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An enthralling tale of the enduring power of friendship . . .


Every summer Bea, Marissa and Emma meet at Seastone, Emma's family home on the remote Suffolk coast, to retreat from their daily lives and take comfort in their friendship. Over the years, their paths have not been easy. For Bea, the aftermath of a broken-hearted love affair influences the decisions she makes. For Marissa, the fear that her traumatic past will catch up with her haunts her still. And, for Emma, the sacrifices she has made for her family leave her full of longing and regret . . .


At Seastone, Emma's extraordinary mother, Tamar, is on hand to offer support and encouragement, but Tamar harbours her own heartrending secret that stems from a brief encounter during the Second World War. Coming together as friends each summer, these courageous women gain the strength to face the challenges that lie ahead . . . 
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Prologue


They are loading up the ferry. Gulls shriek and dive while a fine, tall young man with a dark birthmark on the side of his face directs the column of vehicles onto the car deck with neat gestures of the hand.


She imagined blue skies for this Channel crossing, sunlight dancing on waves. But the sky is grey and rain is spitting and she can’t yet see the sea. It’s pointless, this errand of hers, she thinks as the vehicles crawl forward. No, worse – it’s mad, and it’s a mistake. It’s arrogant of her to believe she has a hope of repairing this rift.


She could still change her mind. She doesn’t have to board the ferry. She flips on the windscreen wipers to clear away the rain, which is falling more heavily now, and bites her lip, weighing things up. She might make it worse. She could nip out of the queue, turn round and drive back out of Portsmouth. Sometimes, she tells herself, the best service a friend can give is to stand back and pick up the pieces. Sometimes you have to face the fact that the only thing you can do is to offer comfort and solace.


The car in front of her, a red Fiesta, stalls, and she brakes. She threads her fingers together, thinking, hardly conscious of the impatient hoots from behind her.


The three of them: Bea, Emma and Marissa. She thinks of all they’ve shared. She remembers how her friends have celebrated her joys and successes and consoled her in her grief. She owes them so much.


She scrabbles for a tissue in her handbag to rub away the steam from the windows. Sometimes, she thinks, a friend has to do whatever she can to help. Even if she makes a fool of herself, even if she risks putting her foot in it. This is one of those times. She has to try; she has to embark on this journey: it’s as simple as that.


At last the red Fiesta’s engine starts up and the queue begins to move again. For a moment she pauses, irresolute, drumming her fingers against the steering wheel. Then she puts her car into gear and drives forward onto the ferry.










PART ONE



A FRESH START












Chapter One



1970–1972


He said, ‘They’re hungry today, don’t you think? They look like they could do with a sandwich.’ The boy standing on the far side of the pond was addressing Bea. He had black curly hair and an Irish accent, and his school blazer was grey to her brown. Her mother had told her not to walk home through the park in case of strange men, but Bea liked feeding the ducks and didn’t think this boy qualified as a strange man.


‘I keep the crusts from my packed lunch.’ She held out a piece of bread to him. ‘Would you like to give them some?’


‘That would be grand, yes, if you’re sure.’


‘I’m afraid they don’t get enough food, living here.’


‘I daresay other kind souls like yourself feed them.’


When he came to stand beside her, she saw that he was a lot taller than her. But then everyone was taller than her. Bea was seventeen and just about scraped five foot two in heels. She had inherited her dark hair and eyes from her French grandmother, and her petite vivacity from her mother, Vivien.


The boy threw a crust to a drab duck on the outside of the clacking circle. ‘Good shot,’ she said.


‘It’s one of my talents.’


‘Have you others?’


‘I can change a car tyre in twenty minutes.’


‘Goodness.’ When Bea’s father’s Wolseley had a puncture and he had to attend to it, it seemed to take him ages and much tutting.


‘I work in the garage after school and weekends,’ said the boy. ‘I’m on my way there now. You wouldn’t happen to have the time on you, would you? The winder’s gone on my watch.’


‘It’s half past four. I’m Beatrice,’ she said, offering him her hand. ‘Beatrice Meade. Bea, actually.’


‘Ciaran O’Neill.’


‘Ciaran. That’s a nice name.’


‘Ciaran with a C. That’s the proper way of spelling it.’


‘I like your accent.’ A blush flooded her cheeks. ‘The way I speak is so boring, so . . . so out of date!’ Someone had once told her she spoke like Celia Johnson. Bea had tried to rid herself of her cut-glass vowels ever since, to her mother’s disapproval.


Ciaran laughed. ‘I don’t think so.’


‘Which school do you go to?’


He gave her the name of the red-brick grammar she walked past each morning. He said, ‘You go to a posh private school, don’t you?’


‘How did you guess?’


He put his head to one side. ‘Your blazer. The handshake. It’ll be white sliced when I come here tomorrow.’ He said goodbye and walked away.


On her way home, Bea thought about Ciaran O’Neill. She hoped she would see him again.


*


The next day the weather was warmer. From time to time, during lessons and at break, she wondered whether he had meant it. Boys said things like that – see you, bye then – and the next time you encountered them they looked through you.


After the school day came to an end, she went to the park. She saw with a lift of her heart that he was standing by the pond. He had loosened his tie and slung his blazer over one shoulder.


‘Hello there, Bea!’ he called out. ‘Did you have a good day?’


She made a face, but quickly turned it into a smile. Her mother scolded her for making faces. You’re a pretty girl, Bea, so why do you make yourself look like a goblin? No boy wants a girl who scowls and grimaces.


‘We had to do a French translation and I got into a hopeless muddle with the subjunctive,’ she said.


‘Don’t the French themselves get into a muddle with the subjunctive?’


She laughed. ‘How about you?’


‘Chemistry practical test. It went all right, I think. Here.’ He took the end of a packet of Sunblest out of his pocket and offered it to her.


‘Do you want to be a scientist, Ciaran?’


‘Eventually, yes. I want to go to university to read chemistry.’ He lobbed a chunk of bread into the pond and the ducks dashed, quacking. ‘I’ll have to get good grades, though. If I make it, I’ll be the first in my family to go to university. What about you?’


‘I expect I’ll do a secretarial course.’


None of the girls from Bea’s school went to university. They did a secretarial course or a cordon bleu cookery course or they nannied for a suitable family or they went to a finishing school. Her mother said they couldn’t afford a finishing school, so Bea must do a secretarial course.


Ciaran said, ‘Is that what you want to do?’


No one had ever asked her this before. For as long as she could remember, her future had been mapped out for her. That the man she eventually married would be moneyed and from a good family was a necessity. If he were to have a title as well, her mother’s wildest dreams would be fulfilled. Bea’s pretty face and charm were the key to her glittering future. She was expected to meet this suitable boy at a cocktail party or on a weekend away. Failing that, she must complete the secretarial course and marry her boss, perhaps.


More and more her heart rebelled against a prospect that seemed out of date. When once she had expressed doubts, her mother had snapped at her. ‘You’ll run your house and you’ll support your husband and entertain his friends and bring up your children. What more do you want?’


So much more, Bea thought, though she didn’t dare say it. Though she enjoyed the parties her mother let her go to because she loved company and dancing, she knew that in this summer of 1970, in other parts of London not so very distant from her parents’ mansion flat in Maida Vale, far more exciting parties were going on. She pictured smoky dives where loud rock music played and psychedelic lights cast sliding coloured discs along the floor. The girls would be wearing clothes from Biba or Bus Stop and the men would be the sort her father disgustedly termed hippies before muttering about bringing back National Service. The air would be sweet with the smell of joss sticks and marijuana.


She said, ‘I don’t know. I like being with people.’


‘Maybe you could be a nurse,’ he said. ‘My sister Emer’s training to be a nurse. She loves it.’


‘Maybe I should.’ The idea appealed to her. Was it possible?


‘You’ll be great, Bea, whatever you do.’ Ciaran spoke as if it was not unreasonable for a girl like her to have ambitions.


On Friday, Ciaran bought her an ice cream from the van that stood by the park gates. He insisted on paying. Bea had noticed that his blazer was worn at the elbows and there was a patch on the knee of his trousers. She said she would buy the ices next time. When he protested, she said, ‘You have to let me. What about women’s lib?’


‘Fair enough. Sorry.’


They stood beneath the trees, eating their cornets. Green light filtered through the branches and flickered across his eyes, which were the deep blue of cornflowers. Go-to-bed eyes, her mother would have labelled them.


Today he was wearing a watch. ‘Did you mend it?’ she asked.


‘Fergal did. Fergal’s my brother; he can fix anything. I have to go, Bea. I want to get a full-time job at the garage over the summer, so I mustn’t be late. Gives a bad impression.’


‘Will I see you tomorrow?’ Immediately she regretted asking. Boys liked to do the running. Men tired quickly of demanding women. You should let a man chase you.


