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For Philip


ONE

In early spring, the Colonel went down with a bad attack of flu. Apart from a bout of malaria when he’d been serving out in the tropics, his health had always been remarkably good. There had been the usual childhood diseases – measles, chickenpox, mumps, and so on – but he could not remember any of them being as unpleasant as this, not even the malaria.

He lay aching and miserable in his bed at Pond Cottage – the only consolation being that the bedroom window overlooked Frog End village green and he could see the occasional passer-by to cheer his day. Major Cuthbertson, for instance, purposefully striding out in the direction of the Dog and Duck; Mrs Cuthbertson crouched balefully over the wheel of their Escort, bound for her ladies’ bridge afternoon; Miss Butler emerging like a timid mouse from Lupin Cottage on the other side of the green; the nice young vicar chugging along in his battered saloon to make his calls; the organist, Miss Hartshorne, on her sit-up-and-beg bicycle, weaving her way towards the church; Philippa Rankin cantering one of her riding school ponies over the grass; Mrs Bentley out with her four dachshunds, their tangled leads encircling her stout legs like ribbons round a maypole.

Life was going on, just as normal, for everyone else while he had been summarily removed from its orbit. He was an outsider: a germ-ridden pariah. Banished beyond the pale.

He turned his head towards the photograph of Laura on the bedside table beside him. There was another much grander studio portrait of her in the sitting room below, as well as the large silver-framed one taken at their wedding, but this simple snapshot was the image that he carried in his heart. He had taken it himself when they had been on honeymoon, many years ago. Laura was wearing a cotton frock, her hair blowing in the breeze and she was smiling at him. No glamorous gown, no studio artifice, no clever lighting, no tricks of the trade. Just Laura, as she had been and how he would always remember her.

If he felt low now with his dose of flu, how much worse must she have felt when she had been fighting her battle against cancer? He had seen her physical suffering plainly enough, but she had kept the rest hidden from him. He had never quite known whether she knew the truth. They had played a game of make-believe, encouraged by the jolly hospital nurses and the friendly young doctors, and it had been played to the very end when she had finally given up the unequal struggle. Let go of her frail grasp on life in the middle of one night when he had been at home in bed asleep and she had been alone.

He shifted his aching legs again and Thursday see-sawed up and down at the end of the bed, clinging on to the eiderdown with his claws. The old cat had given up waiting for the sitting room fire to be lit so that he could take up his usual place at the warm end of the sofa. He had finally made his arthritic way upstairs to the bedroom to settle firmly, instead, on the Colonel’s feet. For a bony old moggy, long past his prime, he was surprisingly heavy but no amount of shifting and kicking would dislodge him. Nothing had dislodged him from Pond Cottage either.

He had been named by the former occupant of the cottage, an ancient pensioner, simply because he had first turned up on a Thursday. The stray cat had disappeared when the old man had died, only to reappear on the very day that the Colonel had moved in. Also, on a Thursday. It had seemed pointless to change it – as pointless as it had proved to try to persuade the battle-scarred, flea-ridden, torn-eared creature, to move on elsewhere. Thursday had graciously favoured the Colonel with his permanent presence and that had been that. There were times, he had to admit, when it was not entirely unwelcome; in fact, sometimes he was glad of it.

When Laura had died eleven years ago, he had found living on his own almost unbearable. The loneliness, the terrible silence, the long and empty days had come as a severe shock to him after a lifetime spent always with others. Family, boarding school, the army . . . always plenty of company and plenty of useful activity. Retirement and widowhood were uncharted and alien waters, something he had never even thought about or prepared for. There was still his daughter and his son, of course: Alison in her high-powered City job, Marcus with Susan and his two children resettled in Norfolk. They had both wanted him to live close by – either in a service flat in London near Alison, or in an easy-to-run bungalow down the road from Marcus and Susan. Instead, he had gone in stubborn search of a cottage that he and Laura had once seen many years ago when they had been touring on home leave in the West Country. They had stopped at a village pub and sat out on a bench in the sun. Laura had noticed the rose-covered cottage on the other side of the green and said that one day, when he had retired from the army and they had finally come back to live in England, they must find a home just like that. He had forgotten the name of the village but he had driven round and round Dorset lanes in pouring rain until, finally, he had come across the pub and the green and Laura’s dream cottage. The roses were not in bloom and either distance had led enchantment to their eyes, or the intervening years had taken a severe toll on the house because it looked in bad shape. But, by a remarkable coincidence, it was for sale. Ignoring rising damp, rotting thatch, death-watch beetle, dirt and decay throughout, he had bought it, together with the half acre of surrounding jungle. He had bought it because of Laura and because he knew that she would have thoroughly approved.

