while he stayed at home and looked after the children.
      

      
      As she set off at dawn on a misty May morning, the village was still asleep; not a sound could be heard as she walked down
         the narrow High Street between shuttered windows and closed doors. Even at the Newboulds’ farm, at the far end of the village,
         there was no sign of life. When she was little, there always used to be a clattering of milk churns in the dairy and Mr Newbould
         would appear, stooping as he came through the low doorway, so that for a moment he seemed to be carrying the house on his
         back. Later she would see him going in his slow, unhurried way about the fields, unchangeable as the countryside around him.
      

      
      The only time she had seen him looking out of place was on the day of his daughter Chrissie’s wedding when he was driven in
         the village taxi, with Chrissie alongside him, down the High Street to the church. Chrissie had seemed magical in her white
         dress, mysterious behind her veil, but Mr Newbould had looked uncomfortable in his best suit and a shirt with a starched collar.
         He stared ahead with unseeing eyes, while Chrissie smiled and lifted her hand in a little wave like a princess, even to a
         pair of scruffy little five-year-olds, which was the age she and her friend Betty must have been, as they watched, wide-eyed
         and awestruck, as the wedding car drove slowly past the village green. They had never seen a bride before.
      

      
      Old Mr Newbould was long dead now, of course, and his son had sold the land and gentrified the old farmhouse, converting the
         dairy into an annex and replacing the old cobbles with concrete slabs, adorned with a wooden wheelbarrow full of bedding plants.
         Yet still, as she turned the corner into the lane which led up the dale, she seemed to hear the clattering of milk churns.
      

      
      The lane had been modernised too, covered in tarmacadam for the first mile or so, before giving way to stones and grass. She
         could feel the difference under her feet, as she stood for a moment getting her breath back after the steep climb. Gone were
         the days when she used to run up here in order to get as quickly as possible to the stream which gushed down the Boar’s Back,
         a long, flat-backed hill with a gentle slope at one end and a precipitous drop at the other, known locally as the Snout, a
         tumbling mass of loose boulders and scree.
      

      
      Years ago, when she was about eight or nine, she and Betty had walked up here, swinging a picnic between them, ready to eat
         at the top of the hill, after they’d paddled in the stream and made their usual unsuccessful attempt to dam it. Betty had
         said, ‘When I come up here with my brothers we don’t go up the slope. We climb straight up the Snout. It’s quicker.’
      

      
      She was lying, of course; they both knew it, but what else could she reply except, ‘So do I too, when I come on my own.’ So
         when Betty had said, ‘All right then, let’s go up there now,’ they were both committed.
      

      
      It wasn’t bad at first, plenty of grass and not too steep. Climbing swiftly to show she wasn’t scared, she had soon been ahead.
         But suddenly it was steeper with not much grass to get a grip on, just loose stones on which she slipped and slithered, dislodging
         rocks with every step. Then it was so steep that she had to get down on all fours, her face almost touching the ground, hands
         and feet digging in as best they could. Her hands, as well as her feet, now sent stones crashing down behind her as she clawed
         at the scree, trying to get a grip on its shifting surface.
      

      
      Suddenly she began to slip backwards and seemed to be taking half the mountainside with her. She managed to stop but could
         hear huge boulders scudding down behind her. There was silence, an eerie silence. She didn’t dare look round. If one of the
         boulders hit and killed Betty, it would count as murder and she’d be hanged. It wouldn’t be fair, of course, because it had
         all been Betty’s idea in the first place. But they wouldn’t know that, the judges and people wouldn’t. And she wouldn’t be
         able to tell them because it would be sneaking and she wouldn’t be able to sneak even to save herself from being hanged, she realised in despair.
      

      
      Then she heard Betty shouting, ‘Look out, stupid, or you’ll kill me,’ and, weak with relief, she had lain on her stomach on
         the scree until she could see Betty alongside.
      

      
      They had got to the top somehow, hands scraped and bleeding, no toes left in their sandals. They lay for a while, not speaking,
         on the short springy grass that topped the cliff. Then, ‘Usually we go down by the path,’ Betty had said.
      