But instead of replying, he bent his head and brushed his lips against her cheek. ‘I’ve been wanting to do that ever since I first saw you at the pond,’ he said.


She moved a little so that he could kiss her mouth. His kiss tasted of vanilla. The city, the park reduced to the soft, dry touch of his lips on hers and the slight pressure of his hands on her hips. There was nothing else.


*


Though she had kissed boys before, playing sardines in a cold country house or escaping for a few stolen minutes from the watchful mothers at a party, none of those kisses were like Ciaran’s, which lit a fire inside her. Over the next few weeks, more kisses followed, each more blissful than the last, and soon they abandoned the duck pond for a patch of lawn screened by shrubs.


She fell for him so easily, so readily, it was as if she had been waiting for him, for his smile, for his voice with its soft Irish lilt and for his sweetness and generosity. Gloriously disorientated, she found herself headlong in love with him.


Ciaran lived in Notting Hill with his father and his elder brother. Both Mr O’Neill and Fergal were employed on building sites, though in the summer, Fergal worked on the motorways because the pay was better. Ciaran’s father was in Ireland just now, staying at the family farm in County Cork, so only Fergal and Ciaran were living in the flat. ‘It’s Fergal who wants me to go to university, not Dad,’ Ciaran told her. ‘Dad thinks it’s a waste of time. Fergal says one of us has to do well, and I’m the brainy one. He had to twist Dad’s arm to let me stay on. Fergal left school when he was fifteen to work with Dad. If he hadn’t taken my side, I’d have done the same. I’m lucky. I won’t be hauling a hod of bricks round a freezing building site in the middle of winter.’


Bea knew that her mother would disapprove of an Irish boy like Ciaran, so she didn’t say anything about him at home. She didn’t tell her friends about him either. She wasn’t sure why she held back. It wasn’t that she didn’t trust them, and it wasn’t that she was ashamed, or afraid that they might think the worse of her for falling in love with the son of a labourer. Maybe it was because he was so special, special to her, that she didn’t want to share him.


Her friends fell in love with all sorts of men. Some had steady boyfriends, though none of them admitted to having gone all the way. They gleaned their information about sex from magazines like Honey and Petticoat and were all terrified of getting pregnant. They didn’t dare go on the Pill because they were afraid their doctors would scold them or tell their mothers. When they spoke of the possibility of pregnancy outside marriage, it was in a theoretical and alarming way. Someone knew a girl who had had to get married. Someone else had heard of a girl who had got rid of her unplanned pregnancy herself, using a knitting needle.


Bea and Ciaran talked about everything: about music and books and TV programmes and politics. He was a great reader of newspapers and lent her copies of Private Eye and Melody Maker. She felt her mind filling up with all sorts of new things. She told him how, when she was younger, she had longed for a brother or sister. Ciaran, who had four elder sisters back in Ireland as well as Fergal, said he had an excess of family and she could borrow a sister or two if she liked. His sisters were always poking their noses into his affairs. His mother had died when he was nine years old, and since then, Aislinn, Nora, Clodagh and Emer had taken it upon themselves to mother him. All four sisters wrote to him each week and expected a letter in return.


Ciaran was a dark smudge beneath a tree. Rain sheeted across the London streets, blurring the entrance to the park. They kissed as the rain pelted their heads.


‘Awful weather,’ Bea said. ‘What are we going to do?’


‘Fergal’s away, up in Birmingham, working on the roads. We could go to the flat if you don’t mind.’


‘Why should I mind?’


He gave a half-smile. ‘It’s not grand, Bea, that’s all.’


On the Underground train from Maida Vale to Ladbroke Grove, they stood face to face and kissed. Walking from the station to Notting Hill, they stopped to kiss some more. Rain drummed on the pavement and gathered in potholes in the road. She wanted to see where he lived because everything about him fascinated her and everything about him was attractive to her. They passed rows of small shops, a laundrette, a church where rivulets of water ran between weed-smothered gravestones. In an adventure playground, children roared round flimsy wooden climbing frames and rope swings, oblivious to the weather. Raindrops slid down the windows of a café, blurring the West Indian men and women sitting inside. Rain darkened the graffiti whitewashed on a wall: Power to the People. From the open door of a tall, thin house the beat of Jimi Hendrix’s ‘Purple Haze’ seemed to pulse in rhythm with the downpour. Two young men in patched jeans and torn singlets lounged in the doorway, smoking. The tall one with the Afro called out, ‘Hey, Ciaran, who’s the bird?’ It was only a couple of miles from Maida Vale to Notting Hill, but it might have been another country. Families like her own were a remnant from a dying era, Bea thought. They lingered now only in small pockets of London.


The O’Neills’ flat was in a side street. There was a betting shop and a long queue outside a fish and chip shop. Ciaran unlocked a green door. Inside, narrow stairs covered with cracked beige linoleum led up to a small landing. Bea could smell Dettol. A baby was crying; a couple were arguing.


Inside the flat, he found her a towel to dry her hair. While he hung their raincoats in front of a one-bar electric heater, Bea looked round. The room was sparsely furnished: a sofa, and a table with three chairs. There were some battered paperbacks on the table, along with a transistor radio and an ashtray.


‘That’s my dad’s room,’ Ciaran said, indicating a door. ‘And that’s Fergal’s. I usually sleep on the couch, but I use Fergal’s room while he’s away.’


The smallness of the flat startled Bea. She wondered whether there was another room somewhere that she hadn’t noticed.


Ciaran took the towel from her. She sat at his feet while he dried her hair. Now and then, as he ran the towel down a long, dark lock, his hand brushed against her cheek. She could smell the rain on his skin. She knew that soon they would go into Fergal’s room and lie down on the bed.


There was a moment when they might have held back, when he said, ‘Will it be all right? I haven’t any johnnies, I thought we’d be at the park.’ She said it would be fine, because by then she wanted him too much to stop. The rattle of the rain on the window receded, obliterated by a pleasure that soared and flew.


Later, buttoning up her dress in the bathroom, Bea inspected her reflection in the mirror and was surprised to see that she looked no different. After all, in losing her virginity, she had grown up, she had become a woman.


The summer term finished. Ciaran worked more hours at the garage and Bea took a little cleaning job, helping an elderly neighbour, Mrs Phillips.


It was the happiest summer she could remember and she would have liked it to go on for ever. After they made love, she liked to pad around the O’Neills’ flat wearing Ciaran’s shirt, making mugs of tea and slices of toast and pretending to herself that the two of them lived there together. Ciaran would put on one of his brother’s records; Fergal had a great collection. Ciaran had a fine voice and liked to sing along to Bob Dylan or the Clancy Brothers. While they drank the tea, they made plans. Once they had left school the following year, once they were both eighteen, Ciaran would go to university and Bea would train to be a nurse. It wouldn’t matter where they lived and it wouldn’t matter that they hadn’t any money, because they loved each other.


‘We quarrelled this morning, Fergal and I.’


They were in bed in the flat and Ciaran’s arm was round her. Bea’s head rested on his chest and she felt the steady beat of his heart.


‘What about?’


‘About you. Though Fergal didn’t know that, thank God. He’s an idea something’s going on, though. He’s not daft. There we were, eating our cornflakes, and suddenly he’s saying I’ve my head in the clouds all the time and was I seeing one of our neighbours’ daughters.’


She craned round to look up at him. ‘What did you say?’


‘I told him he was an eejit even for thinking it. Fergal can be a right pain in the neck once he’s got his teeth into something. He said he’d kill me if he found out I’d been fooling around with some girl instead of getting on with my school work.’


Hearing a hammering on the front door, they both froze. ‘Jesus,’ Ciaran muttered. ‘Who the hell is that?’ He slid out of bed. ‘Stay there.’


He pulled on his jeans and went out of the room, closing the door behind him. Bea began quickly and silently to dress. What if it was Fergal, come home early from work, having forgotten his key? He would be angry if he found her there. He might tell Ciaran they mustn’t see each other again. She heard a click as Ciaran opened the front door, then the murmur of conversation. Straining to catch the words, she fumbled as she clasped her bra.


Ciaran came back into the room and turned off the record player. ‘It was my neighbour, complaining about the music.’ He let out a breath. ‘I forgot he’s working nights this week.’


‘Oh my God, I was so terrified . . .’ As she zipped up her skirt, Bea gave a high-pitched laugh.


‘I thought it was Fergal. Or my dad, come back from Ireland. Christ, that would have been a scene.’ Ciaran pulled on his shirt.


She saw that his good mood had vanished. ‘It’s all right, love.’


But the warmth had gone from his eyes. ‘Bea, what are we doing? I can’t see where this is going, can you? We’ve been lying to our families for months. Doesn’t that bother you?’


