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  PART ONE




  





  Chapter 1




  Spring 1945




  Mrs Megalith stared down at the body and sighed heavily. What an unsavoury sight first thing in the morning. It was rigid and cold and looked like something one of her

  grandchildren might have made at school out of papier-mâché, except this wasn’t a silly prank. She clicked her tongue at the inconvenience and struggled into her dressing gown.

  Grabbing her stick, she proceeded to prod the corpse. It was little more than a decaying carcass of flesh and bones and fur, rather mangy fur at that. She looked at death and thought how

  unattractive the body was, even the body of a cat, once the spirit had departed. She felt little, just annoyance. She had so many cats she had lost count. They kept on appearing, though, in spite

  of the fact that she gave them little attention and certainly knew none of them by name. From where they came and why she hadn’t a clue, but they were drawn to her by a mysterious force. As

  Mrs Megalith was a gifted clairvoyant, this was commendable indeed.




  She picked up the cat, wondering why it had chosen to die in her bedroom of all places, and limped down the corridor towards the staircase. It was an omen, a bad omen, of that she had no doubt.

  She found Max in the kitchen making himself a cup of Ovaltine.




  ‘Dear boy, what on earth are you doing up at this hour?’ It was six in the morning and Max rarely emerged before eight-thirty.




  ‘There was a dead cat in my bedroom,’ he replied casually. He still spoke with a Viennese accent and if it hadn’t been for the Jewish blood that careered through his veins

  Hitler would have considered him the epitome of Aryan man: thick blond hair, sodalite blue eyes, a noble though sensitive expression on a wide, intelligent face. In spite of his nonchalant air, he

  was a pensive young man whose heart was far more complex than anyone would have imagined, with dark corners and deep crevices where shadows lingered. He showed little of the emotions that simmered

  there, for his father wouldn’t have wanted him to bare his fear or pain; he would have wanted him to be strong for his sister, Ruth. Max owed him that.




  He chuckled at the sight of Mrs Megalith dangling the dead cat from her fingertips. He was used to the cats and considered them part of the furniture. When he had first arrived at Elvestree

  House in 1938 as a ten-year-old refugee he had been quite afraid of the solitary creatures that inhabited the place and watched him suspiciously from every windowsill and tabletop, but Mrs Megalith

  had given him and Ruth a kitten as a present. Although he hadn’t known that he would never see his parents again, he missed the familiar smell of home. The kitten had given him comfort.




  ‘You too? Oh dear.’ Mrs Megalith shook her head. ‘One dead cat is bad enough but two is very worrying indeed. It does not bode well. But what are they trying to tell me?

  We’ve won the war for God’s sake.’ She narrowed her eyes, the same milky grey as the moonstone that always nestled on the ledge of her large bosom, and clicked her tongue. Max

  took the dead cat from her and placed it outside the back door with the other one. When he returned she was sitting in the armchair beside the Aga.




  ‘You are always reading meaning into everything, Primrose,’ he said. ‘Surely it is nothing but a coincidence that two cats die on the same night. Perhaps they ate rat

  poison.’




  Mrs Megalith pursed her lips. ‘Absolutely not. The omen is as clear as quartz.’




  ‘The war is over,’ said Max. ‘Hitler isn’t coming back.’




  ‘Thank the Lord! And I’ve already had one near miss so it can’t be me!’ she said, recalling a night during the Blitz when she had stayed with her sister in London. A cat

  had died then too. But Mrs Megalith was irrepressible; a limp and a grudge but more alive than ever. ‘No, the omen has nothing to do with the war. It’s much closer to home,’ she

  continued, rubbing her chin thoughtfully.




  ‘George comes home today from France,’ said Max, thinking of Rita and hoping the bad omen didn’t have anything to do with her. George was another matter entirely.




  ‘By God, you’re right!’ Mrs Megalith exclaimed. ‘Old age is a humiliating thing. I once had a good memory. Now it’s no better than anyone else’s.’ She

  huffed. ‘Young George Bolton, it’s nothing short of a miracle that that boy survived in those flying tin cans. It’s because of young men like him that we’re not all having

  to learn German and that I’m not having to hide you in my attic. Not very comfortable my attic. Though, you would have had an advantage over the rest of us, speaking the language as you

  do.’ She turned her attention to her granddaughter. ‘Rita hasn’t seen George for three years.’




  ‘That is a long time, isn’t it?’ said Max hopefully. Ever since he had first set eyes on Rita Fairweather he had been hopelessly in love. The infatuation of a child had slowly

  matured into something more profound, for Rita was three years older than him and her heart was no longer hers to give away.




  ‘In the Great War I didn’t see Denzil for four. Thought nothing of it.’




  ‘But you’re not like other people,’ teased Max. ‘You’re a witch.’




  Mrs Megalith’s face softened and she smiled at him. Few dared tease the ‘Elvestree Witch’ and it was well known that she found most people intolerable. But Max was beyond

  reproach. Mrs Megalith could see what no one else saw, those dark and shadowy corners of his heart where he hid a great deal of suffering. She would never forget the day those two frightened little

  strays were brought into her care. She loved Max and Ruth intensely, more intensely than she loved her own privileged children who had never known fear. She was the closest they had to family and

  she cherished them on behalf of the mother and father who were no longer alive to give them what is every child’s right.




  ‘I might be a witch, Max dear, but I’m as human as the next woman and I missed Denzil. Of course I took lovers.’ Max raised an eyebrow. ‘You might laugh,’ she said,

  pointing a long finger at him. ‘But I was something of a looker in my day.’




  ‘Why don’t you go back to bed? You look tired,’ she said, getting up stiffly, leaning on her stick.




  ‘No point now. The day has begun. I might as well bury the dead,’ he replied, making for the back door.




  ‘Throw them into the bushes, dear boy.’ She waved a hand and her crystal rings glinted in the sunshine like boiled sweets. ‘I’m going outside to enjoy the early

  worm.’




  Mrs Megalith’s house was a large white building, fine-looking in both proportion and symmetry. One half was covered in a delicate pink clematis, its petals fluttering in the wind like

  confetti, the other half in climbing roses and wisteria. The open windows revealed floral curtains and potted geraniums and the odd cat asleep in the sunshine. Mrs Megalith also kept two cows for

  milk, chickens for meat and eggs, and five white Aylesbury ducks for the sheer pleasure of watching them swim prettily on her pond. Foxes especially loved Aylesburies because they couldn’t

  fly so she kept a hurricane lamp alight all night long to scare them away. She was an avid gardener and planted without design, sowing wherever there was a space. With the help of Nestor, the

  ancient gardener, she had dug up half her lawn to scatter poppies, cornflowers and wild grasses, and under-planted the rose beds with forget-me-nots. These seeded themselves throughout the borders

  where she grew love-in-the-mist, campanulas and euphorbia. Hollyhocks were carried on the wind and by birds and thrived among the cracks in the York stone terrace and between the bricks in the wall

  that surrounded the garden. The air was filled with the sweet scent of cut grass and balsam poplar, and the rich smell of bluebells from the wood above the house drifted down on the breeze.




  Elvestree House also had the advantage of overlooking the estuary, which was filled with every type of sea bird, from the soft grey herring gull to the black cormorant. Their clamour now

  resounded across the wide expanse of sand where the receding tide left sandworms and small crustaceans exposed in an enviable banquet. Mrs Megalith gazed into the mouth of the sea and to the

  horizon beyond and pondered on the dead cats and the omen that clouded an otherwise clear blue day. She knew that Rita was out on the beach, staring at the same view, willing George’s safe

  return from France and reflecting on her future and the realization of all her dreams.




  Rita hadn’t slept. The anticipation was too much. In her hand she held the letter George had sent from France specifying the date and time of his arrival. It was

  transparent, the words nearly worn away by the gentle corrosion of love. She sat on the cliff top, gazing out over the sea that swelled below the circling of gulls – the same sea that had

  divided them for so long and was now bringing him home.




  Today even the sunrise seemed lovelier. The sky paler, more translucent, and the sunlight like the gentle brush of a kiss. She loved more than anything to watch the sea, for the sea had moods

  like a person, one moment calm and serene, the next displaying the full force of its fury. But those waters were far deeper than a person could ever be. In spite of its mercurial nature the sea was

  constant and dependable and capable of filling Rita with a lightness of spirit unmatched by anything else in her life. The sight of that vast expanse of ocean touched her at the very core of her

  being. Sometimes at dusk, when the sky reflected the golds and reds of the dying sun and the sea lay flat and almost still, as if awed by the heavenly scene being played out above it, Rita felt

  sure there was a God. Not the remote God she learned about at school and in church, but her grandmother’s God: a God that was an integral part of the sea, the clouds, the trees, the flowers,

  the animals and the fish, and an integral part of her too. Sometimes Rita would close her eyes and imagine she was a bird soaring high above the earth, with the wind on her face and blowing through

  her hair.




