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About the Book

The 1950s are in full swing, and the Adams family is blessed with many new additions. Chinese Lady now has so many grandchildren that even she can sometimes scarcely remember them all. Boots and Sammy are kept up to date by the Adams youngsters, some of whom are now working in the family business. But they also welcome newcomers, including the lovely Anneliese, whose German ancestry makes her less than popular with some of her South London neighbours, and Joe and Hortense, newly arrived from the West Indies and working hard for Matt and Rosie on their farm in Kent.

Sammy, meanwhile, has trouble with the newly formed trade union at his factory, and the shadows of the war continue to haunt the family when Felicity’s hopes for an operation which will save her sight are threatened by an extraordinary revelation. But the Adams family is still full of hope and promise for the future.
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Chapter One

It was close to midnight on New Year’s Eve, 1953. The vast crowd in London’s Trafalgar Square, waiting for Big Ben to strike the hour, was agog with anticipation. Down in Kent, in a Maidstone hospital, a woman was close to giving birth to her first child.

Big Ben struck, and the chimes boomed. In Trafalgar Square, high on his lofty pinnacle, Nelson looked down on thousands of people bursting into revelry, beginning with a rousing rendering of ‘Auld Lang Syne’ as 1953 gave way to 1954.

Ten minutes later, hardy cockneys and other intoxicated people were splashing around in the fountains. At half-past twelve, down in Kent, Bess, the eldest daughter of Sammy and Susie Adams, was happily delivered of a baby boy, much to the delight of her husband, Jeremy Passmore.

At a later than usual breakfast on New Year’s Day, the phone rang in a handsome house on Denmark Hill, South-East London. Sammy, a little bleary from a New Year party, answered it.

‘Hello, someone can’t sleep?’

‘You’re still in bed, Sammy?’

‘No, I’m up, but I’ve still got my eyes shut.’

‘Great party, was it?’

‘Hold on,’ said Sammy. ‘I think I know you.’

‘You should,’ said Jeremy Passmore, a resident American who farmed in Kent, ‘I’m married to your daughter Bess.’

‘Now I get it,’ said Sammy, ‘you’ve got news for me.’

‘Yep, I promised to let you know,’ said Jeremy, ‘you’re a grandpa again. Bess has had a baby boy. Gary. How’d you like that?’

‘Love it, don’t I?’ said Sammy. ‘Never mind my hangover, I’m chuffed for you and Bess. How is she?’

‘I’m reporting that mother and child are doing fine.’

Sammy turned from the phone. ‘Hey, family,’ he called, ‘New Year’s a yell. Bess has had a baby boy!’

There were shouts from the kitchen, followed by a surge into the hall of Susie, daughter Phoebe and son Jimmy.

‘Who’s on the phone?’ asked Susie, blue eyes sparkling. ‘Who’s giving you the news?’

‘A new dad, name of Jeremy,’ said Sammy.

‘Let me talk to him,’ said Susie, and she did, for several minutes, while Phoebe, nearly seventeen, reminded her brother Jimmy that everyone had been a baby once. Jimmy said that kind of daft information could only come from a girl, and that he preferred not to think about the time when he wore nappies.

The arrival of the infant became a New Year’s Day cause for further celebration among the many members of the Adams family. The matriarch, Chinese Lady, said there was going to come a day when she just wouldn’t be able to count them all. No-one believed her. Everyone knew that so far she’d never lost count of any of them.

Only a day later, her son-in-law, Ned Somers, was discharged from King’s College Hospital. He’d spent many weeks there slowly recovering from a stroke. His wife, Lizzy, was happy to have him back home, although his speech was slightly affected and the right side of his face a little slack. However, there was no real impairment of his brain, and Lizzy gladly took on the task of being a watchful and encouraging wife again. He’d had other setbacks in the past.

On the second Saturday in January, an ex-German army nurse, Anneliese Bruck, who had known all the horrors of war on the Russian front, was married to Harry Stevens, a widower and a writer. The ceremony took place in a Camberwell church. The bridesmaids were Harry’s daughter Cindy, twelve, and Irena, the three-year-old daughter of Brigid, Anneliese’s sister. It was a well-dressed wedding, the bride in immaculate white, the bridesmaids in apricot and the groom in a fine-fitting tailored suit of dark grey.

Harry had suggested a quiet wedding.

‘No, no,’ said Anneliese, a striking and elegant blonde, ‘this is to be my one and only wedding.

So you see, Harry, I must have a white gown, a veil, a bouquet and bridesmaids. Oh, and you most of all.’

‘Well,’ said Harry. ‘I suppose –’

‘Harry, you love me, don’t you?’

‘Hopelessly,’ said Harry.

‘Hopelessly? How wonderful. So we shall have a wonderful wedding, yes?’

