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Book One

Summer 1972




Chapter One

The lark was somewhere high above her, filling the blue air with his song. Fliss stared upwards, shielding her eyes with her hands, dazzled by the brilliant, golden light. The land was drenched in sunlight; it soaked into the rich red earth, plunged into the clear cold waters of the river and bathed the trees with vivid colour. Close to, each long blade of grass showed separately, bright, clear cut, with its own thin, sharp, black shadow; far off, the hills rose up, indigo and violet, their heads touched with gilt. Across the river, sheep with lambs still at heel nibbled lazily as they strayed across the meadow, ignored by the cows that lay in the shade of the pollarded willows at the water’s edge.

Fliss stepped back into the darkness of the spinney. Here and there the sunshine penetrated the thick green roof, splashing golden coins upon the earthy floor and dripping molten fingers down rough-barked trunks and smooth grey boles. Now that the bluebells were over, very little blossomed in this dim interior. Amongst the roots of a mighty beech, the pale pink flowerets of the campion stretched hopefully on leggy stalks toward the distant light, whilst brambles encroached stealthily across a fallen branch.

As her eyes grew accustomed to the shadow, Fliss battled with a now-familiar surge of fear. She found it quite impossible to believe that in three months’ time she would be in Hong Kong, about to become a mother, preparing for a two-year naval posting. She simply could not imagine either of these two events. Becoming a mother must be a sufficiently world-shattering experience without it taking place so many thousands of miles away from all that she knew and loved. She looked about her, lightly touching an overhanging spray of leaves, feeling the sappy resilience as she rolled a beech leaf between her fingers. In the past – her past – the spinney had been a symbol, a landmark, a challenge. It was her younger siblings, Mole and Susanna, who had begun it. Running round the spinney had started simply as a race to be timed by Fox, their grandmother’s gardener and handyman. Watch in hand he would stand on the hill, beneath the walls of The Keep, whilst they ran round the stand of trees. Then it had been just a game. Later, for  Mole it had become more significant, a symbol of achievement; to run round the spinney alone, to pass the point where he could no longer see the walls of The Keep, had demanded all his courage.

Even now, Fliss did not know why Mole had been so completely devastated by the news of their parents’ and elder brother’s ambush and murder by the Mau-Mau in Kenya fifteen years before. Her own grief had been agonising enough but Mole, at four years old, had been struck dumb for months and even now was sometimes unable to control the stammer which had accompanied the return of his powers of speech. He’d suffered terrible nightmares and had dreaded being left alone. Back at The Keep, however, in the care of his grandmother, Frederica Chadwick, he had gradually learned to control his terror. Now he had passed the Admiralty Interview Board and entered the Royal Navy, as generations of Chadwicks had done before him.

Fliss leaned against the beech tree and closed her eyes. How far they had come since that day of desolation in Kenya. Mole – a naval cadet; Susanna – about to leave school to train as a graphic artist; and she, Fliss – married to a naval officer, pregnant with her first child and soon to leave the safety of familiar surroundings for Hong Kong. Her husband, Miles, had no idea of the depth of her fear. It seemed perfectly natural to him that she should pack and follow wherever the Navy should send him, and she was unable to share her anxieties with him. Fifteen years older than she, he was so adult, so much more experienced, so determined . . .

Fliss thought: He has no family, no roots and he is so confident, so sure . . .

She sighed a little, pressing back her fear, remembering how she had come through the anguish of the death of her parents and her beloved big brother, Jamie. From the shadow of the spinney she looked out across the fields to the hills, breathing deeply until a measure of courage returned. If Mole could batten down his weakness and his terror then so could she. She stared up at the trees, whose long shadows stretched out towards The Keep, remembering how much she had worried about him, how frightened she had been for him. No need to worry about either of them now. Mole was settled at Dartmouth and Susanna still had the happy confidence which had been her birthright; there was no reason why she, Fliss, could not go out to Hong Kong quite free from anxiety.

Fliss thought: But there’re still Grandmother and Uncle Theo. And Fox and Ellen. They’re getting old . . .

These two first years of marriage had been fun, with Miles based at Devonport in a shore job, and their little house in Dartmouth barely half an hour’s drive from The Keep, but Hong Kong was  such a long way away and her baby would be nearly two years old when she returned home. Two years old: the same age as Susanna when they’d first arrived from Kenya. She could remember how alone and frightened she’d felt until Grandmother had arrived at the station, bundled them into the car and driven them home to The Keep: home to Ellen, the housekeeper, and Fox, and the dogs . . . She simply mustn’t let them see that she was nervous, they would worry so. No, she must show them that she saw it as great fun, a huge adventure.

Squaring her shoulders Fliss moved out into the sunlight and, without glancing back at the spinney, she began to climb the path that led to the green door in the high stone wall.

