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About the Book

Third in the Rising family sequence.

The Rising sisters – the Daffodil Girls – are older now. The anguish of growing up in the twenties has gone. All three are – apparently – happily married and there are children to swell the vibrant Rising family. But the problems that had begun in youth still remained.

March, the eldest, the most difficult, loves but cannot trust her clever, manipulating husband. He deserted her once and she has never quite forgiven him.

May has her own worries – a son who seems more than usually promiscuous, and a husband who grows more attractive and handsome even as she approaches her fortieth birthday.

April has a husband she loves, and two small, gentle daughters. But she is the only one who knows that Davina is not her husband’s child.
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For the family




Chapter One

SATURDAY WAS DAVID’S busiest day at the shop and because there was no school, it was probably the day Davina missed him most. Looking at the round, milkmaid’s face of her daughter that hot May Saturday of 1934, April suddenly decided that she would take both girls for a picnic. She and David had given Davina a proper two-wheeled bike for her eighth birthday and there was a wickerwork chair on the back of her own bicycle for Flora. The bluebell woods were a mere three miles from Longmeadow in Winterditch Lane where they had lived for the past two years.

Davina clapped her moist hands and her milky blue eyes widened with excitement and apprehension.

‘Are we ’llowed to go there without Daddy?’ she asked.

Flora sang, ‘We’re going on a picnic, a picnic, a picnic. We’re going on a picnic ’cos it’s Satur-atter-day.’ She was just four and had been able to read fluently for a year. Davina could write her name and lots more words if no-one minded about spelling. April kissed the top of Flora’s dark head before she answered her older daughter.

‘Of course we can, Davie. And you can choose what sort of sandwiches we take.’

Flora wasn’t interested in food. She went up the stairs one tread at a time to fetch her teddy, while Davina unhesitatingly chose banana sandwiches with lots of sugar, and ginger beer to drink.

There was no traffic along Winterditch Lane. It meandered over brooks and fields and eventually divided, one spur to connect with the Tewkesbury road, the other with the road to Cheltenham. The Daker women took the left fork to Tewkesbury and pedalled lazily through the tiny hamlet of Down Hatherly where already the cow parsley leaned into the road heavy with blossom the size of dinner plates. April dismounted to show Flora the ancient village pump and to watch the big hand on the church clock jerk on another minute. Time had a weird fascination for the small girl. ‘It’s gone, Mummy! That’s a whole minute gone! Where has it gone? What has happened to it?’

April was at a loss and it was Davie, cycling round and round the pump unwilling to dismount before their destination was reached, who said patiently, ‘It’s gone to God, Flo. I told you that before. Everything goes to God.’

April was not often surprised by Davina. She said, ‘When did you say that to Flo, darling? About everything going to God?’

‘When she asked me about Uncle Teddy and Granddad and Uncle Albert and everyone who is dead.’ Davina stuck out one sandalled foot. ‘Look, I can pedal with one leg. It’s hard though.’ She replaced her foot and bent to her task. ‘Don’t be long, Mummy, else I might fall off.’

April stared for another moment at the orbiting child, her pale hair silky flat over her round head, the sun glistening on the blond hairs on bare arms and legs. How much of Teddy, Albert and Will Rising was there in her? Everyone said how much like her mother’s side of the family she was; obviously, since David and all the Dakers were as dark as sloes.

Flora said, ‘I’m going to pick two bunches of bluebells. One for Gramma Rising and one for us.’

April twisted round and kissed her daughter’s dark head again. No doubting that Flora was a Daker with her quick intelligence, brittle hair and black eyes. She laughed as she mounted the bicycle and pushed herself off. ‘Onward Christian soldiers!’ she rallied. They were all laughing as they turned down the rutted lane that led to the woods.

The bluebells were so dense it looked as if the trees were growing out of a mist of blue. But in spite of the week’s dry weather there were boggy patches in the leaf-mould and it paid to pick the flowers nearest the path. They worked their way through the wood, pulling the flowers carefully from their sheaths so that the stems were pale white at the ends. Flora asked her usual searching questions, and for once April gave Davina time to answer first. The husky voice, with its unmistakable Gloucester burr, supplied strangely mature replies.

