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One


The bell rang and the art room exploded into its customary end-of-lesson noise. Paintings were stacked against the walls to dry; brushes put away in the cupboards; easels stacked, paint water thrown down the sink. Girls and boys jostled one another, laughing, chattering in subdued voices. Soon they would be making considerably more noise as they left the big new Comprehensive school building and crowded on to buses or rode their bikes or walked home. For the moment, they were still reasonably controlled.


Sandra White surveyed the groups of departing children with a mixture of relief and affection. It was good to know that another weekend had arrived and there would be freedom for her, too, until Monday morning. Yet she loved her work and as art mistress to the senior pupils, she was in a privileged place. Art was only compulsory in the primary classes. These fourteen, fifteen, sixteen-year olds were voluntarily taking O’ levels and were therefore enthusiastic and very little trouble to manage, despite the fact that she was only five years older than some of her students.


The studio emptied rapidly. Soon only one child was left—a thin, dark-eyed, rather attractive girl called Julia Forbes. For a moment Sandra could not remember if the child was fourteen or fifteen. She was a promising artist and her drawings and paintings were imaginative and sensitive.


The girl approached the dais where Sandra was standing with slow uncertain steps. She liked the young art teacher and to a certain extent, tried to emulate her cool poised manner, her soft attractive voice; even the short and wavy cut of her chestnut brown hair, and the way she made up her eyes. But this Friday afternoon, miserable, frightened and desperate, Julia’s manner was far from poised. She was on the verge of tears as she whispered:


“Can I speak to you, please, Miss White?” Sandra’s blue eyes looked briefly into Julia’s brown ones. She saw at once that the girl was about to cry.


‘Of course, Julia!’ she said gently, stepping down off the platform and putting an arm round the girl’s shoulders. ‘What’s the trouble?’


‘Oh, Miss White …!’ The tears came now—deep convulsive childish sobs. Sandra let her cry for a moment and then said:


‘Come along now, Julia. Nothing can be as bad as all that. Whatever is wrong, I’m sure we can put it right. What is wrong?’


It was not unusual in a huge Comprehensive school such as this one which served Ashwyck and the surrounding villages, for an occasional teenage girl to become pregnant. When Sandra had come to the school a year ago, the headmistress had warned her to expect such events from time to time and, of course, to report such matters to her. Though she was not shocked, therefore, to learn that a mere fifteen-year-old could be in this kind of trouble, Sandra was astonished that it should be young Julia Forbes. The girl was serious, intelligent and, she would have judged, anything but promiscuous. The only child of parents somewhat older than most, Julia had always seemed to take school, her work, her O’ levels and life generally very seriously.


As Julia sobbed, Sandra tried to search her memory for her mental card index on her pupils. As far as she could recall, Julia had a steady relationship with that tall, thin scholarly boy in the upper sixth—Tony Dodd.


‘Julia, is it Tony?’ she asked carefully.


Julia broke into a fresh storm of weeping. Gradually, Sandra elicited the facts. Although Julia and the boy imagined themselves in love, nothing ‘wrong’ had ever taken place. Tony wasn’t like that—he respected her; understood her wish to stay a virgin. No, it wouldn’t be so awful if it had been Tony …


Sandra was shocked now by the pathetic little story which followed. It seemed that Julia and Tony had gone to a rock concert to listen to a new band which went by the name of The Handle. One of the band was an eighteen-year-old boy called Mike Shaw—the lead guitarist. Somehow—Sandra wasn’t quite able to ascertain how—the boy had noticed Julia and asked her to join him in the interval for a drink. Tony Dodd had gone home in a huff because Julia, not unnaturally flattered to be noticed by the Shaw boy, had accepted his invitation. There was, therefore, no Tony to take Julia home at the end of the dance. Mike, who had a car, offered to drive her home. On the way he had stopped on the Common and despite Julia’s protests, had dragged her into a clump of bushes. Julia had been terrified but instead of screaming, had tried to talk the boy into leaving her alone. She had fought against him but he paid no attention to her tearful resistance and it was over in a few minutes.


All this had happened six weeks ago. Julia had tried to forget all about it. The band left Ashwyck next day and she never expected to see the boy again. She hadn’t told anyone—least of all Tony or her parents—what had happened. Now she had to speak of it because she suspected she was pregnant. She knew she could trust Sandra—could Sandra please help.