      
      Had they really done it? she wondered now, looking up at the precipitous scree. She remembered feeling very guilty, terrified
         that some long-sighted villager might have spotted them or that the vicar, anxiously surveying the church roof with his binoculars
         as he so often did, might have inadvertently got into his sights the figures of two children risking their lives on the Boar’s
         Back. She knew that Betty was just as scared as she was, but they never said a word about it to each other. They must have
         been mad, she thought now. No, it’s just that children have different compulsions. And we forget. Try as she would, she’d
         forgotten what it really felt like to be nine years old.
      

      
      It shouldn’t be like that, she thought as she set off again up the lane; we shouldn’t forget what we once felt like, shouldn’t
         let the truth of things slip away. We should keep it, preserve it, as a painter does.
      

      
      The lane began to descend now and the scenery changed. Over the next ridge she could see the long stretch of marshland with
         Sawborough crouching in the distance to her left and Cumberside towering to her right. They had planned, she and Betty, to
         celebrate leaving school by climbing the two peaks in one day but at the last moment Betty had been prevented by verrucas.
         So she had gone with Luke instead.
      

      
      They hardly knew each other really, she and Luke, a third year engineering student whom she’d met when she went up to college
         for an interview. They had nothing in common except a liking for long walks and the fact that he lived near Netherby, where
         she had been brought up and often returned for holidays. So they didn’t have much to say to each other as they climbed, but
         it was so hot and the going so rough that it didn’t matter.
      

      
      She could still remember the strangely airless feel up here that day when there was no sound except for the clicking of the
         crickets and the occasional desolate cry of the curlew. The sky had had a coppery look, very beautiful as they made their way slowly
         down the lane in the evening. The sun was no longer visible but its heat seemed to pervade the whole sky, scorching the earth
         beneath. It seemed to huddle over the land like some great bird hunched over its prey, she had thought as she trudged along,
         head down, struggling to find the right image for this beautiful, merciless heat which ravaged the parched earth with its
         talons. Oh yes, even then she had worried about finding the right words.
      

      
      ‘We’re in for a storm,’ Luke, more practical, had said. ‘We’d better move a bit faster.’

      
      Even as he spoke the thunder began to rumble among the hills.

      
      ‘We’re going to be back later than we thought,’ he went on. ‘Will your parents be worried?’

      
      ‘Not parents in the plural,’ she told him. ‘They’re divorced.’

      
      ‘I’m sorry,’ he’d said, embarrassed.

      
      ‘It’s all right. Not your fault.’

      
      ‘Well, will your mother be worried?’

      
      ‘No. She went off years ago. I stayed with my father.’

      
      ‘Oh, I’m sorry. I misunderstood,’ poor Luke had apologised again.

      
      ‘It’s all right. I suppose it’s an unusual way round. Not that it ever seemed odd to me.’

      
      ‘Well, will he be worried about you?’
      

      
      ‘Yes, he will,’ she said, starting to walk much faster. ‘Come on, let’s get back.’

      
      ‘Oh, no, I wasn’t worried,’ her father had said, in answer to her question. But she had seen the relief that lit up his face
         when he opened the door to her, the door of the cottage they had borrowed from friends in Netherby. She knew him too well
         to be deceived; he always tried not to fuss over her, feared to make her too dependent, too much the only child of a lone
         parent. He could hide his anxiety, but never his relief.
      

      
      ‘There’s no electricity,’ he told them. ‘It went off with the first crack of thunder. Do you suppose we could fry the joint
         on the primus stove?’
      

      
      He was tall, donnish, rather helpless-looking. The helpless look predominated as he stood in the kitchen holding the roasting
         tin with the pink leg of lamb in it. ‘Not that we’ve ever used the primus stove,’ he added.
      

      
      ‘I’ll get it going, sir,’ Luke said. ‘If there’s meths and paraffin.’

      
      ‘Oh, there’ll be everything like that,’ her father told him with a confidence that surprised her.

      
      However, he was right and soon Luke had chopped the lamb into little bits and put the stove together, cleaned out the jets
         and lit the meths. The flames leapt up alarmingly but he kept calm and pumped until they burned low and yellow. The primus
         stove hissed gently and the kitchen was filled with its lovely, slightly acrid warmth, gradually enriched by the smell of
         onions and lamb stew.
      