‘You have to pull them like you pull rhubarb. Else the bit you leave in sort of chokes up the plant.’ ‘Well, of course it’s still soggy in here ’cos the sun can’t get through to dry it out, can it?’ ‘It’s a worm, Flo. How can it be a snake in this wetness?’

April smiled at their industriously bent backs as she brought up the rear. She must remember this small exchange to recount to David tonight. And maybe her sister May would like to hear it too if she could spare time from looking after their mother, coping with her lively son and bored husband and putting in a full day at the hair salon. April’s smile died as she remembered Mother, confined to her room now, waiting – indeed longing – to join poor Pa. She would doubtless make an effort to show pleasure when Davina and Flora arrived with their offerings of flowers, but bluebells were notoriously short-lived and her energy would certainly not survive the flowers. Life was cruel sometimes: Pa had been dead for five years now and Mother, never strong, burdened with pernicious anaemia, had expected to be with him in less than a year. And still she lived.

April called, ‘Don’t hold the stems too tightly, my loves. They are so easily crushed.’

Both girls stopped and placed their bunches in the picnic basket. ‘Them’s for Gramma Rising,’ Flora decreed. ‘An’ them what’s squashed are for us.’

April smiled again at such a right sense of priority and said gently, ‘Those are for Gramma Rising, darling. Not them.’

At the far end of the wood there was a stile leading to an empty acre of land dotted with gorse and rabbit holes and called by the Dakers, ‘the wilderness’. Here they laid out the picnic and poured the ginger beer carefully past the marble in the bottle. Davie held her sandwich in both hands and munched stolidly through it. Flora used the Bakelite picnic knife and cut hers into pieces on the plate so that she could savour each one. April was reminded of May and her best friend at school, Sibbie Luker. Sibbie, always hungry, had crammed; May had picked daintily. April said sharply, ‘Eat more slowly please, Davie, you’ll give yourself a tummy-ache gobbling like that.’ But Davie still had her crusts and Flora had eaten every scrap of hers.

The scent of the gorse was thick and heavy and before they had finished wasps had joined the bees and were rolling drunkenly over the crumpled cloth.

‘They’ll sting – they’ll sting—’ Davie and Flora hopped around almost spilling their drinks.

‘Anyway, we’ve finished almost.’ April gathered up the remains. ‘Let’s go away from them if they won’t leave us. How about hide and seek? You two go and hide and I’ll find you.’

They ran off holding hands and squealing. April leaned back against a molehill and ran her hands through her short tawny bob and began to count loudly. The skirt of her green shantung dress was rucked above her knees showing her suspenders, and she wriggled upright and hoped the gorse thorns wouldn’t ladder her pale stockings. She should have changed them or even gone without. Though, as older sister March said so firmly, ladies don’t. ‘Twenty-four!’ she yelled loudly to drown Flora’s give-away giggles, and wondered then if she was indeed a lady. She knew she was not and on an impulse she stopped combing up her hot hair and reached under her skirt to release her suspenders. Her legs felt wonderful, free of stockings, and her lowheeled strap shoes weren’t uncomfortable. She stretched luxuriously. She was happy. She had been happy for nearly five years now. Ever since she had known she was expecting Flora. But she must not ever take it for granted. It was a precious gift which must be savoured piecemeal like Flora’s banana sandwich. This Saturday was a special tasty morsel of happiness, even though David wasn’t actually here. She let herself think of him, his darkness, his inscrutability which had opened to her and her alone. The precious moments of their love when she could still murmur ‘Devil Daker’, the name she had first called him when she had been not much older than Flora was now.

‘Ninety-eight and coming, ready or not!’ she bawled and distinctly heard Davie’s hoarse whisper, ‘Shut up, Flo!’

It was time to go home. ‘Do we have to?’ asked Flora, suddenly weak at the thought of the walk back through the wood to their waiting bikes.

‘Yes, we do,’ Davie replied. ‘Daddy will be home and no tea ready.’ She marched ahead to the stile and clambered over without grace but safely. Flora, swinging her small body over the top bar, crashed down the other side and wept bitterly. April felt her heart lurch as she gathered her up. There was no blood and all the tiny limbs seemed intact. ‘Mummy will carry you, darling.’ She gathered her up. ‘Davie, can you manage the basket?’ They staggered back through the wood, some of the joy temporarily quenched. It was quite a business loading up the bicycles, tying the flower bunches to the handlebars, coaxing weepy Flora into her scratchy basket seat. When they reached home, April had little sympathy to spare for Davie, who dismounted in her usual way by letting her machine fall between her legs. Unfortunately this time the brake handle scored a scratch down the inside of her calf.