 
Her grandmother was waiting for her in the big, cool hall. By tradition tea was always eaten here. In the winter a log fire burned in the huge granite fireplace but today the front door was open wide to the courtyard, to the drifting scent of the Albertine and to the birdsong. On either side of the fireplace two high-backed sofas faced each other across a long, low table. A third chair had been placed at the end of the table making a little room within the vaster spaces of the hall. The rubbed and faded chintz, the fat cushions and worn tartan rugs gave it a homely, comfortable air, and the tea, brought in by Caroline, the children’s nanny, a few moments earlier and set out upon the table, completed the picture.

Frederica Chadwick was thinking about Fliss. It had been such fun to have her living so close during these last two years. She was a regular visitor to The Keep and it was clear to see that she was enjoying her new life with Miles, relishing her married status. How proud she was to welcome them all to the house in Dartmouth, doing the honours and showing off her new home. Occasionally she’d drop Miles off at the dockyard and spend the whole day with them at The Keep and, during the holidays, Susanna and Mole had spent days at a time with her in Dartmouth, although not both together, the little house wasn’t big enough to boast two spare bedrooms and Miles was unhappy about bodies in sleeping bags on the drawing-room floor. He was a stickler for tidiness and good manners, of which Freddy thoroughly approved, but she often felt that he was much more of her own generation than that of her grandchildren. The truth of it was, of course, that he belonged to the generation in between and it had to be said that he was often rather more like a father to Fliss and her siblings than husband and brother-in-law.

Freddy stirred restlessly. If only it were possible to send Caroline out to Hong Kong with Fliss, just until she’d had the baby; to settle her in and make certain that all was well. Miles had pooh-poohed  the idea when she’d tentatively suggested it. It was quite normal now, he said, for wives to manage without the entourage of nanny and staff which had moved around with naval families of the officer class in Freddy’s day. He’d assured her that Fliss would be well cared for in the British Military Hospital, that she would have an amah to help her look after the baby, that a fellow officer, already out in Hong Kong, was organising accommodation. There had been nothing else for her to do but to trust him. Freddy knew that she was fussing, being mother hen-ish, but Fliss was so very special. They were all going to miss her terribly . . .

Theo Chadwick, watching his sister-in-law across the table, was aware that she was unconscious of any of the afternoon’s delights. Although her head was turned towards the open door, he was convinced that she neither heard the birds nor was aware of the scent of roses. Even the plate of Ellen’s new-baked scones and the pot of home-made bramble jelly could not hold her attention. He’d searched about for something with which to distract her, knowing that her thoughts were with Fliss, but his mind remained unhelpfully blank. The silence lengthened and presently he spoke the words which he hoped might offer some kind of comfort.

‘She will be well cared for, you know,’ he said gently. ‘It will all be very much a home from home. A little England. Hong Kong is a crown colony, after all.’

She made no attempt to dissemble or to deny her anxieties. ‘But it is so far away,’ she said despairingly.

Theo was silent. Although the Chadwicks made their money from china clay there had been a naval tradition in the family for well over a hundred years. Theo’s father had been an admiral, his elder brother, Bertie – Freddie’s husband – had been killed at Jutland during the First World War and he himself had become a naval chaplain. Nobody knew better than he that Freddy was no stranger to separation and loss. Left a widow with twin baby boys, Peter and John, she had managed with the help of Ellen and Fox: Ellen, who as Freddy’s maid, had arrived with her at The Keep more than fifty years before, and Fox, who had served under Bertie as a gun-layer in 1916. After the war Fox had made his way to The Keep, so as to tell Lieutenant Chadwick’s family the truth of his courageous last battle, and had stayed on to look after The Keep and to protect the young widow and her babies. The twins had grown up in time to serve in the Second World War. History repeated itself with uncanny relentlessness. John died when his ship was torpedoed on convoy duty, leaving his young widow, Prue, to bring up their twins, and although Peter had survived the war, he had died later in Kenya along with his wife and eldest son . . .

Theo sighed, a silent internal sigh. No, Freddy was no stranger to grief – and already the next generation was taking up the challenge. Hal, John’s son, was a naval lieutenant and Mole, Peter’s younger boy, was determined to become a submariner . . . and now Fliss was preparing to pack and follow.

‘You were quite happy when Hal’s ship went out to the Far East for two years,’ he ventured at last. ‘It’s much the same, isn’t it?’

‘It’s not the same at all,’ said Freddy sharply. ‘Hal is a man. And he wasn’t pregnant.’

Once more Theo was silenced. He heard her words but he felt that there was something much deeper here; something beyond her natural concern for her granddaughter. She glanced at him almost defiantly, chin lifted in the old way, and his great love for her shook his heart and increased his feeling of inadequacy.

‘Say something,’ she cried. ‘Don’t just sit there.’

‘But what can I say?’ he asked helplessly. ‘Hong Kong is a long way off. Hal is a man and he certainly wasn’t pregnant when he went out to Singapore.’

To his horror he saw tears glinting in her eyes. ‘I might die before she comes back,’ she muttered. ‘I might never see Fliss’s child.’