So they had a white wedding. In addition to Brigid and her English husband, Major Gibbs, those present included friends Colonel Lucas and his wife Eloise, French-born daughter of Robert Adams, still known as Boots, and Boots himself, together with his wife Polly, his son Tim, and Tim’s wife Felicity, blinded by a bomb blast during a wartime air raid on London. Anneliese had first encountered Tim when he was a wounded prisoner of war of the desert campaign, and she a German army nurse. On the day of the wedding, Anneliese and Harry became related in friendship to the Adams family.

It was midwinter, so they spent their week’s honeymoon at the Majestic Hotel, Brighton, while Harry’s lively young daughter, Cindy, stayed with Tim and Felicity. Tim saw to it that she didn’t miss school, and Cindy came to wonder at how capable Felicity was as a blind woman.

Brighton had something to offer newly-weds in the way of entertainment, summer and winter. There was also a long promenade for walks in the tingling, invigorating seaside air, Anneliese wrapped in a new fur coat she had bought for herself. It made her look strikingly rich. Well, as an heiress, she was materially rich, and there had been arguments with Harry over her wish to settle on him half her fortune of a hundred and twenty thousand pounds. Harry said no to begin with and a positive no to end with.

At night, they made love. Anneliese, such a cool and composed woman on the surface, surprised Harry with her ardour.

‘Again, Harry, do it again.’

Harry, perforce, had to request an interval for restoration of his capability. He was just another bloke, he said, not a Hercules. Anneliese said he wasn’t just that at all, he was the kindest man in the world, which was why she loved him and wanted him to love her.

‘I still need another ten minutes before I can operate again,’ said Harry.

‘Operate? Operate?’

‘Yes, and can you face up to it without an anaesthetic?’ asked Harry.

Anneliese found that very funny.

It was wonderful to have discovered a man with not a single trace of spite or aggression in him, a man who could make her laugh. Her history took in years of searing shame at all the savagery inflicted on innocent people by Himmler and his unforgivable SS. Those years had made her think she would never laugh again.

Now she had a gentle English husband and Cindy, a sweet stepdaughter. Life, after all, had relented. It had blessed her and brought laughter back.

She pressed close to Harry, and Harry stirred.

* * *

Another child arrived the following month. Kate, a daughter-in-law of Tommy and Vi Adams, presented her husband, David, with a son in February. It was Tommy and Vi’s first grandchild, and it was also the first time in Tommy’s life that he got a bit legless. He overdid the celebrations. Vi, the soul of equability, said she’d excuse him as long as he didn’t do it again. Tommy, slightly blurry-eyed, said he might need a bit of help come the new day. The day’s already come and it’s over now, said Vi. Yes, this one, said Tommy, but Lulu’s day is on the way. Lulu, their other daughter-in-law, was married to their younger son Paul, and over three months pregnant with her first child.

Kate and David named their infant son Douglas. David said he’d be a great help on their farm. Not just yet, said Kate. Well, no, not just yet, agreed David, say in a year or two.

Their invaluable farmhands, Enrico Cellino and his wife Paula, a daughter of Sammy and Susie, were delighted for Kate and David. The event gave Enrico cause to regard Paula with the soulful eyes of a romantically speculative Italian. Oh, no, you don’t, said Paula, I’m too young at the moment. She was a month short of nineteen. It’s not going to happen till I’m twenty-one, she said. OK, not half, you bet, said Enrico. He spoke what he considered the right kind of English.

Another wedding occurred on Easter Saturday. Sammy and Susie’s younger son, Jimmy, married Clare Roper, a cockney girl from Bow and a stunner of face and form. She was the granddaughter of Gertie and Bert Roper, stalwarts of the Adams garments factory for many years until their recent retirement.

Chinese Lady thought Clare just the kind of wife Jimmy should have. She was no mouse, she had a lively spirit, lively enough to make sure Jimmy didn’t lord it over her. In helpful advisory fashion, Chinese Lady spoke to the eighteen-year-old bride at the wedding reception. You have to remember, she said, that husbands like to be lords and masters, which is something that shouldn’t be encouraged, so make sure you don’t bow down to Jimmy, then you’ll both enjoy the right kind of marriage.

‘But, Grandma,’ said the happily flushed bride, ‘I’m not thinking of bowing down to him, anyway.’

‘Well, I’m pleased to hear it,’ said Chinese Lady, ‘but you have to watch them. Fond as I am of my own, that Boots, well, all his married life he’s acted like an airy-fairy lord. Didn’t Polly tell me once that she never knows what to do with him? As for Sammy, he’s been a good boy on the whole, but Susie still has to watch him and keep him in order.’

‘Oh, I’ll keep my eye on Jimmy, Grandma,’ said Clare, and whispered an aside to Jimmy’s American sister-in-law, Patsy, a little later. ‘Patsy, isn’t Jimmy’s grandma funny?’

‘Funny? Grandma Finch?’ said Patsy. ‘A star turn, Clare, to whom we should all bow down.’