‘If my parents weren’t so snobbish and unfair, I wouldn’t have to lie.’ Her words echoed back at her, self-justifying yet weighted with guilt.


He sat on the edge of the bed. ‘What are we going to do when the weather gets colder? My dad’ll be back in London in a few days’ time. We won’t be able to come here then.’


Ciaran had skived off school that afternoon to be with her. Bea’s school term would begin the following week. Outside, the leaves of the London planes were tinged with yellow. The summer had worn itself out.


‘We’ll find a way.’


He swung round to her, blue eyes wide. ‘Will we? What if one day you just don’t turn up? What then? Would I go round to your flat? Would I knock on the door and ask your ma where you were? I don’t think so, do you?’


Bea stroked the nape of his neck. ‘Don’t, love, please.’


‘Maybe we should give it a rest for a while.’


‘Is that what you want?’ She was close to tears.


He groaned. ‘Of course not. How could I?’


They lay down on the bed, face to face, his hand resting on the hollow of her waist. ‘I don’t want you to get hurt, Bea,’ he murmured. ‘I don’t want to be the man who hurts you.’


‘You could never hurt me. I love you.’


‘People hurt the people they love all the time. They don’t mean to, but they do. Didn’t you know that?’


They were late leaving the flat. Ciaran walked with her to the Underground station. They kissed, then Bea ran down the escalator and jumped onto a train just before the carriage doors closed. Jolted as they lurched from stop to stop, she felt upset and nauseous. Maybe we should give it a rest for a while. She had felt him retreating from her, mentally preparing himself for separation.


As she walked home from Maida Vale station, the sky was grey and oppressive. Laurels, their sheen diminished by black grime, pushed between iron railings. She wished she was a year older. If they had both been eighteen, they could have married without their parents’ permission. They had met each other too soon, she thought, and the crushing panic she had felt earlier returned.


At home, Vivien was opening kitchen cupboards, staring at the rows of tins and packets. She looked up as Bea came into the room. ‘Did you get the ham?’


‘Sorry, I forgot.’


‘Oh, for heaven’s sake, darling!’


‘Sorry, Mummy.’


Her mother’s expression altered, irritation giving way to suspicion. ‘Where were you? You’re awfully late. I thought you said you were going to the Prices’?’


‘No . . . well, I . . .’ She fumbled for an excuse.


‘I called Mrs Price and she told me Sarah was at the hairdresser.’


Bea thought of the O’Neills’ flat and Ciaran. We’ve been lying to our families for months. Just then, it seemed a huge effort to think up another lie.


‘I was late leaving Mrs Phillips’ flat,’ she said. ‘Then I went for a walk.’


Vivien was still frowning. ‘Perhaps I should have a word with her. She shouldn’t take up so much of your time. I need you here, even though you’re such a scatterbrain.’


‘It’s all right, Mummy, I’ll make sure I get away earlier tomorrow. Shall I make you a cup of tea?’


‘No, a gin and tonic.’


Bea opened the sideboard door. Her hand shook as she took out the gin bottle. Rising, she smoothed out the creases in her skirt. Her heart was pounding, and she was hot and sweating. In all the rush of leaving Ciaran’s flat, she had forgotten to check her hair and make-up. Her hand went to her breast. A few weeks ago, Ciaran had given her a silver chain. She wore it only when she was meeting him. Had she remembered to remove it? It was the sort of thing her mother would notice. With relief, she felt its slight weight in her pocket and recalled taking it off as she entered the building. When she glanced in the mirror above the sideboard, she saw that her fringe plunged messily to one side and there was a smear of mascara under her eye. She measured out the gin, tidied her hair with her fingers and dabbed at her eye to dislodge the smear. She must be more careful.


She went back into the kitchen. Her mother had opened a tin of beans and was taking eggs out of the fridge. The feeling that they had that afternoon narrowly avoided disaster persisted, and as she shook ice cubes from the tray, Bea mentally ran through her last conversation with Ciaran. She knew how much he hated lying to Fergal. When he spoke of his brother, it was always with affection.


Ciaran had a lot to lose. Though her mother often complained of being short of money, there was a difference between the Meades’ version of hard-up and the O’Neills’. She had the horrible feeling that she and Ciaran existed in a shimmering, dancing bubble that might burst as soon as it was exposed to a cold gust of wind. Her fantasies of the two of them living in their own place were just that: fantasies. It would be years before they could afford so much as a bedsit.


Her mother cracked an egg, shining and gelatinous, into a cup. A wave of heat and nausea swept through Bea. She closed her eyes and pressed an ice cube against her forehead, but the tide of sickness was unstoppable, and her mother turned to her as she gave a little moan before rushing off to the bathroom.


She felt lousy all weekend and went to bed early each night. Her father brought her treats – a magazine, some peppermints, a cup of tea. Sick three evenings in a row, Bea thought she had a stomach bug. Her mother was more bracing, but then her mother believed that giving in to physical frailty was a weakness. The expression in Vivien’s eyes worried Bea.


A wind had got up, whipping the leaves from the sycamores and gathering them up in leathery brown heaps on the terrace. On Sunday mornings, Bea and her father were in the habit of walking to the newsagent to buy the paper. This Sunday, as Jack was getting ready to go out, Vivien told him he should go on his own. Bea thought it was because she hadn’t been feeling well, but when the door closed behind him and she made to go to her room, her mother’s sharp voice stopped her.


‘Don’t you dare run off.’ Vivien slid a cigarette from a packet of John Player’s. ‘What’s going on?’


‘What do you mean?’


Frowning, Vivien tapped the cigarette against the packet. ‘Have you been doing something you shouldn’t? And don’t you dare lie to me.’


Bea didn’t feel anything at first, not even fear. Numbness was quickly followed by a blank despair. Her mother had somehow found out about her and Ciaran. She couldn’t see how, though.


The click of a gold cigarette lighter. ‘Well? Do I have to spell it out?’


‘I don’t know . . .’ She honestly didn’t, at that point.


‘Have you been with a boy?’ The lighter failed to catch, so Vivien flicked it again. She looked up. ‘If you don’t tell me the truth, I’ll speak to your father. He can have the pleasure of finding out what his darling’s been up to. Do you want me to do that, Beatrice?’


Bea shook her head. ‘No,’ she whispered.


‘Are you pregnant?’


Pregnant. The suggestion was so preposterous she almost smiled. ‘No, of course not!’


‘I mean,’ said Vivien acidly, ‘is it feasible that you’re pregnant? Have you been to bed with a boy?’


Bea thought of the flat and Fergal’s bed. Herself, barelegged as she made tea, wearing Ciaran’s shirt. The Dubliners on the gramophone and the smell of the street, fish and chips and car fumes, through the open window.


She stared at her mother. ‘But we were careful . . .’


‘Oh my God, you stupid, stupid girl . . .’


They had been careful – except, she remembered with horror, that first time, when they hadn’t. Her stomach lurched and she wanted to rush off to the bathroom again, but she didn’t dare.


Her mother put her hand to her mouth and closed her eyes. The gesture was more frightening to Bea than anger. And then the glimpse of vulnerability was gone, and questions were hurled at her.


Who was it? Was it the Price boy? No? Who, then?


‘I assume he has a name,’ Vivien added contemptuously.


At first she tried not to tell her mother anything, but it dawned on her that her disbelief that she might be expecting a baby was fired by the fact that such a thing was too terrible to be possible. She knew so little about pregnancy, about babies. She kept thinking about her father, how he mustn’t know, how she couldn’t bear him to come home while this conversation was going on.


‘Ciaran,’ she said eventually. ‘He’s called Ciaran O’Neill.’ Though she tried to say his name proudly, it sounded like a whimper. ‘We met in the park.’


Her mother’s eyes sparked with fury. ‘You went to bed with some boy you met in the park?’


‘It wasn’t like that!’


They both heard the vestibule door open. Vivien muttered crisply, ‘I shall take you to the doctor tomorrow morning and get this mess sorted out. Go to your room, Beatrice. You’re not to say anything to your father. I shall tell him you’re still unwell. I’m afraid this will break his heart.’


A succession of ordeals followed, each more dreadful than the last. First the appointment with the family doctor. After he had finished examining her, Dr Wilton said as she dressed, ‘Well, you’ve been a silly little girl, haven’t you?’ Then he spoke to her mother. Beatrice was around eleven or twelve weeks pregnant. He would do a test to make sure, but he had little doubt.


Even worse was that evening, when her mother told her father about the baby. Bea knew that she would remember the look in his eyes, of shock and hurt and disappointment, for the rest of her life. That he heaped all the blame on Ciaran only made it worse.


