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Chapter One


Phyllida Makepeace was dreaming. She muttered in her sleep and flung out an arm. Warm skin in contact with icy sheet woke her and she huddled under the quilt, letting consciousness flood in upon the slowly fading images. Reality was disappointing. In her dream, Alistair had telephoned. The submarine had developed a fault and they’d be alongside for a few days, he’d told her, and she’d been dashing round preparing for his arrival.


Phyllida tucked the quilt more firmly under her chin. The large high-ceilinged rooms of the Victorian villa were almost impossible to heat but she loved the house with its sheltered walled garden and the views across to Dartmoor. She lifted her head to peer at the clock on the bedside table and realised that four-year-old Lucy would be waking soon but she lay a little longer, preparing herself for the chilly dash to the bathroom. The sudden remembrance of the very new life within her caused a little shiver of joy to warm her and she flung back the quilt and slid out of bed. She looked an odd figure in one of Alistair’s old shirts and a pair of his warm thick white submarine socks. At twenty-six she was still young enough to find comfort in wearing his clothes in his absence and she clutched his shirt to her as she hurried across the landing.


Shivering in the unheated bathroom, she remembered that it was St Valentine’s Day and she wondered if Alistair might have arranged for her to receive a card. He was very thoughtful about special days like anniversaries and birthdays and made great efforts to see that cards and presents arrived when he was away at sea. She loved him so much but, though he made it quite clear that he loved her in return, it still baffled her as to why he had chosen her from amongst all his girlfriends to be his wife.


Her elder brother, Matthew, had brought Alistair home for a weekend just after she’d qualified from Norland, the nursery training college, and was completing her nine months’ probation. She’d fallen in love with him at once, accepted his proposal of marriage three months later and immediately put all thoughts of a career behind her. Blessed with a happy open disposition, she’d plunged into naval life with enthusiasm and made friends quickly. Alistair, at twenty-nine, was just taking command of a submarine and his brother officers’ wives were rather older than Phyllida. They were charmed by her friendly yet diffident approach, flattered by her awe of their experience and wisdom and unthreatened by her appearance. Although she was six or seven years their junior, her looks were not the kind which aroused envy. Phyllida’s brand of beauty was not the obvious type. It was a simple understated attractiveness rather than the eye-catching, head-turning variety; the pure oval of her face, her wide grey eyes and the warmth of her ready smile. She was taken under the Wardroom wing and made much of and the fact that she was the Captain’s wife did her no harm at all.


It was obvious that Alistair adored her and his family and friends heaved sighs of relief that he was ready to settle down at last. The general opinion was that he’d played the part of Romeo for far too long but the more cynical – and rejected – looked at Phyllida and wondered how long it would be before Alistair’s roving eye began to wander yet again. What, they asked each other, did he see in her? He’d had so many gorgeous glamorous women in tow and, although she was sweet, she was hardly in the same class of beauty as his usual girlfriends. At this point, eyebrows were raised and shoulders shrugged. The more charitable – and those who were taken by Phyllida’s own particular charm – pointed out that dramatic good looks weren’t everything. Alistair, thickset and barely above average height, was hardly conventionally handsome but there was something in his blue eyes and in his smile which tended to make most women in his vicinity pull their stomachs in and feel irritated that they hadn’t bothered to wash their hair.


Eighteen months after the wedding Phyllida produced a daughter who, like her mother, was brown-haired, grey-eyed, and blessed, also, with a sunny disposition. As Phyllida returned to her bedroom on this Valentine’s Day, wondering if she would get a card from Alistair, she could hear Lucy singing to herself across the landing. She paused, as she always did, at the window. The high granite tors of Dartmoor were bathed in sunshine although the nearer ground was in shadow but, despite the clear pale blue of the sky, there was no doubt that winter still held the land in its grip. Even as she gazed, a shower of hailstones struck the window and she shivered and ran to pull on warm clothes.


Clad in cords and one of Alistair’s Norwegian sweaters, Phyllida dressed Lucy in her warmest oldest clothes, for today was playschool day, and they went downstairs together. The postman arrived whilst Phyllida was making toast and she hurried out into the long hall to gather up the letters. Yes, Alistair had remembered. She couldn’t prevent a grin of pure pleasure and she opened the envelope quickly, standing there in the hall, and drew out the card. On the front was a comic drawing of an extremely ragged weary-looking knight in armour astride an equally dejected very shaggy dog. ‘Be my Valentine’ was inscribed below them. Phyllida opened the card and her grin grew wider. ‘Surely you can’t turn away a knight on a dog like this?’ was written inside and underneath, in Alistair’s distinctive hand, ‘Guess who?’ She examined the local postmark and wondered which of their friends had posted it for him. Although she’d had plenty of opportunity to get used to his long absences she still missed him dreadfully and the card gave her a warm feeling.


The feeling was still with her when, having dropped Lucy at the village hall, she went on to have coffee with Prudence Appleby, a naval widow. Although Prudence was nearly fifteen years older than Phyllida they’d taken to each other from the first meeting, almost four years before, just after Stephen Appleby had died in a car accident. Prudence lived in a Victorian house in the moorland village of Clearbrook, and Phyllida always enjoyed a session with her in the big muddly kitchen. This morning, however, Liz Whelan’s car stood at the gate and Phyllida’s heart sank a little. Liz was Prudence’s contemporary but she was very different from the kindly Prudence. She was a small brown woman with a sardonic, rather bitter air and Phyllida felt slightly uncomfortable in her presence.


She parked her car and went round the side of the house to the back door. Beating a quick tattoo with her knuckles, she opened it and stuck her head inside.


‘Hi! It’s me.’


The door opened straight into the kitchen and Prudence got quickly to her feet to greet her but Liz remained sitting at the table, merely raising her eyebrows and giving a little nod in reply to Phyllida’s smile.