      
      ‘You’re welcome to stay the night, Luke,’ her father offered, ‘The rain’s pelting down.’

      
      ‘I’d better get back,’ Luke said. ‘It’ll blow itself out in a couple of hours. But I’ll be glad to stay until it does,’ he
         added, trimming the oil lamp and setting it down in the middle of the table.
      

      
      They made her rest by the fire afterwards while they cleared the meal away. She’d imagined them in the kitchen, Luke organising
         things, her father with immense concentration wiping the dishes and then absent-mindedly dropping them back into the water.
         Neither she nor her father was in the least domesticated. He had always lived in his college, where she joined him in the
         holidays. They didn’t cook their own meals.
      

      
      Sleepily she’d listened to the men talking. Snatches of conversation drifted in from the kitchen amid the clattering of plates
         and cutlery.
      

      
      ‘There is a point of view, Luke,’ she’d heard her father say, ‘which maintains that you shouldn’t do unto others what you’d
         like done to you, because their tastes may be different.’
      

      
      She’d smiled to herself, wondering what Luke was making of her father.

      
      ‘Kate’s a trusting kind of person,’ her father was saying, as they came back to join her.

      
      ‘Well, it’s better than spending your life being suspicious of everybody,’ she said.

      
      ‘Is it?’ Luke asked.

      
      ‘Oh, yes,’ her father told him. ‘And I’ll tell you another funny thing about my daughter. When she has a decision to make,
         she carefully weighs up all the arguments and decides what to do in a very rational manner. Then she acts on instinct and does the exact opposite.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t,’ she objected indignantly. ‘That’s very unfair.’

      
      ‘I’m not disapproving,’ he said, smiling and reaching to take her hand. ‘Reason is all right for unimportant decisions, but
         not much help when it comes to the ones that really matter. Instinct is a far safer guide then.’
      

      
      ‘The heart hath its reasons which reason knoweth not,’ she quoted.

      
      Luke looked from one to the other; she could see that he found them puzzling, her and her father.

      
      But he was right about the weather; when he left at midnight the sky was clear, the stars bright.

      
      ‘We’d set you on your way, Luke,’ her father said, ‘but I’m too old and Kate’s too weary.’

      
      ‘That’s all right, sir. Goodnight.’

      
      ‘He’s a nice chap,’ her father said, when they went back indoors. ‘But I wish he wouldn’t call me sir.’

      
      It’s only to show respect.’

      
      ‘But it makes me feel so old.’

      
      How old was he then, she wondered now, as she climbed up on to a stile and sat looking around her at the green and grey countryside,
         listening to the familiar sounds, the distant bleating of sheep, the crickets in the grass at her feet. He must have been
         forty-two. In twelve years’ time she would catch him up. No, she would never catch him up: he would always be a generation
         ahead. Yet she would live to see things he never knew; even now, in 1978, she was taking for granted technology unknown to
         them both a decade ago.
      

      
      She remembered how they had gone back indoors that night and she had talked, as she so often did, about how they would set
         up home together; once she was finished with all this wretched education, she had told him yet again, they would buy a house
         and live happily ever after. He had replied vaguely, as he always did. He was too resigned, she’d thought impatiently, too
         ready just to go on as he had always done. Well, she would just have to organise everything for the two of them. All the same
         she was hurt by his lack of enthusiasm and couldn’t understand it.
      

      
      But when suddenly, just after her Finals, he died of a massive heart attack, she understood. At last and too late, she understood.
      

      
      He had known and he had never told her. That was what had made it unbearable. She could still feel the dreadful pain of it,
         the cruelty of not being told. Yet now, with children of her own, she understood and forgave. Wouldn’t she herself instinctively
         protect Daniel and Paulette in the same way? But at twenty-one, she could only think that he should have told her, shared
         this dreadful secret, not let her go on making plans so blithely, so ignorantly, so heartlessly.
      

      
      ‘He should have told me,’ she kept repeating to Luke after the funeral, when he was alone with her in her father’s rooms.
         ‘I don’t even know what he wants me to do with his things . . .’
      