  Rita loved nature. As a child she had enjoyed only nature classes; all the others she had found difficult and pointless. While the rest of the children played rowdy games in the playground, Rita

  had lain on the grass watching ladybirds or a ball of dew on a leaf or taming a titmouse with a walnut from George’s father’s garden. She would sit and sketch insects, observing every

  minute detail with great curiosity. She had few close friends. No one else had the patience or the interest to sit for so long. But she was well liked, if considered a little eccentric, for she was

  a gentle child with a great deal of charm.




  But today there was more on her mind than the fluid circling of gulls or the beetles that scurried about the grass in search of food, for George was coming home. She prayed for his safe journey,

  whispering her words into the wind as she had done throughout the war and especially during those painful moments when Reverend and Mrs Hammond’s son had been killed and Elsa Shelby’s

  fiancé lost in action. But her George had been spared. She was ashamed to speak of her gratitude in case it was somehow jinxed. So she thanked God in whispers that were lost in the roar of

  the sea and in the cry of birds that flew with their wings outspread on the back of the breeze. She extended her arms and ran along the sand in imitation, her heart inflated with joy and hope, and

  no one could hear her laughter and frown upon her childish exuberance.




  Rita had known George for as long as she could remember. Their parents were friends and they had gone to the same village school although George hadn’t been in her class for he was three

  years older. He would wait for her at the end of the day and walk her home before continuing his journey by bicycle, for his father was a farmer and lived a few miles outside the village. He taught

  her how to play conkers and Pooh sticks, how to find shrimps and sea urchins in the rock pools on the beach, and in summertime he demonstrated how to start a fire with nothing but a pair of

  glasses. On her thirteenth birthday he had been the first to kiss her, because, he claimed, he hadn’t wanted anyone else to. It was his responsibility to see that she was initiated with care

  because a nasty first experience could put her off for life. He had held her in the dark cave that had become their special place and pressed his lips to hers as the tide crept in to witness their

  secret then wash it away. Thus they had discovered a new dimension to their friendship and, with the enthusiasm of two children with a new toy, they had visited the cave as often as possible to

  indulge in hours of kissing interrupted only by the odd tern or sea gull that wandered unexpectedly into their cavern.




  George had always longed to fly. He, too, loved to sit on the cliff tops watching the birds circling above the sea. He observed them closely, the way they glided on the air then swooped down to

  the water. He studied their take-offs and their landings and vowed to Rita that one day he’d fly like them in an aeroplane. When war came he grabbed the opportunity to make his dream happen

  regardless of the danger to his life. He was young then and sure of his immortality. He had set out on his big adventure and Rita had been proud and full of admiration for him. She had watched the

  sea birds in flight and thought of him. Then she had watched the pheasants and partridges his father shot down and feared for him.




  She sat on a rock in their cave and remembered those kisses. She recalled the spicy scent of his skin, of his hair, of his clothes, all so familiar and unchanged over the years. She could

  picture him there, his presence so overwhelming that he dwarfed the small cavern. She imagined him lighting a cigarette, running his fingers through his curly brown hair, fixing her with those

  speckled grey eyes, grinning at her with only half his mouth as was his way – an ironic, mischievous grin. She recalled his wide jaw, the squareness of his chin, the lines that fanned out

  from his eyes when he laughed. She pondered the bond that held them together, excited at the prospect of a future that was so reassuringly a continuation of the past. They would grow old together

  here on this beach, in this cave, in this small Devon village imprinted with the indelible footsteps of their childhood.




  When she returned home her mother was making porridge, her dyed auburn hair drawn into rollers and her strong matronly figure wrapped in a dusty pink dressing gown. ‘My dear,

  Friday’s arrived, I can’t believe it. I never thought today would dawn. After all these years. I’m quite overcome.’ She put down her wooden spoon and embraced her child with

  fervour. ‘God has blessed you, Rita,’ she added seriously, pulling away and fixing her daughter with eyes that were moist with emotion. ‘You must go to church this Sunday with

  gratitude in your heart. There are many who have not been so lucky. Trees and Faye must be beside themselves with excitement. To think their boy is finally coming home. It brings a lump to my

  throat.’ She turned back to the porridge, wiped her eyes and sniffed.




  Hannah Fairweather was a deeply sentimental woman. She had a wide, generous face, eyes that wept easily, especially where her children were concerned, and a large, spongey bosom that had nursed

  each of her three daughters for well beyond their first year. She was one of nature’s earth mothers whose sole purpose in life is to raise and love children, which she did with enormous

  pride. Like a magpie she kept everything: Rita’s first pair of shoes, Maddie’s first drawing, a lock of Eddie’s hair. The mantelpieces and walls were cluttered with memories that

  would mean nothing to a visitor but which meant everything to Hannah; a veritable museum of her past.




  The Fairweathers’ rambling cottage was situated in the small seaside village of Frognal Point, hidden behind tall yew hedges and lime trees, surrounded by a manicured garden filled with

  birds. Hannah’s youngest child was now fourteen and spent all day at school, so the birds that she tamed and cared for were like children to her. The nightingale who made her home in the

  tangled hedgerow, the dainty titmice who arrived in the autumn and ate crusts out of her hand, and the swallows, her favourite, who returned each spring to build their nests in the top corner of

  the porch. As mild and modest as the little hedge sparrows, Hannah had a good heart and a soft one – as is often the case with children raised by overbearing mothers.




  ‘I wonder why our Rita is glowing this morning?’ said Humphrey as he entered the kitchen, drawn by the aroma of porridge and toast. Short and stocky in grey trousers with scarlet

  braces over a neatly pressed white shirt, he was almost bald except for the thick white curls about his ears. He bent down, planted a kiss on his daughter’s temple and patted her back with a

  warm hand.




  ‘She’s been down on the beach,’ Hannah replied. Humphrey took his seat at the head of the table and poured himself a cup of tea.




  ‘Nothing to do with the fact that George is coming home then?’ He chuckled and opened the paper, the Southern Gazette, which he edited. He grunted his approval of the front

  page, emblazoned with a large picture of a young woman kissing a soldier on his return from the war. If George had any remarkable stories of bravery and adventure Humphrey would be only too pleased

  to put them in his paper. That’s what people wanted now, tales of heroism and victory.




  ‘I’m so excited, Daddy, and yet I’m frightened too.’




  Humphrey peered at his daughter over the paper. ‘There’s no reason to be frightened, Rita. He’ll be delivered home safely.’




  ‘No, that’s not why.’ She paused and nibbled at a piece of toast. ‘You don’t think he will have changed, do you?’




  Hannah spooned porridge into a bowl for her husband. ‘Of course he will have changed,’ she said. ‘He’ll be a man now.’




  Rita smiled and blushed. ‘I hope he won’t be disappointed in me.’




  ‘Who could be disappointed in you, my dear?’ Humphrey laughed and disappeared behind the paper again. ‘You’re home to George, like your mother was home to me. Don’t

  underestimate that.’




  ‘I remember when your father came back from the Dardanelles. He was so brown I barely recognized him, and thin too. I had to feed him up like one of Mother’s chickens. But we soon

  got to know each other again. George will take a while to adjust, but he’ll be home and reunited with his beloved. War teaches you that nothing matters but the people you love. You’ve

  been his lifeline for all these years, Rita.’ Hannah’s voice faltered and she coughed to disguise it, recalling the horrors of the Great War and the broken spirits who lived to return.

  ‘Where’s Eddie? She’ll be late for school.’ She bustled out of the room to wake her youngest daughter.




  When Eddie wandered into the kitchen, clearly still half asleep, she mumbled a brief ‘good morning’ before remembering that today was the day of George’s return. ‘You

  must be excited, Rita,’ she said, waking up. ‘Are you going to let him make love to you now?’




  Humphrey’s startled face popped up over the paper and Hannah swivelled around and stared in horror at her fourteen-year-old daughter.




  ‘Eddie!’ she gasped. ‘Humphrey, say something!’




  Humphrey pulled an exaggerated frown. ‘What do you know about making love, Eddie?’ he asked, wondering who had polluted her mind.




  ‘Elsa Shelby’s fiancé got back a week ago and they made love that very day. I know because Amy told me.’ Elsa Shelby’s little sister was as indiscreet as

  Eddie.




  ‘What does little Amy know?’ said Hannah, hands on hips, nearly shaking the curlers out of her hair.




  ‘Elsa told her. She said it was like bathing in a tub of warm honey.’ Eddie grinned mischievously as she watched her father’s face extend into a wry smile.




  ‘My dear child,’ said Hannah severely, ignoring her husband’s obvious amusement, ‘physical love is for the procreation of children within the union of

  marriage.’




  ‘They are engaged,’ Eddie protested, beaming at her sister who had suddenly grown hot and fidgety. ‘After all, she thought he was dead!’




  ‘They still should have waited. What are a few months?’ Hannah argued.




  ‘George and Rita will be engaged soon.’ Eddie turned to Rita. ‘You will tell me what it’s like when you do it, won’t you?’ Rita let her long, brown hair fall

  over her face in thick curls and wriggled in her chair in embarrassment.