‘Phyllida!’ Prudence gave her a quick kiss. ‘Come and get warm. What a morning! And snow’s forecast, I hear.’ She took Phyllida’s coat, her conversation shooting off at tangents as she went to make more coffee. Prudence always talked nineteen to the dozen, skipping from one subject to another, which could be amusing or irritating depending on one’s mood. ‘So now, tell me. How is Lucy? My goodness!’ She shook her head. ‘How that child grows!’


‘She’s fine.’ Phyllida sipped gratefully at the hot coffee. ‘And the little dress is lovely. She’s thrilled with it. She wanted to wear it to playschool this morning.’


Prudence had been trained as a tailor and was a genius with her needle. She worked hard to supplement the naval widow’s pension she received and had many clients. Her daughter worked in an advertising agency in London and her son was hoping to qualify as a doctor. Once the bills were paid, every extra penny she made went towards her children and she scrimped and saved in all possible directions. She was thin because she worked too hard, didn’t eat enough and worried too much. Her warm, dark, hazel eyes peered anxiously from behind tortoiseshell spectacles.


‘She looked charming in it,’ she agreed, smiling in recollection, ‘and I’m delighted to say that I received several orders as a result of that party she wore it to. Bless you, Phyllida.’


‘It wasn’t me, really. The dress sold itself. Every mother there wanted one for her little girl. You’re really very clever, Prudence.’


‘I’ve got lots of orders coming in.’ Prudence looked pleased with herself. ‘If I go on like this I shall need an accountant. How about it, Liz?’


‘Just say the word,’ said Liz. ‘Special rates for you, of course.’ She looked at Phyllida. ‘And how’s Alistair?’


Phyllida sensed Prudence’s cautious look and she frowned a little as she answered.


‘Fine, as far as I know. He’s at sea. But I had a Valentine card this morning.’ She couldn’t prevent the little smile that crept into her eyes and lifted her lips. ‘Did he ask you to post it, Prudence?’


‘Yes, he did,’ admitted Prudence. ‘He’s really very thoughtful,’ she added somewhat defiantly, aware of Liz’s amused contempt.


Liz snorted and Phyllida felt awkward and embarrassed. Liz always implied that Alistair’s caring was either a sham to cover up bad behaviour, and to be suspected, or something rather sickly to be despised. Yet somehow she always contrived to bring his name into the conversation no matter how assiduously Phyllida or Prudence attempted to distract her.


‘Valentine cards!’ she said now, as if there was something sinister as well as ridiculous behind the old custom, but before the other two could defend Alistair or his Valentine card, Liz finished her coffee and stood up.


‘I must go,’ she said. ‘I’m meeting a friend for lunch. See you, Prudence. Thanks for the coffee. ’Bye, Phyllida.’


The kitchen door closed behind her and Prudence cast an anxious glance at Phyllida.


‘Why does she do that?’ asked Phyllida crossly. ‘She always manages to imply that I shouldn’t really trust Alistair and that he’s trying to hide something.’


‘Oh dear!’ Prudence looked distressed. ‘You know, poor Liz is a very bitter girl and it would be unwise to pay too much attention to her. She had a bad time with Tony and the divorce was a painful affair. She really loved him, you know. Well, you can imagine . . .’


‘I know all that,’ said Phyllida, unmollified by the explanation. ‘But I don’t see why she has to unsettle other people. I know about Alistair’s reputation. I ought to! Everyone wanted to tell me about it.’


‘The sad thing is that Liz is still in love with Tony.’ As usual Prudence attempted to soothe without being unkind. ‘He only married her because of the baby and he was never faithful to her.’


‘I know.’ Phyllida smiled at her. ‘It’s just that she always unnerves me. Let’s forget it. I’ve got some news.’ Prudence looked at her expectantly, already half prepared and Phyllida grinned back at her. ‘You’ve guessed, haven’t you?’


‘I think I have.’ She sounded cautious.


‘I’m pregnant! Isn’t it great? Due at the beginning of September. Lucy will be just five.’


‘It’s wonderful!’ Prudence came round the table to give her a hug. ‘Does Alistair know?’


‘Not yet. I wanted to be absolutely certain. He’s been away so much I thought we’d never get the chance to start another one. He’ll be delighted. I shall wait till he gets home now; it’s only another three weeks to go. I want to see his face when I tell him.’


‘Of course you do. How exciting! Have you told Lucy?’


Phyllida shook her head. ‘I’m deciding how to do it but I want to wait till after the weekend. My brother, Matthew, and his wife are coming with their two and I don’t want anyone to know before Alistair. Lucy’s bound to say something and it will mean explanations all round.’


‘I quite understand. I shan’t say a word to a soul.’


‘I just had to tell someone but keep it to yourself. Especially don’t tell Liz!’


‘As if I would! I shan’t breathe a word. But you really mustn’t let her upset you. It’s probably just old-fashioned jealousy. Tony never reformed the way Alistair has.’


‘Reformed!’ Phyllida began to laugh. ‘Thanks, Prudence! You make him sound like Bluebeard! I’m beginning to feel really nervous!’


‘Oh, honestly,’ began Prudence, distressed by her tactlessness, ‘I didn’t mean anything of the kind . . .’


Phyllida pushed back her chair and stood up. ‘Only teasing,’ she said. ‘I’ve simply got to dash. I must shop before I fetch Lucy.’


As she drove back towards Yelverton, however, Phyllida felt a twinge of the anxiety that had caused her discomfort in the early days when she’d been introduced to Alistair’s previous girlfriends. Some of them had been friendly but several were resentful. They took care to emphasise their relationships with him – reminding him of private jokes, behaving intimately with him, ignoring her – and her confidence had been sorely tested. Again and again she’d wondered why he’d chosen her when he could have had someone so much more beautiful, more poised, more experienced. Alistair’s conduct had been irreproachable. He’d made it clear to these few determined women that the past was finished with and his loyalty and love now belonged to Phyllida. He’d done his best to be firm without causing too much offence and gradually the situation was accepted and Phyllida began to relax. Now, six years later, strong in his love, these fears only occasionally caused her alarm but this morning the twinge became a sudden stab of terror. Liz’s cynicism had undermined her security and she allowed herself to wonder if Alistair had ever been unfaithful. Perhaps, given his reputation, she’d been too foolishly trusting; too ready to believe that he’d put his past so readily behind him. After all, there was so much opportunity. Her heart knocked erratically as she imagined him in tempting situations and she gripped the wheel tightly, willing away the images that crept into her mind.