Sandra did what she could to comfort and reassure the child. She was appalled. From Julia’s account—and she did not doubt the girl’s word—it was a clear case of rape, though whether this could be proved she very much doubted. Obviously there were no witnesses and the boy, Mike Shaw, could easily deny Julia’s story or say she had been a willing participant.


She, Sandra, would have to report the whole story to Mrs. Sinclair, the headmistress. Meanwhile she suggested to Julia that she somehow found the courage to tell her parents. They would have to know.


‘I can’t, Miss, I can’t! You don’t know my dad. He’d kill me. Mum, too. You see, I’m all they’ve got. They’ve been counting on me doing well at school and getting to university. They want me to be a teacher. The disgrace would kill them …’


Sandra sighed. Vaguely she recalled the girl’s parents. Mr Forbes had a large newspaper and sweet shop in the village. Mrs Forbes helped him run it. They were enormously ambitious for their daughter and obviously idolised her. Sandra knew from other members of the staff that there was a certain amount of pressure put on the girl by her father; too much pressure. The girl was nervy and if anything, over-studious.


She sent Julia home, telling her she would think about her problem overnight. Julia could come to her flat next morning for coffee and maybe by then Sandra would have worked something out.


As Sandra walked home the problem of Julia was very much on her mind. Perhaps, she told herself, Rudge would be able to make some helpful suggestions. She was meeting him at six o’clock.


Bob Rudgely was a reporter on the local paper, the Stanfield Observer. He’d only come to Ashwyck six months ago and was living at the Waterman’s Arms, the old Tudor pub in the village. Since meeting him whilst out walking on the golf course soon after his arrival at Ashwyck, Sandra and he had become constant companions.


Rudge was twenty-seven. He was a large, rather untidy young man with fair hair and grey-green eyes which were nearly always full of laughter. He had enormous charm and Sandra, who began by liking him, had now reached the point where she was three parts in love with him. Rudge seemed to be of the same mind about her. Their friendship was ripening into something deeper and more romantic but slowly, pleasantly and without the usual violent repercussions of love-at-first-sight.


Thinking about it, as she so often found herself doing nowadays, Sandra felt that this was the right way—the best way, to fall in love. She felt confident that Rudge would, when he finally made up his mind to settle down, ask her to marry him; knew that she would probably say yes. But for the moment, he wasn’t completely sure he wanted to stay on the Stanfield Observer, or in Ashwyck, for the rest of his life. He’d set his sights on becoming a reporter for a national newspaper and yet he didn’t want to have to live and work in a big city! He was essentially a country lover. He enjoyed all outdoor sports; loved golf, swimming and was a dedicated fisherman. At Ashwyck, he could do all these things. A sizeable river ran eastward through the village, the upper part of which was reserved for fishing. At the west end of the village, where the river widened, it formed a natural swimming pool. He often took Sandra there on warm days.


The golf course was only nine holes but a pretty course and not too crowded. Rudge had become a member and had initiated Sandra into the game. She was now having lessons every week with Bill Wells, the Australian golf pro and had become almost as keen on the game as Rudge himself. Rudge teased her a lot, telling her she had only really become interested since he had introduced her to Bill.


Sandra had smiled, not at all displeased because Rudge was a little jealous of the tall, blond, Australian who, she was well aware, was more than casually interested in her.


Rudge was waiting for her in the lounge of the Waterman’s Arms, a half-finished beer on the table in front of him. He got to his feet and fetched her a shandy without asking her if she wanted it. He was obviously wound up and eager to impart some news to her. She decided to let him talk himself out first before she asked his advice about poor little Julia.


‘Couldn’t wait for you to get here, Sandie!’ he burst out as soon as they were both settled at the table. His grey eyes were bright with excitement. ‘I’m on to something very mysterious—at least, I think I am!’


For some weeks past he had been working on a series of articles entitled Local Beauty Spots. At weekends, Sandra had accompanied him and together they had discovered all sorts of interesting and historical facts about Ashwyck and the surrounding countryside. Rudge wrote easily and simply and his articles were seemingly well received, for his editor, having asked originally for six, decided to let Rudge go ahead and do a further half-dozen.