His children, naturally, had not approved. Alison had thought he was making a bad financial mistake and Marcus that he was losing his mind. They were probably both right. It had cost a small fortune to make the cottage habitable – to rethatch the roof, strip out hideous modern additions, uncover the ancient inglenook fireplace, expose beams, repair, replaster, repaint, rewire, re-plumb, put in central heating and equip the kitchen.

And when it was finally ready and he had moved in, he had found the demons of loneliness lying in wait for him. It was easier to keep them at bay during the day, when he could get out and about, but when he sat alone in his wing-back tapestry chair by the fireside in the evening, whisky in hand, they came sidling forth to mock him.

He had been lucky, though, because help was at hand. The inhabitants of Frog End had gradually co-opted him into their lives. He had been made treasurer of the summer garden fête committee – a job passed on with alacrity by Major Cuthbertson, and which, naturally, nobody else had wanted. He had begun to meet people and to be asked to help out in other ways – cutting the churchyard grass, collecting for worthy charities, driving patients to and from hospital appointments in Dorchester, manning stalls at jumble sales, and so on.

The village might look about as lively as a stagnant pond, but beneath the surface there was plenty going on. For instance, there had been two murders within the space of a year which was somewhat unusual, to say the least. The much-disliked Lady Swynford of Frog End Manor, had been smothered with a pillow right in the middle of the summer fête, and a famous, if ageing, actress who had come to live in one of the new luxury flats at The Hall had been electrocuted in her bath on New Year’s Eve. The Colonel had been caught up unwittingly in both cases, carried out his own private investigations and reached the truth.fn1

And, of course, nobody who lived next door to Naomi Grimshaw could ever feel completely alone. He remembered the first evening when she had appeared in his sitting room doorway, dressed in a purple tracksuit and white running shoes, her short grey hair bluntly trimmed like the new thatch on his roof. A self-styled widow, she had in reality been divorced from her husband many years before he had died. But, as she had shrewdly pointed out, widows and widowers were awarded far more sympathy and status points than divorcees. Especially widowers, like himself, who were always useful to make up the numbers.

Naomi had introduced him to gardening. Something, she had quite rightly said, must be done about the jungle surrounding his cottage. He had seen and admired the garden of her Pear Tree Cottage beyond the old stone wall that divided their properties. A place of natural beauty where plants seemed to have planted themselves, cascading and drifting as in some soft-focused Impressionist painting. No regimented beds, no garish hues, no sharp edges. He knew even less about gardening than he did about art, but he knew what he liked.

Encouraged and inspired, the Colonel had rolled up his shirt sleeves and Done Something. Jacob, the strong and simple-minded labourer from the Manor had been persuaded to help during his time off and, under Naomi’s stick-waving, enthusiastic direction, the jungle had gradually been cleared. The stinging nettles and the weeds, the tangled brambles and the overgrown shrubs had been carted away, together with hundreds of rusty tin cans.

To start him off, Naomi had given him a lavender cutting and plants that she’d raised from seeds germinating on her cottage windowsills and in the lean-to greenhouse. She had also lent him several well-thumbed gardening books and told him to choose the rest himself so that it would be his garden – his own creation. He had never so much as lifted a trowel in his life and could scarcely tell a daisy from a daffodil, but he began to learn. He could never hope to emulate Naomi’s enchanted plot but, by the end of the first year, his garden was making quiet progress and the pond which had been rediscovered in the great clear-out had attracted all kinds of residents and passing visitors – snails, newts, dragonflies, water beetles and boatmen, a grass snake, thirsty hedgehogs and birds and even Thursday, who much preferred the pond or puddles to his nice clean water bowl in the kitchen. Most satisfactorily of all, given the name of the village, it had become home to a frog.

In the afternoon, the Colonel dozed until he became aware of heavy footsteps on the stairs and a slight shaking of the walls. A rap on the bedroom door and Naomi’s face appeared round its edge.

‘Come to make sure you’re still alive, Hugh.’

The rest of her stomped into the room, radiating health and vigour. Her puce-coloured tracksuit hurt his eyes; he closed them again.

‘That’s the spirit! You’ll soon be up and about.’

Sickbed sympathy, he realized, was not Naomi’s strong suit. She had probably never had a day’s illness in her life.

He opened his eyes halfway and croaked, ‘Nice of you to come, Naomi.’

‘I’ve brought you something,’ she told him and thrust the plastic bowl that she was carrying under his nose. ‘Chicken soup. Jewish mothers always swear by it. Apparently it cures everything. I’ll heat it up for you.’

‘Not just now, thank you.’

‘You must eat, Hugh. Build up your strength.’

‘I will,’ he promised. ‘Later.’

‘Not sure I trust you. Men are hopeless at looking after themselves. Useless at being ill. Cecil always thought he was dying.’