‘Here’s a clean hanky.’ April took an ironed one from the pile on the kitchen table. ‘Hold it against the place while I settle Flo with a drink.’

It did not occur to her that she might have got her priorities wrong until Davie remarked matter-of-factly, ‘It’s better now. Anyway Flo is more important.’

April glanced quickly at the eight-year-old but knew already there was no jealousy in her, let alone sarcasm. She left Flora slurping milk through a straw and bent to the blood-stained handkerchief but it was too late. Guilt, shut in the darkest cupboard of her mind, burst open its doors and swamped her. She would always favour Flora because Flora was David’s child and Davina was not.

Florence Rising, tempted by the glorious sunshine, had found enough strength to get out of bed and sit by the window overlooking the gasometer. The view from the back window of 33 Chichester Street was not uplifting: the strips of back yards, eroded by their wash-houses, were all overshadowed by the Coke and Gas Company’s large container which, at this time of the year and in this weather, was at its full height. But to Florence Rising, her own small yard a-flutter with the laundry which May was bound to do on a Saturday because she worked during the week at Helen’s Hair Salon, was beautiful indeed. There Florence had sat so often in the past, grateful for the cool shadow from the gasometer, while her children had laughed and talked and wept around her. It was that view she had seen each morning when she strip-washed at the shallow kitchen sink, frightened of catching sight of her own nakedness in the reflection of the window, hearing her darling Will riddling the range and setting the kettle on the popping gas. She smiled now in recollection. What a lucky woman she had been … and still was. She had had so much more than most women. Her husband, plying his tailoring business from his home, had shared everything with her, from the most menial to the truly magnificent. The times she had enjoyed the sunshine while she finished the button-holes on a suit for him. And the bitterly cold winter days when he had gone into the yard with April or young Teddy and rolled up the snow into fantastic shapes so that from the dining-room or the kitchen it seemed as if they were living in an ice grotto. Will had brought her fun. That was what people failed to realize when they covertly criticized him now. She saw her life as one of the grey prison blankets which she sometimes patched. Dull grey. Until Will arrived. Then the grey was shot with colour and lights of all hues, woven into an intricate embroidery which one day – she prayed quite soon now – would make a perfect pattern.

Her smile widened as the kitchen door burst open and May’s only child, Victor, erupted into the yard. Victor was like Teddy had been, all bright reds and blues and vivid greens; ever cracking jokes which often Florence did not understand but which made her laugh anyway because Victor’s brown eyes were so bright and full of mirth. He was tall at sixteen, taller than Will had been, taller than his father Monty. And very good-looking in his dark, fine-boned way. He whipped behind the wash-house and disappeared from her view; the washing flapped at his passing and then hung still again. Really, May’s smalls were barely decent; the petticoats, especially, seemed made of cobwebs. And the drawers looked more like gym skirts … The kitchen door opened again and Albert Frederick looked through. Florence guessed at some devilment on Victor’s part and leaned closer to her open window.

‘Victor! Are you there?’

Albert Tomms, son of March’s ridiculous first marriage to her Uncle Edwin Tomms in Bath, was seventeen and so like his Uncle Albert who had been killed at Mons, that March and her mother never ever mentioned it for fear of hurting the other. He wasn’t so much fair as colourless, though his incipient moustache had the touch of gingeriness seen in the first Albert and in Will Rising. He was as tall as Victor and much more solid. He wore cricket flannels and a blazer over his white shirt. Both boys belonged to one of the lesser county teams.

‘Victor! Come on, you low-down creeping little skunk! Come and take your medicine like a man.’

Albert, who did not live at Chichester Street and therefore had some difficulty in remembering that the first rule there was not to disturb Grandma Rising, raised his hoarse young voice to tones of mock outrage, and was immediately rewarded by Victor’s emergence from behind the wash-house.

‘Shut up, you blithering idiot! Grandma will wonder what the hell is going on!’