Remembering how destructive these fears could be, and determined not to let her trust be undermined, she deliberately brought her mind to bear on the coming baby. Her spirits rose a little and a measure of confidence returned.


Blast Liz! she thought, parking the car and making a dash for the shops as hailstones again descended suddenly and painfully from an apparently clear blue sky. She seized a trolley, dug out her shopping list and, pushing the remembrance of Liz and her insinuations resolutely away, she concentrated on her requirements for the coming weekend.




Chapter Two


It was whilst he was making his breakfast that Quentin Halliwell noticed the shaft of sunlight shining on Clemmie’s pot of polyanthus on the deep windowsill. It was the first time this year that the sun’s rays had crept into the kitchen and his heart gave a little upward bound of pleasure as he stood for a moment, gazing at it with quiet gratitude. He made a deep reverence within his soul that he should be spared to see the beginning of his eightieth spring and treasured up the moment to recount to Clemmie when she should wake. His numerous aches and stiff joints ensured that Quentin’s nights were seldom free from pain and he was always ready to rise early in the morning and allow Clemmie to sink into peaceful sleep, undisturbed by his restlessness. He felt guilty each time he woke her up with his twisting and turning and she, in her turn, would often lie awake, scarcely daring to breathe, until at last he fell asleep and she immediately needed to go to the loo. They laughed about it together and discussed the solution that single beds offered – each in a terrible anxiety lest the other might find it a sensible idea – and had both been tremendously relieved when neither had been ready to entertain it.


‘We’ve shared a bed for fifty-five years,’ said Clemmie, holding his hand tightly for a moment. ‘I can see no reason to change the arrangement now.’


As he ate his porridge and watched the sunbeam move across the kitchen wall, Quentin remembered his relief. It was impossible to imagine going off to sleep each night without Clemmie curled into a ball against his back. Whilst he waited for his toast to cook on the top of the Esse’s hotplate he opened the back door and looked into the courtyard. The old granite house was L-shaped which gave the courtyard two of its walls. The third, which faced south, was a stone shed which Quentin had converted to a long summerhouse and the fourth wall had a high door to the garden in the centre of it. The sun was still too low to penetrate the courtyard but it would not be long now before Clemmie could sit once again in the summerhouse, enjoying the sunshine and watching the robin feeding on the crumbs she threw down for it.


Quentin ate his toast, reviewed a few phrases that might suitably note this memorable morning in his journal, and realised that it was St Valentine’s Day. A happy thought struck him and, when he had finished his toast and shared the crusts between the robin and Punch, the black retriever, he took down his coat from its hook and let himself out by the garden door. Outside the shelter of the courtyard the wind blew fresh and keen across the moor. He paused for a moment to fasten his coat against it, drew his tweed cap from his pocket and set off across the lawn with Punch at his heels. A belt of twisted, stunted trees did their best to protect the property from the prevailing south-westerly gales and the tors rose steeply to the north but Quentin, seeking a more protected environment, climbed the stile set in the dry-stone wall at the edge of the lawn and walked briskly down to the woods below.


Once in the shelter of the trees he slowed his pace until he came out on to the path that ran beside the river. He strolled along between the smooth boles of the beech trees, the dead leaves making a thick carpet beneath his feet, until he found the primroses he’d noticed during an earlier walk. Bending his creaking knees he tenderly gathered just a few, selecting the pale blooms carefully and placing them gently in his handkerchief. He passed on behind the high banks of rhododendron and laurel which hid the river from his sight so that it was merely a flash of brightness, a dazzle of reflected sunlight, glimpsed between their branches. A little further on where the path opened out again, above a short length of shingly beach, he found some violets and added several of these to his tiny bunch. Some twigs of early catkins completed his lover’s posy and, free now to let his gaze wander further afield, he stopped to watch the turbulent water, peat-brown after weeks of heavy rain. To his joy, he caught a glimpse of the dipper, bobbing on a smooth boulder near the far bank and beneath the grey stone bridge which took its name from the blackthorn that grew beside it. Quentin watched, delighting in the bird’s regular movement, rounded brown back and the pure white of its breast. How well it was camouflaged against the grey-brown water with its frothy white waves! Suddenly it plunged into the river, disappearing completely, whilst Quentin peered for it in vain. A few moments later it regained the rock where it spent some moments preening itself before flying off upstream, straight and true, only inches above the water.


For years the dipper had been a symbol of hope and good luck to Quentin and Clemmie, and Quentin could never see one without a soaring of spirits, followed by a private prayer of joy and gratitude, and his heart was light as he turned for home.


From her bedroom window Clemmie saw him coming up the moor above the wood, his booty cradled tenderly in his hands and Punch toiling in the rear. From this distance, with the cap covering the pure white hair, he might have been the young Quentin, returning from the walks he’d taken in this beloved landscape for the last fifty years. They’d moved to this house when her mother had died and left it to them, twenty years before, at which time Quentin was very ready to retire from the Chambers where their son, Gerard, continued to practise as a barrister.


How swiftly those twenty years had fled and how happy they’d been! They’d spent so many holidays at The Grange that the final move had been merely like a homecoming and they’d settled in gladly. For Clemmie it was as if she’d hardly been away and the memory of the middle years in London started to fade a little until it seemed as though all their life together had been spent here. Even Quentin’s mother – once his father died – had come with them to The Grange on the twice-yearly holidays, at Christmas and in the summer, and Gerard, in his turn, had brought his wife and children. The Grange was a family home but lately, with the grandchildren flown from the family nest and settled in far parts of the world and Gerard widowed and now remarried to a woman with her roots in the north, the visits were becoming fewer and many of the rooms remained unused.