‘Bow down?’ said Clare. ‘Bow down?’

‘You bet, ducky,’ said Patsy. ‘Your Jimmy and my Daniel have both got plenty of say-so, and so have my dad-in-law Sammy and his brothers, but Grandma Finch is boss. So bow down to her.’

‘Oh, help,’ said Clare, wondering if any other families talked about bowing down. What a comical lot the Adams were.

She and Jimmy honeymooned at St Ives in Cornwall, where the Atlantic rollers surged into the beautiful bay and foamed over the golden sand of the beach. Their hotel fronted the bay, and since Easter was the beginning of the holiday season, other visitors helped to create the typical English seaside atmosphere of jollity.

Clare and Jimmy were happy, being very much in love. But although Clare was a modern young lady who read modern novels that touched on subjects hitherto left in the dark, and knew more about what a wedding night entailed than pre-war brides, she was actually nervous and even a bit shy when Jimmy slipped into bed with her. She hadn’t thought she would be, since she’d hardly been able to wait for her wedding day.

‘Jimmy, the light, you haven’t turned it out.’

‘Well, I thought I’d first see how you look in your nightie.’

‘No, you can’t, it ain’t fair.’

‘D’you mean there’s not much of it, that it’s a shortie? Well, you darling, let’s have a peep at it.’

‘No, you can’t.’

‘Yes, I can, unless you mean I mustn’t.’

‘Yes, you mustn’t, you’ve got to have some respect for me modesty. Oh, Lor’.’

Her pink silk nightie was off-shoulder and low-cut, her rounded pippins in danger of tumbling out.

‘Well, aren’t you a lovely girl, Clare? Clare? You’re blushing.’

‘I should think I am. I didn’t know you were going to keep the light on, did I?’

‘There we are,’ said Jimmy, and switched off the bedside lamp.

Intimate togetherness began.

Then, after some exciting minutes, ‘Oh, me nightie, what’s happened to it?’

‘It’s somewhere in the bed, but need we bother with it?’

‘Oh, Lor’, I don’t know what me mum would think.’

‘Well, she’s not here and we’re not going to invite her. Wow, you darling, aren’t you gorgeous?’

Rows of flashing dots followed. Well, what bride, modern or old-fashioned, could find words at such a moment? Or needed to? Flashing dots said it all.

It was that kind of a beginning for Clare and Jimmy, just as it had been for Anneliese and Harry, although in the latters’ case the act of love wasn’t unknown to them. It was simply a typical example of ardently wanting each other.

In May, Lizzy and Ned’s younger daughter Emma presented husband Jonathan with a second child. A boy named Mark. Chinese Lady felt herself on the verge of bewilderment.

‘Edwin, oh, Lor’, how many’s that?’ she entreated her husband.

‘Great-grandchildren?’ said Sir Edwin. ‘Offhand, Maisie, I couldn’t say. I suggest that sometime today we make a list.’

‘I don’t know I’ll be able to keep up otherwise, Edwin.’

‘I’ll leave a space for the next,’ said Sir Edwin.

‘What next?’

‘Um – there’s your granddaughter-in-law Lulu,’ said Sir Edwin, ‘I believe she’s expecting in July, isn’t she?’

‘Oh, my goodness, so she is,’ breathed Chinese Lady, ‘I forgot. I just don’t know where I am, that’s what it is.’

‘Shall we have a cup of tea, Maisie, and make up the list while we’re enjoying it?’ suggested Sir Edwin.

‘I’ll put the kettle on,’ said Chinese Lady, ‘that’ll make me feel more like myself.’

Life was running richly for the family, for Tommy and Vi’s other daughter-in-law, Lulu, was indeed delivered of a child in July. A girl. Husband Paul was allowed to see Lulu a little later. He expected to find her pale and exhausted, but she was flushed and even triumphant.

‘What a great girl you are,’ said Paul, kissing her forehead.

‘What a happening,’ said Lulu, ‘and to me of all people.’

‘Natural,’ said Paul, ‘and I’m proud of you. You’ll make a lovely mum. Where’s the infant marvel?’

A nurse came in, carrying the swaddled babe.

‘It’s all yours, Mrs Adams,’ she said.

‘And mine, I’m proud to say,’ said Paul, peering at the pink face that was slightly crinkled. ‘Hello, little lady.’ Little Lady let out a newborn baby’s cry. Paul, delighted at being a dad, said, ‘What’s up, can I help?’

‘Not just now,’ said the nurse, ‘it needs its mother.’

Lulu sat up and the swaddled infant was placed in her arms.

‘Buzz off, Paul,’ she said.

‘Buzz off?’ said Paul. ‘What for?’

‘I’m shy about what’s going to happen next,’ said Lulu, loosening her nightdress.

‘Oh,’ said Paul. ‘Oh, right,’ he said, and made himself scarce.