  ‘Edwina, eat your breakfast. You’ll be late for school,’ said Hannah, changing the subject. She was used to Eddie’s tendency to say exactly what she thought, without

  reflecting on whether it was appropriate. That she had inherited from her grandmother. Eddie watched her mother spoon large dollops of porridge into a bowl then caught eyes with her

  father. His expression was indulgent.




  ‘Eddie, dear, do you have to bring Harvey to the table?’ said her mother, noticing the little black bat that clung to the sleeve of Eddie’s woollen cardigan.




  ‘I told you, Mummy, he doesn’t like being left on his own. He’s used to me now.’




  Hannah sighed and picked up her cup of tea, which was as weak as dishwater. ‘The fighting might have stopped but it’s going to take a long time for this country to get back on her

  feet again. Oh, for a decent cup of tea with a healthy serving of sugar!’




  Maddie was nineteen, a young woman of single mind, so there was no need to get up at such an unsociable hour. Although her parents encouraged her to get a job, she felt there

  was no urgency. Besides, she’d find a husband and then she wouldn’t have to work. She watched Rita leave in the morning to toil away as a land girl on Trees Bolton’s farm; how

  she’d come home in the evenings with her hands dirty and her hair full of dust, smelling of cows and manure, and was grateful that she had managed to avoid that kind of manual labour. There

  were enough people keeping the home fires burning for her not to have to add to their numbers. It was a shame the men on the farm were so old and ugly for if they had been as young and handsome as

  those GIs she might have found something worth doing, like boosting morale in the haystacks. She rolled over and contemplated doing her hair and perhaps painting her nails. Then she remembered that

  today was the day George was coming home from the war.




  Throwing on a dressing gown she padded downstairs to find Rita and her father on the point of leaving. ‘Good luck, Rita,’ she said. ‘I’ll be thinking of you. Four,

  isn’t it? Leave in good time so that I can do your hair,’ she added, noticing her sister’s unkempt appearance. But she knew it was useless. Rita was as natural as the sea she

  loved and her locks would always be as tangled as seaweed. ‘I’ll help you. You must look your best for George.’ Then she turned to her mother and seemed to wilt with emotion.

  ‘Isn’t it simply the most romantic thing in the world, Mummy?’




  Rita departed on her bicycle, Humphrey in his Lee Francis, and Eddie wandered reluctantly off to school with Harvey so that Maddie was left alone with her mother to eat what was left of the

  porridge, now cold beneath a thick layer of skin. Hannah hadn’t had the heart to tell Rita to tidy her room and had overlooked her scruffy appearance on purpose. She turned to her middle

  daughter. Rita might be untidy but at least she wasn’t idle like Maddie. ‘What are you going to do today?’ she asked, wondering how she could encourage her to do something useful

  with her time.




  Maddie sighed and pulled a face. ‘I’m going to do my hair,’ she said, nibbling a piece of toast like her sister had done.




  ‘My dear, is it really necessary?’




  ‘I want to look nice for George too!’ she insisted, knowing full well that George had absolutely nothing to do with it. ‘I thought I could do my hair like Lauren Bacall.

  Besides, it’s George’s welcome home party tomorrow night. You never know who’ll be there. Maybe I’ll meet the man I’m destined to marry. I want to look my best for

  him.’




  ‘Why don’t you come to Megagran’s with me?’ Hannah said. Mrs Megalith had been rather rudely nicknamed Megagran by Humphrey many years before. ‘The bluebells are

  out in the wood and her garden’s looking lovely. We can have lunch. Make the time go faster.’




  Maddie screwed up her nose. ‘She’ll only insist on giving me a reading.’




  ‘And tell you to get a job.’




  Maddie rolled her eyes. ‘She never tells me what I want to hear,’ she complained.




  ‘That’s because she would never lie.’ Hannah began to clear away the breakfast. ‘You know Megagran. She takes those cards very seriously.’




  ‘Tools for Spirit,’ said Maddie, imitating her grandmother’s deep voice. ‘All right, I’ll come, but only because there’s nothing better on offer.’




  Maddie wished those GIs hadn’t gone back to America. She smiled secretly to herself as she thought of them all returning to their wives and girlfriends with her Polyphotos in their breast

  pockets.




  Hannah and Maddie cycled up Mrs Megalith’s drive as petrol was still scarce. Spring had thrown the countryside into flower and painted the trees and bushes with a fresh

  palette of colour. The pink hawthorn and white apple blossom glistened among the phosphorescent green of leaves and grasses. The sky shone a cerulean blue upon which small white clouds floated like

  foam on the sea. Hannah breathed in this delightful scene, feeling God’s presence in the beauty and power of nature.




  ‘Isn’t this rose quartz glorious?’ said Mrs Megalith as her daughter and granddaughter appeared through the kitchen door. She raised her eyes above her

  spectacles and smiled at them warmly. Maddie looked at the crystals of every colour and size placed in rows on the kitchen table and grimaced at the strong stench of cat.




  ‘What are they for?’ she asked, scrunching up her nose at her grandmother’s eccentricity. Ever since Megagran had visited India between the wars she had been obsessed with the

  strangest things.




  ‘This, for example,’ she replied, holding up the rose quartz, ‘is the stone of gentle love. Its energy is soft and silky and calming. It restores harmony and clarity to the

  emotions. But the poor little fellow needs a good clean. I’ll wash him with salt then leave him in the garden for twenty-four hours so he can soak up the elements. He’ll feel a lot

  better after that.’ She patted it affectionately. ‘Still loafing around, Madeleine?’




  Maddie rolled her eyes. ‘I’m going to marry someone very rich so I won’t have to work,’ she said, raising her eyebrows provocatively at her grandmother.




  ‘That might be harder than you imagine. There’s been a war, in case it’s escaped your notice,’ Mrs Megalith replied, digging her chins into her neck. ‘How’s

  our Rita?’ she asked Hannah.




  ‘She needs a rose quartz, I should imagine,’ said Maddie, picking up a fulgurite absent-mindedly.




  ‘So excited,’ enthused Hannah. ‘I doubt she’s been much use on the farm today.’




  ‘Dear girl. I hope young George marries her this summer. She’s been a paragon of patience. Pass me my stick.’ She waved her bejewelled hand at her granddaughter then struggled

  to her feet. Her sky-blue dress fell about her legs like a tent, supported by the ledge of her large breasts and her thick shoulders. ‘Now, come and see the garden. It’s like heaven out

  there.’ They walked down the corridor where cats draped themselves across the sunny window ledges. Maddie sneezed. She didn’t much like cats. Mrs Megalith thought of the two dead cats.

  ‘Tell Rita to come and see me tomorrow. I want to do a reading. I feel something in my bones. Don’t ask me what it is, I don’t know. But now George is coming back I think she

  needs a bit of guidance from an old witch.’




  ‘They would have burned you at the stake a few hundred years ago, Grandma.’




  ‘I know, Madeleine, my dear. I was burnt during the Spanish Inquisition and it wasn’t pleasant. But I bounced back to live again, many times. Truth withstands flames and one day

  people won’t be afraid of the power that lies in all of us. Even sceptics like your Humphrey, Hannah. Even him.’




  They strolled around the garden, admired the ‘clever little fellows’ that seeded themselves and popped up in such unforgiving places as walls and terraces, and fed the ducks that

  swam contentedly beneath weeping willow and poplar trees. They sat on the terrace and drank elderflower cordial that Mrs Megalith had made herself. The war seemed not to have touched Elvestree

  House where eggs, milk and cheese were bountiful. She bartered butter for meat and fish, and managed to buy coupons on the black market for £1 each. She even grew bananas in her greenhouse,

  giving all the credit to the crystals she placed among them. Everything thrived at Elvestree and, much to Hannah’s chagrin, Megagran’s garden was a rich playground for every possible

  bird, even those like the puffin and wagtail who weren’t supposed to stop off in England. For some reason, Elvestree was a paradise for migrating birds, even when they had to fly miles out of

  their way to get there.




  They lunched on a succulent chicken and home-grown vegetables, then Hannah and Maddie helped Mrs Megalith clean crystals. By the time they had laid them outside, the air had changed and the

  light grown mellow. One by one they looked at their watches. It was 3.30 p.m. They had barely noticed the passing of time.




  ‘Good God, Hannah,’ Mrs Megalith gasped, fiddling with the string of beads she had tied to her glasses to avoid losing them. ‘George!’




  ‘And I promised I would do her hair!’ Maddie lamented, feeling guilty. But her grandmother turned on her, berating her dizziness.




  ‘George isn’t going to notice her hair, Madeleine. He loves her just the way she is.’




  





  Chapter 2




  Rita stood at the bus stop biting her nails. She was surrounded by George’s family and yet she felt totally alone, isolated on a small island of fear, excitement and

  hope. She watched Trees and Faye Bolton and knew that they felt much the same as she did. There was always the possibility that he wouldn’t be on the bus, that some misfortune had struck on

  his way over from France. Anxiety showed in the tautness around their eyes and behind their smiles as they waited with their daughter, Alice and her two small children. George wasn’t the only

  young man returning from the war; other families waited too, all cautiously optimistic but wary of celebrating too soon. The air vibrated with apprehension, uniting them all.