Her parents wouldn’t let her see Ciaran or speak to him. Apart from the visit to the doctor, her mother wouldn’t allow her to leave the flat and had told her school that she was unwell, so even though she wrote letters to Ciaran, telling him about the baby and explaining what had happened, she couldn’t post them. She didn’t know whether it was her pregnancy making her feel tired all the time, or if her fatigue came from her sense of being trapped in a nightmare.


Lying on her bed one evening in a stupor of misery, she drifted off to sleep. When she woke, thick-headed and disorientated from sleeping at the wrong time of day, she heard her parents’ voices from the sitting room. Her mother was wearing a crimson cocktail dress and sitting on the chintz sofa in front of the French windows. There was a bottle and two tumblers on the occasional table, and her father was mixing drinks.


He looked round and smiled. ‘Hello, love.’


Her mother said, ‘Your father has spoken to the O’Neills.’


For the first time in days, Bea felt a flicker of optimism. ‘To Ciaran, you mean? You spoke to Ciaran? What did he say?’


‘I went to their flat. What a godforsaken hole.’ Jack put the stopper back on the Cinzano bottle. In the washed-out evening light, he looked pale and weary. ‘I didn’t see the boy, poppet. Only the father.’


‘I don’t understand. Why didn’t you talk to Ciaran?’


‘Listen, love—’


‘He’s gone away,’ Vivien interrupted.


‘Gone away?’ Bea stared at her mother. ‘Where to?’


‘He’s gone back to Ireland. Your father wrote to Mr O’Neill about the situation a couple of days ago, to arrange a meeting. The boy must have cut and run when he found out about the baby.’


‘You’re lying. Ciaran would never do that. I don’t believe you.’ Bea heard her voice rise.


‘I’m afraid it’s true, poppet.’ Jack, his back to Bea, was adding vermouth and a dash of bitters to the drinks. ‘He’s gone back to Ireland. Mr O’Neill told me.’


Bea gripped the back of the sofa for support. ‘No, that can’t be right. You’ve made a mistake.’


Vivien shrugged. ‘Darling, there’s no mistake. Men do that sort of thing all the time.’


Jack patted the arm of the sofa. ‘Sit down, love.’


Bea did so. Her gaze fixed on her father. Ice cubes and a curl of orange peel; he handed the glass to her mother.


‘I came across a few chaps like O’Neill in the army. They’re rum fellows, never learn to handle responsibility. Something tough comes up, something that needs a bit of grit, and they do everything they can to wriggle out of it.’


‘You need to face up to the truth,’ said Vivien. ‘The boy hightailed it back to Ireland as soon as his father told him about the baby.’


‘He wouldn’t do that. I’ll write to him.’


‘You will not.’ Her mother’s voice was sharp.


‘Vivien, that’s enough.’ Her father’s tone softened as he turned to Bea. ‘Hey, love, don’t cry. Here.’ He gave her his handkerchief. ‘Listen, poppet, we’re not going to let him hurt you. Don’t upset yourself. We’ll make it better, I promise.’


‘You can’t . . . How can you possibly . . .’ She was sobbing now. ‘I love him!’


‘You think you do,’ said Vivien crisply.


‘Vivien. Your trouble, Bea, is you have a soft heart.’


She pictured her heart red and raw, like a scarlet ball of wool unravelling, fraying, as her father went on speaking.


‘He wasn’t worth it, love. You’ll soon forget him, you’ll see. You’re best shot of him. It’ll be all right, I promise. Mummy and I, we’ll look after you, we’ve worked out what to do for the best. You’re going to wipe the slate clean, honey. A few months to get through, that’s all, and then you’ll be able to make a fresh start.’


In the car, driving to Gloucestershire, her father went over once more the plan he and her mother had made. Bea would stay with her aunt Muriel in her home in the Cotswolds until the baby was due. There was a nursing home nearby, in Stow-on-the-Wold, where the child would be delivered. Afterwards, the baby would be given up for adoption and Bea would be able to return to London and pick up her life as though nothing had happened, her father said. Her parents had told her school that Bea had decided that academic work was not for her and that she had gone to France for six months, where she would stay with her relatives and concentrate on improving her French.


Every day during that long, lonely winter, she took Aunt Muriel’s three dogs – a Dalmatian and two cocker spaniels – for a walk. She picked a route that led her through a village so that she could post her letters to Ciaran. She kissed the letters before she put them in the postbox.


He never wrote back. Not once. Daily her emotions went through the same exhausting cycle: hope as she waited for the post to come, followed by despair when no letter arrived. By the time the baby was due, she had come to the conclusion that at least part of what her father had told her was true: that Ciaran had gone back to Ireland. His father and brother couldn’t have been forwarding her letters to him.


People hurt the people they love all the time, he had said.


Her labour pains began one April morning. Aunt Muriel drove her to the nursing home. Bea’s son was born in the early hours of the following morning. They were tidying her up when she heard someone say, ‘Are we to let her see him?’


‘Give him to me.’ It came out a weak flutter, but the nurse put the baby in her arms. His tiny, perfect features were creased and reddened by his passage through the birth canal. One eye was open, the other a dark blue slit. The open eye swivelled round and fixed on her face, unwavering. Her love for him was unqualified and without measure.


‘Hello, Patrick,’ she whispered.


The night after they took her baby away, she had the dream for the first time. She was on an Underground train. There were other people in the carriage – her parents, a friend, a stranger. The doors opened and she got out onto the platform. No one else left the train, which set off, melting into the dark circle of a tunnel and leaving her alone. She went down some steps and into first one passageway, and then another. In all the gloomy, shadowed labyrinth she didn’t see another soul. She was looking for her baby, but she couldn’t find him. She was to blame; she had somehow forgotten him, had left him behind and couldn’t remember where. Loneliness pressed around her like a heavy coat. When she dragged herself out of the nightmare, she was crying.


The next day, her father drove her home. Sitting in the car, her arms felt empty, weightless. The Maida Vale flat was unchanged, as though she had left it only yesterday, and yet it seemed at the same time unfamiliar, to have nothing to do with her.


Bea cried a lot and stayed in her room. It was her mother who insisted she eat her meals and take exercise each day. Her father didn’t seem to know what to say to her. They didn’t talk about anything much, but Vivien tucked Bea’s arm through hers and steered her round the garden, and then, when she was getting better, the park.


When she was well enough, Bea took a train to Notting Hill. There was, she discovered, another family living in the O’Neills’ flat. None of the neighbours knew where Ciaran and his father and brother had gone. The streets seemed shabbier now, less colourful.


The day after Patrick’s first birthday, she travelled to France, to stay with her relatives in Provence. She and Chantal, her cousin, worked in the village bakery throughout the spring and summer. The sun shone and the air smelled of lavender and herbs. She didn’t tell anyone about Ciaran or the baby, because her mother had told her not to.


She was nineteen when, in the autumn of 1972, she returned to London. She moved into a shared flat in Earls Court with a couple of friends and found a job as a photographer’s assistant, working for a man called Vic, an East Ender who always had a fag in his mouth and who did interiors for magazines like House & Garden and Country Life. Part of Bea’s job was to search out the right vase and flowers or the perfect junk-shop find to set off a room. One morning, Vic took his cigarette out of his mouth long enough to say, ‘You’re a clever girl, Bea. Don’t have to explain nuffink to you any more, do I? You’ve got an eye for it.’ She glowed with pride.


She went on the Pill, had plenty of boyfriends, and crammed her evenings and weekends with parties and dinners out. But last thing at night, wherever she was and whoever she was sharing her bed with, she prayed that Patrick was happy and healthy and well cared for. And then she told him how much she loved him and wished him goodnight.










Chapter Two



1975–1976


He was a passenger on the Tuesday-evening flight from Genoa. Emma Romilly, an air stewardess on the plane, noticed him because when he opened his small bag of peanuts, they sprayed over the floor of the cabin. She felt sympathetic: it was the sort of thing she herself might do. He had the type of fine brown hair that always appeared dishevelled and the sort of looks she liked: tall and spare, with neatly chiselled features. She was twenty-three. He seemed to be much the same age, maybe a few years older.


As they both scrambled to pick up the peanuts, their heads knocked together.


‘Oh God, sorry,’ he said, backing off. ‘Sorry, I’m so sorry. Are you all right?’


‘I’m fine. What about you? I have a hard head.’


The knock had dislodged his wire-framed glasses. When he took them off and looked, blinking, directly at her, she saw that his eyes were the dark blue-grey of sea-washed slate.


‘Let me sort this out,’ she said. ‘You sit down, sir.’