‘Cecil?’

‘My late husband. The one I divorced – remember. He went off with his secretary. I bet she didn’t lift a finger when he was ill. Serve the old bugger right.’ She glanced at the lump of black and tan fur at the end of the eiderdown. ‘I see Thursday’s managed to make himself comfortable, as usual. Do you want me to get rid of him for you?’

Thursday’s eyes opened to gleaming slits.

‘No, no. He’s all right.’

‘Of course, he is. He’s a cat. They’re always all right.’ She looked down at him uncertainly. ‘I must say you do look a bit ropey, Hugh. Shall I ask Tom to call?’

‘Heavens, no.’ He liked young Tom Harvey very much but doctors in general were best avoided. Doctors stood for illness and suffering and death, and for facing things you didn’t want to face or even think about.

The grandfather clock’s silvery chimes downstairs reached his ears. Six chimes. A Pavlovian call.

‘Would you like a drink, Naomi?’

‘I wouldn’t say no.’ She never did. ‘How about you?’

‘For once, I don’t feel like it. You’ll have to get it yourself, I’m afraid. Do you mind?’

‘Not a bit.’

She knew where everything was – the whisky decanter on the silver tray in the sitting room, the glasses in the cupboard. No ice required and just a splash of tap water. She was back upstairs in no time and sitting in the bedroom chair, raising her glass.

‘Cheers, Hugh. Hope you’ll be feeling better soon.’

They had drunk many a glass of Chivas Regal together. An evening ritual begun when she had first called on him the day he had moved in. After a full and frank discussion of whatever was news or current gossip or of any interest at all, Naomi would return to her cottage and her two Jack Russell terriers and the Colonel, left alone with Thursday, would watch a television programme – if there was anything to watch – or listen to the radio or play his old Gilbert and Sullivan records.

He said croakily, ‘I’m rather worried about the garden. Things will be getting out of hand.’

‘Nothing that can’t be dealt with, all in good time. I had a peek over the wall this morning and everything seems perfectly happy.’

‘What about the lily of the valley?’

‘Flowering away. Lucky you got the giant kind. The others always seem to get lost.’

He had done so at Naomi’s particular suggestion but, generously, she hadn’t reminded him of the fact.

‘Any sign of the bluebells?’

‘Lots of them. They’ll all be coming out when you do.’

He said anxiously, ‘The hellebores?’

They were one of his favourites. Bashful blooms that hung their heads and hid their delicate beauty. He had planted them near the kitchen door where they were under his eye and he could see them better. For all their shyness, they were one of the first plants of the year to brave the cold.

‘Don’t worry about them. They’re tough as anything.’

Ruth Swynford – the daughter of the late and unlamented Lady Swynford – had given him the hellebore plants as a present and he treasured them. On her mother’s unfortunate death, Ruth had inherited the Manor and stayed in Frog End instead of returning to work in London. With help and encouragement from Naomi, she had taken on the neglected Manor gardens, restoring them gradually to their former glory, as well as starting a small business selling plants. She had also become engaged to Tom Harvey, the local doctor, though not without a good deal of persuasion and patience on his part. Village gossip had it that Ruth had been having an affair with a married man in London for years.

He said, ‘Any date set for the wedding yet?’

‘Some time in the summer, Ruth says. She’s being very cagey at the moment. I hope she’s not going to duck out.’

Tom Harvey would almost certainly make an excellent husband, and they seemed to make a perfect young couple, but what if the magic ingredient necessary for a successful marriage was somehow lacking? Maybe Ruth was still in love with the married man in London?

‘It would be a great shame if she did.’

‘Not to mention a big disappointment in the village. They’re all planning what to wear for the wedding. I saw Mrs Cuthbertson trying on a hat in Dorchester the other day – all pink tulle and feathers and the size of a dustbin lid.’

His imagination failed him. The major’s wife’s hats were usually the sensible country kind, made to withstand the elements and to stay in place in gale force winds.

‘It could be just a small wedding.’

‘No chance of that. Everybody will expect to be invited. Ruth’s the squiress.’

‘Everybody?’

‘Everybody. And we haven’t had a decent wedding in years so it’ll be a good excuse to tog up. I hope you can still get into your morning suit, Hugh.’

‘I doubt it.’

He had no idea even where it was – probably among the things he’d consigned to the cottage loft. The last time he had worn morning dress had been at Marcus’s and Susan’s wedding, when Laura had still been alive. He could remember singing Love Divine, all loves excelling and praying to God that, for his son’s sake, Susan wouldn’t grow into anything resembling her mother.

‘By the way, Naomi, there was something I wanted to ask you.’

‘Fire away.’

‘It’s something I’ve been thinking about . . . but I wanted to ask your opinion first.’