  ‘It is agony, isn’t it?’ said Faye to Rita. ‘I’m so nervous I don’t know what to do with myself.’




  She cast a motherly glance at her daughter whose husband Geoffrey was yet to be demobilized, and felt sorry for her. Alice had always been an uncomplaining child, standing aside for George, who

  was impulsive and impatient. Always the centre of attention. She had never had to worry about Alice and still didn’t. She was serene and philosophical and seemed to drift along on

  life’s current, avoiding the rocks and whirlpools with ease. She promised herself that she would give her daughter due attention when Geoffrey returned from France. But today belonged to

  George.




  Faye had a beautiful face. She seemed not to have aged at all: her skin was free of lines and as soft as brushed cotton. She wore her blonde hair scraped back into a chignon, which accentuated

  the fine lines of her jaw and cheekbones. Her eyes were the colour of the sky on a misty morning and used to weeping over beautiful music, a lovely painting or a sad story – she adored

  Tolstoy, Pushkin and Oscar Wilde. Only her hands betrayed her craft, for they were rough and ragged. But they could fashion anything out of clay as her talent lay in sculpture. She always intended

  to sell the objects she made – they could do with the money – but she grew too attached to them. ‘I create them with love, they’re a part of me now,’ she would say and

  so they were placed about the farmhouse among the books, pictures and scores of music she played on the upright piano: a chaotic kaleidoscope of all that she loved.




  Trees put his arm around her waist and said nothing, a man of few words. Tall and thin with long arms and legs, he was nicknamed Trees on account of the walnut trees that were his passion. He

  spent his days on the land, looking after his animals, with his favourite sheepdog, Mildred, at his side. He had a noble face, handsome like a Roman bust, with an aquiline nose and deep-set eyes of

  a rich, honey brown. Faye leaned into him instinctively. She loved Trees but had never been able to reach him. He was detached and distant and more obsessed with his walnut trees than with any

  living creature. She didn’t feel in the least bit guilty that she had a lover. A woman needs to be loved and Faye needed affection more than most. For her, love was an inseparable part of

  music and art and, because she poured all her love into creating sculpture and playing the piano it was only natural that she should require something back.




  She touched Rita’s arm. ‘The waiting will soon be over. You will come back with us, won’t you? George will drive you home after tea.’ Rita nodded then caught her breath,

  for there she saw, over Faye’s shoulder, the bus approaching in a stately fashion down the road.




  They all turned and silence fell. The bus seemed to move in slow motion and they craned their necks to look through the windows, but all they saw was the mist in their eyes as they anticipated

  the faces of the young men they loved and longed for. Finally, the sound of squeaking brakes pierced the silence, then the thud of the door as it opened. A roar of joy burst from one family whose

  son was the first to descend. They swelled forward like a wave, then retreated, taking him with them so that only his blue hat could be seen bobbing above flapping arms and hands. Then another

  young soldier jumped out to a similar reception and finally, just when Rita was beginning to believe the horrors of her nightmares, George stood at the top of the steps, a broad smile stretching

  his face to the limit.




  He leapt from the bus into his mother’s arms. He was much taller than she, so had to bend down in order to bury his face in her neck and smell the familiar scent of his childhood. His

  father patted him on his back, a little too hard, and his eyes glistened with joy. Alice lifted her two-year-old daughter into her arms and George embraced them both, then crouched down to kiss the

  little boy he had met only once. Awed by the unfamiliar man in a starched blue RAF uniform the child wrapped himself around his mother’s legs.




  George stood up and cast his eyes over the heads of the crowd. It was then that he saw the pale face of his sweetheart. He felt his throat constrict. She stood quite still. Only her long hair

  blew in the wind, catching in her mouth and around her neck. He gazed on her intently and waded through his family to reach her. Then with great tenderness, as if he were picking up a wild bird, he

  took her in his arms and held her against him. He closed his eyes and nuzzled his face against her hair, murmuring ‘my Rita’ over and over again. Rita’s tears cascaded down her

  cheeks, but she felt no shame, just an overwhelming sense of relief.




  George pulled away and took her chin in his hands, then kissed her fervently on the lips. Rita was stunned. It felt different, more ardent, more passionate. His face was rough with bristles and

  his hands dry and calloused, even the smell of his skin had changed into something more animal. She knew then that her mother was right, he had left a boy and returned a man. With that thought the

  blood grew hot in her veins and caused her skin to prickle with something basic and primitive.




  Trees had driven into town in his truck, so he, Faye and Alice sat in the front with the children, and Rita and George were left alone in the back with the wind racing through their hair and

  across their faces. George leaned against the cabin with his arms around her, his chin resting against her head. ‘I’ve dreamed of this moment for years,’ he murmured.




  ‘Pinch me, George,’ she laughed. ‘Show me it’s real.’




  He squeezed her hard and kissed her neck. ‘I carried your photograph with me and looked at it whenever I felt sad. I missed you all the time. Your letters kept me going.’ He squeezed

  her again and sighed. ‘It’s like paradise here. England looks more beautiful than I remember it.’ He paused a moment, then added quietly, ‘And so do you.’ They were

  both aware they were separated from his family only by a pane of glass, so they contented themselves with chaste kisses and soft whispers.




  ‘You smell of violets,’ he said, sniffing her. ‘I want to kiss you all over.’




  She laughed nervously, not recognizing the strange shadows in his eyes. He ran a hand down her naked arm to hold her hand, then over the thin fabric of her dress, which billowed about in the

  wind revealing slender calves and ankles. She had grown plumper, he noticed, her breasts had swelled, but her open face and sherry eyes were still full of childish brightness. She hadn’t

  changed, but he had and suddenly he recoiled in the presence of such purity and innocence.




  What had he become? To what levels of depravity had he sunk? How many lives had he taken? He felt soiled right down to his very soul as if he had handed it over to the devil and was now asking

  for it back. It wasn’t possible. The devil didn’t work that way. He could never erase the unspeakable things that he’d done. The war had changed him irreversibly and he longed for

  the boy he had once been.




  Not only had he taken life, but he had witnessed the brutal killing of those who had become brothers to him. He had dwelt in his own private hell, mourning the loss of his friends, fearing his

  own destruction and the inevitable void of death. His values had changed too. Love and life were all that mattered and to forget . . . but how could he expect Rita to understand? He gazed into her

  trusting eyes and resolved to marry her and secure his own immortality with a large number of children. He had risked his life to save his country from Nazi Germany. In the process he had lost his

  boyhood and the innocent expectations of his youth.




  As they drove into the farm the sweet smell of cows mingled with the fertile scent of awakening fields. George leapt out to embrace Mildred who barked behind the gate. Trees parked the truck

  beside a pink hawthorn and helped his wife and grandchildren down. Rita watched as Cyril, the farm manager, appeared with the other farmhands to welcome home the man they had known since he had

  been a small boy. Mildred jumped up at George as he opened the gate to let her through, panting and crying with excitement. He ruffled her fur and kissed her wet nose, then turned to shake hands

  with Cyril who patted him firmly on the back. Rita watched from the truck. She was so full of admiration and pride. George was so handsome in his uniform. She found herself thinking of Elsa Shelby

  and wondered whether it really did feel like bathing in warm honey.




  Faye and Alice walked into the house with the children. A weather-beaten red-brick farmhouse with small windows into rooms with low ceilings and wooden beams, it was typical of the 17th century.

  Trees was loath to spend money on repairs which he believed he could do himself, so in wintertime there were buckets to collect the rain that seeped through broken roof tiles, and rugs were placed

  over the stains in the carpets caused by the damp or mice. Classical music always resounded from either the gramophone or Faye’s own piano playing, and flowers spilled over vases in order to

  distract from the questionable decoration and chaos.




  George held out his hands for Rita and she jumped down from the truck. They were both aware of the sexual tension that now quivered between them and their faces burned with anticipation.

  ‘Come with me to the beach after tea,’ he hissed into her ear. ‘I want to be alone with you.’ She felt his breath on her skin and nodded eagerly.




  George was happy to change out of his uniform and to find his room exactly as he had left it. His mother had made sure it was clean and tidy, the only room in the whole house that remained

  unaffected by her chaos. He took a moment to sweep his eyes over the place that had once been his boyhood sanctuary and felt saddened, for the things it contained now seemed to belong to somebody

  else. To an innocent boy who had not yet grown into a man. He blinked away his wistfulness and pulled on a pair of slacks and a shirt, then remembered they were going to the cave later and wriggled

  his feet into a pair of brown boots.




  Faye had prepared a cake especially for her son’s homecoming. They were fortunate enough to have fresh eggs from their chickens and butter from their cows, and the children had covered the

  icing with small sweets that Trees had acquired on the black market in exchange for a pig. There was a pot of steaming tea and china cups from the set they had been given as a wedding present,

  handed down from Trees’ parents. They sat in the sitting room, surrounded by the homely chaos of Faye’s artistic life. Little Johnnie tinkled the keys of the piano until Alice told him

  to sit down and eat his Marmite sandwiches.