Clemmie shivered as hailstones rattled suddenly against the window. She watched Quentin’s tall broad figure hurry across the lawn below her and disappear from her view. Crossing to the bed, she climbed back in and drew the quilt up round her ears. Thank God they’d both survived the winter! Each of them feared the day when they might have to consider leaving The Grange. For some time, friends and family had been shaking their heads and telling them that it would be much wiser to live in the town. They pointed out the advantages of being able to walk to the shops and the library or to the health centre, unable to understand that for Clemmie and Quentin none of those benefits could outweigh the glory of the views that they had from their windows or the walks that they took from their door. But Clemmie’s heart was troubled. Despite the exercise he took, Quentin suffered with arthritis quite dreadfully and she, only a few years younger, was beginning to stiffen up alarmingly.


‘It’s not much wonder,’ scolded the same friends who advised the move to the town, ‘with all that rain up there on the moor and that cold draughty old house.’


But we love it, thought Clemmie, drawing up her knees with difficulty and staring out at the wooded valley that ran down to the river and the high slopes of the moor beyond it. Why can’t people understand that? We’d die in a town.


The fact was that, as people grew older, concern centred on their physical well-being and their spiritual needs moved into second place. Even the closest and most loving of friends seemed to imagine that comfort and convenience were all that mattered. The young were more ready to accept that the balance was still essential, probably because they had no experience of aching joints and sleepless nights. Clemmie thought about Quentin’s godson, Oliver Wivenhoe. Oliver’s grandfather, General Oliver Mackworth, had been a close, well-beloved friend and his death had come as a severe blow to the Halliwells. A strong relationship had developed between Quentin and the young Oliver, who looked so like his grandfather and had inherited his insight and his kindly caring ways. Oliver was one of the few who could understand how they felt about leaving The Grange and, despite the fact that he was sharing a flat in London with an old friend whilst he tried to find a job, he always made time to come and see them when he was home visiting his family just across the moor. Clemmie shook her head a little, thinking how odd it was – and how sad – that Quentin should have more in common with Oliver than he did with his own son.


She was still musing thus when the door opened and Quentin came in with her morning tea. He smiled to see her tiny form huddled in the quilt with her bright brown eyes just visible and the fluffy grey hair standing up like a halo. He placed the tray on the bed beside her and she saw the little posy in the miniature vase and gave a cry of pleasure.


‘First primroses,’ said Quentin proudly, bending to kiss her. ‘Happy St Valentine’s Day.’


‘Oh!’ Clemmie looked distressed as she lifted the vase to sniff at the violets. ‘I quite forgot it. Oh, my darling, I’m so sorry.’


‘So did I,’ admitted Quentin. ‘We had the sun in the kitchen this morning for the first time this year and it made me think about the date. Spring’s coming, Clemmie!’


‘So it is.’ They beamed at each other, both feeling that sense of victory at having survived the winter. ‘Oh, Quentin! If the sun’s in the kitchen then it’ll soon be into the courtyard and we’ll be able to have our morning coffee outside.’ She poured the tea, feeling cheered. ‘It must’ve been lovely down in the woods.’


‘I saw the dipper.’ He gave her a quick almost triumphant glance before pulling up a basket chair and taking the cup she held out to him. He always waited to have his second cup of tea of the day with her. ‘He was on the boulder under the bridge. The river’s running high.’


‘Hardly surprising. I thought it would never stop raining.’ Clemmie sipped her tea. ‘I’m glad you saw the dipper. It’s been weeks since we saw him.’ She touched the violets with a gentle finger and smiled at him and a secret look passed between them that needed no words. ‘What’s the agenda for today?’


‘If it stays dry there are a few jobs I’d like to catch up with outside and then I thought we’d take the library books into Tavistock and get any shopping we need. Better keep well stocked up. If we’re going to get any snow it’ll be in the next few weeks.’


Once, the idea of being snowed in had been exciting and winter something to be accepted, welcomed even, and beaten at its own game. The larder was stocked up and the log shed filled, paraffin lamps stood at the ready in each of the main rooms and candles were scattered about with boxes of matches to hand. Three years before, they’d been cut off for several days and had emerged to find that a prisoner had escaped from the prison at Princetown but this winter there had been, as yet, no severe weather apart from the normal quota of gales and storms. Nevertheless, Quentin was right. There was plenty of time for it yet.


‘I’ll make a list while I have my breakfast,’ agreed Clemmie. ‘And you could check the paraffin.’


They finished their tea companionably and Quentin prepared to take the tray away. Clemmie pushed the covers back.


‘Dress up warm,’ he advised her from the doorway. ‘The sun might be shining but it’s bitterly cold outside.’


Clemmie pulled on her usual winter uniform: woollen stockings, a thick Harris tweed skirt and a Guernsey. She went downstairs and into the kitchen. Quentin was already outside and from the window she could see him at the end of the garden. Her anxiety returned and she wished that they could afford someone to help them in the garden occasionally. There wasn’t that much to do. It was too exposed to be able to grow anything except the most hardy of shrubs. Nevertheless . . . Clemmie sighed and turned away from the window. She must concentrate on breakfast and the shopping list and stop worrying.