On the previous Wednesday, Rudge and Sandra had spent a fascinating evening in the local graveyard. Rudge had wanted to find out which was the oldest grave. The church itself dated back to Norman times and he had felt sure there must be amongst the crumbled slanting gravestones, some interesting historical record of the past. Instead, they had discovered a fairly recent grave of an unknown man.


As the sexton was not about, Rudge said he would return another day to enquire about it. He’d been too busy on Thursday, he told Sandra, but today he’d managed to go back to the churchyard. The sexton had told him that the man’s body had been found in Baker’s Pool, part of the river where trout abounded. Foul play had been suspected but never proved and despite extensive enquiries, the body was never identified.


Sandra looked at Rudge’s excited face, her own puzzled.


‘I can’t see what you can make of a story like that,’ she said, as Rudge paused to draw breath and finish his beer. ‘It must have been written up at the time. Who would be interested now, three years later?’


‘But that’s just it!’ Rudge said, leaning forward and covering Sandra’s hand with his own. ‘After I’d heard all this from the sexton, I went back to the office to look up the old records—just out of curiosity—and, Sandie, there wasn’t a single solitary item on the files.’


‘But there must have been!’ Sandra said. ‘The papers at that time were bound to have reported the finding of the body—the inquest—even if they didn’t make a splash of the story.’


‘The records are incomplete!’ Rudge said triumphantly. ‘I went through them all, and there are gaps at the relevant times. Someone has removed copies from the files!’


He looked at Sandra’s startled face and grinned.


‘I told you I was on to something. I distinctly smell a rat, Sandie, and I can’t wait to tackle Newman on Monday. Unfortunately, he’s gone away this weekend so I can’t see him till then.’


Frank Newman was the editor of the Stanfield Observer—a grey-haired portly man of about sixty whom Sandra knew by sight and saw occasionally at the Golf Club. He was usually with his brother, Gerald Newman, the local M.P. and his wife Cilla. Sandra avoided them, not so much because she disliked the two men but because Cilla was the hard, brittle loud-voiced type of woman she had no time for. She was always very smart, dressed in the latest fashions, and in her way, attractive. Sandra guessed she was nearer forty than thirty but it was hard to judge her age accurately. The very blonde hair was obviously dyed, the small pointed face never without carefully applied make-up. Whenever she was in the club, her shrill county-accented voice was raised above everyone else’s.


As their M.P.’s wife, and because she obviously had money and lived in the Manor House, most people in Ashwyck treated Cilla Newman as well as her husband with a certain deference. Cilla Newman obviously expected it. On one occasion she had created a scene in the pro’s room because she had wanted to change the time of her lesson to Sandra’s and Sandra had refused, not so much from any desire to be difficult, but because, as a teacher, she had very little spare time compared with Cilla Newman. From that moment on, the older woman had cut Sandra whenever they saw one another. Not that Sandie minded particularly. Her own life did not in any way cross the Newmans though she did realise that if and when she and Rudge were married, Frank Newman, as Rudge’s employer, would play a certain part in their affairs. It could be possible that she would then come up against Cilla Newman socially … but that was way ahead in the future and certainly did not bother Sandra now.


What was of far greater interest to her was Cilla Newman’s obvious interest in Bill Wells. Sandie often saw them drinking together in the club house. Bill was a nice, simple type of fellow, thirtyish, very Australian, good-looking, easy-going. Sandra herself liked him a great deal and knew he liked her, too. She’d twice gone out with him—once to a golf club dance and once to a New Year’s Eve party but since then, on any occasion he had suggested she accompany him, she was already committed to going with Rudge. At these functions, she had been unable to avoid noticing that Bill was spending his time dancing with Cilla Newman. Even Rudge had noticed and remarked to Sandie:


‘Cilla Newman had best watch her step or the village will start gossiping. She’s obviously keen on Bill and when she’s had a few brandies, she doesn’t trouble to hide her feelings! I wonder that husband of hers doesn’t complain.’


But Gerald did not appear to object to his wife’s flirtation with the golf pro. Nevertheless, Sandra agreed with Rudge that as wife of their M.P., Cilla should be more discreet. The election was coming up soon and it would not do Gerald Newman any good to have the slightest breath of scandal associated with his name.