  ‘Come on, sweetie,’ she said. ‘We can’t hear Granny’s nice music if you’re clanking around over there.’




  ‘I’ll teach you how to play it properly when you’re a little bit bigger,’ suggested Faye, watching him reluctantly slide off the stool. The child gazed at George with

  wide eyes full of curiosity.




  ‘I don’t want to play, I want to be a soldier like Uncle George,’ he whined and wandered over to help himself to a sandwich.




  ‘You can play soldiers with me any time,’ said George.




  ‘Do you have a gun? Grandpa has a gun and shoots rabbits. We ate a rabbit, didn’t we, Mummy?’




  Alice smiled at him indulgently. ‘Yes, we did, Johnnie. It was delicious, wasn’t it?’




  ‘Do you shoot rabbits, Uncle George?’




  ‘Sometimes.’




  ‘Will you teach me how to shoot rabbits? Grandpa says I’m too little.’




  ‘Why don’t you go and fetch Granny’s box of toys,’ interrupted Alice, pushing him gently in the direction of the cupboard. ‘You know where they are.’ And

  Johnnie skipped off to find them.




  There was a moment of silence as they all wondered what to say. George had been away for so long they didn’t know where to begin. Rita was speechless with love and admiration, and Faye was

  overcome with happiness marred by anxiety. She noticed something strange in her son’s countenance, something dark and unfamiliar. George knew that he could never describe to them the

  unspeakable horrors of war, that he could never share them with anyone. They were beyond any decent person’s comprehension. Only Trees knew how much he had changed for he had lived through

  the Great War. ‘So, son, how do you find your home?’ he said, and everyone looked at him with surprise for it wasn’t like him to indulge in small talk.




  ‘Nothing’s changed, Dad,’ he replied. He suddenly looked sad. He was sitting on the long stool in front of the grate, his knees apart and his arms resting on his thighs. The

  china teacup looked ridiculously tiny in his large hands. Shaking his head he gazed into the tea leaves. ‘Nothing’s changed. Everything’s just the way I remember it.’




  How could he describe his sense of loss, his sense of guilt? He had survived when so many had perished. How could he explain the feeling of displacement that came from suddenly finding himself

  in his mother’s sunny sitting room, drinking tea out of pretty china cups, in a place untouched by conflict. The war may as well not have happened for them. They could never understand.




  ‘We had a good crop of winter barley,’ Trees continued, much to the astonishment of his wife who looked anxiously from him to her son.




  ‘Good,’ George replied. ‘And the livestock?’




  ‘Not bad. Everyone needs milk, don’t they?’




  ‘They certainly do.’




  ‘Ray retired, which was a great sadness. But those early mornings were doing him in, especially in winter.’




  ‘Who’ll do the cows now?’




  ‘Barry’s stepped in.’




  ‘Good.’




  ‘Ray wasn’t happy, though. It’s for his own good.’ Trees’ voice trailed off and he put his cup to his lips.




  Once again there was a long moment of silence. Rita wanted to speak, but she felt shy. Finally George spoke.




  ‘This cake is good, Ma.’ He bit into the sponge and nodded at her appreciatively. Faye blinked back tears for she sensed why her husband was overcompensating. It was because of the

  strange shadows in her son’s eyes that only Trees recognized and understood.




  ‘Faye bakes terrible cakes,’ said Trees suddenly, putting down his plate. ‘Let’s all admit it. It’s a terrible cake.’




  Faye stared at her husband then put her hand up to her lips and laughed nervously. ‘Oh, dear Trees. You might not speak much but when you do, you’re straight to the point.’




  George threw back his head and laughed too, and suddenly the atmosphere cleared, like humid air after a heavy rainfall.




  ‘It’s a shocking cake,’ agreed George, who was now laughing so much he could barely speak.




  ‘But the eggs were fresh,’ Faye protested.




  ‘What else did you put in it, Ma?’




  ‘It’s not that bad,’ said Alice loyally, her shoulders shaking as she tried to control her laughter. ‘What do you think, Rita?’




  ‘Don’t ask Rita, she’ll just be polite,’ George interjected.




  Rita smiled and bit her lip, blushing at the sound of his voice articulating her name.




  From that moment, George was able to tell them some of his stories. Faye’s tears dried up and Trees retreated into silence again. Normality was resumed. Once George started talking he was

  unable to stop and they listened with interest and delight, for he was a natural storyteller. Rita didn’t once take her eyes off him and he felt her attention like the warm rays of the sun.

  But as he recounted his experiences he was aware of the minutes passing and of his desire to be alone with her in their secret cave. Finally, he stood up and put down his teacup.




  ‘I could talk all night, but it’s getting late and I must drive Rita home,’ he said.




  Rita felt the palms of her hands grow damp at the prospect of being alone with him. Nervously she pulled her hair behind her ears and stood up.




  ‘Thank you for tea,’ she said to Faye.




  ‘Don’t mention it, Rita. I gather Trees doesn’t need you on the farm over the weekend.’




  ‘He’s got George to help him now,’ Rita replied, imagining the fun they were going to have working alongside each other.




  ‘I suppose you’ll be too busy with George to continue your sculpting lessons.’ Faye had been only too happy to see those feminine hands put to better use than farm work.

  Besides, she had enjoyed the company, even though Rita wasn’t a natural artist.




  Rita shook her head enthusiastically. ‘Not at all. I dearly love to sculpt. I’ll always make time for that.’




  ‘Good.’ She touched Rita’s arm affectionately. ‘Then we’ll see you tomorrow night at the party. Thank you for helping Trees clean out the barn. I hope the

  weather’s good.’




  ‘I’m sure it will be.’




  ‘Take the truck,’ said Trees to his son. George nodded and slipped his hand around Rita’s waist, leading her away.




  Finally they were alone. George changed gear and then, when they were on the main road, he threaded his fingers through hers. ‘Let’s go straight to the

  beach.’




  ‘It’ll be high tide,’ she said.




  ‘Then we’ll just have to get our feet wet.’ He took his eyes off the road to smile at her. His smile was wide and reduced his face into lines around his mouth and eyes where

  they extended into crow’s-feet. ‘It’s good to be home.’




  ‘Your mother went to great trouble to make that cake,’ she said and laughed lightly. ‘It wasn’t that bad.’




  ‘It was terrible. I dream of your mother’s walnut cake. Ma’s a hopeless cook. She’s better at sculpture.’




  ‘My mother couldn’t sculpt anything, even if her life depended on it.’




  ‘How is Hannah?’




  ‘As you said, nothing’s changed.’




  ‘Good. I’d hate to think of dear old Hannah changing. I imagine Megagran is still going strong.’




  ‘As ever.’ They both laughed at the thought of Mrs Megalith.




  ‘Still reading those damned Tarot cards?’




  ‘I’m afraid so.’




  ‘I’ll remember to cover myself with garlic before I see her.’




  ‘She’s not a vampire!’




  ‘Well, how do you repel witches then?’




  ‘I don’t know about witches, but she hates dogs because they chase her cats.’




  ‘I’ll bring Mildred.’




  ‘And risk a nasty spell? I don’t want to kiss a frog.’




  ‘You know what they say about frogs?’




  ‘That if you kiss one it might turn into a prince?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘I don’t want a prince. I just want you.’




  He parked the car above the cliffs beneath the darkening sky.




  ‘I can’t walk in these shoes,’ she said, climbing out. Besides, the stockings were a gift from an American GI she had befriended. A rare luxury she wasn’t prepared to

  sacrifice to the sea.




  George lit a cigarette and watched through the dusk as she bent down to unstrap her shoes. Then she leaned back against the truck and coyly lifted the skirt of her dress in order to release the

  stockings from her suspender belt. She was aware that his eyes were upon her and her face burned with shyness. He so unsettled her that her fingers fumbled with the catches. She laughed

  nervously.




  ‘These damned things!’ she exclaimed. George put his cigarette between his lips and strode over to assist. He knelt down and ran his hands appreciatively up her legs. She laughed

  again and attempted to push him away. ‘I can do it, really,’ she protested.




  But his fingers were already unfastening the first stocking. His hands were warm against her skin and she knew he was taking longer than he needed to. She held her dress up for him and hastily

  looked around, afraid of being seen in such a compromising position. George didn’t seem to care. He dealt with each catch deftly then slowly slid the silk down her thigh and calf and over her

  ankle and foot as if he were admiring them at the same time. She took the gossamer silk from him as he began on the other leg. He was aware that his touch was pleasurable for he deliberately

  stroked the skin above the silk with soft fingers. Then he threw his cigarette to the ground and kissed her there. She flinched and gasped in surprise, pushing her dress down modestly.




  ‘A bit late for that, isn’t it?’ he teased, slipping the final stocking over her foot. He stood up. Her face was so pink he took it in his hands and pressed his lips to it

  before pulling away and smiling at her affectionately. ‘Let’s go to our cave.’