      
      She couldn’t go on. She was sobbing in Luke’s arms.

      
      ‘I’ll help you,’ he said. ‘We’ll do it together. You’re exhausted now.’

      
      He calmed her, made her lie down, brought her tea.

      
      He sat on the side of the bed.

      
      ‘Kate,’ he said. ‘Let me look after you. Please. You know I’ve always wanted to marry you.’

      
      Did she know? she wondered. A vague idea that he had mentioned something about it one day as they walked on the hills came
         into her mind, but she hadn’t taken much notice at the time, it hadn’t been part of her scheme of things.
      

      
      ‘I haven’t much money yet,’ Luke was saying, ‘but we could manage somehow, make a home together. It’s not much to offer, but—’

      
      ‘Sh, Luke, it’s nothing to do with that.’

      
      ‘Just let me look after you, that’s all I want. Please.’

      
      ‘No, you don’t marry people so that they can look after you.’

      
      All the same she was tempted. He was a good friend. He had known her father. She was fond of him. She would belong in the
         world again if she was with Luke. Without him she was now a stray thing, unrelated to anyone.
      

      
      ‘Your mother didn’t send a message?’ he asked, reading her thoughts.

      
      ‘No, I wouldn’t have wanted her to. Anyway she didn’t. She’s been told. Solicitors, you know.’

      
      ‘You’ve no other relations?’

      
      She shook her head.

      
      ‘Please, Kate.’
      

      
      ‘I’ve got to manage on my own, Luke.’

      
      ‘Why?’

      
      How could she explain? Of course it was tempting, the thought of having his comfort and companionship, his love, his understanding,
         his shared memories of her father. But her reason told her that it would be cowardly to give in to that temptation. Take,
         take, take, that’s all it would be. And it would just be because she wasn’t strong and independent enough to bear it all,
         face it all, on her own. Besides, they hardly knew each other and they’d nothing in common; he was a scientist, she very much
         an arts kind of person.
      

      
      Yet still, she ached to say yes. Not to hurt him. Above all, not to inflict pain, the awful pain of rejection. When people
         die they reject you. She had run her hand through her father’s hair as he lay in the morgue and he hadn’t even smiled.
      

      
      It struck her now, for the first time, as she sat on the stile, that her father had been right. He’d said that she always
         reasoned things out before making a decision and then acted on impulse and did the opposite of what reason told her. She had
         done exactly that: she had worked out all the reasons for not marrying Luke, then gone ahead and married him.
      

      
      She had done it almost immediately, too, because the next month he had been asked to go and work abroad for two years in Sri
         Lanka. He’d gone off the day after their quiet registry office wedding and she had followed two weeks later.
      

      
      Looking back on them now, those two years seemed a thing apart from the rest of her life, existing in a little world of their
         own, a world in which everything was strange, new and surprising. The very heat of the place, when she arrived, came as a
         shock to one whose idea of warmth was a hot summer’s day on Cumberside. And the landscape, too, had seemed strange and exotic.
         As she sat now among these gentle hills, patterned with dry-stone walls and dotted with sheep and boulders, she saw again
         in her mind’s eye those watery fields of paddy, which she had first glimpsed from a train window on that slow, day-long journey
         across the country, and the women working in them, ankle deep in water, as they stooped to do their planting, their skirts
         tucked up between their knees and their heads bound in bandannas. They glanced up as the train passed and, looking back into those glimpsed faces, she had felt like an intruder in their world.
      

      
      She had grown to love that strange new world with its misty mornings and warm, velvety evenings, heavy with the scent of tropical
         flowers. She had grown familiar with it in the next two years, as she explored the ruins of its old cities, found great statues
         of the Buddha hidden in the depths of woods in remote places, seen strange creatures and exotic birds. She grew accustomed
         to it all, so that it no longer seemed strange to see wide-horned buffalo doing the work of horses, or elephants toiling on
         building sites.
      