‘Well, spit it out, Hugh. I’m all ears.’

‘Would you have any objection if I bought a garden shed – to go where the old privy was? I don’t think you’d be able to see it from your side.’

‘Of course I wouldn’t object. Men seem to love sheds. I’ve never quite understood why, but I expect it’s because it’s somewhere to go and get away from women. Cecil always used to disappear for hours in his. He had rows of old jam jars on shelves, full of nails and nuts and bolts and screws. Dozens of spanners and hammers and saws and all the rest. I don’t think he ever actually used any of them.’

There were times when he felt a sneaking sympathy for Naomi’s late husband.

He said stiffly, ‘As a matter of fact, I do need somewhere to put the garden tools and the lawnmower.’

She cackled at him. ‘I was only teasing, Hugh. By all means, have your shed. Have you found one yet? Some of them are simply hideous – more like Swiss chalets.’

‘There’s a place outside Dorchester that makes and delivers sheds. All sizes and perfectly plain. It’ll need putting together, of course.’

‘Well, Jacob can do that for you. And he could start your sundowner terrace at the same time.’

The terrace had been Naomi’s bright idea and the old flagstones that he had tracked down at the local reclamation place on her recommendation, had been stacked ready by the back door since early January.

‘No rush.’

‘Summer will be here before we know it.’

She would keep coming back to the subject again like a dog to a well-chewed bone. He wondered why on earth he had gone along with the idea in the first place. He slid a little further beneath the eiderdown and closed his eyes again. Naomi took the hint.

‘Well, I’ll be off, Hugh. Thanks for the drink. Hope you feel better soon.’ At the door she delivered her parting shot. ‘I’ll put the chicken soup in your fridge. Be sure and have it soon. It’ll do you good.’

He kept his eyes shut.

Tom Harvey called the next day. He let himself in at the front door which the Colonel had left unlocked and came upstairs.

‘Naomi told me you’re not feeling too well, Colonel. I’ve come to have a look at you, if you don’t mind.’

‘No need for that, Tom.’

‘It won’t take a moment. Flu can be a nasty thing. People think of it as a kind of bad cold, but it’s not like that at all. Specially as you get older. Better safe than sorry.’

He wondered how many GPs were left who still made house calls and took so much trouble. All in all, he thought, as the young doctor reached for his stethoscope, it would be a thousand pities if Ruth backed out. Both for her sake, and for the village.

‘Well, your chest’s clear, so that’s a good sign, but I’d stay in bed for at least three or four more days, if I were you, Colonel. Then take it easy indoors for a while. Give yourself plenty of time to recover properly.’

‘It was good of you to call.’

‘Not a problem. By the way, Ruth sent a message. She’d have come round herself, but she didn’t want to disturb you. She’s got a favour to ask.’

‘A favour? If there’s anything at all I can do for her, I’d be only too happy. What is it?’

‘She wants to know if you’d mind giving her away to me. At the wedding.’

For a moment he was speechless. Quite overcome. He cleared his throat, recovered his croaky voice.

‘I’d be honoured. If she’s sure she wants me.’

‘She says she’d much sooner have you than anyone else she knows. Her father’s dead, as you know, and there’s only some old uncle left whom she hasn’t seen for years.’ Tom Harvey smiled down at him. ‘So, can I tell her you’re on for it?’

‘Of course.’

‘Looks like it’s going to be the end of June, if that’s OK with you.’

Naomi needn’t have worried, he thought, sinking back on to the pillows when Tom had gone. And Mrs Cuthbertson would be able to sport her pink tulle dustbin lid.

He was deeply touched by Ruth’s request. He was still virtually a stranger to the village, after all. Most of the inhabitants of Frog End had lived there for years, some of them for all their lives. This was indeed an honour.

Unfortunately, there didn’t seem much hope that he would be called upon to give away his own daughter. If Alison ever did decide to get married – unlikely in her high-flying world – he couldn’t imagine her going for a full-blown, traditional church wedding. This would be his one and only shot at the role and he hoped to God that he was worthy of it. The very first thing he’d do when he was up and about again would be to hunt for the morning suit.


TWO

By the end of May, the Colonel was fully recovered from his flu.

The new garden shed was up, Jacob had levelled and prepared the ground for the sundowner terrace and the first flagstones were in place. With his shambling gait and furtive manner, the poor chap might look a bit strange but when it came to doing a thorough job of labour, Jacob was second to none. The Colonel knew that if he had tried to do either task himself, he would almost certainly have made a hash of things.

The front doorbell rang and when he went to answer it he found Freda Butler, from across the green, standing outside.

She said anxiously, ‘I’m so sorry to trouble you, Colonel . . . so sorry.’