‘My dear Freddy,’ he answered, trying for a lighter tone, ‘this could be true for any of us, even for Susanna or Mole – accidents might happen to any one of us at any time. But why should we be morbid? You are fit and healthy and come from a long-lived family—’

‘I am seventy-seven years old,’ interrupted Freddy crossly, rather as if she resented Theo’s positive view. ‘Anything could happen.’

‘Another undeniable truth,’ agreed Theo, reaching for the teapot. ‘Earthquake, flood, famine. A plague or two . . .’

She glared at him but, as usual, he had cheered her a little by refusing to panic with her. If only she could be certain that Fliss was truly happy, that she had been right to marry Miles.

She took her tea from Theo, managing to return his smile, just as the door which led to the back of the house opened and Fliss came in. She smiled at the two elderly people who waited for her.

‘Sorry I’m late,’ she said. ‘It’s so beautiful out there I could hardly bear to leave it. I’ve just been round the spinney.’

The familiarity of the scene before her was both soothing and poignant. Since she’d known that she was expecting a child her emotions had been unreliable, teetering unsteadily between tears and laughter, confidence and terror. The picture of her grandmother and great-uncle sitting opposite each other at the tea table was a comforting one, representing continuity and serenity; yet her contentment at the sight was undermined by the fear that they might not be here when she returned from Hong Kong. She tried  hard to control these emotions, mocking herself for childishness, telling herself that she was being pathetic, but still she wished that she need not have had to cope with both the posting and the baby at once.

Uncle Theo was pouring tea for her whilst Grandmother talked gently on the subject of greenfly on the roses. Fliss took a scone and reached for the bramble jelly.

‘I’ve been spoiled, living so close to home,’ she said cheerfully. ‘I’m going to have to write down some of Ellen’s recipes to take out with me. I hope I’ll be able to buy the ingredients. Isn’t it odd to think that in three months’ time I shall be shopping in Hong Kong?’




Chapter Two

It was later, in the solitude of her room, that Fliss wished that she had not used the words ‘I’ve just been round the spinney’. She suspected that the significance of them had not been lost on her grandmother and great-uncle. Although she had chattered all through tea about the excitement of going to Hong Kong there had been an air of – of what? Fliss turned her back on the view from the window and, sitting on the window seat, took stock of the little room which had been hers for the last fifteen years. Apart from a few precious things which had gone to the house in Dartmouth, it remained much the same as when she had taken possession of it.

‘You’ll want to come and stay sometimes,’ Caroline had said, ‘when Miles is away at sea. Home from home. Leave a few things . . .’

Fliss had taken her advice. Anyway, her bits and pieces didn’t quite fit into the narrow house in Above Town which Miles had bought when he was first married as a very young officer. His delicate wife had died after only a few years of marriage but he had kept the house, and his personality was stamped firmly upon it. Fliss’s Victorian flower prints would have looked incongruous beside his original watercolours and antique prints of naval ports; the small painted chest would have been out of place amongst the expensive reproduction furniture. He had selected his furnishings with care and there was a certain austerity combined with practicality which was faintly daunting. Fliss was used to a more organic style of living. The pieces in the rooms at The Keep had accumulated gradually, each generation adding, replacing, repairing, so that modern and Edwardian jostled with Regency and Victorian, yet all blended together in an entirely natural way.

She stood up and wandered over to the washstand. She had removed the small china pot which had belonged to her mother, and the alabaster box which had once held her father’s cufflinks, and taken them with her to Dartmouth but she had left the looking-glass, age-spotted, in its battered mahogany frame. In this frame were stuck some photographs. To begin with she had simply forgotten them, although she had taken the silver-framed studio  photograph which showed her father with Jamie standing next to him, her mother with Susanna on her knee, Mole leaning against her and Fliss sitting beside her. It was a charming portrait of a happy, normal little family and now it stood on the mahogany chest of drawers in her bedroom in Dartmouth. There, it did not seem out of place. Yet, for some reason, she had left these other photographs, familiar, comforting, important, stuck in the frame. Jamie was there, hands in pocket, smiling out at her; Susanna astride Fliss’s old bicycle, beaming proudly; Kit their cousin, kneeling beside the now long-dead dog, Mrs Pooter, an arm about her furry neck, Mole squinting out at her, a blurred Fox behind him.

Fliss bent to look at the snapshot of her parents at Nairobi’s Ngong Racecourse; her father tall, confident, handsome, and her mother with a look which was almost censorious. Fliss bent closer. Did she resemble her mother? That look on her mother’s face had kept her and Jamie on their toes. Alison had expected great things of her children, and living up to her expectations had been something of a strain. Fliss was certain that her mother would not sympathise with her present fears. Had she not gone to Kenya with Fliss only seven and Mole barely a year old? Susanna had been born in Africa. Alison had been efficient, calm, competent; had she ever been frightened?