      
      She had observed herself also in those two years, changing, coming to terms with her father’s death, beginning to dare to
         remember him, at first tentatively, fearful of pain, then gradually with joy. She grew to love and trust the husband whom
         she had so precipitately married; she saw him grow in confidence, saw that he was respected by his colleagues, liked by his
         boss. And by a strange coincidence, when she was introduced to that same boss’s wife, found herself shaking hands with Chrissie
         Newbould, last seen when she herself was a little girl in Netherby and Chrissie a bride on her way to church.
      

      
      They had worked together, she and Chrissie, in the village hospital and when, by accident, she had conceived, she asked Chrissie
         to be the baby’s godmother. Daniel was born in a little maternity home run by nuns, where a local woman came to squat in the
         corner of the room and wail, presumably in order to drown any of the noises which might come from the labouring mother. So
         there were three of them to travel back to England at the end of their two years. Three-and-a-half really, because she was
         pregnant again, with Paulette.
      

      
      In a way, she reflected as she sat on the stile in the hills above Netherby now, it had been almost as strange coming back
         to England as going abroad had been. Luke’s firm had sent them to Yorkshire to work on a water purification scheme. Of course
         it had been lovely to be back in the north, able to get to Netherby, walk again on the hills of her childhood, now with children
         of her own. But all the time the memory of those two years abroad lived on in her and she had seemed for a while to see her
         own country through a stranger’s eyes. ‘What was it like in Sri Lanka?’ people kept asking and as she repeated herself she
         realised guiltily that it was becoming blurred, as if memory was making it all nostalgic, false even.
      

      
      It had come to her that she must write it all down as precisely as she could, try to recapture it exactly as it was, with
         the surprise of it, the shock of the heat, the cool beauty of the evening, the serenity of the Buddhas and the sybaritic pleasure
         with which the elephants sank into the water when they were taken to the river, rolling their great bodies in voluptuous abandon,
         little eyes closed in ecstasy, ears flopping on the water like collapsed tents.
      

      
      She realised that she must relive it all, so that she could see and hear and feel it all again, with the surprise still in
         it, otherwise she would not be telling it as it really was.
      

      
      It was not a very convenient time, not now that she had a baby girl as well as the two-year-old Daniel. The writing would
         just have to be done at night. So she didn’t mind when Luke said he would have to be away on site all the week, for at least
         six months only home at weekends. She saw on his face that he was expecting her to be upset and, though relieved by her reaction,
         or lack of it, was also a little hurt. She would have liked to explain, but dared not; it was all too secret, and besides
         she didn’t know if she could do it, just that she had to try.
      

      
      She had started writing at seven o’clock that first night and she worked until two o’clock the next morning. She’d thought
         that looking after little children all day was tiring but soon realised that everything about her was tired, except her mind:
         the children might be emotionally and physically demanding, but had made little demand on the brain. Her brain had been having
         a restful time just now; it wouldn’t be expecting too much of it to spend six hours enabling her to recall, relive, analyse,
         describe – and write.
      

      
      But the most difficult part was the reliving. She needed to escape into a kind of reverie or rather a different reality. But
         sometimes there seemed to be a door which she couldn’t unlock. She would find herself in the wrong garden. When she wanted
         to feel again the magic of the tropical sky at night, here where the stars were outshone by suburban street lights, she shut
         her eyes and willed herself elsewhere, under a tropical moon. But she found herself under other skies, or rather a particular
         night sky of her childhood.
      

      
      Years ago, when they were about ten, Betty and she had begged to be allowed, one very hot summer, to sleep outside under the
         stars. Betty’s house had a huge and rambling garden. It was to be theirs for the night, nobody was to intrude, grown-ups were
         banned.
      

      
      It took them a long time to decide where to put their camp beds. They dragged them into the orchard, but decided it was too
         shady so tried the vegetable garden instead, but the compost heap smelled horrible. In the end they brought them back to where
         they had started in the middle of the lawn.
      

      
      ‘We’ll get as much air as possible here,’ Betty had said. ‘And if we’re attacked we’ll be able to see who it is.’

      
      There were some plant pots by the toolshed; Betty said she’d read that if you turned a plant pot upside down over a candle
         you could cook on it.
      

      
      ‘We could make hot cocoa like that,’ she said. ‘If we had any cocoa. I think they’ve gone out,’ she added.