They were both beneath the shielding washing but in any case Florence drew back slightly, not wanting to be deprived of the scene below. There was some subdued scuffling punctuated by Victor’s gasping laugh, then his voice panted, ‘Pax – pax I say!’ and the two heads appeared, both bent above heaving backs. Florence leaned forward.

Albert straightened and took a deep breath.

‘If ever you deliberately cut me out like that again, you beastly, precocious … boy … I’ll tell whoever it is that you draw women without any clothes on!’

Victor exploded quietly again but still managed a Gallic shrug. ‘What can I do about it? Girls cannot resist me, Albie old chap. One look and they’re done for. The fact that I am an artist would probably drive them mad with desire. I beg you will keep that information to yourself.’

Albert again doubled up with laughter, but continued to spout nouns obviously intended to describe his cousin. ‘Swine. Jumped-up, mouthy little would-be Valentino. Gigolo. Lounge lizard.’ He grabbed Victor by his shirt collar and brought his ear close. He said something which caused Victor to fall to the ground in mock horror.

‘Not that! Not that, oh great one! Forgive me—’

A third time the door opened and Sylvia Rising appeared. Sylvia had always been large and raw-boned. She still was. She clipped both boys smartly and pointed to the kitchen.

‘Inside. Both of you. Any squabbling is done indoors, not where the whole world can see!’

The boys went in, hands over their heads. Sylvia cast a look toward the window and saw Florence. Her grin made her ugly weatherbeaten face beautiful.

‘So you got out o’ bed, our Flo! I’ll be up directly with your liver.’ The grin widened as Florence made a face. ‘All right then, a nice cup of tea first, eh?’

Florence would have preferred May to bring her tea in a china pot with her own milk jug and cup and saucer. But her love for her sister-in-law was very deep.

‘That would be lovely, Sylv,’ she said in her thin voice. And she looked beyond the gasometer to where the cathedral spires must be, and her smile widened too.

The spurious quarrel between Victor Gould and Albert Tomms was quite normal and one of their ways of keeping the love they felt for each other on an acceptable everyday level. Shorter though he was by half an inch, Albert was the physically stronger of the two and had always been able to subdue Victor without causing any real hurt. In fact when either of them felt animosity towards the other, the last resort was violence. Victor could reduce Albert to a simmering silence with his quick tongue. When he did so his remorse was instant. And Albert could break Victor’s wrist with a quick twist of his own hand, but at the first wince of pain on the handsome dark face, there was an end to it.

Albert said now, dodging away from his Aunt Sylv’s arm as she filled the kettle, ‘You’re welcome to her anyway. She made me feel I’d got a snotty nose.’

Sylvia tutted as she lit the gas, but on behalf of Florence rather than from personal disapproval. When her daughter Daisy had been small, her perpetually runny nose had defied any amount of mopping up.

Victor grinned at the gargantuan back and said provokingly, ‘No. You have her, old chap. She wasn’t worth drawing even nude.’

He dodged the expected swipe, but Sylvia surprised them both with her wide-eyed query: ‘An’ ’ow do you know that then, young Victor?’

‘Wrong proportions. Breasts not big enough to balance hips.’

He got the swipe then and was told to lay up a tray like his gran liked it before his hips got put out of proportion. Albert passed the brown teapot, making no effort to control his delight.

‘It’s not fair, Aunt Sylv,’ Victor complained, deliberately lowering his long black lashes at her. ‘You know I’m a proper artist and proper artists are bound to notice things like that.’

‘Indecent,’ she muttered, whamming a jam-jar of daisies onto the tray. ‘Boy of sixteen … Christamighty …’

Albert added a teacup and saucer and said righteously, ‘He’s always been like it, Aunt Sylv. When he was about six years old he wanted to see Aunt April without any clothes on.’

Sylvia, bereft of speech, just stared, and Victor said swiftly, ‘Wrong tea things. The white pot and cup. If you don’t mind, cousin.’

So Florence got her thin china and the joy of hearing a tactfully expurgated version of the boys’ latest conquest from Sylvia.

‘That Victor’s only got to blink once and the girls come runnin’,’ Sylvia said on a sigh of disapproval. ‘Just like his mam. Just like our May in her prime.’