There were autumn storms, and they were flying over the Alps. Emma gathered up the scattered peanuts; shortly after she finished clearing up, the seat-belt sign went on. The plane bounced and lurched. She went round the cabin checking that all the passengers were belted in, then the air hostesses sat down on their small fold-down seats. Emma sat next to her friend Kirsty. She shared a house with Kirsty and Sue, another stewardess. Kirsty had been with British Caledonian longer than Emma; it had been she who had suggested Emma apply for a job at the company. Emma suspected she had got the job because one of the men who had interviewed her was rumoured to have a thing for redheads. It certainly couldn’t have been because of her flawless appearance or faultless efficiency. She noticed that her tights were laddered from crawling around on the floor and tugged down her skirt. The senior stewardess, Cecilia, was a stickler when it came to uniform, forever noticing chips in Emma’s nail polish or loose red curls springing out of her bun.


Emma looked along the plane, searching for the man with the slate-grey eyes. She could see only the top of his head. He had seemed familiar to her, as if she had met him somewhere before, but when she had looked up his name on the passenger list (Dr Max Hooper), she hadn’t recognised it.


After the plane landed at Gatwick and the seat-belt signs were extinguished, the passengers rose to queue in the aisle. Emma and Cecilia stood by the exit door, saying goodbye to them. Before he left the plane, Dr Hooper turned to her. ‘So sorry about, you know, our collision.’ He tapped his forehead.


She laughed. ‘The concussion’s not too bad. Do watch your step as you go down.’ The metal treads were shiny with rain. Lights bounced and reflected on the tarmac.


In the arrivals hall, she came across him again, extracting a crumpled mackintosh from a briefcase. ‘I’m no good in turbulence,’ he said as they walked through the concourse. ‘I always think I’m going to die. You looked so calm. I don’t know how you do it.’ He had slung the raincoat over his arm. Now and then it threatened to slither to the floor, but he seemed oblivious to its precariousness.


‘It’s part of the job.’


‘Do you enjoy your work?’


‘I love it.’ This was true. She hadn’t so much as sat in an aeroplane before she had started working for British Caledonian. The Romillys didn’t go on foreign holidays. Over the last six months she had flown everywhere – Le Touquet, Lisbon and now Genoa.


She asked him whether he had far to go. ‘No distance at all,’ he said. ‘I live in a farmhouse about six miles from Horley. I share it with some friends. Do you know the area?’


‘I live in Horley. A farmhouse sounds nice.’


‘It is. Seventeenth century, a good solid building. I moved here six months ago to join an architectural practice in Reigate. I’ve just about stopped feeling that I’m the new boy.’


‘It’s never easy, starting in a new place.’


Though she said this to reassure him, she did not believe it. She loved the adventure of a new house, a new job, a new country. As they parted, an impulse made her say, ‘My name’s Emma Romilly. One of the girls in my house has a birthday on Saturday and we’re throwing a party. Come along if you’d like to meet some people. And do bring your friends.’


She had invited him to the party because she and Kirsty and Sue were always on the lookout for suitable men to even up the numbers. But that was not the only reason. Her attraction to him was instant and powerful. Like a crack on the head, it dazed her a little.


*


Marc Bolan was singing ‘Get It On’ and the party was in full swing when, on Saturday evening, Emma let herself into the semi-detached house in Horley. She waved at Sue across the crowded front room and wished her a happy birthday, then went upstairs to her bedroom, stepping over the couples sitting on the treads. In her room, she changed out of her tartan uniform into a plum-coloured crêpe midi dress. She fluffed out her curly hair and touched up her lipstick and mascara. A quick spray of deodorant and Aqua Manda scent and she was ready.


In the sitting room, they had pushed back the furniture and couples were dancing. Her heart beat faster as she caught sight of Max Hooper, standing in the far corner talking to two other men. His back was to her and she noticed how well his denim-blue shirt sat across his shoulders. As she picked her way through the partygoers, she caught snatches of the men’s conversation. A semi in Reigate . . . Modernism hardly adapts to the British climate . . . Andy, I can’t believe how stuck in the past you are . . .


She touched his elbow. ‘Hello, Max.’


He turned and smiled. ‘Emma, how good to see you.’


‘Sorry I’m late. Problems with the plane at Frankfurt. I’m so pleased you could come.’


Max introduced her to his friends. Phil was the broad-shouldered, fair-haired man crushed up against a bookcase; Andy was thin, dark and wiry.


‘I brought a bottle,’ Max said, brandishing it. ‘Decent stuff. We kept it to share with you. I’m trying to make up for my debacle with the peanuts.’


He poured her a glass. The wine was cool and flinty. They talked about wine, then cooking. They had to shout over the music and chatter. After a while, Phil asked her to dance. Once the song had finished, he drifted off to find more drinks. Emma touched Max’s shoulder. The first lazy, loping chords of ‘This Guy’s in Love With You’ poured from the cassette player as he took her in his arms. She felt the warmth of his hand as it rested on the small of her back, the movement of muscle and solidity of bone, and the slight roughness of the denim fabric beneath her fingertips. Kirsty was dancing with Phil. Emma watched as she leaned in closer and rested her head against his shoulder. She would have liked to do that with Max, but something stopped her. She wasn’t sure where she stood with him. He was friendly, but nothing more.


She had assumed that what she had felt on the plane for Max Hooper would have faded by the time she next saw him; that it was a passing attraction, of no importance. But it was not so, and this took her by surprise. Since she had left university, she had bounced through life, doing this job and that before settling for working for British Caledonian, and sharing a house with one friend or another. She had had plenty of boyfriends, but no one special. She wanted to have fun and to have adventures and she preferred not to be serious. This, this sudden yearning and desire, wasn’t part of the plan at all.


Before they left the party, the men from the farmhouse invited Emma, Kirsty and Sue to dinner the following weekend. Sue had a date with her pilot boyfriend so couldn’t come, but she lent Emma her car.


A storm had got up and brown waves rose from the puddles as Emma negotiated the Mini along narrow country roads. Sue had warned her that the windscreen wipers didn’t work very well, so she drove slowly while Kirsty, in the passenger seat, read the map. The countryside was black and solid and the fingerposts hard to decipher in the downpour, and they drove round in circles for some time before coming across a painted sign directing them along a rutted, muddy track.


Afraid that the car would get stuck, Emma parked on a patch of firm ground a short distance from the house. Rain pelted at them as they trudged through the mire to the front door. Phil welcomed them to the farmhouse and hung up their coats. Their boots were plastered with mud, so they took them off. Emma had forgotten to bring shoes to change into and padded after him in her stockinged feet.


He led them into a large kitchen towards the back of the building. Half a dozen people turned to look at them. A woman with platinum-blonde corkscrew curls smirked as she ran her gaze over them. ‘You’re awfully wet,’ she said. ‘Aren’t they, Lionel, aren’t they looking awfully bedraggled?’


The man she was addressing was very fair too, and stocky. He thrust a tea towel towards Emma and Kirsty. ‘Take this, you must dry your hair before you catch cold. Come and stand by the fire. I’m Lionel Sutton, by the way, and this is my sister, Julia.’


Emma apologised for being late. ‘I’m afraid we got rather lost,’ she said.


Max came into the room. ‘You made it,’ he said. ‘Thanks for slogging out here. I just went to get a torch so that I could go and look for you. I wasn’t sure whether you’d come, in this weather.’ He smiled at them. ‘Of course, I forgot, you’re used to turbulence.’


A woman wearing a floral skirt and a navy-blue ribbed jersey that emphasised her hourglass figure came to stand beside Max. ‘What do you mean, darling?’


‘This is Emma and this is Kirsty,’ Max said. ‘They work for British Caledonian. Emma and I met on a plane. I was freaking out, going over the Alps.’


Julia, the platinum blonde, said, ‘Isn’t being an air hostess much like being a glorified waitress?’


Kirsty gave Emma a quick raise of the eyebrows and then slipped away to sit between Andy and Phil on the sofa. Lionel said, ‘Jules, honestly, you’re such a snob.’


‘I’m just being frank.’ Julia glared at her brother. ‘I mean, it is, isn’t it? You shouldn’t take offence so easily, Lionel. You’re not offended, are you, Emma?’


‘Not in the least,’ said Emma.


Her gaze turned to the woman who had called Max ‘darling’. Her dark brown hair was tied back in a bun and she had a broad, alert, cheerful face.


She held out her hand. ‘It’s lovely to meet you. I’m Bridget, Max’s girlfriend.’


Emma murmured an automatic response. While Bridget explained that she lived in London and was staying at the farmhouse for the weekend, Emma ran through in her head the conversations she had had with Max. She had never asked him whether he had a girlfriend. What an idiot, she thought. Looking back, she recalled that it had been she who had invited him to Sue’s party, and at the party, she who had asked him to dance. If there had been any misunderstanding, it was all on her part.


Bridget’s very blue, slightly protuberant eyes fixed on her. ‘You must be freezing in that frock!’ she cried. ‘Didn’t you warn her, Max? Honestly! This place is always like a fridge. Darling, your shirt.’ She adjusted his collar and smoothed down the creases. ‘I shall lend you a cardigan, Emma,’ she said, and bustled off before Emma could stop her.