Poor little Miss Butler, he thought. Always anxious, always apologizing. She had been dealt a poor hand in life: bullied and despised by her late father, a fearsome Admiral of the Royal Navy, while she had followed a rather unsatisfactory career of her own in the WRENs. She had once, in extremis, confided in the Colonel – an occasion never referred to by either of them again.

He smiled at her reassuringly. ‘It’s quite all right, Miss Butler. Would you like to come in?’

Her cheeks went pink. ‘Oh, no. I shouldn’t dream of it . . . I’m sure you’re very busy.’

Very busy were not words that generally applied to his normal day.

He said, ‘Not at all. As a matter of fact, I was just going to make myself a cup of coffee. Will you join me?’

The pink went a shade deeper and he could see her wavering. ‘I wouldn’t want to put you to any trouble.’

‘It’s no trouble. Shall we be informal and go into the kitchen?’

She tiptoed after him down the hallway. ‘If you’re really sure . . .’

He filled the kettle and switched it on. ‘Do you mind instant coffee? It’ll be quicker. And probably better.’

‘I wonder if I might have tea instead, Colonel? I very seldom drink coffee.’

‘Of course. I’ll just see if Jacob would like a cup, while we’re at it.’

She looked round, apparently surprised. ‘Oh, is Jacob here?’

He smiled to himself. Miss Butler would know very well that he was.

And she would know all about the shed and the sundowner terrace, too.

With the sitting room windows of Lupin Cottage in pole position on the village green, and aided by the U-boat commander’s binoculars somehow acquired in wartime by her Admiral father, not very much escaped her notice. She would certainly have observed both the flagstones’ and the shed’s delivery.

‘He’s putting down my new terrace.’

‘Really?’ Miss Butler edged a little towards the window for a better view. ‘What a clever idea of yours.’

He didn’t mention that the idea had been entirely Naomi’s, put forward from her entirely selfish motive of quaffing his Chivas Regal in the evening sun.

‘I have a new shed too.’

She peered out and feigned more surprise. ‘So you have. It looks very nice. And how useful.’

He had already introduced the lawnmower to its new home, and hammered in a row of big nails for hanging the garden tools on the wall. He had also found himself sorting through all kinds of useful oddments and putting them in tins and screwtop jars and boxes in an orderly row along a shelf. After all, that was what a shed should be – full of things that he wasn’t quite sure what he’d do with, but which would be bound to come in handy one day. He realized, with satisfaction, that there was room for quite a decent-sized workbench under the window. He could use it for doing odd jobs, mending things, even trying his hand at some woodwork, perhaps?

Jacob shook his head vehemently at the offer of tea or coffee, and the Colonel and Miss Butler sat at the kitchen table from where she would be able to observe progress with the flagstones.

‘Is there anything I can do for you, Miss Butler?’

There must have been some good reason for her call. Naomi would happily barge in at any hour but not Miss Butler; she was far too shy.

The pink appeared again in her cheeks. ‘My goodness, how stupid of me! I almost forgot. I was wondering, you see . . . but, of course, you might not care for the thought at all . . . I’d ask Major Cuthbertson, only he’s rather unreliable . . .’

‘What thought?’ he prompted gently.

The words came out in a breathless rush. ‘Helping with our collection for Help the Homeless. House to house, you know. Like you so kindly did before, for Save the Donkey. They do such a wonderful job – soup kitchens, finding rooms in hostels, providing blankets and warm clothing. But, with you having been so poorly lately, I expect you’d much sooner not have the bother.’

‘I’m fully recovered,’ he said. ‘And, of course, I’d be delighted to help. A very worthy cause.’

‘Yes, it is, isn’t it? There are so many poor people with nowhere to go. Living on the streets and sleeping in doorways and under arches. It’s quite shocking to think of it happening in our country. Only the other day I saw a young man sitting on the pavement outside Boots in Dorchester, begging for money. It was very chilly and he didn’t even have a coat. I felt so sorry for him and gave him a pound that I happened to have in my purse. Of course, when I mentioned it to Major Cuthbertson, he said it would only be spent on drugs.’

It was an opinion that the Colonel had frequently heard voiced.

‘Just let me know when you want me to collect for you, Miss Butler, and I’ll do my best.’

‘Thank you so much, Colonel. It won’t be until late June, so there’s plenty of time.’ She gave him a timid smile. ‘You did so well for the donkeys. It will be most encouraging to have your support.’ She sipped at her tea. ‘Is this Earl Grey, by any chance? It tastes delicious. What a treat!’

He doubted if there were many treats in her life. Her naval pension wouldn’t allow them. Come to that, his own army one didn’t either and he was very fortunate to have some private income to supplement it. He could manage to afford such things as Earl Grey tea and Chivas Regal whisky.