Lulu’s voice followed him.

‘This is going to sabotage my political career.’ Lulu was still a Labour Party activist of serious intent.

Too true, thought Paul, since Little Lady won’t let politics interfere with her needs.

When he visited the following day, mother and child were on very good terms with each other, and Lulu had decided to name the infant after one of her political idols, Sylvia Pankhurst, the fiery Communist daughter of Mrs Pankhurst, the leader of the suffragette movement before the First World War. Sylvia was also the name of Lulu’s likeable stepmother.

Paul didn’t argue, he was too entranced by Lulu’s achievement.

He brought mother and child home four days later. Their Brixton house received them as a family. Lulu placed the sleeping baby in a pram that stood in the hall. Upstairs, in the marital bedroom, was a new cot. On the kitchen table was a shining white baby’s bath, in which were two new sponges. And beside the bath was a parcel of new white towels, soft and fluffy, and a box of pure white nappies.

‘I’ve a feeling,’ said Lulu to Paul, ‘that you’re already conniving to turn me into a middle-class frump with a sponge in one hand and a nappy in the other.’

‘Nothing of the kind,’ said Paul, ‘it’s just that my good-natured mother has been helping me to get everything ready for you and our little girl dumpling. And I’d like to say, Lulu love, that a sponge and a nappy aren’t frumpish, they’re the tools of a devoted mum.’

‘And a devoted dad,’ said Lulu.

‘Do I like the sound of that?’ asked Paul.

‘You’d better like it,’ said Lulu. ‘We’ve got equal responsibilities as parents. So see to it that you take your turns, boyo.’

‘At what?’ said Paul.

‘Sponging baby, bathing her and putting on a clean nappy,’ said Lulu.

‘What, at the offices?’ said Paul.

‘Here, when you’re home,’ said Lulu.

‘I’m not sure –’

‘I am,’ said Lulu.

‘I think my immediate future is going to be complicated,’ said Paul.

‘You’ll adapt,’ said Lulu. ‘My dad said he did.’

‘He changed your nappies?’ said Paul. ‘Well, I like your dad, but as a babe, didn’t you find him a bit heavy-handed?’

‘Would it surprise you to know I don’t remember?’ said Lulu, curling up on the living-room settee.

‘I bet it would be an eye-opener if you could,’ said Paul. ‘Feeling a little tired, Lulu love? Well, you stay here and I’ll make you a cup of tea.’

‘Thanks, I’d like that,’ said Lulu. ‘And see to the infant if she wakes up.’

‘See to her?’ said Paul. ‘What if she’s hungry?’

‘Nature had an unfair moment when she arranged that kind of responsibility to the disadvantage of women,’ said Lulu. ‘Some subhuman male ape must have got at her.’

‘I don’t think I’ll complain about not having a bosom,’ said Paul, and went to put the kettle on.

The little lady, on her first day at home, slept on in her pram.


Chapter Two

‘Uncle Sammy,’ said Paul on his arrival at the family firm’s offices after a long weekend of paternal responsibilities, ‘I don’t think Lulu will be coming back to work for quite a while.’

‘Quite a while?’ said Sammy. ‘That won’t do, me lad. I’m expecting her not to come back at all. She’s got a new job, a full-time one. So don’t talk in some opposite direction, or your grandma will get to hear and give you a talking-to.’

‘Have to point out, Uncle Sammy, that Lulu doesn’t believe in living with the kitchen sink,’ said Paul.

‘Well, we all know that, don’t we?’ said Sammy. ‘But it ain’t natural, a mother going back to her commercial job. Might I ask who’s going to look after the infant if Lulu’s not there?’

‘She’s already talking about placing her in a local crèche as soon as possible,’ said Paul. ‘Say when the infant’s three.’

‘Well, I ain’t in favour,’ said Sammy, ‘and if your grandma finds out, nor will she be. Our Emily was the only family wife and mother she allowed to have a job, and that all started because your Uncle Boots was blind for four years. Talk to Lulu.’

‘Uncle Sammy –’

‘It’s an order,’ said Sammy. ‘I’ve got problems enough trying to get manufacturers of man-made fabrics to supply the factory with all it needs for its customers. Once deliveries start to be unreliable, customers go elsewhere. Which I’m against. It’s the start of business ruination. You got that, Sonny Jim?’

‘What I’ve got, Uncle Sammy, is an order to talk to Lulu,’ said Paul.

‘That’s the stuff,’ said Sammy.

Paul talked to Lulu that evening. It didn’t do any good. Lulu simply reiterated her intention to have a career that might help her political ambitions.

Down on their farm in Kent, Bess and Jimmy were delighted with the progress of their infant son. The child, thriving, was a chubby bundle of joy. They had one problem. Jeremy’s widowed mother, having indefinitely postponed her return to Chicago, was still with them and becoming very possessive towards baby Gary. Her attitude seemed to suggest he was as much hers as theirs.