Max asked Emma how her week had gone. Lionel poured drinks and laid the large pine table for dinner. Phil got up to tend a cast-iron pot on the Aga. While Emma told Max a story about a passenger who had tried to smuggle his toy poodle onto the plane, her mind kept flipping over to the discovery that he had a girlfriend. Really, it was nothing to do with her. It didn’t matter at all.


Bridget came back into the room. ‘Emma, do put this woolly on. We don’t want our friends dying of cold, do we, Max?’


‘I never notice the cold,’ said Julia, who had perched on the edge of the table – rather in the way of Lionel, Emma thought, who was lighting the candles. ‘I find a storm invigorating.’


Emma thanked Bridget and put on the cardigan. While it was true that apart from the immediate area round the open fire and the stove, the room was chilly, she didn’t tend to notice cold. She had been brought up in a draughty house on the east coast, looking out over the North Sea. Cold, like turbulence, was something she was used to.


She was used to family squabbles, too. She came from a loving but disputatious family, and she’d have had to be living on another planet not to notice that Julia was annoyed with Lionel. When he began putting napkins on the table, she shrieked.


‘Haven’t you thrown out those ghastly rags yet?’


‘They serve their purpose,’ he said equably. ‘They catch spills.’


‘I shall drive to Guildford tomorrow and buy some new ones from Habitat.’


‘You shouldn’t waste your money. They’d only sit in the airing cupboard because I’d be nervous of sullying them.’


‘Oh, for God’s sake!’ said Julia crossly. She slid off the table and seized a bottle of wine. ‘If you’d only see sense, I wouldn’t have to worry about wasting money. This place will fall about your ears and then we won’t get a penny for it.’


Emma asked Bridget what she did for a living. ‘I’m training to be a solicitor with a law firm in London,’ Bridget said. ‘Julia and I are colleagues. I’m trying to decide which area to specialise in. Roger – he’s the senior partner – has advised me to go in for property law, but I wonder whether family law would be more rewarding. It’s nice to be wanted, but you have to follow your heart, don’t you?’


Phil announced that dinner was ready, and they all sat down. Emma sat between Max and Julia. Her own heart, she reflected, hadn’t so far pointed her in any particular direction. She hadn’t had a childhood longing to be an air stewardess, or anything like that; she had fallen into the job almost by accident. She had wanted to leave home and she had known she didn’t want to be an artist, which was what her parents were, but that was about it. For more than a year she had drifted happily.


The food was delicious, and everyone complimented Phil and Lionel, who had cooked it. While they ate, two simultaneous conversations went on. At one end of the table, the talk was of the soaring rate of inflation and high unemployment figures and other political matters, while at the other end, Max and his friends discussed architecture. Andy mildly accused Phil of admiring brutalism, but then both Andy and Phil rounded on Max, telling him that he was impractical and out of touch. Max held his own and coolly fended off their friendly teasing. The dispute between Lionel and his sister, whatever it was about, flared up now and again.


Emma joined in both conversations, though she was distracted by the faint, sweet perfume that arose from the borrowed cardigan, which was a couple of sizes too large for her and made of an itchy maroon yarn that clashed fearfully with her brown velvet dress. She asked Bridget whether she had knitted it herself.


Bridget beamed. ‘I did, yes.’


‘How clever of you.’


‘I knit all the time, don’t I, Max?’


He blinked. ‘Do you?’


‘You know I do! Silly! Remember that scarf I made you!’


Max started to make a complimentary remark about the scarf, but Julia spoke over him. ‘I don’t have time for that sort of thing. But then I never think of myself as the domestic sort.’ She fluffed up her pale curls and pouted. ‘Do you think I look the domestic sort, Andy?’


Andy turned to her. ‘Not much, Jules.’


‘It’s just a hobby,’ murmured Bridget.


Emma asked Julia whether she lived in London. Julia extracted a cigarette from a packet and leaned towards Andy so that he could light it, displaying a lot of bosom in the process.


‘Oh God, yes. I’d never live anywhere else.’


‘But the bombs . . .’ said Lionel.


‘You mean the IRA? I don’t let it bother me.’


Bridget mentioned the latest IRA attack in London, at Green Park Underground station. She had been in the vicinity and had heard the bomb go off.


‘How frightening,’ murmured Lionel. ‘You should come and live here, Bridget. So much safer.’


‘Oh, I couldn’t live here,’ said Bridget, very firmly. ‘I’m a London girl, like Julia.’


Lionel speared a chunk of beef. ‘Julia isn’t a London girl. She was born here, the same as me.’


‘Yes, but I grew out of it,’ hissed Julia. ‘That’s the point.’


Pudding was a Black Forest gateau that Bridget had baked and transported all the way to the farmhouse. The conversation moved on to general topics – a film that Kirsty and Emma had seen, an undergraduate acquaintance of Max, Andy and Phil’s who had recently and unexpectedly got married.


Phil was putting on the kettle for coffee and they were starting to rise from the dinner table when all the lights went out, plunging the room into darkness. Julia screamed. There was a loud crash as something rolled off the table and smashed on the floor.


Max said, ‘Watch your feet, Emma, I think that was a wine bottle.’


‘Don’t worry, this happens from time to time.’ Lionel’s voice. ‘I’ll go and look at the fuse box.’


‘You know I can’t stand the dark!’ Julia began to cry.


Emma patted her back and said soothing things, but Julia kept on weeping. Lionel had disappeared, taking a candle to light his way. By the light of the torch Max had in his pocket, Emma stooped and began cautiously to pick up fragments of broken bottle. Max helped her, while Andy and Kirsty steered Julia to the sofa. Emma was very aware of his presence so close to her. His arm brushed against hers. She noticed that though he always looked a little scruffy, he was quick and neat picking up the glass.


The lights went back on as suddenly as they had gone off. Lionel returned to the room and said cheerfully, ‘Only a fuse! No damage done!’ Julia had stopped sobbing and was curled up against Andy, snuffling into his shirt.


Phil made the coffee, and as Lionel began to heap up the dirty dishes in the sink, he suggested that Max show Emma and Kirsty round the house. Kirsty announced that she had been brought up in a draughty old farmhouse and would rather stay where she was. ‘You don’t mind, do you, Lionel? I’ll give you a hand with the dishes.’


‘I should have warned you about the cold,’ Max said as he and Emma left the kitchen for the icy chill of the corridor. ‘There isn’t any central heating.’


Alone with him, she felt able to put her disappointment in perspective. Max Hooper would become a friend. She liked him a lot, but the feelings she’d had for him were only an attraction, a crush, nothing out of the ordinary. Now that she had recognised them as such, she would put them aside.


She followed him through a series of small rooms towards the rear of the building. He told her that the farmhouse had been built in the seventeenth century for a retired naval captain. Opening a door to a small, dimly lit room with a flagged stone floor, he said, ‘This would have been a still room or pantry.’


‘Does Lionel own the house?’


‘He and Julia do. Their father died earlier in the year, so they inherited it.’ He opened another door. Stone steps led down into darkness. ‘The dairy was in the cellar. You’d have heard the cows lowing as you went about your work. Lionel and I were at school together. When I told him I’d got the job in Reigate, he offered me a room.’


‘Is that what they’re arguing about? The house?’


He gave her a frowning glance. ‘Arguing? Who?’


She laughed. ‘Max, you must have noticed. Lionel and Julia.’


‘I wasn’t listening, to be honest. I kind of switch off. I find Julia a bit . . . Well, she likes to be the centre of attention. I’d rather talk about, um . . . things that interest me.’


‘Like architecture.’


‘Yes.’


‘Why were Phil and Andy teasing you?’


‘Phil’s always been keen on modernism, Andy’s more of a classicist, and I don’t fit into either category. I believe that what matters most in a building is the quality of the materials and the craftmanship involved. Look at this place.’ He patted a huge oak beam. ‘It’s stood for decades. It’s still good to live in. That’s because of the structure, because of the fine materials used and the quality of the workmanship. It doesn’t have pretensions, it doesn’t try to stand out or to make a statement. It’s a practical house that blends into its surroundings. I believe all buildings should do that, whether they’re urban or rural.’ His serious expression was replaced by an apologetic smile. ‘Sorry. Phil would tell me I was getting on my high horse again.’


As they headed back through the house to the stairs, Emma told him about the Romillys’ home on the Suffolk coast. ‘It’s all white and grey and brown. You’d think it had grown out of the shoreline. I wouldn’t be surprised if I found barnacles on the walls.’


‘You love it, don’t you? Your eyes light up when you talk about it.’