They chatted politely for a few more minutes and then Miss Butler finished her tea and gave a final glance out of the window where the strong-armed Jacob was heaving another flagstone into place.

‘I think it’s going to look very nice, Colonel.’

‘You must come and have another cup of tea with me when it’s finished. If the weather’s warm enough we’ll be able to sit out there.’

She blushed again. ‘How very kind.’

He escorted her to the front door and, as he opened it, she said rather archly, pulling on her gloves, ‘A little bird told me that you will be giving dear Ruth away at her wedding, Colonel.’

‘Yes, she asked me to do so.’ He hadn’t mentioned it to a soul but it was no surprise that the news had spread.

‘I hear that Major Cuthbertson’s just a teeny bit put out not to have been asked. But that would never do, of course. There’s always the risk that he might overindulge. Whereas with you, Ruth will be in very safe hands.’

He thought wryly that while it was nice to be thought of as so safe, it was also rather dull. How could they be so sure that he wouldn’t turn up roaring drunk? Behave appallingly badly? Give an obscene speech? Presumably for the same strange reason that people were always confiding in him and trusting him implicitly with their deepest secrets. It was a mystery to him.

Miss Butler hesitated on the doorstep. ‘I meant to ask if you happen to have any old clothes that you would care to donate to the Help the Homeless cause, Colonel. They would be most gratefully accepted.’

Most of his clothing was old – some of it going back thirty years or more – and the recipients’ gratitude could be open to question.

‘I’ll see what I can find, Miss Butler.’

She eyed him uncertainly. ‘Though, of course, with you being such a tall gentleman, there might be a problem.’

‘I’m sure I have some things that might be useful.’

‘And, apparently, toothpaste, shampoo and soap are always welcome – so they say.’

He was tempted to ask her gravely which particular brands were preferred, but it would be extremely unkind to tease her.

‘I shall be happy to contribute some.’

‘They mentioned disposable razor blades, too. I’m afraid I don’t know much about those.’

‘Don’t worry, I’ll take care of it.’

She thanked him profusely and scurried away.

‘Hallo, Father. I’m ringing to see how you are?’

‘I’m very well, thank you, Susan.’

He braced himself for a lecture from his daughter-in-law.

‘You must take care not to overdo things after that horrid flu, you know.’

‘I’m not overdoing anything,’ he said mildly. ‘I’m sitting down with the newspaper.’

‘That’s good. But are you eating properly?’

He moved the receiver a little further away from his ear. Susan’s lectures were always delivered fortissimo. He longed to tell her, but never had, that he wasn’t yet stone deaf.

‘Rather.’

‘And taking those multivitamins we sent?’

‘Yes, of course.’ The bottle was at the back of one of the kitchen cupboards. He had swallowed a few of the capsules which were the size of horse pills and then forgotten all about them.

‘It’s so important to have a good diet. Fresh fish and vegetables – no red meat and nothing fried or fatty. If we were closer, I could bring the right sort of meals round for you. Have you thought any more about moving up here, Father? Norwich is very nice, you know.’

He wished to heaven that she wouldn’t always call him Father. Hugh would do so much better.

‘No, I can’t say I have.’

‘There’s a bungalow for sale just down the road. You could come and stay the night with us and view it. It’s a very nice property.’

Why were houses for sale always properties and why did one always view them and not simply go and see them? It was estate agents’ speak – like nestling and boasting and featuring. Never plain language and often downright misleading. Pond Cottage had been described as having potential – which, translated, meant that it was extremely dilapidated and would cost a great deal of money to put right.

‘Perhaps not just at the moment, Susan. I’m having some work done in the garden. I need to keep an eye on things here.’

‘Oh? What sort of work?’

‘A terrace at the back.’

‘Goodness. That sounds expensive.’

‘It’s only a small terrace. It will get the afternoon and evening sun, so it should be rather nice to sit out there in the summer.’

Wiser not to mention the sundowner drinking part of it; Susan never touched alcohol and would certainly think it was bad for him. And better not to mention Naomi either. His daughter-in-law, who had never met his next-door neighbour, was always on the alert for predatory women who might ensnare him. He changed the subject smoothly.

‘How are the children?’

‘Eric has an awful cold and it’s gone straight to his chest.’

‘I’m very sorry to hear that.’

He genuinely was. Once he had found it hard to appreciate his overprotected five-year-old grandson who, Susan claimed, was delicate and sensitive. Then Eric had come to stay at Pond Cottage on his own while Susan had been in hospital with a threatened miscarriage, and a visit to the Bovington Tank Museum had formed a firm male bond between them.

‘How about little Edith?’ His granddaughter was only two weeks old and he had yet to see her. She had been named after Susan’s mother, with Laura as her second name. He hoped, for her sake, that she would take after Laura in looks.