Florence nodded, remembering the hordes of young men who had trooped through their other house, during the war, ostensibly to discuss Haig and Ludendorff with Will, but really to watch May with blind adoration as she cut sandwiches or knitted socks with the light carefully behind her so that her fair hair looked like spun gold and her eyes turned deep violet.

‘But May was never really interested. Not until she met Monty,’ Florence reminded her sister-in-law gently. ‘And Victor is like that too.’ She sipped and thought about her grandson. ‘Even more so,’ she added. ‘Victor has that single-mindedness from Monty as well as May.’

Sylvia pursed her lips and said nothing and Florence’s clear, tea-brown eyes, weak though they were now, sharpened and stared questioningly at her sister-in-law. So many people thought that because Sylvia looked and sounded bovine, she was insensitive to the point of being stupid. Florence knew better.

She said, ‘Sibbie Luker is married to Edward Williams now, Sylv. She’d be a fool if she looked elsewhere.’

Sylvia took Florence’s cup and poured more tea into it. Her big liver-marked hand was rock steady and her rough voice the same when she replied.

‘’Course she would. There’s never been any hanky panky for Monty Gould anyway, my dear. Only one woman in the world for Monty, feckless though he might be. And that’s our May. You don’t want to worry about that.’

Florence was still for a moment, then Sylvia’s eyes flicked upward and reassured her with their country frankness.

She took the cup and sipped gratefully.

‘I wouldn’t like to think … May wouldn’t understand, you see.’

Sylvia nearly said, ‘Not like you understood when my daft brother wandered off with a girl young enough to be his daughter.’ But because she was neither stupid nor insensitive she said nothing.

Florence replaced the small cup in its saucer and leaned back, replete.

‘I often think how pleased Will would be,’ she said, her gaze going out to the gasometer again. ‘All the girls so very happy. After so many difficulties. But then I think happiness hard-won is appreciated more. Perhaps. Yes.’

Her lids drooped and Sylvia gathered up the tray and planned in her mind how she would chop Flo’s raw liver with a little of her beetroot chutney at supper-time. And if May cut a slice of bread and butter extra thin, between them they might get her to take more than usual.

March, the eldest of the three Rising sisters, had had a delightful Saturday afternoon. Her husband, Fred Luker, had announced just the night before that he would be bringing four people along for lunch the next day: influential people who needed buttering up. This did not please March on two counts: firstly and foremost, to prepare lunch, even a cold buffet as Fred suggested, was hard work at such short notice; secondly, Albert, her pride and joy, was playing cricket for the county second eleven and would not be there to pass the drinks and make the sort of small talk he had been taught at Marley’s school. Albert himself had disposed of the latter objection right in front of Fred.

‘Jolly good job I’m out of the way. You know I can’t stand your posh parties.’

‘Nobody can stand them,’ March snapped, as usual, when she really wanted to hug him and tell him she understood perfectly. ‘But one of the reasons I paid those enormous fees for you to go to a private school was so that you could manage the sort of conversation they have at parties.’

She avoided Fred’s eyes. He had paid Albert’s fees long before they had married. He avenged himself by doing the very thing she disliked when Albert was around; he slid his arm around her shoulders and kissed her on the mouth. Fred knew her so well.

‘Darling Marcie …’ He kissed her again and Albert looked away. ‘Don’t worry so.’ She tried to free herself and could not. ‘I’ve got a maid for us. If you like her tomorrow, she’ll stay.’

‘A maid? Don’t be ridiculous, Fred.’ When March had married her Great-uncle Edwin there had been maids in the house; they had interfered, silently criticized, known too much. ‘We don’t need a maid. Mrs Prosser comes in to do the rough and Aunt Sylvia helps with spring cleaning and now that I use the laundry for the linen—’

‘I’ve engaged her for tomorrow. On trial.’ Fred turned her to face him and made her look into his eyes. She felt her limbs begin to dissolve in spite of Albert’s presence.

Her name was Caroline but she was known as Chattie. She was small and round with dark eyes and a look of eager interest that hovered on a smile. And she smelled nice.

She took over the ‘cold buffet’ as if she’d been doing parties all her life, though she had been a clergyman’s skivvy until then. She loved the big house in Bedford Close; she thought the tennis court with its adjacent lawn and shrubbery was ‘just like the pictures’ and she adored March on sight.