Another photograph caught her attention. It was of her own wedding but not taken by the official photographer; those she kept in the smart album bought for her by Miles. This one had simply been stuck in the frame with the others. Fliss took it from the mahogany frame and studied it closely. It had been taken in the courtyard on the central rectangle of grass. She was holding Mole’s arm and they were laughing together. Susanna crouched beside them fiddling with her shoe, her bouquet of sweet peas flung down beside her on the grass. Miles was in the background, smart in his uniform, one arm raised, a finger pointing at some unseen companion. It was what her cousin Kit called his ‘. . . and furthermore . . .’ stance.

For a brief moment Fliss was transported back to the June day, two years before; she could almost feel the sun on her back, smell the scent of the roses. The whole family had risen to the occasion, giving of their utmost, determined to make it her happiest day, showing their pride and love in different, special ways. Since Miles was a widower she had decided to keep the whole thing simple and quiet, just family and close friends, and it had worked very well. Susanna had looked so pretty in that strange dark, dusky pink; she’d been thrilled with the bracelet of delicately wrought silver and coral which Miles had given her. Fliss’s own dress was made of thick,  cream, cotton lace, ankle-length, slender and faintly Victorian in style. She loved it and often wore it to Ladies’ Nights and formal parties. Mole, in his best Sunday suit, had given her away and later, the champagne having gone to his head, he’d given a most amusing and rather touching speech without a trace of his stammer. She’d been so proud of him . . .

Fliss turned away from the washstand and sat on the edge of the narrow iron bed, her fingers unconsciously brushing the patchwork quilt, another of her talismans which had not quite fitted into the house at Dartmouth. The quilt was a history of the family, her family. Oh, how could she bear to leave them and go so far away? How could she endure it that she and her baby would miss such vital contact? No Grandmother to give her that private smile of approval, no Uncle Theo with his immense inner strength, no Ellen to cluck with joy and pride, no Fox to tell her that the baby was a proper Chadwick, no Caroline with her good sense nor Kit to think up fantastic names for the newest member of the family. No Aunt Prue with her motherly warmth, no Susanna or Mole, the baby’s aunt and uncle. No Hal . . .

She stood up quickly as the knock at the door was followed by the appearance of Caroline. It was years now since Caroline had ceased to be her nanny and become her friend but Fliss smiled at her automatically, assuming the mantle of bright cheerfulness which she had adopted from the moment she’d arrived at The Keep the evening before.

‘Come down to the kitchen for a chat while I do the vegetables for dinner,’ suggested Caroline. ‘We’re all longing to hear about Hong Kong. It’s wonderful about the baby, isn’t it? Are you as happy as you look or are you being brave? I should be terrified at the thought of going out to Hong Kong to have my first baby.’

Fliss looked at her quickly. What a fool she’d been to think she could hide anything from Caroline.

‘Have the others guessed?’ she asked anxiously. ‘I don’t want anyone worrying about me.’

Caroline reached out and gave Fliss’s arm an affectionate little squeeze.

‘You’re probably overdoing it,’ she admitted gently. ‘Just a touch. We can’t quite believe that you’re so delighted at the idea of being so far away from us. We have our pride, you know. We want to think that you’ll miss us. Just a bit.’

‘Of course I shall miss you,’ said Fliss wretchedly. ‘Of course I’m frightened – but what can I do? I don’t want Grandmother worrying. It’s not so much the idea of going to Hong Kong – that’s quite exciting – it’s just the thought of having my baby so far from home. And what if something should happen to any of you while I’m there . . .’

She turned away, staring out of the window, unwilling to let Caroline see the tears in her eyes.

Caroline watched her compassionately. She had come to The Keep soon after the arrival of the children when it had been decided that help was needed. Mrs Chadwick had been sixty-two, Ellen sixty, Fox sixty-five; an old household for such young children. So Caroline, had come to look after them and never, in all her jobs as a nanny, had she been so happy as at The Keep. It had been a mutual decision that, when the children no longer needed her care, she should stay on, gradually shouldering the tasks which for fifty years had belonged to Ellen and Fox. Ellen was still fairly active but crippling arthritis prevented Fox from carrying out most of his former duties. There was no question, however, that he should be pensioned off. He remained in his quarters in the gatehouse, pottering about at smaller tasks, content to let the responsibility pass to Caroline and young Josh, who came up from the village to do the heavy work about the grounds.

These three, Fox, Ellen and Caroline, had formed the framework for the children’s lives and Caroline knew how deeply Fliss’s roots had sunk into the ground from which her family had sprung, sending out tender feelers which climbed and twined themselves about that framework. Of all the children she was most deeply knitted into the fabric of The Keep and the family. She had gone off bravely to school and to college, and later to her job in Gloucestershire, but it was here that she belonged, where she most loved to be.

Caroline thought: It would be easier for her to go to Hong Kong if she wasn’t pregnant. Fliss will hate to have her baby so far away from us all.