Sandra brought her thoughts back to the man opposite her. When Rudge was excited, carried away by an idea as he was at this moment, there was something very appealing about him. She could understand why he made a good journalist. He was always curious about people; about life. When he had first arrived in Ashwyck, he had complained to her that the place was too quiet, too uneventful for his taste. He did not plan to stay for long. He thought he might soon become bored with the sleepy little village. But gradually, he had become absorbed in the place. On the surface, he told Sandra, Ashwyck might appear to be half asleep but he was beginning to discover a lot went on below. Life wasn’t so different here than anywhere else. And beautiful though the village was, it was by no means as dormant as he had first thought. Human beings were human, even if they did live in beautiful surroundings, he told her. Though the major part of the village retained its antiquity and old-world charm, it was rapidly becoming modernised, what with the big new Comprehensive school, the disco for teenagers, the supermarket at which only last week, two respectable housewives had been caught shop-lifting!


Sandra, remembering now that Rudge’s instincts were first and foremost those of a reporter, decided to extract a promise from him not to use as news anything she told him about poor little Julia Forbes. Though the child herself was of little interest to a paper, Mike Shaw certainly would be. The Handle was already making the charts. If Julia’s story was true, and Sandra did not doubt it, the affair could make national, and not just local, headlines.


When Rudge, reluctantly, had given his promise, Sandra related the pathetic little story.


‘Julia is frightened to death of her parents,’ she ended ‘But obviously they will have to know. And, of course, I shall have to tell Mrs Sinclair. But what is worrying me, Rudge, is the child herself. She isn’t promiscuous. She’s rather shy and sweet and serious—timid, I suppose you’d describe her. She’s just not the type to be able to face up to the kind of ordeal that lies ahead. I know she isn’t really my worry but she came to me and I do want to help if I can. But how?’


Rudge sighed.


‘I can see why you swore me to secrecy. What a story! I interviewed that group when they were here. I remember Shaw—a rather nasty bit of work, I thought. You know, I can’t see how this can be kept quiet. The girl’s a minor. Shaw could do time if rape were proved.’


‘Well, I don’t see how anyone can prove anything!’ Sandra said sensibly. ‘It would be her word against his. Shaw could say she acquiesced. I’m not even sure Julia’s parents would take her word for her innocence.’


‘I can’t say I’d vouch for that father of hers,’ Rudge said thoughtfully. ‘He’s another nasty bit of work. He’s a self-opinionated, blustering, pretentious chap … means to get on in the world. He was the one who made all the fuss about the supermarket opening, remember? He’d see any situation in the light of how it would affect trade. He could well be the type to want to go to court from sheer vindictiveness. Frankly, I don’t think much of the girl’s chances of keeping this quiet once the story breaks.’


‘Rudge, we mustn’t let it break. You don’t know Julia as I do. And there’s the other boy, Tony Dodd. It may sound silly to you when they are so young but I believe they are genuinely deeply attached to each other. What would a thing like that do to them?’


‘It’s a pity they are so young!’ Rudge said. ‘Otherwise Dodd might have married her and given the kid his name, but of course that’s out of the question. They’re only a couple of kids themselves.’


‘I believe the truth is always the best policy—as a rule,’ Sandra mused. ‘But I’m not so sure in this case. Perhaps if Julia could leave Mike Shaw’s name out of this, there’d be a better chance of the whole thing being handled quietly. The baby could be adopted and Julia return to school when it’s all over and go on with her studies.’


Rudge shrugged his shoulders.


‘I don’t know the girl. Do you think she’s capable of withholding Shaw’s name? Everyone will put pressure on her to tell them who the father is. Personally I think it would take quite a strong character to stand up to Forbes once he made up his mind to get the facts. I suppose he does have to be told? What about the mother?’


‘I have an idea she’s entirely dominated by her husband,’ Sandra said. ‘If he said “turn Julia out”, I think she would do so rather than face up to the man. I had the impression she was frightened of him—Julia, too.’


‘Poor kid!’ Rudge said softly. ‘What a life! Maybe the headmistress will think up a solution. Blowed if I can! Maybe something will gestate during dinner. What about it, Sandie? Hungry?’