Quentin pulled away the rotten branch that had been brought down in the last gale and looked at the damage it had caused to the dry-stone wall near the stile. It wasn’t too serious, nothing he couldn’t cope with, but it was very important to keep the boundary walls in good repair otherwise the sheep and ponies wandered in off the moor and trampled the lawns and the few shrubs that Clemmie had encouraged to grow. As he lifted the stones back into place, with many groans and pauses for breath, he wondered where all the years had gone. He remembered clearly how he had felt when, at sixty, they had moved down to The Grange; how strong and fit and full of energy. The years had seemed to stretch endlessly ahead and he felt as if he would live for ever. His old friends, now dead, came fresh into his mind: William Hope-Latymer, Oliver Mackworth, James and Louisa Morley. They were all gone and their children were grown up with children of their own. Young William was running the Hope-Latymer estate and Henry Morley had taken up the reins at Nethercombe while Oliver’s grandson, Oliver Wivenhoe, still spent many happy hours with Quentin exploring the surrounding woods and moors. He wished that Gerard had some interest in carrying on the family tradition at The Grange but he suspected that Gerard would find it an encumbrance and sell it as quickly as possible. Of course, The Grange was not an estate which could provide a living but, even if it had been, he couldn’t see his son accepting the responsibilities of land and tenants as William and Henry had done so readily. He knew that Gerard was an urban animal to whom country life had little appeal. Nevertheless he would have been happier if he could have believed that Gerard would keep The Grange – perhaps for holidays – until it could be passed on to his own children. It would be a sad day indeed when the house fell into the hands of strangers.


Quentin shook his head and heaved the last stone into place. It didn’t bear thinking about. He straightened his back and stared down the valley. He thought of all the seasons he had seen; watching the bare branches mist over with green and, in due course, become heavy with glossy leaves which, in time, turned slowly brown and orange and red and, at last, fluttered and whirled away until the branches were bare again. How terrible it would be to have foreknowledge of one’s own death; to know that this was one’s last spring or autumn.


Quentin remembered his earlier joy over the sunbeam and the primroses. He knew where to look, as the seasons moved gently forward, for the early anemones by the river, the welcome haze of bluebells deep in under the trees and where to catch the first astringent whiff of wild garlic. He thought of Housman.


 


And since to look at things in bloom


Fifty springs are little room,


About the woodlands I will go


To see the cherry hung with snow.


Well, there were those who said that Housman was obsessed with death but perhaps he’d been obsessed with life and the brevity of it. Even twenty springs had seemed for ever to Quentin but, if one were lucky enough to live at The Grange, for ever would be too short a time to watch the passing seasons and praise God for His blessings.


Quentin walked slowly across the lawn, dragging the dead branch behind him, and left it beside the woodshed door to be sawn into firewood. Without warning, hailstones clattered down and he made a dash for the courtyard door and so into the kitchen.


‘Goodness!’ He brushed the sizeable balls of ice from his old tweed jacket and grimaced at Clemmie who sat at the table eating toast and marmalade and jotting notes on to a piece of paper. ‘It’s certainly not spring yet.’


‘But it’s coming, my darling, and we shall see it together.’


He looked at her quickly, wondering how she had divined his thoughts and she got up and went to him, putting her arms about him.


‘Be my Valentine?’ he asked ridiculously and she burst out laughing, reaching on tiptoe to kiss him.


‘Well, you’re certainly not going to have anyone else if I’ve got anything to do with it,’ she said. ‘Coffee for you, my boy, before we go out. You’re frozen stiff.’


He leaned with his back to the Esse, grateful for its warmth, and smiled at her.


‘Since it’s Valentine’s Day,’ he said, ‘what about a sandwich at the Bedford after we’ve done the shopping?’


‘Splendid!’ she said, giving him a mug of steaming coffee. ‘And I’ll buy us a glass of wine each out of my pension. I can’t say fairer than that.’




Chapter Three


Claudia Maynard had no fears that her husband, Jeffrey, would forget St Valentine’s Day. Jeff could always be relied upon to bring flowers on her birthday, book a table at their favourite restaurant for their wedding anniversary and perform all those boring little tasks – brushing up the hearth, wiping down the working surfaces, putting his dirty clothes in the laundry basket – which, though unimportant in themselves, when continually neglected can be the irritants which spark off many a matrimonial row. In addition, he was extraordinarily good-looking in a dark dramatic way and all Claudia’s girlfriends coveted him. There was a great deal of satisfaction to be had from this and she made the most of it. At social occasions, however much he was pursued and besieged, he was always aware of Claudia’s wellbeing and could never be long distracted from her side, much to the said friends’ annoyance.


Nobody was particularly surprised by this. Claudia herself was beautiful in a fine-boned, elegant way and was as fair as Jeff was dark. Her hair was always smooth and clean, her nail varnish was never chipped and her clothes always looked newly laundered. Their detractors – and they had a few – said, amongst other things, that they were simply too proper to be true and wasn’t it odd that, despite their beauty, neither of them was the least bit sexy? It was quite true. Jeff was amusing, witty, polite, but he never flirted and Claudia took everything too literally and too seriously and was too intent on making a good impression to make a good partner for some light-hearted fun. It was also true that they had no very close friends. Neither of them possessed the gift of relaxation and both tended to hold people at arm’s length. Jeff, who was an accountant, seemed quite happy with this state of affairs but Claudia, who was beginning to feel the pressure to become more open and ‘one of the gang’, was almost relieved – if somewhat surprised – when Jeff suggested a move from Sussex to the West Country. He’d even gone so far as to apply for a job with a firm in Tavistock and had been asked to an interview. When he was offered the position, the Maynards sold up and moved down to a small but delightful Georgian town house and Claudia was aware of a strange sense of freedom.


It wasn’t that Claudia was a private person but rather that she had a secret. In the early days, the fact that Jeff seemed content to make love to her only rarely was frustrating but not worrying. He was a very unemotional, quiet man who showed his love by caring and thoughtfulness rather than by physical demonstrations. Claudia, who until she’d met Jeff had been a rather undemonstrative person herself, tried to reason his indifference away and it was only when she began to become more friendly with the group of young wives who lived near her that she realised that such behaviour was not the norm. First she became anxious and then she became obsessed; for Claudia had another secret. She was very aware that it was she who had pursued Jeff quite relentlessly until he had proposed marriage and her fear was that he did not truly love her. She might joke about his devotion and imply, by raised eyebrows and a teasing silence, that he was a tiger in bed but she lived in terror of one of those inquisitive, prying girls discovering the truth.