Bess had a helpless feeling that her mother-in-law could become a permanent presence and a dominating figure in the life of the boy.

‘Jeremy, can’t you point her back to Chicago?’

‘Honey, I point her in that direction every day.’

‘It’s not working.’

‘Unfortunately, my sister and brother-in-law failed to find the right kind of guy for her.’

Jeremy’s sister and husband had promised to do what they could to find an irresistible suitor for the restless widow, who had inherited a fortune from her late husband. There had been possibles, but none proved as irresistible to her as she, with her riches, was to them. What Jeremy and his sister Louise had in mind was the certainty that if she did marry again, she’d spend her time moulding her new husband into shape instead of taking up permanent residence with her son and daughter-in-law.

‘Tell her,’ said Bess, ‘that your brother-in-law has made a transatlantic phone call to say your sister’s having a crisis and can she fly home at once.’

‘If my sister were having a crisis, Bess, my mother would expect me to fly home with her.’

‘Tell her you can’t possibly leave the farm at the moment, and that you’ll follow in a day or two.’

‘And what happens when she discovers my sister is all right?’

‘Cable your sister and tell her to lock her up.’

‘Holy cowboys, are you that desperate, Bess?’

‘I’m desperate to ensure Gary doesn’t begin to feel she’s his mother, not me.’

‘We’ll work on it, Bess,’ said Jeremy.

‘Get going, then,’ said Bess, an equable woman of twenty-six, but strongly against letting little Gary be smothered by her mother-in-law.

* * *

Jeremy encountered Guy Burke-Browning the next day. They met in the village of Bromley Green, Jeremy there to collect a large amount of cattle feed, Guy passing through on horseback. He was a man of sixty, with aristocratic connections, the owner of an ancestral pile, and a rakish lifestyle. He had never married, preferring gambling, the excitements of Monte Carlo and the occasional love affair to the frightful cost of keeping a wife in the same style as himself. As it was, his own expenses meant he came close to being stony broke all too often.

Pulling up when he saw Jeremy alighting from his farm truck, he hailed the American.

‘Hello, hello, Jeremy old boy, still treading fields of cow-pats, what?’

‘Hello yourself,’ said Jeremy, ‘long time no see. Thought you were still in Monte Carlo.’

‘Would have been, but the ready ran out,’ said Guy. ‘Had to leave in a hurry, damn it. Matter of honour to go back sometime and settle my hotel bill, but a crashing bore to have Pinky Stebbings send me a bank statement this morning.’ Mr Stebbings was the local bank manager whose round, rosy face had earned him his nickname. ‘Dashed if there weren’t red marks all over the account. None of my business, of course, but d’you get bank statements like that, Jeremy old boy?’

‘Thankfully, no,’ said Jeremy.

‘Ah, well,’ said Guy, ‘point a jolly old finger at yours truly. A fool and his money, what? You Americans handle it more wisely.’

‘Oh, the wise skinflints pile it up, count it, hoard it, and wait for more to roll in,’ said Jeremy. ‘But I doubt if hoarding is more enjoyable than spending.’ Jeremy liked the man, and if Guy’s long acquaintance with the fleshpots was reflected in his raffish looks, he still had the charm of his kind. Ladies regarded him as slightly devilish, even at sixty, and accordingly the odd widow or two had ideas about him. However, he couldn’t afford any of them as a wife, and they certainly couldn’t afford him as a husband.

‘I’ve a few regrets,’ he said, ‘but no complaints, what? How’s your sweet Bess, Jeremy?’

‘Flourishing,’ said Jeremy. ‘A week after you left for Monte Carlo, she had a baby boy. First thing in the morning of New Year’s Day. He’s flourishing too.’

‘Well, glad tidings and all that,’ said Guy. ‘Congratters, and many of ’em. Lovely lady, your Bess. Charming gel. Made you a proud father, has she? Never had any children myself, never had a wife. Too busy with my bally irresponsibilities, don’t you know. Look here, I’ll be passing your farm on my way to an appointment. I’d consider it a favour if I could drop in on Bess, eh?’

‘She’ll be pleased to see you,’ said Jeremy. ‘You can meet the infant – yup, and my mother too. She’s been staying with us for a while.’

‘Right, good show,’ said Guy, and rode off, whistling to his nag. He might be stony broke, thought Jeremy, but never sour. He always talked in a cheerful if outdated way.

* * *

When Jeremy slogged his weary way into the farmhouse scullery that evening, Bess slipped quietly from the kitchen to halt his further progress. She closed the door, shutting them off from the house proper.

‘Tired?’ she said.

‘Whacked,’ said Jeremy, ‘and if you’ll open that door I’ll point myself at a highball before my feet give up.’

‘Dear man, you can have two highballs in just a few minutes,’ said Bess. ‘D’you know what you’ve done?’