  They walked hand in hand down the path to the beach. The sun hung low in the western sky, reflecting copper in the rise and fall of the waves. Rita stopped talking as they landed on the sand,

  aware that she was only minutes from being alone with him once again in the secrecy of the cave. The sand felt wet and cold beneath her feet as the rough grains oozed between her toes with every

  step. When they reached the rocks, George swung her into his arms, lifting her over the little pools full of sea urchins and crabs where they had played as children and across the narrow strip of

  sand that was now under four inches of water. His boots weren’t impervious to water but he splashed through regardless and into the cave where the land rose enough to protect the sand at the

  back from the encroaching sea. There he put her down and, before she could utter a word, he was upon her, his mouth kissing hers deeply and urgently.




  She closed her eyes and responded willingly, wrapping herself around him and kissing him back. How different it was from those teenage kisses. That had been the innocent exploration of children.

  Now George was a man. His face was rough and his touch firm and strong. She could feel the excitement straining his trousers as he pressed himself against her.




  ‘My God I want you,’ he breathed into her neck. ‘I’ve wanted you for so long.’




  She was desperate to please him yet remembered her mother’s words. In spite of the many girls she knew who had eagerly given themselves to their men before they left for war, she had held

  back, saving herself for her wedding night. George had understood. He had never pressured her. But today she felt a desire far stronger than before and it frightened her.




  His hand found her breast and he felt the nipple through the material with his thumb. His mouth was on her neck and the rough sensation of his stubble combined with the warm, wet feeling of his

  lips and tongue caused her whole body to tremble. She wound a leg around him and pulled him towards her with her knee, but he raised his hips to allow him room to run his hand up her calves and

  over her thigh. He looked into her eyes and she noticed that his were wild and feverish and unfamiliar. He remembered the French girls he had slept with after the liberation of Paris and yet none

  was as sweet as Rita or as pure. His lips found hers again and she lost herself momentarily until his fingers traced her inner thigh and then her knickers. She flinched and clamped her legs

  together.




  ‘I want to make love to you, Rita,’ he groaned. His brow was moist with sweat and his breath hot against her skin.




  ‘I want you too,’ she whispered. But she hesitated.




  ‘You’re going to marry me one day,’ he said, understanding her reticence. He pulled away and chuckled. ‘My darling Rita. I’ve never considered anyone else but you.

  You’re already my wife in my heart.’




  ‘And you’re my husband in mine. I’ve saved myself for you,’ she replied, remembering the glamorous American officers who had relentlessly courted her.




  ‘When we’re married I’m going to kiss you all over, every inch of you,’ he said and kissed her forehead, sighing heavily and reining in his ardour.




  Rita wrapped her arms around him and nuzzled her face against his. She belonged to George as surely as she belonged to this small Devonshire village and, with that sense of security, she lost

  herself in his kisses, glad to have him home.




  





  Chapter 3




  When Rita arrived home her parents and sisters were in the kitchen with her grandmother who had changed into a long dress of deep purple over which she had draped a turquoise

  shawl. They all stopped talking as Rita appeared round the door. In spite of having scrambled back into her stockings and shoes, her hair was wild and her skin covered in a rash caused by

  George’s stubble.




  ‘Well, my dear,’ said Mrs Megalith with a sniff. ‘I needn’t ask if young George arrived back safely. Your face speaks volumes!’ Eddie grinned, noticing at once that

  one of the buttons on her sister’s dress was undone. Such a detail hadn’t escaped the scrutiny of their grandmother either. ‘Dear me, men are such animals. Surely he could have

  given vent to his lust on some random stray before mauling you.’




  Rita followed the line of her gaze and her hand shot straight to the offending button. Maddie sat in silence, recognizing the glazed expression in her sister’s eyes because she had seen it

  in her own reflection after she had given herself to Hank Weston in the back of his jeep. Not even Megagran’s powers of clairvoyance had been able to detect that secret.




  ‘How is he?’ Hannah asked, ignoring her mother. ‘Dear child, you’re frozen. Where on earth have you been?’ She took Rita’s icy hands in her large warm ones

  and led her to the rocking chair. ‘Sit down and tell us all about it.’




  ‘We went for a walk along the beach,’ she replied dreamily, avoiding Eddie who stared at her in fascination. Surely they had made love.




  ‘Ah,’ Mrs Megalith snorted. ‘That would account for the hair, it looks as if a sea gull’s been in it.’




  ‘Did he kiss you lots and lots?’ Eddie asked.




  ‘Eddie, really, that’s not the thing to ask a young woman,’ her father chided. He was in his usual place at the head of the table, a glass of Scotch in his hand, watching the

  women in his family with amusement.




  ‘You don’t need to be clairvoyant to answer that question,’ said Mrs Megalith, but her face softened and she smiled. ‘There’s nothing better for the health than

  kissing. It’s a real tonic!’ She smacked her lips and limped over to the table. ‘Here, Edwina,’ she thrust her stick out for her granddaughter to take. ‘Now, pour me a

  sherry, dear girl, the excitement is wearing me out.’




  ‘I’m sorry I wasn’t around to do your hair,’ said Maddie apologetically.




  ‘Don’t worry. I barely had time to change.’




  ‘You should be grateful you didn’t waste your time, Madeleine,’ said Mrs Megalith, sitting back regally in her chair. ‘You should put it up like mine, Rita, that way you

  wouldn’t have to do it at all.’




  ‘Well, Rita?’ persisted her mother. ‘Do tell us from the beginning. You waited for him at the bus stop?’




  ‘Yes, with Trees and Faye and Alice and the children.’




  ‘I don’t imagine they all went to the beach with you,’ said Mrs Megalith wryly.




  ‘We went back to Lower Farm for tea and then George drove me home via the beach.’




  ‘Has he changed?’ Hannah asked.




  ‘He’s grown up. He’s definitely stronger physically.’




  ‘Oh, he would be, of course. He’ll be a man now.’




  ‘A summer wedding would be most welcome,’ said Mrs Megalith, taking the glass of sherry from Eddie. ‘You can have it in my garden.’ Rita was unable to conceal her

  excitement. Mrs Megalith raised her eyebrows and added exuberantly, ‘Good God, he’s proposed. About time too!’




  ‘Has he?’ Humphrey asked.




  ‘He’s proposed?’ Hannah exclaimed.




  ‘Not exactly,’ Rita replied carefully. ‘But he said we’ll marry soon.’




  ‘Words are cheap,’ said Mrs Megalith, knocking back her sherry.




  ‘Give him time, poor lad, he’s only just got back,’ Hannah interjected.




  ‘I think a quiet celebration is in order,’ said Humphrey happily. ‘Hannah, let’s open that bottle of wine we’ve been saving up.’




  ‘Oh, do let’s,’ she agreed, bustling over to the cupboard. ‘Maddie, hand out the glasses. Now where’s the corkscrew?’




  Hannah had cooked a large shepherd’s pie, which she served with carrots and turnips from her vegetable garden. Rita soon warmed up although her feet remained as cold as a

  couple of frozen fish, reminding her of walking back up the beach with her toes in the sea. In fact, she could barely join in the conversation, so distracted was she by thoughts of their kisses in

  the cave.




  ‘Rita, come for tea tomorrow, I want to give you a reading,’ said Mrs Megalith darkly, watching her granddaughter with a perplexed look on her face.




  Humphrey rolled his eyes. ‘Primrose, is it absolutely necessary?’ he asked, shaking his head and frowning with impatience. He didn’t want her frightening his daughter at this

  happy time.




  ‘Absolutely,’ she stated firmly. No one ever opposed Mrs Megalith.




  ‘I want one,’ chirped Eddie. ‘You never read cards for me.’




  ‘My dear child,’ replied her grandmother, ‘you’re too young to think about anything other than schoolwork. I don’t need to consult the Tarot to tell you

  that.’




  ‘But I might be about to die. You’d want to save me from death, wouldn’t you?’




  Mrs Megalith dug her jaw into spongey chins. ‘Well of course I would, but the tarot has no death card, Eddie. That sort of thing comes to me in the form of intuition and I’m glad to

  say I’ve already looked into your future and am in no doubt that it’s going to be a long one — and a hot one!’ She grinned knowingly.




  ‘Well, I’m delighted by that,’ said Humphrey drily. ‘We wouldn’t want a funeral and a wedding, that would dampen everyone’s enjoyment.’




  ‘Really, Humphrey, sometimes your sense of humour is quite inappropriate,’ retorted Mrs Megalith.




  ‘Can I bring George?’ Rita asked.




  ‘No, you must come on your own. I want to talk to you in private.’




  ‘You haven’t seen something awful, have you?’ Rita was suddenly gripped with panic.




  ‘You see, Primrose, you’re filling the poor child’s head with unnecessary worry.’ Humphrey’s voice was crosser now.




  ‘It’s all right, Daddy,’ said Rita diplomatically.




  ‘Grandma wants to tell Rita about the birds and the bees,’ said Eddie with a giggle.