‘I wish you could see it.’ She fell silent. Her big mouth. What a stupid thing to say. Why on earth would Max want to visit a tatty little house in the middle of nowhere?


‘I’d like that,’ he said.


They went upstairs. The sounds of dinner-party chatter were erased by the clamour of the wild weather outside. Max said, ‘Now you mention it, Julia did seem a bit off with Lionel. She wants him to sell the farmhouse.’


‘Will he, do you think?’


‘He won’t want to. I can’t imagine him living anywhere else.’


Emma asked Max how long he and Bridget had known each other. ‘A year, more or less,’ he said. ‘We met at a party in Richmond upon Thames. I was getting towards the end of my diploma.’


‘It must be difficult, living apart.’


‘It’s okay,’ he said vaguely. ‘We’re both fine with it. Most weekends I go up to London or Bridget comes down here. I was in London applying to architectural practices, but then the Reigate one came up. I admire one of the partners, Peter Eisen, enormously. I’m learning so much from him.’


Emma remembered Bridget saying, I’m a London girl. She wondered whether Max’s decision to leave the capital was a source of contention between them. Whether Bridget minded that Max had moved out of London. Whether if she had minded, he would have noticed.


They reached the foot of a narrow staircase. The lino was cold beneath Emma’s stockinged feet. Max said, ‘Watch out, the bulb’s gone on the landing.’


The light from his torch illuminated the steps. Following him up, Emma noticed again his good proportions, that pleasing triangle of broad shoulders and narrow hips.


Think about something else. The architecture, for heaven’s sake. The weather. Anything.


‘This is my room.’ He opened a door. ‘See that window? I always think it looks like a porthole. I like to believe the old naval captain put it in to remind him of his seagoing days.’


On the far side of the room, a round window sketched a frame round the full moon. Ripped fragments of cloud rushed across the face of the moon. Trees tossed their heads and a shimmering oval of light darted through the glass and danced on a worn oak floor scattered with books and papers and an overnight bag – Bridget’s, presumably – from which trailed a scarf and a pair of tights. The glint of silver in Max’s eyes must be a reflection of the moon, too. Emma took a step away from him, back to the landing.


Bridget’s voice, calling out for Max, prompted them to head downstairs. She was in the hallway. ‘Darling,’ she said, ruffling his hair. ‘I’ve missed you.’


Max and Bridget shared a slow and lingering kiss. Quietly Emma returned to the first floor, where she found a bathroom and locked herself in. She rinsed her hands and stared at her reflection in the mirror. The rain had made her hair spring off her scalp in tight curls.


She sat down on the edge of the bath. Her foot hurt. When she inspected it, she discovered that there was a puncture wound in the sole. Her tights were bloodied and ripped. She must have trodden on a fragment of glass from the broken wine bottle and cut herself without noticing it.


She told herself that it was just as well Max was unavailable. She enjoyed her work and wanted to see the world. She had only to think of her mother, Tamar, how she’d always had to squeeze her career into the cracks left by the demands of family, to know that domesticity wasn’t for her, for now at least. She wasn’t the sort of woman to have designs on another woman’s boyfriend, so she must forget her attraction to Max Hooper. It would wear off. She had a habit of falling in and out of love quite quickly. All she had to do was to fall out of love with him, and that shouldn’t be hard at all.


*


Easily, delightfully, the two households slipped into a friendship that autumn. Either the girls from the house in Horley piled into Sue’s Mini and headed off to the farmhouse, or the men turned up at the Horley semi with a bottle of wine, while Emma made an enormous spaghetti bolognese and Max, her sous chef, chopped mushrooms and crushed garlic. There were nights when they didn’t get round to going home, when Emma and Kirsty stayed over in a freezing little room in the farmhouse’s attic, dashing off in the early hours to crew a plane. As Sue’s relationship with her pilot boyfriend became more serious, she came to the farmhouse less often. Sometimes Phil and Andy slept the night in the living room of the Horley house, rolled up in blankets on sofa and floor. On those weekends when Bridget wasn’t staying at the farmhouse, Max joined them.


They crammed into cars and headed to Brighton or Box Hill, and they went on long walks through the Surrey countryside. As the days grew shorter and the temperature dropped and the first frosts came, the furrows in the ploughed fields had a glassy glitter. The air was sweet with the scent of the resin of the conifers; around mid afternoon, the sun sank in a flash of pink and coral behind distant silhouetted trees. Often, when Bridget was away in London, Emma and Max ended up walking side by side, a little apart from the others. They would stop to look at something and then glance up to find that their friends were now far in the distance while the two of them were left behind, examining a gall on a rose bush, or a badger’s sett dug into a sunken lane.


In early December, the men threw a party at the farmhouse to celebrate Kirsty’s twenty-third birthday. Lionel and Phil cooked a four-course meal. Emma, who had to work the next day, stuck to drinking water. Afterwards, Bridget suggested they play a round of bridge. Emma didn’t play bridge, so she helped Lionel with the dishes.


As the game went on, it became obvious that though Bridget was a keen and competent player, Max, who was partnering her, didn’t have his mind on the game. After a couple of hands, she cried out, ‘Why did you lay the seven of clubs? What on earth were you thinking, Max? You have to concentrate.’


Emma put the plates back on the dresser while the card game ground on, becoming increasingly bad-tempered. After Bridget and Max lost to Kirsty and Andy, Bridget stomped out of the kitchen. Max looked startled.


Emma left the room too, to put away a tureen. She had replaced it on the sitting-room sideboard when a sound from behind her made her spin round.


Bridget was sitting on the sofa, alone in the gloom. Emma asked her whether she was all right and Bridget gave a loud sniff.


‘I’m fine.’


Emma switched on a standard lamp. She saw that Bridget’s cheeks were wet with tears. ‘Oh Bridget,’ she said gently. ‘Shall I get Max?’


‘God, no!’ Tears spilled from Bridget’s eyes.


‘A cup of tea? A tissue?’


‘No, thanks. Sorry, I’ve had too much to drink, that’s all.’


Emma closed the door and sat down beside her. Bridget delved into the sleeve of her cardigan, took out a handkerchief and dabbed her cheeks. Then she gasped, and said, ‘Half the time I don’t think he even notices I’m there! He can be so clueless!’


‘I’m sure he doesn’t mean it. He was just a little distracted tonight.’


She had noticed before how Max’s introspective nature sometimes annoyed Bridget. Emma, who had grown up surrounded by artists, and who came from a family that viewed burying oneself in one’s work as neither selfish nor antisocial but an essential part of the creative process, respected his intensity and drive. But she could quite see how his daydreaming might grate.


‘He always has his head in the clouds.’ Bridget’s voice quivered. ‘Sometimes I wonder whether there’s any space left there for me!’


‘He adores you, of course he does. Men can be so dense, can’t they?’


Bridget muttered, ‘I didn’t want him to leave London, but I knew how keen he was to work with Peter Eisen. I knew how excited he was about it, so I didn’t say anything.’


‘That was good of you. Long-distance love affairs are never easy.’


‘Especially with someone like Max.’ Bridget put back her head and exhaled. Then she said quietly, ‘I’m afraid I’ll end up losing him. I’m afraid it’ll just fizzle out.’


‘Oh Bridget.’


She made a visible effort to get her emotions under control. ‘Sorry, Emma. I didn’t mean to inflict all this on you.’


‘It’s all right. I don’t mind.’


She did, though. It was late, past one, and she now regretted not having used the excuse of work to drive back to Horley earlier. The platitudes she had just spouted echoed in her ears, an inadequate attempt to conceal a truth she had discovered while sitting in the damp, chilly room, a truth she must at all costs hide from Bridget: that she was still attracted to Max. That she had wanted him from the first moment she had seen him and had not stopped wanting him since.


Bridget tucked her handkerchief back in her sleeve. ‘Do I look a fright?’


‘Of course not, you look beautiful.’


‘No, I don’t.’ The alteration in Bridget’s tone and expression, and her sudden clear-eyed stare, was disconcerting. ‘I’m not beautiful. You are, Emma, and so is Julia. I’m not saying I’m hideous or anything, but I’m not like you, I have to try.’ She smoothed her hair back behind her ears, then said quietly, ‘I thought of leaving London and coming to live here with him, but I was afraid that if I did that, I might end up losing everything – my career and Max. And honestly, I couldn’t bear that.’


She left the room. Emma remained on the sofa. In the low light, the room seemed shabby, the furnishings and objects no longer charming in their faded elegance, but tired and dusty. What pleasure she had taken in the evening was gone. She felt sorry for Bridget and she disliked herself.


After a while, she went back into the kitchen. Lionel was folding a cloth to dry on the Aga; Phil was sitting in an armchair, drinking by himself. Max was presumably upstairs, making his peace with Bridget. Phil told Emma that Kirsty had gone upstairs with Andy. He looked sour: Emma had suspected that he was attracted to Kirsty.