‘If I suit, madam, could I … sometimes … brush your hair?’ March’s hair, uninterestingly brown compared with May’s and April’s golden heads, had come into its own as theirs faded. She had steadfastly refused to have it cut in spite of fashion, and its sheer length and thickness showed up the auburn tints to perfection.

She smiled, pleased.

‘We’ll see,’ she said.

By the time the guests had departed at four, she had well and truly seen. Chattie looked charming in a white cap and black dress and she had the knack of being everywhere at once. The visitors were the kind who could not face anything without a full glass in their hand, and the day spent with the up-and-coming Lukers made them feel they could face anything at all. They were impressed by Luker’s wife, so aristocratically thin and refined, with her large clear brown eyes hiding more than they gave away, rather like that woman seen everywhere these days with the Prince of Wales – what was her name – Wallis something or other? And of course Luker himself was the sort you wanted on your side. He was astute. And he could be ruthless, very ruthless indeed. There’d been some story about him and the Portermans. Hadn’t he seduced the wife and then old Captain Porterman had hung himself? The little maid who had obviously been with the family for years – and that was a good sign these days – said, ‘Would you care to try some of this hock, sir? Very refreshing as the weather has turned warm.’ And Mrs Luker was talking about tennis parties this summer. Yes, the Lukers were the people to know.

March said, ‘Not too bad, was it?’ which was tantamount to hysterical enthusiasm, coming from her.

‘Marvellous. I’ve got the Peplows in the palm of my hand and that other chap will follow shortly. Let’s go upstairs.’

‘Certainly not. There’s the clearing up, remember, Fred. For you it’s over, for me …’

‘Chattie will see to all that. Why do you think I hired her?’

‘She hasn’t stopped since she arrived at nine this morning.’ March drifted down to the trestle table beneath the lilac tree and began to load a tray. ‘Albert will like her I think, don’t you?’

‘If he’s got any sense he will. Give me that and bring those bottles and let’s go upstairs.’

‘Fred, for goodness sake … and that reminds me. You spent a lot of time with that other woman. Not Clara Peplow. Tilly wotsit.’

‘Tilly Adair.’

‘It’s her husband who owns the land, you know. Not her.’

‘He’s tricky. I might get to him through her.’

She walked ahead of him clutching empty wine bottles. Sometimes she hated his honesty more than his secrecy. Sometimes she hated the way he saw people: as creatures to be manipulated. Yet it was how she too had been; it was how she had had to be even though guilt had threatened to eat her very soul away. At least Fred now absolved her from guilt. Fred made them all happy somehow. She did not want to know how.

The kitchen was neat in spite of the mound of dishes. Chattie had filled the sink and was coping efficiently.

‘You go on and have a rest, madam. This won’t take me a minute, then I see there’s a bit of mending in the basket. If I could sit me under that there lilac with a bit of mending I’d think I were in heaven.’

Fred answered, laughing, ‘Don’t keep anyone from heaven, please, March. Go on. Walk right through this kitchen and into the breakfast-room. And keep going out of there across the hall, up the stairs and into the bedroom.’

March blushed deep crimson, but Chattie said, ‘A nice lie-down. Just the thing. Would you like me to bring up a tray of tea, say about six o’clock?’

Fred waited, his eyes on his wife. She swallowed. ‘That would be lovely, Chattie.’ She went to the door and stopped again. ‘Thank you, Chattie. You’ve done marvels this afternoon. I think, if my husband agrees—’

‘We want you if you want us,’ Fred said in his precise voice that still retained some old Gloucester in spite of self-tutoring. It pleased Chattie, it sounded so sincere.

‘Oh, sir. That would be heaven.’

April was upstairs putting Flora to bed when Albert arrived. David and Davina were ‘looking at the garden’.

Davina immediately linked her hand with her cousin’s.

‘Well, Albie?’ David collapsed thankfully into a rustic chair left by the previous owners of the house. Any sudden change in the weather hurt his leg and the heat today was proving especially trying. ‘How did the match go?’

Albert grinned. In the past he had been frightened of David Daker and seen the dark saturnity as a threat to beloved Aunt April. But that was long ago. David’s bitterness had melted with the years and the births of Davie and Flora. Albert crouched to bring himself level with his uncle and cousin.