Despite the extreme frustration of having to sacrifice an exciting new opening in her own career as a dress designer, she’d been only too pleased to get away from them and into a new environment and, to her delight, Jeff had become more passionate since the move to Devon. She’d read – for by now she’d made quite a study of it – that men who were very preoccupied by their work were often too tired to perform satisfactorily in bed and she wondered if there had been rather too much pressure. He’d certainly been pushing his way up the ladder, always ready to take on more work, rising early, working late. Now, in this calmer, slower atmosphere he seemed to have shed some sort of mental load and Claudia felt full of hope.


He was still quite adamant, however, on the subject of children. He said he simply wasn’t ready to become a father and Claudia, who was not particularly maternal, was quite prepared to shelve the subject for the time being and enjoy the present state of affairs. Ever since she’d left college she’d worked at the design studio in Brighton but now she decided to take a little holiday. Even if she’d wanted to work there was precious little around. The West Country was in the grip of the recession and the Maynards were glad that, having sold their Sussex house at a good price, they were able to take full advantage of the depressed housing market and make quite a good profit to be tucked away.


They’d both been delighted when Jeff came home with the news that he’d been given the account of an estate on Dartmoor. As a newcomer it was quite a feather in his cap and they went out to the Elephant’s Nest, their favourite pub, to celebrate. He told her about the Hope-Latymers, the family who had been there for centuries in their Elizabethan manor house, parts of which dated back further to the thirteenth century. Claudia was fascinated and felt tremendously proud of him. He looked so handsome as he sat describing it all to her, flushed and excited with this new challenge, that she ceased to hear his words and saw only his mouth and his hands as they gesticulated. With a rare gesture, she reached out and captured one of those square, long-fingered hands and he stopped and smiled at her.


‘Am I going on too much?’


‘No. Oh, no.’ She shook her head. ‘It’s terribly exciting. It’s just . . . Oh!’ She gave a little shrug. ‘You know. I love you.’


She leaned forward to whisper it, so that the other diners should not hear and he, surprised by this unexpected show of emotion, squeezed her hand in return and gave it a little kiss before releasing it. She felt weak with love for him and longed for the moment that she would have him to herself but, when they got home and she’d arrayed herself in her most seductive nightdress, it was some time before he appeared.


‘Good,’ he said. ‘You’re all ready for bed. Go ahead and hop in. I’ve got some stuff I want to mug up on. Big day tomorrow! I’ll probably sleep in the spare room so as not to disturb you. ’Night.’


He’d dropped a kiss on her head and disappeared, leaving her to sit on at her dressing table fighting back hurt, humiliation and desire. She’d still been awake hours later when she’d heard him come upstairs and go into the spare bedroom but pride prevented her from calling out to him. He must never know that she needed him: it was too humiliating. She lay awake rationalising his indifference. This account was important to him and tomorrow – or rather, today – he was to meet William Hope-Latymer. Naturally he was worked up, nervous, tired. It was useless to expect too much and things were definitely better . . . Finally she fell asleep.


Now, some months later, Claudia arranged the dozen red roses in a vase and smiled at the little note. No, Jeff would never forget St Valentine’s Day. The smile faded a little. Sexually, things were no better. The passion of those early weeks in Devon had slackened until it was practically nonexistent and Claudia felt frightened. Her fears that Jeff didn’t truly love her began to take hold again and she found herself watching him. If he gave attention to a woman she felt jealous and miserable, however harmless it was, and she paid an unexpected visit to the office so that she could check up on all the girls who worked there. There weren’t many and one of them, Liz Whelan, had already become a friend. At least Claudia had nothing to fear from Liz. Since her divorce she seemed to have no time for men and Claudia was able to relax in her company. They occasionally lunched together and it was during one of these sessions that Liz introduced her to Abby Hope-Latymer. Claudia was impressed with Abby’s casual friendliness and was delighted when she joined them at their table. Liz had obviously known her for years and they chatted about their children – Liz had a daughter in her mid-teens – and their mutual friends. The names – Wivenhoe, Barrett-Thompson, Lampeter – meant nothing to Claudia who sat listening attentively and smiling at Abby whenever she glanced at her. She hoped that an invitation to coffee perhaps, or lunch, might come out of it but, when they parted, Abby merely raised a hand in farewell saying, ‘Tell your husband to keep up the good work,’ and drifted off.


Now, on this St Valentine’s Day morning, when Claudia entered the Bedford Hotel where she was meeting Liz for lunch, the first person she saw was Abby sitting with an elderly couple in the corner. Claudia smiled and waved her hand in greeting and had the humiliation of seeing Abby frown a little, nod rather coolly and continue with her conversation. Embarrassed, Claudia sat down and picked up the menu. Could it be possible that Abby hadn’t recognised her? A few minutes later, Liz arrived and received a much warmer reception from the table in the corner. Claudia wondered if, now that Abby must have put two and two together, she might make some friendly gesture but, when Liz finished chatting and came over to Claudia, Abby merely turned back to the elderly couple.


Claudia pretended indifference but inwardly she was upset. From what Liz had told her of these people, they sounded like a little group of friends that she would be very happy to join but, so far, apart from introducing her to Abby in the first place, Liz had made no effort to encourage it. She had imagined that Jeff would have been invited out to the Manor but apparently everything was done at the office and Claudia realised that if there were to be efforts made towards friendship she would have to make them herself.


‘Are they Abby’s parents?’ she asked casually.


‘No, no.’ Liz studied the menu. ‘The Halliwells are close friends of William’s father. Clemmie’s family has been on the moor for centuries, like William’s. She and Quentin moved into the family home when he retired shortly after her mother died. They used to play bridge with William’s father and General Mackworth. They’re godparents to Abby’s children and Quentin’s godfather to the General’s grandson, Cass Wivenhoe’s eldest boy, Oliver. He was the General’s aide during the war. Quentin, I mean. Everybody’s interrelated one way or another round here, you know. You have to be very careful what you say. What are you having? Let’s have a drink while we’re deciding.’