      
      They crept up to the house and found an old pan in a kitchen drawer, milk in the larder and a half-empty tin of damp and lumpy
         cocoa in a cupboard. Candles and matches were no problem: the electricity was always failing and there were candles lying
         about all over the place.
      

      
      ‘It’s bound to be fairly slow,’ Betty pointed out, as they balanced the pan over the little hole in the plant pot. ‘We might
         as well put it on now.’ They left it wobbling there in the toolshed while they put the two little camp beds on the lawn.
      

      
      ‘I’m not spying or anything,’ Betty’s mother said, coming down the path. ‘I just thought you might like hot water bottles.
         It might feel cold later on.’
      

      
      They could hardly bring themselves to reply. After she had gone, Betty held the offending bottles at arm’s length and apologised
         for her mother. ‘She means well,’ she explained, ‘it’s just that she doesn’t understand anything.’
      

      
      The sky was huge; it seemed to fill the whole world. The garden shrank to nothing beneath it. How could you describe it, she
         had wondered, gazing up into the vastness of it? All the light was up there, down here were only shadows. The stars, each
         and every one, shone with a clear and brilliant light and there were millions of them. Millions and millions, as far as she
         could see, above, around and beyond, because they went deeper and deeper into the darkness, which was not at all a solid thing,
         but a kind of blue space that went on for ever.
      

      
      She lay gazing at it all, hearing Betty’s gentle breathing until she herself drifted into sleep.
      

      
      They both woke in the early hours of the next morning feeling very cold.

      
      ‘I expect the milk’s boiling by now,’ Betty said, and they went, shivering in their thin nighties, the grass cold and wet
         with dew under their bare feet, back into the shed. The milk was still tepid, apparently unaffected by the candle which flickered
         beneath it under the plant pot.
      

      
      ‘We could use the water in one of those,’ Betty said, pointing at the despised hot water bottles.

      
      She could remember it still, the rubbery taste of the lumpy, tepid cocoa which they’d made with the water from those bottles
         long ago.
      

      
      It hadn’t been a good evening’s writing, she remembered thinking, as she struggled to write her first book: she had hoped
         to relive the magic of a tropical night but all her memory had come up with was rubbery cocoa. It seemed as if once she opened
         herself up to the past, other memories crowded randomly in. Sometimes she had felt as if she was entering some long unvisited
         attic and finding it full of forgotten treasures but couldn’t find what she came to seek. But perhaps, she had consoled herself
         that night, those two skies had something in common; the vastness and the depth and her own sense of wonder.
      

      
      She had worked every night until two or three o’clock in the morning when either she fell asleep at her desk or the baby cried
         and she had to stop thinking of words but of milk and clean nappies. Then she fell into bed, utterly weary but somehow relaxed.
         And so it went on, month after month until the book was finished.
      

      
      It had taken her a year to write it, but it took another four years to get it published, by which time she’d written her first
         novel, the children were both at school and Luke had told her that the firm wanted him to move down south.
      

      
      ‘It’s to set up a regional office in Wiltshire, so we’ll be settled for a while.’

      
      ‘And nearer Chrissie too,’ she’d said, peering at Daniel’s school atlas.

      
      The children were less than delighted when the travel book came out. Six-year-old Paulette came home from school distraught.
         ‘She pinned it up on the board, that thing about you in the paper. On the board where we have our news, Miss Carlton did.’
      

      
      She choked and added, ‘And now everyone will know.’

      
      Daniel didn’t give way to tears, but looked at her resentfully and said, ‘It’s not very nice for a chap when all his mates
         read about his mother.’
      

      
      Only Luke seemed pleased. He was delighted for her, couldn’t understand why she’d been so reticent about it, almost afraid
         of telling him. She’d thought he would want her to get a proper paid job but had known that, if she did, the writing would
         get squeezed out.
      

      
      His support was instant.

      
      ‘But writing is a proper job,’ he told her. ‘Of course you must give it all the time you’ve got. And when we go up to Netherby next week,
         we must celebrate. You choose yourself a treat.’
      

      
      So she had chosen to be allowed a day by herself walking on the hills while he amused the children back in the cottage which
         they always rented.
      