‘I sure do,’ said Jeremy, ‘about twelve hours of hard labour.’

‘You’ll recover,’ said Bess, ‘especially when I tell you that in encouraging Guy Burke-Blooming to drop in –’

‘Burke-Browning,’ said Jeremy, loosening and kicking his boots off. They landed with thumps on the stone floor.

‘Oh, but he is blooming,’ said Bess. ‘At least, your mother thinks so.’

‘Enlighten me,’ said Jeremy.

‘Well, he dropped in, he met our infant and then your mother,’ said Bess. ‘My dear, it was instant chemistry.’

‘Instant?’ said Jeremy.

‘Perhaps not immediately instant,’ said Bess. ‘Perhaps as soon as I put in a few words of my own, which made Guy realize your mother was a rich widow who comes of an old American family, and she realized he was an English aristrocrat and a bachelor. That, I thought, was what you wanted me to do when you invited him to pop in.’

Jeremy’s smile was broad.

‘No, you take all the bows, Bess,’ he said, ‘I never thought of that angle. I guess I still had a fixation on someone from my mother’s own back yard, Chicago. But an English charmer? Clever girl. How did it go with the two of them?’

Bess said she made coffee, left them together while she took time seeing to Gary, and an hour later they were still chatting flirtatiously. Jeremy pointed out that Guy had had an appointment to keep. Well, you know Guy, said Bess, he can walk round an appointment and then offer an apology that will make him completely forgivable. However, on this occasion he broke off his close engagement with Jeremy’s mother to phone the man in question and tell him that frightfully sorry and all that, but he simply couldn’t make it today.

‘He’s an old charmer all right,’ she said.

‘Is my mother charmed?’ asked Jeremy.

‘Is she? Not half,’ said Bess. ‘He’s coming here to pick her up tomorrow and entertain her at Browning Hall for the day. She’s frantic about whether or not she has a regal enough day dress.’

‘Frantic? Regal?’

‘Jeremy, she’s fascinated.’

‘Fascinated and frantic? My mother?’

‘After he’d gone, I told her he was the Honourable Guy Burke-Browning, due to his aristocratic lineage.’

‘And what did she say to that?’

‘I think she was a little breathless at that stage,’ said Bess, an impish smile making her look girlish. She knew her mother-in-law considered herself one of America’s elite in that she claimed descent from the country’s Founding Fathers, and that accordingly she would see aristocratic Guy as a very suitable second husband. And Guy, of course, would see her bank balance as the one thing that would induce him into marriage at last. ‘Jeremy, it’s my guess that by the end of her time with Guy tomorrow, she’ll have offered to pay for the roof repairs to Browning Hall. Guy won’t hide the fact that he’s broke. He’s an honest old bounder.’

‘Suffering angels,’ said Jeremy, ‘what have we got now, Bess?’

‘Happy possibilities,’ said Bess. ‘Now you can have your highball.’

‘I’ll double the Scotch content,’ said Jeremy. ‘By the way, is Guy an Honourable?’

‘I’m sure I’ve never heard him say so,’ murmured Bess, ‘but it’s not the kind of thing he’d throw into a conversation, so he could be. Oh, when your mother talks to you about him, as I’m sure she will, don’t forget to tell her what a fine English gentleman he is.’

‘A fine English gentleman?’ Jeremy laughed. ‘Coming from an American, that’ll sound as if I’ve gone native.’

‘It’ll be for a good cause,’ said Bess.

A month later, down in the garden of Kent, Bess and Jeremy threw a party, at which the engagement of Guy Burke-Browning to Mrs Rose Passmore of Chicago was announced.

Among those who found the announcement unexpected, some whispered comments were exchanged.

‘Chicago? That place? Well, my word.’

‘Yes, what happened to her husband?’

‘Put in a sack with lumps of concrete and drowned by one of those gangsters, perhaps?’

‘Lord, that could happen to Guy.’

‘That’s if they go to live in Chicago.’

‘You wouldn’t get me there, not even if the mayor offered me a sackful of gold.’

Outside of such whispers, Mrs Passmore senior sailed about in a new creation, dispensing gracious words to all and showing not the slightest hint that she had anything to do with Chicago gangsters. At fifty-six, she had made herself look forty-five, a feat of miraculous endeavour. Guy looked what he was, a raffish sixty still able to exude charm. That was easy enough. He was marrying a fortune and looking forward to putting stony-broke days well behind him. In fact, much to Mrs Passmore’s delight, the honeymoon was to take place in Monte Carlo, never mind the expense to her purse, or the fact that she was going to settle his outstanding hotel bill.

She was no longer obsessive about her role as little Gary’s paternal grandmother.

Jeremy, incidentally, had bought Bess two new outfits for being such a clever girl.