While Liz was ordering at the bar, Claudia studied the little group again. She was beginning to be obsessed by them and she was thinking of forcing the pace a little but Liz forestalled her.


‘Actually, I want to introduce you to a friend of mine,’ she said as she sat down again, passing Claudia a glass.


‘Really?’ Claudia’s heart beat fast. ‘Who is it?’


‘Her name’s Phyllida Makepeace. She’s a naval wife, on her own a lot. Her husband’s rather older than she is and he’s got a bit of a reputation. I think he’s another Tony and that she shouldn’t trust him an inch but she’s the trusting sort. I can’t help feeling sorry for her.’


‘Poor girl,’ said Claudia feeling pleasantly superior and wondering if this might be a way into the inner circle. ‘You must bring her over.’


‘I might do that. Or I might give her your number if that’s OK with you. I’m not one of her favourite people, mainly because her husband and I don’t hit it off.’


‘Fine.’ Claudia glanced into the corner. ‘Actually, I was wondering whether to give a little party now we’re settled in and I’ve got the house right.’


‘Sounds fun.’ Liz picked up the menu. ‘Do you know enough people yet for a party?’


‘Well.’ Claudia was a little nonplussed. ‘It wouldn’t be a very big party. Perhaps,’ she took her courage in both hands, ‘perhaps you could introduce me to a few people. Other than this Phyllida.’


Liz looked a little surprised. ‘I suppose so. I don’t know too many people myself. Now that I work full time again I don’t have much time for socialising. I suppose there are one or two in the office but you must have met them already.’


‘Oh, yes. Yes, I have. I was thinking more of . . . well . . .’ she hesitated. ‘Well, you must know a lot of naval people,’ she finished lamely.


‘Oh, I know them,’ said Liz bitterly, ‘but when the blow came I lost most of them to Tony. That’s what made me think that Phyllida might find a few civilian friends useful. Just in case.’


‘Yes, I see.’ Claudia was unwilling to be distracted by the problems of the unknown Phyllida who seemed, after all, not to be a member of the magic circle. She threw caution to the wind. ‘Perhaps Abby and William might like to come. I know William and Jeff have met at the office. And I’ve met Abby.’


Liz looked instinctively at the group in the corner and back at Claudia with a half-embarrassed, half-pitying expression on her face.


‘I think it’s unlikely,’ she said bluntly. ‘It’s a bit of a closed shop, to tell you the truth.’


Claudia felt as though she’d been snubbed.


‘Jeff said that William was charming to him,’ she said defensively.


‘I’m sure he was.’ Liz pushed her glass aside. ‘William’s manners are impeccable but you’ll just have to take my word for it. We’re the Hope-Latymer’s accountants and you’ll find that that’s as far as it goes.’


Claudia remembered Abby’s frown and cool nod and she felt humiliated but she was determined not to let it show.


‘I thought that sort of snobbery went out with the ark,’ she said lightly.


‘Did you?’ Liz looked at her sharply. ‘Maybe it has upcountry but I can assure you that down here the class barriers are where they’ve always been.’


‘But you’re friends with them and you’re an accountant.’ Claudia couldn’t let it go.


‘But I wasn’t always.’ Liz’s voice was clipped now and Claudia could almost see those barriers rising between them. ‘I was an admiral’s daughter and then a naval wife. It was only after the divorce that I finished my accountancy exams. There’s a difference.’


‘And what makes you think that I’m not an admiral’s daughter,’ said Claudia in a light-hearted attempt to reinstate the previous status quo.


Liz stared at Claudia, realising that her attempt to deflect her hadn’t worked but for once her usual forthrightness, which had become so much part of her character since the divorce, deserted her. She shook her head.


‘Let’s leave it, Claudia,’ she said. ‘After all, what does it matter? Abby Hope-Latymer and her cronies aren’t the only people in this area. They just happen to have been here the longest and so it’s a difficult ring to break into. The old farming communities are just the same. Don’t rush things, that’s all, and perhaps it will happen in its own time. Let’s order, shall we?’


When she made her way to the bar Claudia watched her, feeling resentful and disappointed, rather like a child who’d been put in its place by an impatient adult. As Abby and the elderly couple got up to go Claudia tilted her chin and stared blindly at Liz’s back, determined not to look at them. When Abby, having stopped for a quick chat to Liz, waggled her fingers at her on the way out, however, Claudia found herself beaming back and was aware of a quite disproportionate sense of pleasure.




Chapter Four


The snow came in early March. The high peaks of the moor were etched white and clear against clouds dark and heavy with more snow and Quentin shivered as he came into the kitchen, having taken his morning walk down as far as the bridge. Even Punch had refused to accompany him, taking one look outside before returning to his warm bed by the Esse.


‘Definitely more to come,’ Quentin announced, hanging his coat behind the door and kicking off his boots. ‘Good job we stocked up.’


‘The postman’s got through,’ said Clemmie. She waved a letter at him and went to make him some coffee. ‘We’ve been invited to lunch.’


‘Gracious.’ Quentin took the letter and leaned against the Esse. ‘Whoever . . .? Oh, it’s Cass, bless her. Just to have a few friends round for lunch to celebrate Oliver’s birthday.’ He turned the card. ‘Can they really want old crumblies like us?’


‘Well, I wondered that, too,’ admitted Clemmie, pushing a mug of hot coffee into his cold hands. ‘And I thought . . . Well, they don’t have to ask us. But, after all, you are his godfather so I decided that they really did want us and that it would be fun.’


‘Good.’ He smiled at her, remembering a time when she’d hated and feared social functions and feeling the old familiar twinge of guilt that accompanied those memories. ‘We’ll go then.’


‘It’ll be lovely to see them all.’ Clemmie took the sheet of paper from him and glanced at it again. ‘Oliver’s twenty-three.’ She shook her head. ‘It doesn’t seem possible. Where have the years gone, Quentin?’