Aloud, she said, ‘Come on down and talk about it. You can’t stop people worrying. It’s best to be open about it. Stiff upper lips are all very well but sometimes a good weep is just as beneficial. Don’t bottle things up, Flissy dear.’

Fliss smiled at her gratefully. ‘I’m a bit wound up about it all,’ she admitted. ‘Silly, isn’t it? There’s nothing to it, really. Miles says that it’s what naval wives have to expect. They have a saying, you know: “If you can’t take a joke you shouldn’t have joined.” You shouldn’t marry a sailor and expect him to stay at home.’

‘That’s quite true,’ agreed Caroline, following Fliss out on to the landing. ‘But then Miles has no family to leave. And it isn’t him having the baby.’

Fliss descended the stairs from the nursery quarters on the second floor thoughtfully. She couldn’t argue with Caroline’s observations but in the end it made no difference. The situation had to be faced and there was no use whining about it.

‘I’ve been very lucky,’ she said as they reached the landing. ‘Starting as a naval wife with Miles in a shore job was a tremendous bonus. He’s hardly been away at all. I can’t tell you how thrilled he is to be given the command of HMS Yarnton. He’s terribly excited about the whole thing.’

‘Yes,’ said Caroline, remembering a time when she had imagined herself to be in love with Miles. ‘Yes, he would be. And about the baby, too, I expect.’

Fliss’s answer was rather a long time in coming and slightly confused. ‘Well, he is but it’s rather . . . You know. Perhaps the timing is a bit unfortunate . . . Of course, I’d rather have my baby here but I couldn’t possibly leave Miles for that long. He’d be very hurt . . .’

Watching Fliss, noting the downcast face, the thick fair hair pulled back into a loose plait, the slender figure with a long Indian skirt wrapped about the still-narrow waist and a cheesecloth shirt knotted above it, Caroline was seized by a variety of sensations. She felt the old tenderness for the child she had known, a new respect for the woman Fliss was becoming, and an overwhelming relief that she herself had stood aside from the complex bonds which tied the wife and mother. As she watched Fliss struggling with her confused emotions, she was profoundly thankful that she would never know that particular division of loyalty. Who should come first: husband or child? She slipped an arm about the slim, square shoulders as they passed through the hall.

‘A glass of sherry,’ she suggested. ‘Yes? You shall sit and have a drink while I peel the potatoes. Ellen is over with Fox, changing his sheets and sorting him out. We’ll have a quiet half an hour.’

In the kitchen Mrs Pooter’s descendent, Polly Perkins, lay in the enormous dog basket. Mrs Pooter and her son, Mugwump, were both dead, but Perks was just such another large, woolly Border collie, crossed with spaniel or retriever, with a rusty coloured coat, flopping ears and dark brown eyes. She was of a more passive disposition than the greedy, cunning and ungrateful Mrs Pooter but she had Mugwump’s sense of fun, and she enjoyed her walks on the hill behind The Keep or in the deep, quiet lane where Caroline had exercised her earlier, after tea. She lay curled in a ball, nose on tail, sleeping peacefully, and the mere sight of her brought some measure of tranquillity to Fliss’s anxious mind.

As usual she looked around the kitchen with pleasure. For as long as she could remember it seemed unchanged, her favourite place. Here, when they had returned from Kenya, she had felt safest, sharing the responsibility of her siblings with Ellen and Fox, playing dominoes at the kitchen table or kneeling on the window seat, staring out over the neat, multicoloured fields to the distant hills.  The hill sloped away so steeply behind the house that the kitchen was poised high up in the air and the small Fliss had been enchanted to be able to look down upon the birds that circled below her.

Fliss sat down in the rocking chair by the Aga and watched Caroline’s sturdy reassuring figure moving to and fro, fetching glasses, pouring sherry. The warmth from the Aga, the slow ticking of the clock, the geraniums on the deep windowsill and the soft gleam of the china on the dresser, all these things soothed the senses and Fliss felt, suddenly, pleasantly drowsy.

It had been almost a relief when Miles had gone off to Portsmouth on a course and she had been left alone to brood over the news of his posting to Hong Kong. It had come swiftly on the heels of the discovery that she was pregnant and she had barely had time to digest either piece of information.

‘Did we want a baby this soon?’ Miles had asked. It had been a cheerful enough question but Fliss’s stomach had lurched oddly. She had expected him to be as thrilled as she was and she did not know how to answer him. A childish disappointment had gripped her and she’d remained silent. He’d glanced round at her, puzzled, and then smiled at her expression. ‘Silly child,’ he’d said, going to her and taking her into his arms. ‘I’m delighted, of course. That goes without saying, surely? It’s just a bit of a shock. I thought we were going to wait for a while. Enjoy ourselves and so on. It’s going to be rather a tie, you know.’

‘It must have been when we were on leave,’ she’d said, almost apologetically, trying to hide her own feelings. ‘We were a bit careless . . .’