The marriage took place in the Burke-Browning family chapel three weeks later, Jeremy’s sister and brother-in-law, over from Chicago, in attendance.

The following day, bride and groom disappeared from sight, going off to Monte Carlo for a prolonged honeymoon that would undoubtedly cost the bride more than a few dollars, which she would fork out with never a quibble, so taken was she with her charming and sophisticated husband.

Bess and Jeremy felt as free as God’s air, and celebrated with champagne and a reckless bedtime. Some weeks later she told him the result of their heady celebration.

She was pregnant again. Her mum and dad, Susie and Sammy, were delighted to receive the news. Chinese Lady, however, wondered if one day the uncountable number of her greatgrandchildren might get into the newspapers and make people talk about her.

‘When that day does come, Ma old girl,’ said Sammy, ‘we’ll let Queen Liz know and I daresay she’ll send you a congratulatory postcard of Buckingham Palace.’

‘Sammy, don’t be disrespectful about our Queen,’ said Chinese Lady, ‘and don’t call me old girl or Ma. It’s common.’

‘OK, Ma,’ said Sammy, ‘hearing you loud and clear.’


Chapter Three

The independent school for girls a little west of Clifton in Bristol was surrounded by a high brick wall, and could not be seen except through its iron gates. A man, alighting from his parked car, walked to the gates and made his observation of the school’s frontage. It was covered by Virginia creeper, now beginning to turn a September red. It framed the many windows and the double front doors. The noticeboard, fixed to the wall on one side of the gate, informed the public that the school was for girls from eleven to seventeen, and the headmistress was Miss Hilda Lee, BA.

Hilda. The man smiled. How many headmistresses were called Hilda? More than a few.

From where he was, the building sounded as quiet as if it were void of staff and pupils. Deceptive, for summer holidays were over. He looked at his watch. Nearly four o’clock. Two cars arrived to park behind others already there. At a minute after four the double front doors opened, noise erupted, and a teacher stood by as a flood of girls swarmed out. In their striped blazers, white blouses, blue skirts and light boaters, they were a picture of life and animation, most of them dancing teenagers of the musical Fifties.

The man returned to his car to stand beside it. A bus rumbled by and pulled up at the school stop. On came the girls, the gates opened and they poured out, some running to the bus, some heading for the parked cars, and some beginning a walk home.

The flood of vivacious girlhood seemed endless, the sound of voices a sing-song chorus in the light, sunny air. Two senior girls, satchels swinging, cast their eyes at the waiting man as they approached. He was a dark, saturnine figure, sinewy of body, his medium grey suit well tailored, his head bare. To some girls he might have seemed dashingly devilish. At any rate, one girl actually winked at him as she passed by with her friend. He heard a muffled giggle.

Modern misses, even schoolgirls, he thought, could frighten a modest man with their boldness.

The flood subsided. The bus, full up, moved off, and parental cars drove away. Silence returned, except for the lingering echoes of the young and vital.

The man waited in patience. Two teachers, spruce in dark blue costumes, came out, said goodbye to each other, and went their separate ways. One glanced at him, a slight note of suspicion visible. She stopped.

‘May I ask if you’re waiting for someone from the school?’ she asked.

‘Aye, you may,’ he said. ‘I’m waiting for a lady.’

‘I see.’ But she was still suspicious.

‘For Miss Adams.’

‘Oh. I see. Yes.’ She went on her way.

Not until four-thirty did the lady he was waiting for emerge into his vision. Seeing him she came to a full stop. She stared.

‘Aye, it’s me, Alice,’ said Fergus MacAllister.

‘So I see,’ said Alice Adams, daughter of Tommy and Vi. Now twenty-nine, she hadn’t seen this vigorous Scot for several years. He had wanted to marry her. She had chosen to put her career before marriage, and that sent Fergus back to his home in Aberdeen. He had written once or twice, not to pester her, but to ask after her and to let her know he had taken up with a bonny Scotswoman whose head wasn’t filled with learning. He was now well into his thirties, but had changed little in appearance. He still looked like a pirate. She smiled. ‘You’re very recognizable,’ she said.

If he hadn’t changed much in her eyes, she came to his own as an adult and extremely attractive woman in a dark blue costume, blue-eyed and serene. Hatless, her fair hair shone in the September light. She was now twenty-nine, he knew that.

‘You look, Alice, as if you’ve calmed down,’ he said.

‘Calmed down?’ said Alice. ‘What do you mean? I was never a spitfire.’

‘No, but always making a challenge of whatever I said to you.’

‘Whatever was provoking, you mean,’ said Alice. ‘What brought you here, and how did you know about this school?’

‘Will you no’ let me drive you home to your lodgings and talk on the way?’ suggested Fergus.

‘Well, thank you,’ said Alice, ‘it’ll save me waiting for a bus.’

Fergus opened the door to the passenger seat and she slipped in. He put himself into the driving seat, started the car and drove off, heading for the busy centre of Bristol.