She wasn’t particularly hungry but she knew that Rudge had a healthy appetite. They went in to dinner. Mrs Haycock, the licensee’s wife, was a good cook and usually provided them with a tasty meal.


When they had finished the excellent steak and kidney pudding, Rudge suggested to Sandra that they took a run out in his car. The June air was soft and sweet-smelling and as Rudge pointed out, it would be lovely up on the golf course with its beautiful view over Stanfield Woods and the river running softly by in the moonlight.


Sandra forgot Julia for the moment, pushing the unpleasant thought of the child’s problems to the back of her mind. It was, as Rudge had pointed out, a gorgeous evening. Rudge was holding her hand and she was no longer Miss White, senior art mistress! She was twenty-one and as susceptible as any other girl to the thought of a drive in the moonlight with an attractive young man.


As Rudge had promised, it was indeed beautiful up on the deserted golf course. Rudge found a quiet place to park the car and took Sandie in his arms. With one hand he pushed the soft chestnut hair away from her small heart-shaped face. He looked down into her wide blue eyes and sighed.


‘You are almost too much of a temptation to me, Sandra White,’ he said. ‘I find this attractive little face of yours invading my dreams. I’m losing sleep, my girl, because of you. If this goes on, I’m going to be forced to ask you to marry me.’


‘Nobody’s forcing you, Rudge!’ Sandra whispered laughing.


He stopped her laughter with a long, deep kiss which left them both trembling.


‘I’m in love with you!’ Rudge said. ‘I suppose that’s hardly a surprise to you. You always seem to know exactly what I’m feeling.’


‘You’ve never actually said you loved me before,’ Sandra said, snuggling contentedly in the circle of his warm, strong arms. ‘Say it again.’


‘No, I won’t!’ Rudge said and then, sighing: ‘Yes, I will. I love you, Sandie. It’s a confounded nuisance. I didn’t want to fall in love with anyone just now. I wanted to be able to concentrate on my career—really get down to some hard work. You distract me, woman, do you know that? Half the time when I should be thinking about what I’m writing, I’m thinking of you, of this …’ he kissed her again … ‘and this … and this …’


‘I think of you, too,’ Sandra murmured. ‘In art class! I even drew your face the other day when I was day dreaming.’


Rudge grinned down at her.


‘Say you love me, darling. You do, don’t you?’ he added, suddenly uncertain of her. ‘I’ve sometimes asked myself if you weren’t rather keen on old Bill. Answer me, Sandie!’


‘I will, if you give me a chance!’ Sandra laughed, detaching herself from his embrace. ‘Now, let me consider old Bill, as you call him. I think old Bill is quite attractive. I like his eyes. He has a nice mouth, too, and …’


‘Stop it, Sandie. Say “I love you, Bob Rudgely—you and only you!”’


‘I think I do love you,’ Sandra said, suddenly serious. ‘I’ve thought so for some time. But I’m not completely sure, Rudge. How can anyone be completely sure? I worry about it sometimes. In books people always know they are in love without any shadow of a doubt.’


Rudge put his arms round her and drew her close against him.


‘I think everyone has “shadows of doubts” sometimes,’ he said thoughtfully. ‘That is, if they are capable of reasoning at all. Love can mean so many things, can’t it? And who can be sure that tomorrow and tomorrow and tomorrow one will still react to a person in the same way? We, each of us, is growing and changing a little every day, with every experience. And if we change, the other person must be changing, too. Two people who loved each other quite sincerely might suddenly discover they had grown apart.’


Sandie sighed.


‘That puts in words exactly how I feel!’ she said. ‘It’s one of the things I love about you, Rudge—that you seem to feel the same way I do about most things. But if you agree love is a doubtful certainty, how can you be sure you love me?”


‘Darling, because I think we are growing closer together, not further apart, each day we know each other better. I’ve changed this last six months and I think you have, too, but it seems to me we’ve been finding more and more, not less and less, in common. Six months ago I’d have laughed if anyone had told me, the confirmed bachelor, that I’d be thinking about getting married. Now it doesn’t seem in the least strange or funny. I think I’d like being married to you, Sandie. I want you near me all the time. I need you to talk to. I need your companionship. I need you in other ways, too.’


‘Yes!’ Sandie agreed breathlessly.