‘She’s put on four pounds. And last night she slept for six hours. She’s much easier than Eric was, thank goodness.’

‘Well, I’m looking forward very much to meeting her. Perhaps you could come and stay when she’s a little older.’

He could take Eric off to Bovington Museum again, if they could manage to slip their leashes.

‘I don’t think I could cope with the journey yet, Father. It would be easier if you came here. Then Marcus could take you to view properties for sale in the area.’

Women were the very devil about clinging to ideas, he thought. Nothing would shake them off. Bulldogs were feeble by comparison.

‘How is Marcus, by the way?’

‘Well, they keep him working all hours at the new job.’

‘I hope he’s enjoying it.’

‘He doesn’t really say much.’

At least it was a job. When Marcus had been made redundant, Susan had gone back to her mother in Essex, taking Eric. The marriage had been on the rocks but, fortunately, the job with the pasta company had turned up and things had been sorted out. Times were tough for young people. His own career in the army had been straightforward, by comparison. He’d been lucky.

Susan said, ‘Of course, lots of people are eating pasta these days. It’s very good for you, Father. Very healthy. Did you know that?’

Personally, he hated the stuff. Slithering around on the plate, no real taste – unless you covered it with strong cheese or some horrible sauce.

Naomi agreed with him. She had taught him quite a lot about cooking, handing on her misspelled recipes: Sheperd’s Pie, Sosages and Mash, Choclate Moose, Rost Chicken. Good, plain, no-nonsense English fare.

He went on talking to his daughter-in-law, enquiring politely about her parents and then drew the conversation to a close before Susan could think of something else that he ought to eat, do, or not do.

The terrace was finished by the end of the week. Jacob had done a first-rate job and the Colonel made certain that he was well rewarded.

He stood admiring the look of the old flagstones which had already settled in as though they had been there for centuries. There was no substitute for the real thing, he thought. Modern copies from a garden centre simply would not do, and they looked worse with age, not better. The only thing missing now was the sun going down, and some garden chairs to sit on. He’d ask Naomi’s advice on where to look for those.

He issued a formal invitation by telephone for that evening and she arrived on the stroke of six o’clock to carry out a terrace inspection.

‘It looks wonderful, Hugh. Wasn’t I right about it? You’ll need a few plants to soften it at the edges – a bit of aquilegia, alchemilla, some thyme – that sort of thing. I can let you have those. They’ll spread themselves around if they want to. A nice old pot or two with some annuals, perhaps, but don’t overcrowd it.’ She waved an arm expansively. ‘The whole garden’s looking good, in fact. And your shed’s not bad, either. Nothing like a Swiss chalet, thank God. Can I see inside?’

‘Not yet,’ he said firmly. Not ever, if he had his way. He’d done the terrace for her, but he was blowed if she was going to invade his shed.

An Englishman’s shed was his castle.

‘I thought I might send for some white lavender plants, like yours – if you don’t mind me copying you.’

‘Not a scrap. I’ll give you the name of the chap I got them from. They’re jolly hard to find. They’re called Edelweiss, though I can’t imagine why. Lavender’s got absolutely nothing to do with the Alps.’

It had begun to rain, so they retreated to the sitting room and he poured their drinks. She had some helpful ideas about where to find the garden chairs – the old-fashioned kind that would go with the flagstones.

‘By the way,’ he said. ‘I’ll be away over this weekend. Would you mind very much feeding Thursday for me?’

‘If he’ll let me.’

‘I’ll leave the kind of food he likes best. His bowl is on the floor near the door. It’s marked DOG, but he doesn’t seem to mind.’

‘Well, he can’t read, can he?’

‘Not as far as I know. And there’s one for water beside it.’

He had installed a cat flap in the back door so that Thursday could come and go as he pleased, though if it suited him better, the cat would still wait stubbornly for the door to be opened.

‘Where are you off to, Hugh? Somewhere nice?’

Nobody in the village could go anywhere without their destination being made general knowledge. He had sneaked off to London by train a few times and discovered that the platform was kept under constant surveillance by the local KGB.

‘Wiltshire. I’ve had a letter from an old friend of Laura’s – they shared a flat together in London years ago. She’s asked me to go and visit – though I’m not quite sure why. I haven’t seen her since Laura’s funeral. Her first husband died quite young and then she married some extremely rich city chap. I’ve never met him, but I imagine they move in pretty exalted circles.’

When he thought about it, the whole thing was rather odd, starting with Cornelia Heathcote’s letter:

Dear Hugh,

I expect you will be surprised to hear from me out of the blue. I’m sorry to have been out of touch for so long and hope you are coping all right in your new home. It must be very hard for you without Laura. I know how much she meant to you. I miss her too. She was such a dear friend.