‘I told you to go on the Pill,’ he’d said reprovingly. ‘Too late now . . . This’ll bump the mess bill up a few quid, I can tell you . . .’

Now, as she sat sipping her sherry, listening to Caroline recounting Perks’s latest exploits, Fliss realised that what she’d felt was a kind of resentment. Miles’s attitude was that of an adult reproving a child for some thoughtless misdemeanour rather than husband and wife discussing their first child. When he’d returned from his visit to the Appointer, jubilant with the news of his posting to Hong Kong, it had been her turn to be shocked.

‘But how can we?’ she’d asked anxiously. ‘With the baby and things. Of course, it’s wonderful news, darling. Terribly exciting. But how will I manage with . . . you know, having the baby and so on?’

‘Good heavens, there’s a British military hospital in Hong Kong,’ he’d cried impatiently. ‘That’s not a problem. Don’t worry about that. God, it’ll be fantastic to have my own command. Tell you what, I’ll book a table at the Cherub. This calls for a bit of a celebration.’

It had hurt that he’d been so much more excited at the news of his posting than the discovery that she was expecting their child. She’d told herself to grow up and had made a determined effort to enjoy their evening out. Still, it was a relief to be on her own, to have the small, narrow house to herself for a while and to come over to see her family at The Keep. As she finished her sherry she decided that she was simply feeling tired – probably quite normal under the circumstances – and that she’d been suffering from a sense of humour failure.

‘Come on,’ she said, getting up and joining Caroline at the sink, ‘I’ll help you with the vegetables. Have you heard from Kit lately? She was thrilled about the baby. She wants to be a godmother . . .’




Chapter Three

Later that day in London, in the roomy second-floor flat in Pembridge Square, Kit was thinking about her cousin Fliss, and musing happily over the news of the expected child.

‘Hannah,’ said Kit thoughtfully. ‘Hannah’s a nice name, isn’t it? Or Humphrey, if it’s a boy? We want something different. A name that will make him or her stick in the memory. What do you think?’

Her flatmate Cynthia Jane – nicknamed Sin by Kit in student days – poured some more wine into her glass and propped her chin in her hands.

‘Hannibal,’ she suggested idly. ‘Got a bit of a ring to it, wouldn’t you say? Imagine his first day at school and Fliss saying, “This is Hannibal Harrington.” That would stick in the memory all right.’

‘Oh, shut up,’ said Kit good-humouredly. ‘But you could be right. Perhaps not an alliteration. Pity. I really like Hannah. OK then . . .’ She riffled the pages of the little book which she was studying. ‘Georgina. Or George, of course.’

Sin rolled her eyes. ‘You really think that they’re going to allow you to choose the name of their first-born?’

‘I always think up the names for the family,’ protested Kit. ‘I’m known for it.’

‘For the dogs, yes,’ admitted Sin. ‘And for cars. Nicknames, even. But for new babies? Do you honestly think that Miles is going to stand by while you christen his child?’

‘Fliss said, “You must come up with a really good name,”,’ said Kit. ‘I am the child’s cousin and godmother.’

‘Can you be a cousin and a godmother to the same child?’ mused Sin.

‘Why not?’ demanded Kit. ‘I’ve always longed to be somebody’s godmother. It sounds such fun. You take them out from school and buy them tea and leave them all your money when you die.’

‘Well, that’ll be a treat for the poor thing,’ murmured Sin. ‘I can’t imagine why, but I always thought that there was some religious connection . . .’

‘Well, of course there is,’ answered Kit impatiently, seizing the bottle and eyeing the inch or two left in the bottom meaningly. ‘I  shall get Uncle Theo to help me out with that bit.’

Sin sat up straight. ‘Gosh,’ she said softly. ‘I never thought of that. Hours closeted with darling Theo discussing the state of my soul.’

‘What d’you mean?’ asked Kit suspiciously. ‘What has your soul got to do with this?’

‘Listen,’ said Sin earnestly, pushing her plate aside and leaning forward. ‘How about if I become the kid’s godmother and you just stick with being good old Cousin Kit? You can still have terrific fun—’

‘Forget it,’ said Kit firmly. ‘I know your game. This has nothing to do with the baby; it’s simply a ruse to spend time with Uncle Theo. Everyone knows of your passion for him. It’s shocking. And him a man of the cloth and in his seventies to boot!’

‘He has ruined my life,’ sighed Sin. ‘Are you sure I couldn’t be godmother? It might be the making of me.’

‘I can just see Miles agreeing to it,’ scoffed Kit. ‘Especially when you flirt outrageously with him at every opportunity, even at his own wedding. What with him and Uncle Theo . . .’

‘I have a thing about older men.’ Sin sipped sadly at her wine.

‘True. And every other sort of man.’ Kit closed the book. ‘Maria is going to do for you one of these days if you’re not careful. She’s terribly jealous.’