  ‘By the look in her eyes I think she knows enough about that already,’ said Mrs Megalith, draining her glass. Rita blushed and looked to her mother for support. ‘That really is

  very good wine, Humphrey.’




  ‘Yes, isn’t it?’ he agreed, holding up his glass. ‘It was water this morning.’




  Hannah gasped and turned on him. ‘Humphrey!’




  ‘It’s even better if you dine on snails and spiders’ legs,’ he continued, chuckling.




  Mrs Megalith’s mouth curled up at the corners and she looked down her nose at her son-in-law. ‘You may mock me, Humphrey Fairweather, but believe me when I say that I will have the

  last laugh.’ She turned to Rita. ‘Don’t blush, my dear, there’s no need. One should enjoy the attentions of a man without shame, after all it’s perfectly natural,

  isn’t it?’




  Hannah tut-tutted and changed the subject. She knew her mother’s opinions and believed her an unhealthy role model for her impressionable daughters. She certainly wasn’t

  representative of her generation and Hannah was anxious for her to keep her dubious sexual history to herself.




  Rita was tucked up in bed when Maddie knocked on the door. ‘Can I come in?’ she whispered, poking her head through the gap. When Rita nodded enthusiastically,

  Maddie walked in and sat on the end of the bed. ‘Was it wonderful?’




  Rita smiled happily. ‘Oh Maddie, I’m so in love,’ she said, sitting up. ‘I only just managed to stop myself.’




  ‘What held you back?’




  ‘Well, you know. We’re not married.’




  Maddie laughed. ‘For goodness’ sake, Rita, you’re not the Virgin Mary.’




  ‘But what if I get pregnant?’




  ‘You won’t if you use French letters. Or “rubbers” as Hank used to call them.’




  Rita considered it for a moment then grimaced at the unromantic thought. She gazed at her sister longingly.




  ‘I so want to.’




  Maddie suddenly looked guilty. ‘I have a confession to make,’ she began slowly. ‘I wasn’t going to tell you because I thought you’d disapprove.’




  ‘I’d never disapprove of you, Maddie.’




  ‘Well, I made love with Hank.’




  ‘You didn’t!’ Rita placed a trembling hand over her mouth.




  ‘I did! It was lovely,’ Maddie giggled. She was happy she could now talk about it with someone.




  ‘But where?’




  ‘In his jeep, at the Inn near Muddyhole. Goodness, that wasn’t a problem.’




  ‘Weren’t you worried you’d get caught?’




  ‘Not at all. Besides, it was worth it.’




  Rita’s eyes were wide and shining. ‘But Megagran can see everything.’




  ‘Obviously not. Look, other girls do it all the time. We just happen to have a very old-fashioned mother. Nothing’s as sexy as wartime.’ Maddie grinned suggestively. She

  thought better of confessing about the others. Rita would have been appalled.




  ‘George looked so handsome in his uniform. He’s big and strong and manly. But I’m going to wait until our wedding night. We’re practically engaged, after all. It

  won’t be long.’




  ‘Don’t be a fool, Rita, he’ll lose interest in you unless you let him. There are plenty of girls around who won’t think twice about giving themselves to him and you

  wouldn’t want him running off with one of them, would you?’




  ‘Of course not!’ Rita was horrified. She swept a hand through her hair and swiftly changed the subject. ‘Are you sad that Hank’s gone back to America?’




  ‘Goodness no! It was fun and romantic but I’m too young to tie myself to one man. They’re all coming back now from the war, I want to keep my options open.’ Maddie had

  discovered the forbidden pleasures of the flesh and was keen to enjoy as much of them as she could.




  The following morning George drew up in his father’s truck and leapt out in time for breakfast. It was Saturday so Humphrey was reading the papers as usual but wearing

  slacks and a sleeveless green sweater instead of his grey suit. Hannah was knitting in the rocking chair. She had knitted so much for the war effort that she now found herself unable to stop. She

  looked forward to knitting little bootees for a grandchild some day. Eddie was still in bed and Maddie was enjoying a long bath. Rita saw George from her bedroom window and hurriedly slipped into

  an old summer dress and blue cardigan for, although the weather was warm, it was windy by the sea. She wished she had something new to put on for him. She hadn’t had a new dress for

  years.




  ‘Good morning, Hannah, Humphrey,’ he said, smiling because he knew he had surprised them.




  ‘Good gracious, if it isn’t our own hero, George Bolton!’ Hannah exclaimed, putting down her knitting and getting up to embrace him. ‘Dear boy, what a lovely surprise.

  You look so well.’




  ‘It’s a pleasure to see you back, George. Come and join us. The tea’s still hot. How about some of Hannah’s homemade bread?’ said Humphrey, patting George firmly on

  the back.




  ‘Thank you. The bread smells delicious.’




  ‘Rita will be down in a minute,’ said Hannah, anticipating George’s next question. She watched him sit at the table, his long legs spreading out in front of him, dwarfing the

  chair. How handsome he looked with his ruffled hair and light eyes. The war might have made a man out of him yet he still had the same boyish expression on his face, as if he were about to tell one

  of his stories. He always used to tell wonderful stories and, oh, how they’d laugh.




  ‘We’re all having a picnic on the beach today. Will you join us?’ he asked, slicing himself a piece of bread. Hannah tore her eyes away and returned to the rocking chair,

  picking up her knitting needles.




  ‘What a splendid idea. The girls will be thrilled,’ she said and at that moment Rita’s radiant face appeared at the kitchen door.




  Humphrey watched his daughter as she walked buoyantly over to George and bent down to plant a kiss on his cheek. Her eyes sparkled like Megagran’s glass of sherry and she reminded him very

  much of Hannah at the same age, for they had been young when they had married. George grinned bashfully, the way he always did with half his mouth and, as he looked up at her, his face softened

  into an expression of tenderness and pride. He patted her appreciatively on her lower back and with a sweeping glance took in her long curly hair and thin summer dress. Humphrey sat back in his

  chair, unaware that his face had been transformed by such a gentle scene.




  When Eddie managed to drag herself out of bed she saw Trees’ truck parked outside and knew that meant George was there. With great excitement she leapt down the stairs, two steps at a time

  and, without stopping, ran into the kitchen and into George’s arms, throwing herself onto his knee. He laughed heartily as she pressed her warm face against his and kissed him passionately.

  ‘I’m so pleased you’re home. I missed you so much. More than Rita, I’m sure.’




  ‘I missed your monkey face too!’ he chuckled.




  ‘You’re a hero. Did you kill lots of Germans?’




  ‘Eddie, why don’t you let poor George eat his toast,’ said Hannah. ‘We’re spending the day all together on the beach, you can plague him with your questions

  then.’




  Reluctantly, she slipped off his knee and pulled out a chair. Rita wished they could spend the day alone and she linked eyes with George. He grinned, and her body trembled, for in his gaze she

  recognized the physical longing that she felt too, and the memory of the evening before returned to singe her cheeks with desire.




  Maddie emerged from her bath to the sound of a man’s voice downstairs that didn’t belong to her father. It was deep and grainy like sand and unmistakably

  George’s. She hastily dressed and did her hair in the mirror, rubbing a touch of rouge into her cheeks. Pleased with the result and with the doll-like prettiness that smiled back at her, she

  made her way downstairs to the kitchen.




  She was surprised by the change in George. He exuded an animal vigour that now replaced the boyish exuberance of before. She felt momentarily envious of her sister, and couldn’t help but

  imagine what it would be like to lie beneath him. She had to avert her eyes and concentrate on something else in case the lasciviousness in them betrayed her thoughts. She had always liked George;

  he was witty and funny and charismatic, but she had never looked on him as a man. Now, having experienced physical love she could barely think of anything else. It had been so pleasurable

  she wanted more. Instinctively, she sensed the sexual tension between George and her sister like a hound smelling the blood of a fox and she wished her American hadn’t left so that he could

  satisfy her longing in the back of his jeep.




  Hannah took pleasure in preparing the picnic. Hard-boiled eggs from Elvestree House, cold chicken and salad, turkey sandwiches, Spam and cheese. She packed the boot of the car

  with rugs and took an extra cardigan for herself in case the weather changed, which it often did, quite unexpectedly. While she cooked she looked out of the kitchen window and watched Rita and

  George talking on the swing chair while Eddie lay on the grass hanging onto their every word. Maddie was on the terrace flicking through a magazine. She adored gazing at photographs of the

  Hollywood stars like Lauren Bacall, Jane Russell and Rita Hayworth, and spent much time in the bathroom trying to cultivate the same looks with lipstick and curlers.




  At eleven George drove the truck home with Rita by his side and Eddie and Maddie in the back, lifting up their hands to catch leaves from the trees that hung over the road.




  ‘God, it feels good to be back,’ he said, placing his free hand on Rita’s upper thigh. ‘It’s good to feel you too,’ he murmured.




  ‘Careful, there are little spies in the back,’ she replied, glancing through the window behind her.