To be perfectly honest, I am writing because I need your help. Something very horrible has happened and I don’t know how to deal with it. But I know that you will be able to tell me what to do. There’s nobody else I can trust. So, I should be so grateful if you would come and stay this weekend. Howard is away in Hong Kong at the moment, and no one else is staying, so we will be able to talk in private. Do please come on Friday evening, in time for dinner.

As you will see from the address above, we have moved to King’s Mowbray in Wiltshire. The house is just a mile outside the village and you can’t miss it.

He had been rather intrigued. What on earth could have happened in Cornelia’s cosseted life that was so horrible? And why was he the only person she could trust?

‘Don’t forget the fête committee meeting next week,’ Naomi reminded him as she drained her other half.

He had forgotten it. ‘Oh dear.’

‘It’s a crashing bore, I agree, but at least we’ll have Ruth there this year, instead of her bitch of a mother, and Marjorie’s not a bad chairman. She’ll keep things moving along as much as she can.’

He remembered last year’s committee meeting at the Manor all too well. He had been a complete new boy – lumbered with the unwanted job of treasurer – and had listened for what had seemed like hours while detailed plans for the fête were discussed: ticket prices, trestle tables, raffle prizes, numbers of tea cups and saucers, the dread subject of the weather and provision for rain. The late and unlamented Lady Swynford had held court from a condescending distance, seated in a Hepplewhite chair with her ridiculously clipped poodle, Shoo-shoo, on her lap, a long silk scarf trailing theatrically from one of her red-nailed hands.

‘Another one, Naomi?’

She seldom did, but he always asked.

‘No, I must go. Maybe we can christen the terrace when you get back?’

‘I’ll look forward to it.’

‘I suppose you’ll want to do the bottle stall again, Roger?’

Major Cuthbertson wasn’t sure he cared for his wife’s tone. He rustled his newspaper. ‘I’ll do it, if nobody else wants the job.’

‘I thought you might.’

Damned nuisance, actually, and not worth all the trouble, he thought irritably. Only ever one proper bottle of whisky in the whole lot. Perhaps a half of vodka, a quarter of brandy, some disgusting British sweet sherry and a few bottles of undrinkable home-made wine made from the most extraordinary things. Pea pods, he remembered from last year. Pea pods, for God’s sake. There had been turnip wine, as well. He knew that you could make vodka out of potatoes but he’d never heard of using turnips. Otherwise, it was fizzy lemonade or American coca-cola or some health thing called Lucozade. People were too bloody mean these days to give anything worth winning. Not that he could be seen to win the whisky. Not the done thing at all. If he did, he’d have to give it up. Last year he’d won the half bottle of vodka fair and square, shutting his eyes when he’d put his hand inside the drum; but nobody had noticed and he’d been in desperate need of a pick-me-up after the way Ursula Swynford had spoken to him. He’d always thought she was pretty keen until then. No need for her to have been so rude. Plenty of other women noticed him. He still had most of his hair, and the grey was rather distinguished, and he’d kept his figure – more or less. What about all those film stars who were in their seventies, or even older? Women liked mature men.

Marjorie was still standing in the doorway, like a dog on guard. He wished she’d go off and do the lunch so that he could get in a quick one before they ate. It always helped the old digestion which wasn’t what it used to be. Marjorie’s cooking didn’t help, of course. Not her fault. They’d always had servants to do it abroad. He turned a page of the newspaper and shook it.

‘Was there anything else?’

‘I ran into the Colonel this morning. I told him how pleased we were that he was going to be giving Ruth away.’

‘Oh, yes.’

‘He’s the best man for the job.’

He turned another page. ‘I’m sure he is.’

A pause. She said quite kindly, for her. ‘You didn’t think she’d ask you, did you, Roger?’

‘Never crossed my mind.’

‘A newcomer was a much better idea. Then nobody from the village could be offended, you see.’

She stumped off to the kitchen and the Major sat for a moment, seeing slowly.

The old girl was probably quite right. Clever of Ruth to do that. Pick a complete outsider, like the Colonel. Considerate of her. She wasn’t anything like her late mother, thank God.

Marjorie was crashing around with pots and pans in the kitchen. Just time for a quick one, if he was sharp about it. He tiptoed over to the cocktail cabinet, given by the regiment when he’d retired. Damned decent of them, except for the fact that it played Drink to me only with thine eyes when you opened the lid and the old girl had ears like a bat. He’d learned to get the lid open, bottle out, lid shut, tot poured, bottle back, lid shut again with only a few tinkling notes played. Mark you, he’d had plenty of practice.

He was faster than ever this time; reactions like a man half his age, he thought, pleased. He sat down in his chair again and took a gulp from the glass. Things looked a bit rosier now.
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