She headed back to Horley alone. The temperature had plummeted, but as she drove along the narrow country lanes, she was almost glad of the risk of black ice. It forced her to concentrate on the task in hand; it stopped her thinking about anything else.


Frequently during the week that followed, Emma found herself reflecting on her conversation with Bridget. It occurred to her that not once during their long discussions when walking in the countryside had she heard Max say, ‘Bridget and I are saving for a deposit’, or ‘When I move back to London, we’ll look for a place together.’ Not once had he spoken of a future he expected to share with his girlfriend. It was possible, of course, that he was being properly discreet about private matters. But if he was truly in love with Bridget, wouldn’t he talk about her at every opportunity? Wasn’t that what people who were in love did?


Though she tried to shove these thoughts out of her head, they kept popping back. The memory of Bridget weeping in the dark stayed with her too. Half the time I don’t think he even notices I’m there. Her own recognition of the invidious position in which she had found herself, trying to offer solace to Max’s girlfriend, made her angry with both herself and Max.


On Sunday, she was on the verge of making an excuse to avoid spending the afternoon at the farmhouse, but Kirsty wanted to go and in the end Emma let herself be persuaded. Kirsty borrowed Sue’s Mini. Heading out of the town and into the misty grey December landscape, Emma had to fight back a gut feeling that she was going in the wrong direction. She knew that she had agreed to come today because she wanted to see Max. And yet it was wrong of her to want to see him. Max himself would, of course, be blithely unaware of all undercurrents. It must be nice to be Max Hooper, she thought crossly; it must be nice to float through life without noticing things.


After a walk in the woods, the eight of them returned to the house. They had peeled off their coats and boots and Phil was making tea when Lionel spoke.


‘I’ve got something to tell you all,’ he said. ‘I’ve decided to sell the farmhouse.’


‘Man, seriously?’ Phil swung round from spooning tea into the pot.


‘I have to, I’m afraid. I’ve been racking my brains trying to think of an alternative, but I don’t think there is one.’


‘Has Julia been twisting your arm?’


‘Andy . . .’ Lionel looked utterly miserable. ‘The truth is, I can’t afford the upkeep. It’s as simple as that. The place needs re-roofing and rewiring, and I haven’t the spare cash. And there’s damp in the cellar and worm in some of the beams. Yes, Jules wants me to sell, but that’s not unreasonable. This house is half hers. She wants to buy a flat in London and she needs a deposit.’


‘Christ, Lionel . . .’


‘She’s the only family I have left and I’ve no wish to fall out with her.’ Lionel, who never raised his voice, did so now, drowning out Andy’s response.


Max said, ‘It can’t have been an easy decision.’


‘No, bloody hard.’ Lionel took mugs from the dresser. ‘I’ll miss it more than I can say. It may take a while to sell, I don’t know, but I thought I should let you all know now so that you can make other plans.’


Andy said, ‘Kirsty and I were thinking of looking for a place of our own anyway.’


‘You could come back to London, Max,’ said Bridget. ‘There’s plenty of room at my place.’


‘No, I think I’ll hang on here,’ he said. ‘I’m sure I’ll be able to find somewhere in Reigate or Horley.’


Phil poured tea into mugs. ‘What will you do, Lionel?’


Lionel began to discuss his own plans. Emma hardly heard him. She was glancing from Max to Bridget, who had fallen silent. If Max had bothered to look at Bridget, he might have noticed her stricken expression.


Several minutes passed, then Bridget touched his hand and stood up. ‘I’ve got some work to catch up on. Give me an hour or so, darling.’


‘Sure. I’ll bring you a cup of tea, shall I?’


‘No, don’t bother.’ She left the room.


Shortly afterwards, Max disappeared too, a mug of tea in hand. Discussions went on around Emma while she seethed inwardly. After a while, she slipped out of the kitchen. Through the sitting-room window she caught sight of Max on the gravel area in front of the house. The bonnet of his Cortina was open and he was peering inside it.


She went outside. Hearing her footsteps, he looked up. ‘Hi, Em.’


As she marched across the gravel, she said furiously, ‘It’s all very well not having a clue about what’s going on around you, but it isn’t okay, it really isn’t at all, not noticing how unhappy you’re making Bridget.’


‘What?’ Straightening, he stared at her. ‘Bridget?’


‘Yes, Max.’ She was so angry she could hardly speak coherently. ‘Your girlfriend, Bridget. Bridget, the woman who’s in love with you. That Bridget!’


‘I don’t think—’


‘No, I know you don’t! You don’t think at all, do you? You just bumble on, oblivious to everything. And if you’re about to tell me that Bridget’s all right, then I assure you, Max, she isn’t. And I notice these things, so I know what I’m talking about. Bridget isn’t all right at all. In fact, she’s devastated.’


Max closed the Cortina’s bonnet. He ran his oily hands down his jeans and frowned deeply. ‘Are you saying that she’s not all right about what I said just then, about preferring to stay here rather than go back to London?’


‘Yes, Max, exactly that. Well done for working it out,’ Emma added sarcastically. ‘Of course, there’s a whole load of other things she’s not all right about too. But it would take me a while to list them.’


‘But she and I agreed—’


She lost her temper with him. ‘I don’t know whether you’re being deliberately unkind or just plain stupid.’


Her voice was ice cold and she saw him flinch. For a while, neither of them spoke. The tension between them seemed to intensify as the light dipped behind the trees, casting long shadows.


Then he said quietly, ‘If I’ve been unkind, it was not intentional. But I see now that I may have been . . . careless. And that’s no better.’


Her anger faded and all she felt was an utter weariness. ‘Max, are you in love with Bridget?’ she said bluntly. ‘You need to make up your mind. Because if you aren’t, then you should be honest with her. Because she loves you.’


She went back into the house. Through the sitting-room window she saw Max leave the car and come indoors. She waited until she was sure he had gone upstairs before going into the hall and putting on her coat. She could hear from the kitchen that the discussion about the sale of the farmhouse was still going on. She scribbled a note and tucked it into the top of Kirsty’s handbag, where she was bound to see it, and then let herself out of the house.


It was a six-mile walk back to Horley, but she welcomed the distraction of movement, and besides, she couldn’t bear to stay at the farmhouse a moment longer. She had been walking for half a mile when she heard the sound of a car behind her. She glanced over her shoulder and saw the Cortina, slowing as it drew level with her.


Max wound down the window. ‘Emma, what are you doing?’


‘I’m going home.’


‘Let me give you a lift.’


‘Thanks, but I’d rather walk.’


‘It’s raining.’


She glanced up at the charcoal sky. It was indeed raining.


He said, ‘Bridget didn’t want to speak to me. I can see I’ve been a selfish idiot. I’m going to try to sort it out.’


‘Okay.’ She gave him a cold look. ‘That doesn’t magically make it all right, you know.’


‘Yes, I know.’ He too looked miserable.


She shrugged, then shivered. There was a sleety edge to the rain.


‘Hop in,’ he said. ‘I promise I won’t say a word if you don’t want me to.’


She stood, irresolute, then nodded and climbed into the car.


They did not speak throughout the journey to Horley. Max parked the car outside her house, and Emma said, ‘Thanks for the lift,’ and got out, slamming the door just a little to make clear to him that she wanted to be on her own.


For months she had rationalised her relationship with Max; for months she had told herself that they were no more than friends, and that her one-sided regard for him could not be dignified with the name of love. But now the door in her mind she had been struggling to hold shut had burst open. There was no pleasure in being with him any more, this she now saw; only desolation and loneliness. No joy, only a sense of shame she could no longer dismiss. The long conversations she and Max had when Bridget was safely out of the way in London had been wrong. Sharing their dreams and aspirations: that was a form of deceit, too, because there was an intimacy in it. You didn’t have to touch someone to feel close to them.


She knew that she must do what she should have done ever since she had found out that Max Hooper had a girlfriend: she must keep away from him. An outbreak of flu among the cabin crew meant that during the weeks that followed she was able to work plenty of overtime. In what little time off she had, she kept away from the farmhouse and saw other friends. She went home to Seastone for a couple of days at Christmas, before returning to Horley.


During the dying end of 1975 and the first days of the new year, Emma felt sad that the friendship between the two households was disintegrating. Lionel had put the farmhouse up for sale. Sue and her pilot boyfriend were getting married and setting up home together. Andy and Kirsty were looking for a place of their own in Horley, and Phil planned to go back to university to study for a PhD. As for her, she must either move out of the Horley house and find somewhere else to live or begin the process of looking for new people to rent the rooms that would soon fall vacant. She could not seem to find the enthusiasm for the task, and let things drift.
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