‘Maria’s so easy,’ admitted Sin. ‘I hardly have to work at it at all. Just one glance at dear Hal, a meaningful little smile, and her hackles are up and she’s practically snarling. Dear old Flissy doesn’t mind a bit when I do the same with Miles, but then . . .’ She paused.

‘But then what?’ asked Kit curiously, when the silence lengthened.

Sin shrugged, frowning a little, and shook her head.

‘Come on,’ persisted Kit, surprised. ‘What were you going to say?’

‘Look,’ said Sin at last, ‘I haven’t really thought this through. It just came into my mind. I’m not sure . . .’

‘Oh, for goodness’ sake,’ cried Kit impatiently. ‘Spit it out. Who do you think you are? Wittgenstein, or what? It’s not going to be cast in tablets of stone. Just say it.’

‘I was going to say that Fliss isn’t in love with Miles. Not like Maria is with Hal. That’s all. Except that I hadn’t really thought about it before but now I have thought about it, it still seems that it’s true.’

London sounds drifted through the open windows: the rumble of distant traffic, children playing cricket in the little square, snatches of music from someone’s radio . . .

Kit thought: She’s right. There isn’t that passion between Fliss and Miles. Of course, he’s so much older, and Fliss is much more  serious than Maria, but it was there, that kind of battened-down excitement, between Hal and Fliss before the family found out and put the mockers on it. Oh hell . . .

‘Of course it means nothing,’ Sin was saying rapidly, ‘they’re such completely different types. Fliss and Maria, I mean. Well, come to that, so are Miles and Hal but—’

‘It’s OK,’ said Kit. ‘I can cope with this. Don’t go on about it.’

‘And they’re having a baby,’ added Sin, unable to prevent herself attempting to cover the fact that she’d put her foot in it. ‘So you see I’m probably quite wrong.’

‘Oh, shut up,’ said Kit crossly. ‘It’s too late now. You’ve made me think about it. And you’re right. There’s something missing. But what is it? It could be that they’re simply a staid, happily married couple, not given to flights of fancy and so on, but it’s not quite like that, is it?’

Sin sighed again. ‘It’s like he’s her father. He’s kind and considerate and just the tiniest bit condescending. You know? The pat on the head, run along, darling, kind of thing. He loves her, no question about that, but now that he’s won her he’s settled back into his previous middle-aged routines, except that now he’s got a wife in tow.’

‘Perhaps going to Hong Kong will help,’ suggested Kit hopefully.

Sin raised her eyebrows and said nothing.

‘She sounded a bit strange when she talked about it yesterday,’ pursued Kit, ‘but I just assumed that she was more excited about the baby than going to Hong Kong. Miles is delighted, of course.’

‘Of course,’ said Sin neutrally.

Kit looked at her sharply. ‘Why are you saying it like that?’ she demanded. ‘Of course he’s delighted. A baby on the way and his own command. What could be better?’

‘What indeed?’ murmured Sin. ‘Let’s forget it, shall we? Let’s go and walk in the park. I feel an urge coming on to drown myself in the Serpentine. It happens each time we talk about love and marriage and babies and so on.’

‘We might as well,’ said Kit. ‘Perhaps I’ll join you. We can die together. Relationships are so damned complicated.’

‘Talking of which,’ said Sin innocently, ‘Jake telephoned earlier. Didn’t leave a message except to send his love. Want to call him back before we go?’

‘No,’ said Kit grumpily. ‘I’m not in the mood now. That’s another problem. I do love dear old Jake the Rake but is it the real thing? I’m even more confused after this little bombshell. We have such fun but if I let him get serious will it rock the boat? Does that mean I don’t really love him? How is one to know?’

‘Never mind,’ said Sin. ‘Of course, as you pointed out, I’m not  Wittgenstein but you know what he said? “Love which can’t be classified is best.” Got a point, hasn’t he?’

‘Your death wish may be gratified before we reach the park,’ said Kit grimly. ‘You’ve ruined my evening. Let that be enough for you. Oh, and bring your purse. I might want an ice cream.’

 
During the journey from Portsmouth to Devon, Maria sat wrapped in preoccupation while Hal talked about his posting to the frigate HMS Falmouth, the fun of returning to Devon, the possibilities of the married quarter available in Compton Road near HMS Manadon in Plymouth. She murmured appropriately, trying to inject enthusiasm into her voice, but her thoughts were busy elsewhere. The prospect of their few days of leave was ruined by the knowledge that Fliss was at The Keep. Maria had been delighted when Hal suggested that they should go down to see the married quarter, staying for a few nights with his grandmother. She loved to be fussed over by Ellen and Fox, to be approved by Mrs Chadwick and Uncle Theo, spoiled by Caroline. She felt like a beloved child returning home from school – and Hal was such a favourite with his family. Although she stared straight ahead she visualised his face; determined, confident, handsome, open. People took to him, warming to his friendly smile and goodnatured laugh. He had a handclasp and a redeeming word for all; everyone loved him.