Alice asked him again what had brought him to the school, and he said he was in Bristol to take charge of a new factory at Filton. The family firm in Aberdeen, built up by his father, specialized in the manufacture of precision instruments, and was presently expanding, hence one new factory in Reading and another in Filton. He was now residing in Bristol and had been for three days. He decided to find out if Alice was still living in Bristol, so he called on the only address he had of her. There, he was told by the landlady he could find her at Clifton Lodge School.

‘So here I am, y’ken,’ he said, ‘and it’s fine to see you again, Alice. But I’m no’ intending to bother you, so dinna be worried on that score.’

‘Well, you’re married, aren’t you?’ said Alice, as the car began to catch up with the traffic.

‘That I’m not,’ said Fergus, ‘for the lady changed her mind.’

‘Why?’ asked Alice.

‘We called it off by mutual consent,’ said Fergus, ‘we didna suit each other. What about you, Alice, you’re still no’ married?’

Alice said she was still happy with a career, although she’d suffered a disappointment. At a time when her qualifications enabled her to apply for a post at the university as a tutor, she did so. But there were three applicants, she said, and she was one of the unlucky two. However, she was recommended for a position as English teacher at Clifton Lodge School for Girls, a private establishment run by its governors.

‘I won’t say it’s as fulfilling as a tutorial post would have been, but I’m happy enough,’ she said.

‘Well, I know fine how much a bookish career means to you,’ said Fergus.

‘Bookish?’

‘Aye, as I remember, you were never happy except with your nose in a book of learning,’ said Fergus.

‘That’s fighting talk,’ said Alice, remembering all too well the verbal affrays she had had with him over preferring classic literature to dance halls.

Fergus, threading the car into a stream of traffic, said, ‘It’s no’ my wish to fight with you, Alice. That’s all in the past, although I will say that when you had sparks in your eyes, you were at your best.’

‘That’s absurd,’ said Alice. ‘No woman is at her best when she’s in a temper.’

‘As I recall,’ said Fergus, going with the slow traffic flow like a man without hurry on his mind, ‘it made you throw your books at me.’

‘So?’ said Alice, guilty of the charge.

‘I thought you always came alive when you parted from your books in that fashion,’ said Fergus.

Alice laughed. She was not nearly so touchy about her scholastic self these days. She had survived years of listening to quips and sallies about ‘bluestockings’.

‘Fergus, you’re talking utter nonsense,’ she said, ‘and you’re already forgetting your intention not to fight with me. You should know, incidentally, that teaching is nothing to do with being bookish – look out, there’s a van trying to lean on you.’

‘So I notice,’ said Fergus. ‘Well, I’ll give way, for it’s a fine afternoon and I’m no’ in the mood to tangle with anyone.’ He slowed to a crawl, and the van, a small white one, filtered aggressively in to show him its dusty rear.

‘I don’t remember you as a man willing to give way,’ said Alice.

‘One lives and learns, Alice.’ Fergus smiled. ‘So here we are, then, neither of us married and both on our way, I fancy, to becoming a couple of old bachelors in time.’

‘Is the prospect for you a worry?’ asked Alice.

‘I canna say it’s making me fret,’ said Fergus, ‘and I’m too busy with the responsibility of getting the factory into production to bother with social commitments just now.’

The traffic ahead was crawling. The white van stopped and Fergus pulled up behind it. Out of the van leapt two men in caps, jerseys and jeans. One rushed to the passenger door of Fergus’s Austin car. He wrenched it open, laid a heavy hand on Alice’s left arm and yanked.

‘Out, out!’ he hissed, and he literally pulled her from the car. The violence of the action caused her to stumble and fall to the pavement. At the same time, the second man, a leather Gladstone bag in one hand, had the driver’s door open and was glaring at Fergus.

‘Out, and quick!’

‘Be damned to you,’ said Fergus, blood up at what had happened to Alice. But out of the car he came, and without hesitation. His purpose, however, was not to surrender his car, but to knock the man off his feet. He found himself staring at the wicked snout of a revolver. He checked in shock, the Gladstone bag swung viciously and knocked him aside. Then both hijackers were in the car. The driver of the vehicle immediately behind Fergus’s Austin was staring in disbelief. Further back, other drivers were sounding impatient horns, and Alice was picking herself up off the pavement.

The man at the wheel of the Austin reversed it. Its tail hit the front of the car behind, much to the fury of its driver. The Austin shot forward on a forceful turn of the steering wheel and drove out wide of the stationary van. Away it went at speed. Ahead, the traffic had dispersed, giving the hijackers a clear run for a while.

‘Fergus!’ Alice was beside the stunned Scot.

‘Damn them,’ said Fergus, ‘I want my car back. The van, Alice, if they’ve left the ignition keys in, let’s use that. No, you stay here.’ He darted to
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