  ‘Only one little one, and one rather knowing one,’ he said with a smirk. ‘Maddie’s lost more than her innocence in the war.’




  ‘How can you tell?’




  ‘A man knows these things.’




  ‘Do I look so naïve?’




  ‘Yes, but I like you that way.’ He squeezed her thigh.




  ‘Maddie gave herself to an American called Hank.’




  ‘He would be, wouldn’t he?’




  ‘What?’




  ‘Called Hank!’ They both laughed.




  ‘She’s wicked. She’s only nineteen. Nice girls aren’t supposed to behave that way. Mummy and Daddy would be appalled.’




  ‘Sex and war go hand in hand, Rita. You can’t have one without the other. People know they could die at any minute so they lose themselves in each other.’




  ‘It’s terribly romantic.’




  ‘In war a man has to love, if only to assert that he’s very much alive in the face of possible death. Girls like Maddie serve a vital purpose, but you don’t work in that

  department, my love. You’re special.’ She smiled at him, reassured that Maddie’s advice had been wrong. ‘I kept your photo with me all the time and imagined making love to

  you,’ he continued. ‘You kept me going when little else could. Hank was probably the same. Maddie made him feel alive.’




  ‘I only had eyes for you,’ she said quietly, her face flushing with pride. ‘I had loads of offers. The Americans were everywhere. But I turned them down. All I could think of

  was you.’




  ‘You’re a very special girl, Rita, and I love you for it,’ he said tenderly. He pulled his cigarette packet out of his breast pocket. ‘Here, light me one, would

  you?’




  Rita liked the smell of smoke, it reminded her of those early evenings on the cliffs when they’d both smoke together after school, and of her father, who always lit up in the car on his

  way home after work. Now she lit the cigarette for George, took a drag herself, then handed it over. He held it between his thumb and forefinger and placed it to his lips. She attempted to put the

  packet back in his breast pocket but it was obstructed by a thick piece of paper. She pulled it out. It was her photograph. She was young. Not more than Maddie’s age. It was black and white

  and faded somewhat due to so much handling.




  ‘I think this needs replacing,’ she said, slipping it back.




  ‘Absolutely not. I’ll carry that picture until I die.’




  ‘There won’t be a picture by then,’ she replied with a chuckle. ‘It’s faded already.’ He couldn’t tell her that he had taken to kissing it after each

  flight. Such a sentimental ritual seemed trite with hindsight.




  They pulled up at Lower Farm and tooted the horn. The children ran out of the house and hung onto the gate, squealing in delight at the prospect of a picnic on the beach. Alice

  emerged with Faye, carrying baskets and rugs which they loaded into the truck, and Mildred scampered out of a barn followed by Trees whose hair was white and fluffy and dancing on the wind like

  goose down. George and Rita joined the girls in the back and pulled the children up with them while Faye and Alice climbed into the front with Trees at the wheel. As the truck pulled out into the

  road they all broke into song while Mildred wagged her tail in time, pleased to be included.




  They parked on the cliff next to Humphrey’s Lee Francis and proceeded to walk down the little path to the beach. The sky was choppy like the sea and buoyant with feathery clouds and sea

  gulls that glided on the fresh westerly wind. George and Trees carried the picnic while Rita took little Johnnie’s hand to guide him down the hill. The salty air was sweetened by the fertile

  smell of new grass and wild flowers, and Rita turned her eyes to the left where they had walked the evening before and her thoughts were once again drawn away from the present.




  Humphrey and Hannah had set down the rugs near the bank where they’d be protected from the wind and while he stood smoking, gazing out across the ocean, she was carefully laying out the

  containers of food and thermos flasks of tea and hot cocoa. When they saw the approaching group they waved enthusiastically.




  ‘What a jolly idea, Faye,’ said Hannah happily. ‘Pity about the wind, but at least it’s sunny.’




  ‘We just thought it would be nice to spend the day all together.’




  ‘With dear George,’ Hannah added, smiling fondly. ‘Hasn’t he grown into a handsome young man?’




  ‘I know, I’m very proud,’ replied Faye, turning to make sure that he was out of earshot.




  ‘To think we may share grandchildren.’ Hannah sighed. Then she added hastily, ‘God willing.’




  ‘Oh, wouldn’t that be nice. Grandchildren are such a blessing. Johnnie and Jane give us so much pleasure. I’d like to see George settling down with a family. He’s been

  through so much.’ Her face suddenly darkened with anxiety. ‘Well, I’m sure he’ll talk to Trees. After all, he served in the Great War. He understands.’




  ‘What a brave young man. Our fighter pilots were the heroes of the war. You must be so proud.’




  ‘I am,’ she said. She couldn’t begin to explain how grateful she was that he had survived and dared not speak of her fears to anyone, not even Trees. ‘Now, let me help

  you. I’ve got some leftover rabbit stew, the farm is literally hopping with rabbits. Trees takes Johnnie up to the woods in his truck and they spend long evenings shooting them.

  Johnnie’s riveted. He worships his grandfather. I can’t cook much,’ she said, remembering the welcome home cake, ‘but I can cook a good rabbit stew thanks to your

  mother’s recipe. Did you invite Primrose?’




  ‘Goodness no! We want a little peace, don’t we?’ They both laughed and looked at Trees, who was sitting on the rug talking to Humphrey. Of all of them, he was the one person

  who truly appreciated Mrs Megalith, for she was just as passionate about walnut trees as he was, and for such a taciturn man he was remarkably verbose when talking to her.




  After lunch George set up a treasure hunt for the young by drawing trails into the sand with a shell, then burying a bag full of boiled sweets at the very end of one trail.

  There were many red herrings and it took him half an hour to complete for the lines he drew weaved around rocks, into caves and for long distances across the beach. Finally Johnnie and Jane set off

  with the help of Eddie, Maddie and Alice. Their laughter and squeals of delight resounded across the bay, carried on the wind with the cries of gulls and the roar of waves. The grownups drank

  cider, smoked and talked so that George and Rita were able to sneak over the rocks and across the strip of sand to their secret cave without being noticed.




  It was warm and damp inside and quiet out of the wind. He swung her around and kissed her. ‘Careful, they might find us,’ she said, pulling away.




  ‘Not in here they won’t. Believe me, it’ll take them hours to find the treasure.’ He grinned at her triumphantly and kissed her again. He smelt of smoke and tasted of

  cider. His hands ran over the skirt of her dress, against her thighs and over her bottom and she felt a warm wave of arousal wash over her. ‘They can leave us here and we can walk back to

  your house later,’ he mumbled, burying his face in her neck and tasting the salt on her skin. But to her dismay, Rita remembered her grandmother.




  ‘I have to go to Megagran’s for tea,’ she said with a heavy sigh.




  ‘Can’t you go tomorrow?’




  ‘You know Megagran.’




  He pulled away and frowned impatiently. ‘There’s no one like Mrs Megalith to dampen one’s ardour.’




  ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, running her fingers through his hair.




  ‘Well, no point wasting time,’ and he bent his head to kiss her again.




  





  Chapter 4




  ‘Ah, Rita,’ said Mrs Megalith as Rita appeared through the arch in the garden wall. ‘You can help me with these crystals.’ She picked up a large

  amethyst and handed it to her granddaughter. ‘Careful, it’s heavy. Now, that one goes in the drawing room, on the table as you go in, you’ll see the gap. It’s my favourite

  so don’t drop it.’




  Rita obediently put it in its place then helped with the others. There were many, of every shape and colour, and Mrs Megalith took great pleasure in telling her the properties of each as they

  placed them all over the house. ‘Just feel the energy in them now they’ve soaked up the elements. Nothing like a good clean.’ She stood on the terrace, clasped a large blue

  sodalite to her bosom and closed her eyes. She breathed deeply while Rita stood quietly, waiting for this moment of spiritual ecstasy to end. A ginger cat slipped sinuously between Mrs

  Megalith’s ankles, rubbing his fur on her thick stockings. Rita picked it up and held it against her until her grandmother finally opened her eyes. ‘Magical, simply magical,’ she

  breathed enthusiastically. ‘Nature never ceases to delight one.’




  Rita followed her into the kitchen and was given a tumbler of elderflower cordial and a biscuit. At that moment the ginger cat sprang out of her arms. A couple of black ones dashed out from

  under the kitchen table and three or four jumped off the windowsills and disappeared outside in pursuit of something beyond the senses of human beings.




  ‘Cats never cease to delight one either,’ said Mrs Megalith, watching the last, very fat cat amble lazily through the door. ‘I seem to attract them. Every time I count I have

  more than the time before. God only knows where they all come from.’




  ‘Cats are most unaffectionate creatures,’ said Rita, thinking of Mildred and how much she loved to be petted.




  ‘There you’re quite mistaken, my dear. They obviously sense that you don’t like them.’




  Mrs Megalith was wrong for Rita loved all animals, even antisocial cats but she knew better than to contradict her grandmother. Biting her tongue, she followed her outside again and took a seat

  at the table on the terrace. The garden looked splendid, full of colour and the scent of spring.
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