This, of course, was where the root of the matter lay. Maria did not want everyone to love Hal, or rather she wished he were not so indiscriminate in his returning of this love. In her more rational moments she knew that Hal’s easy affection was given to male and female alike – but when was jealousy ever rational? It came at her from nowhere, swooping in to undermine her fragile confidence, to shake her belief in his love for her. It drove her to be bitchy and cruel, it kept her awake at nights when he was away, it made her dread the other wives’ gossip, hating to hear that he was enjoying himself in any way which might involve other women. She knew that, wherever the ship docked, the officers were invited to parties and dinners, entertained royally during their ‘showing the flag visits’, fêted when they were in foreign ports. She waited eagerly for his letters, for the occasional telephone call, for every reaffirmation of his love.

This sunny June morning, as the road fled away behind them, she wondered if it would have been the same if Hal had never told her about Fliss. Was it Hal’s ‘confession’ – that he and his cousin had been romantically involved – which was to blame for her insecurity? It was so unfair. Manlike, he had been determined to get it off his chest, unaware of the effect on her. He’d explained that the  romance had been adolescent and quite innocent but there was something so horribly Romeo-and-Juliet-ish about the whole business and, or so it seemed to Maria, if his family hadn’t forbidden it then presumably he and Fliss would have continued to love one another. She had never quite been able to pin him down. Hal’s stance was ‘well, it didn’t happen so what’s all the fuss about? I’m married to you now and that’s that.’

Maria thought: There’s something still there, though, I just know it. I can feel it when they’re together. I’m second best, that’s the problem. How can I compete with her? God, I hate her!

The truly irritating thing was that Fliss was so nice to her. In fact, during one of Hal’s longer patrols at sea, she had accepted an invitation to stay with Fliss in the little house in Dartmouth. For a brief, sane moment, Maria had seen that she might neutralise the whole thing by making friends with Fliss; they would form an alliance so that she had nothing to fear from her.

To begin with it actually seemed as if it might work. Without Hal around, the two girls had settled into a delightfully friendly relationship and had a wonderful week together. Fliss introduced Maria to the beaches and moors, took her into the small market towns; they even went to choral evensong at Exeter cathedral after a glorious afternoon of shopping in the city. They had barely mentioned Hal, except as he related to Maria’s being utterly miserable when he was away. His absence had allowed her to talk about him as if he were a different Hal, one whom Fliss knew only slightly but whom she knew intimately. She had been worldly-wise, tolerant about his shortcomings, joking and light-hearted about his lack of domesticity. Fliss had made no attempt to be proprietorial, made no mention of her own particular knowledge of Hal. She’d been so understanding, so sympathetic, and they’d laughed together over the problems facing the naval wife. By the end of the week Maria was convinced that she’d laid the ghost.

Her certainty had lasted until the next time that she saw Hal and Fliss together at the Birthday weekend at The Keep. The Chadwicks had an old tradition of celebrating several birthdays in one big festivity. Mrs Chadwick, Hal and Kit, and Mole all had birthdays at the end of October and, by some miracle, these always managed to fit in with half term, which was why this celebration had become so important over the years. Everyone made an effort to get to The Keep for it.

This particular Birthday, just after their first wedding anniversary, Hal was home from sea and he and Maria went down to Devon for the festivities. She had felt quite confident, actually looking forward to it – until she’d seen the look in Hal’s eyes when he first saw Fliss . . .

They’d been in the hall with Uncle Theo and Mole, having arrived much earlier than they’d expected to, when Fliss had come in with Caroline, helping her to carry the tea things. They’d been laughing together and had paused just inside the door to finish their conversation, heads bent together and looking suddenly serious, before they turned to look at the group around the fire. Maria had heard the phrase about faces ‘lighting up’ and, at that moment, she knew exactly what it meant. Fliss’s small face had smoothed out, her eyes had widened and her lips had curved upward. Glancing involuntarily at Hal, Maria saw that his face, too, was bright with love; it were as though something invisible but almost tangible stretched between them. Her heart had beat fast with terror and she knew a longing to smash something, to scream, anything to snap the thread which seemed to draw her husband and his cousin together.

She’d been silly then, she’d turned to Mole, asking why they still used his nickname now that he was grown up, when he was much too big to burrow under rugs or hide beneath furniture. Sam was a nice name, she’d told him, and from now on she would call him Sam. He had watched her, puzzled, and she knew that her voice was too high, her gestures too exaggerated, but knew, also, that she must do something to break the tension between Hal and Fliss. Then Prue, Hal’s mother, had appeared and the charge of electricity had faltered, dwindling into the affection of two members of the same family greeting each other with perfectly natural friendliness. Maria had melted into her mother-in-law’s hug with relief and gratitude. Prue was so motherly, so sweet, so delighted to see them . . .

‘Honiton,’ Hal’s cheerful voice broke into her thoughts, startling her. ‘We’re making very good time. How about stopping for coffee?’
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