Their physical need of one another was never very far beneath the surface. Lying on the edge of the river in the hot sun, she would find herself wanting to touch the smooth firm skin of Rudge’s shoulder or run her fingers through his glistening wet hair; to feel his strong hands on her own body where it lay not quite touching his. Her physical awareness of him was sometimes so intense that she would catch her breath and feel her heart pounding suffocatingly with her need to be near him.


He had never tried to hide his desire for her. After the first few times he had kissed her, he had said, half teasing but with an underlying seriousness:


‘You’ll have to watch your step with me, Sandie. I have a passionate nature. Give me half a chance and I’ll make love to you, my girl!’


They had both laughed and the moment passed but there were others when, as now, they were quite alone and their kissing had become more and more desperate. Then Rudge had said:


‘Don’t say “no” unless you really mean it, darling. When you do, I’ll stop whatever I’m doing because I’ll know that’s as far as you want to go. It’s up to you.”


But it wasn’t always so easy for Sandie to say ‘stop’. There were times when she had nearly given way and times when she had thought she was silly not to give way. But now that Rudge had spoken at last of marriage, she wasn’t sorry. As a school teacher she couldn’t afford to have even a breath of gossip attaching to her—and hiding anything in this village would be quite impossible, least of all an affair. She could almost smile at the thought of the gossip there would be if Rudge was seen leaving her flat in the early hours of the morning.


‘I’ll get you a ring, darling!’ Rudge was saying, his lips against her mouth. ‘Then that blasted golf pro will know just whose girl you really are. I love you, Sandie. I love you!’


‘I love you, too!’ she said, and for the moment, there was not even the shadow of a doubt.




Two


Gerald Newman looked across the breakfast table at his wife with a mixture of fear and dislike. He found it hard to remember that once he had been madly in love with her; that the summit of happiness lay in the thought that he was married to one of the most attractive and popular girls in his set.


How long had it taken for him to wake up to the fact that Cilla had married him for his money? How long before he had discovered she was having affairs with other men? He couldn’t remember. They had been married now for nearly twenty years and he’d lost count of her lovers. He suspected that Bill Wells, the golf pro, was the new one. He could always tell when Cilla was making a play for some man—she hadn’t even the decency to try to hide the facts from him. These last few years, since she’d been drinking more heavily, she had become increasingly indiscreet. He must talk to her about it—yet he feared the bitter lash of her tongue. She despised him and took no trouble to hide that, either.


They should have been divorced. Gerald knew it as surely as he knew he never could divorce her. Apart from their other troubles which he could not bring himself to think about, there was his position as M.P. always to be weighed in the balance against freedom. Divorce, however commonplace these days, was never a matter for congratulations. The electors preferred happily married, family men with no skeletons in the cupboard. So did the Party. No, he and Cilla were irrevocably tied together and he had to make the best of it.


‘I’d like a word with you, Cilla!’ he said over the top of his Times, behind which he had been hiding.


Cilla Newman glanced up at her husband with her customary expression of boredom. Only her eyes, of such a dark brown as to be almost black, glittered, alive, restless in her thin, sallow face. She did not trouble to make up for her husband and the ravages of twenty years dissolute living showed all too clearly to anyone who cared to study her. Those who saw her ‘public’ face, would have had difficulty in recognising her now. She wore a blue candlewick dressing gown and feathered mules; her greying hair, dyed a bright blonde, was tied up in a chiffon turban.


‘Well, what’s wrong now?’ she asked. Her eyes took a quick downward glance at the pile of letters by Gerald’s plate. He had not yet opened them so he wasn’t about to complain about the bills she had run up. There was one particularly large account due in from a London dress shop which she knew would cause a row. She didn’t really care. There was nothing much Gerald could do about her bills—other than pay them, she thought scornfully.


She looked at her husband’s bald head with loathing. His face, florid and puffy, was far too fat. He should diet but he wouldn’t. He was what Cilla understood to be a compulsive eater—turning to food whenever he was upset. These last few years, since he was living on his nerves, he was seldom not eating. He’d put on at least two stones and what few good looks he had once had were lost now beneath a mound of excess fat. His pale blue eyes were set in heavy pouches and he looked a good deal older than his forty-five years.
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