He looked at her sadly, wondering if any person ever came to the end of his or her life totally content with the sum of the years.


‘Wherever they’ve gone, they’ve gone too fast,’ he said and then put melancholy away with an effort. ‘Well, this gives us something to look forward to, doesn’t it? Let’s hope the weather’s better by then.’


‘Oh, bound to be. It’s just after Easter, more than four weeks away. This won’t last long, you’ll see.’


‘Well, it’s another afternoon by the fire for us.’ Quentin was warm enough now to leave the Esse’s heat and find his shoes. ‘Got plenty to read? I’m going to get my journal up to date.’


‘Could you stock up the log basket?’ She smiled at him, and as he turned away to do as she asked she was visited with a sense of sadness. She’d noticed his melancholy and knew the cause. If only that faint but remaining shadow could be dispersed before either of them should die.


Claudia was quite determined to give her party. She generally got her own way by using the simple expedient of deciding what she wanted and sticking to it. Protests and obstacles alike were simply pushed to one side or quietly steamrollered. It wasn’t that she was insensitive to the needs or requirements of others but she assumed that people thought and reacted exactly as she did and ignored any manifestation of behaviour to the contrary. Meanwhile, she wanted a party and she wanted Abby and William at it. Here she had an enormous stroke of luck. She’d gone to meet Jeff from the office one lunch time and, since Liz had come out with him, the three of them walked along together, practically bumping into Abby as she emerged from Crebers, the delicatessen in Brook Street. Naturally Liz stopped and, as soon as she’d finished introducing Jeff to Abby, Claudia had plunged into an enthusiastic account of her longing to see the Manor. It sounded so beautiful, she’d said wistfully – whilst Liz bit her lip in anger and Jeff looked embarrassed – was it ever open to the public?


Abby, caught between her friendship with Liz and the necessity to be polite to William’s accountant, smiled briefly and said no, certainly not, but if she was that desperate to see it, she must come for coffee one day with Liz.


Claudia was delighted, ignoring the tepid nature of the invitation, and continued to press Liz until she gave in at last and took her to coffee at the Manor. Abby and Liz between them had arranged it for a day when Abby had a lunch engagement and it was all kept as short as possible. Claudia was a tiny bit disappointed that none of the other friends, of whom she’d heard so much, was present and she was slightly put out at the speed with which she was dispatched but she accepted it when Liz explained how busy Abby was. She managed to introduce her visit into the conversation whenever she saw anyone she knew, elaborating and embroidering until she almost believed her exaggerations herself, the pretence of belonging increasing her confidence.


By this time she’d met Phyllida whom Liz had introduced in the hope that it might deflect Claudia’s interest in Abby. To begin with, Claudia felt a slight sense of resentment and behaved rather patronisingly towards Phyllida once she discovered she wasn’t on intimate terms with any of the inner circle. She was annoyed that there were no further introductions to Liz’s special friends and was inclined to look upon Phyllida as someone who was being forced upon her to keep her quiet. Moreover, since she was still anxious that no one should suspect that her marriage wasn’t wonderfully happy, she couldn’t resist bragging about Jeff’s virtues, feeling comfortingly superior in the light of Liz’s disclosures about Alistair. It didn’t take Phyllida too long to see through Claudia’s show of pomposity and she decided that the best way to handle it was to remain unmoved and hope that Claudia would eventually be able to relax. She discovered that, behind the prickly exterior, there was a genuinely kind person and, after a few meetings, things became a little easier.


Meanwhile, Claudia found Phyllida’s simplistic approach to life both soothing and flattering. She wholeheartedly admired the charming Georgian house, complimented Claudia on her beauty and elegance and told her how gorgeous she thought Jeff was without making the least attempt to flirt with him. She was impressed by stories of Claudia’s experiences in the designer world and, though she sympathised at her career being disrupted by the move to the west, she didn’t question it. Phyllida was used to living with a man whose job had to be put first and she accepted that Claudia felt the same about Jeff.


Claudia, who’d been busy justifying her decision to put Jeff’s career before her own, felt enormously relieved but immediately became anxious to defend her position regarding children. She didn’t want Phyllida to suspect that she was not maternal but she didn’t quite know how to explain Jeff’s absolute veto without it sounding unnatural. It was still necessary to present the perfect image.


‘I just don’t feel Jeff’s ready for fatherhood,’ she said, watching Lucy having her bath one evening. She’d come for tea and stayed longer than she intended, knowing that Jeff was going to be late home. ‘He works so hard and carries so much responsibility.’


‘There’s plenty of time, isn’t there?’ asked Phyllida easily. ‘After all, Alistair was thirty-one when we had Lucy. He’s much more patient with her than a lot of the young fathers I know are with their offspring.’


She swung Lucy out of the bath and into the large towel across her lap. Claudia looked at them both – they were ridiculously alike with their short tousled brown hair and wide grey eyes – and experienced an unusual feeling of peace. Phyllida wouldn’t require her to take part in the bedtime scene, accepting without question that Claudia, who was not yet able to forget herself sufficiently to romp or read stories, would be happier having a drink downstairs until she reappeared.


‘Go and pour yourself a drink,’ she said, as if on cue. ‘I’ll be down in a sec. Don’t dash off yet.’


Downstairs in the comfortable, untidy sitting room, Claudia wandered, a glass of wine in her hand, peering at silver-framed photographs, picking up books and toys. Despite the untidiness and the shabby furniture and hangings that were rented with the house, she felt relaxed here and wondered why. She almost wished that she could be as indifferent to her own appearance as Phyllida was; content to dress in comfortable old clothes and live in a muddle. Although she made no attempt to pry into Claudia’s private life, Phyllida had made it clear that she and Alistair were very happy and Claudia suspected that it was this security that gave Phyllida the confidence to live as she pleased, unworried by other people’s opinion. She was still brooding when Phyllida appeared looking harassed and ready for a drink.
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