      
      ‘Done,’ he had said. ‘And I’ll get them off to bed early and have a gala supper ready for you when you get home.’

      
      It was time to get back for that special supper, she thought now, taking a last look round at the hills before climbing off
         the stile and descending into the lane. She looked across at the Boar’s Back. Had they really climbed that cliff face? The
         very thought that Daniel and Paulette might ever do such a thing made her shiver. And the way she’d married a man she scarcely
         knew, that made her shiver too at the foolhardiness of her younger self.
      

      
      The light was fading by the time she reached the village and the air was beginning to feel damp. Luke had lit a fire, and
         a smell of lamb cooking with rosemary filled the cottage.
      

      
      ‘You go and have a bath,’ he told her as he kissed her, and added, ‘I’ve exhausted the kids, stuffed them full of shepherd’s
         pie and now they’re both sound asleep in bed.’
      

      
      ‘And I’ve had a wonderful time,’ she said, leaning against him and resting her head on his shoulder. ‘It was so peaceful up
         there. And, do you know, I haven’t seen a soul all day.’
      

      
      There was a bottle of wine on the table, when she came down, and lighted candles.

      
      The candles reminded her of something. She told him about Betty and trying to boil milk over a candle under an upturned plant pot.
      

      
      ‘You didn’t really believe it would work, did you?’

      
      ‘Oh, yes. Betty had read about it. We believed everything we saw in print.’

      
      ‘You don’t keep in touch, do you?’

      
      She shook her head.

      
      ‘Just cards at Christmas. I expect she remembers that night under the stars though. They’ve given me six copies of the book.
         Maybe I’ll send her one.’
      

   
      
      Chapter Two

      
      

      
      There weren’t many things about Betty which annoyed Colin, but this was one of them: this habit of hers of not opening letters
         and parcels until she’d worked out who sent them. She wasted precious minutes studying handwriting, squinnying at indecipherable
         postmarks, looking for clues, instead of just opening up and finding out.
      

      
      She was doing it now, turning the parcel round in her hands, puzzling over the printed address.

      
      ‘Oh, just open the damned thing,’ he advised.

      
      ‘It could be Kate,’ she remarked, as if he hadn’t spoken.

      
      ‘Who’s Kate?’

      
      ‘Her printing was like that at school; I remember it on exercise books.’

      
      Neatly and methodically she opened the parcel, her long capable fingers swiftly disposing of staples and sellotape. She did
         everything quickly, he had often observed, then frittered away the time saved by such things as trying to guess who’d sent
         letters. She read The Times very fast and then wasted half an hour doing the crossword, another time-consuming occupation of which he disapproved.
      

      
      She had taken the book out of the paddibag at last.

      
      ‘Well done, Kate,’ she said. ‘She’s written a travel book. They’ve given her a good cover,’ she added, holding the book at
         arm’s length and nodding approvingly. Then she settled down to read just as if he wasn’t there. But, ‘We were friends when
         we were little and at school together for a while in Netherby,’ she remarked suddenly, answering his question at last. ‘We
         send cards at Christmas, but haven’t really kept in touch. Last time I saw her was at her father’s funeral years ago and I’m
         not sure she took on board who I was then. She was terribly stricken, poor thing.’
      

      
      She was lost in the book already, reading swiftly as she always did, so much so that he had sometimes in the past found it hard to believe that she really had read something and had tested
         her by asking tricky questions. But she always knew the answers. Oh, she was clever all right. She had read English at Oxford
         but decided that there was no money in it and taken up accountancy instead. Then she’d changed to law. She was that rare thing,
         he thought, a woman both literate and numerate.
      

      
      The life he planned for himself required a clever wife. The others, in what they jokingly called the Mafia, had each acquired
         one. They were all well on the way already. He himself had used his university years to advantage, made his mark in the Union,
         been active in politics, made many useful contacts. The legal practice was going well, he should be a partner next year. Or
         he might go into the City. Overtures had been made. He looked around the flat with satisfaction; not bad to be in a luxury
         flat in Kensington at his age and considering his beginnings, which nowadays actually he preferred not to do. And there was
         a real chance of being a parliamentary candidate next time round.
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