‘Not too bad at all. We didn’t expect to bring it off even though we were playing at home. Cheltenham’s got a few college boys playing for them and you know how they specialize. One of ’em, chap called Adair, bowled like the Australians, straight for you. He got Victor out lbw, so Victor pinched his young lady. Right from under his nose.’ Albert forbore to mention that the young lady in question had cast eyes in his direction before Victor appeared in the pavilion. Davina looked on her cousin – and rightly so – as her own.

David smiled and Davina gave her hoarse chuckle and began to pick daisies. Talk between the two men settled around cricket generally while they both waited for April to appear. Davina told them about the picnic.

‘I’m going to take some bluebells to Grandma when we see her tomorrow. I’ve taken daisies for ages now and they don’t last.’

‘I don’t know about that.’ Albert lowered his head to receive a chain of the flowers. ‘She had a vase of them on her tea tray this afternoon.’

‘Bluebells don’t last either.’ Davina surveyed him with her head on one side and began to arrange his hair to her satisfaction. ‘Mummy’s flowers are the best.’

‘What are they?’ Albert asked idly, closing his eyes at the touch of her fluttering fingers.

‘Primroses. They come for her birthday. You know, “April brings the primrose sweet, scatters daisies at our feet.” Daddy calls Mummy Primrose Sweet, don’t you, Daddy?’

Albert opened his eyes and looked at David. The dark eyes smiled back at him, sharing whatever secrets they had.

‘I do indeed. It suits her, don’t you think, old man? The three of them – your mother, Aunt May and April, used to be known as the Daffodil girls. But I thought Primrose suited April better.’

Albert nodded doubtfully. April could still make him tremble and sweat with love which was hard to associate with the shy blossoming of the primrose. He watched as Davina skipped away for more daisies; now she was like a primrose, pale and … undiscovered. It pleased him to think that he was the one to, in fact, discover her. He rolled onto his knees and crawled after her and she was rolling about, convulsed with tickle-laughter when April emerged through the conservatory door a moment later.

‘What on earth’s going on? Davie, it’s your bedtime. Darling, you look exhausted.’ She stood behind David and studied him upside down, then kissed his forehead. It felt waxy beneath her lips. ‘I’ve got mint tea cooling like your mother used to make. And lots of watercress and thin bread and butter.’

‘Temptress.’ He put up a hand and took her wrist and she felt his need of her.

‘Davie’s bedtime first, darling. Then plenty of rest and quiet. You shouldn’t work so hard, you know.’

Albert stood up. ‘I’ll put Davie to bed. Is she still reading that book about trains?’ In the attic at Bedford Close Albert had a magnificent model train lay-out which Davie loved. She showed her interest by choosing birthday books of erudite specialization. Electric Locomotives: the future was the name of the latest. She leapt up enthusiastically at Albert’s offer and led the way indoors. April called weakly, ‘Are you sure you can spare the time, Albert?’ then collapsed by David.

He said, ‘Don’t worry, Primrose. They’re good friends, those two.’

‘Like we were.’ She picked up his hand and put it to her face. ‘How I loved you when I was a child, David.’

‘Loved? In the past?’ He looked at her sideways, his eyes full of laughter.

‘It was different then. Sort of sacrificial. I knew that you belonged to May and I accepted that. I simply wanted a chance to serve you in some way. Then, when you were in disgrace with the family, I knew you were beginning to love me. Properly. And my love changed too.’

Their eyes met and the smile died from David’s.

‘Don’t, April. Sometimes … I can’t bear it.’

She said swiftly, ‘You’re tired. Don’t worry, darling. Come along inside and let’s be cool.’

‘No hope of that. Not for us.’ He kissed her and stood up with difficulty. She put his hand on her shoulder and took as much weight as he would allow. ‘God. April. I wish I could do more for you.’

She said passionately, ‘You do everything. Everything.’

He laughed drily. ‘But not very often, darling. Admit it.’

They moved slowly through the conservatory and into the large cool dining-room. Their furniture from the flat was there: the big boxy leather armchairs, the ashtrays on their chrome stalks, the Belgian carpet.

She said, ‘You’re tired. That’s all it is.’

He sank into a chair but would not release her.

‘Admit it, April. Just between the two of us. Just this once. Admit that I cannot satisfy you often enough.’

She dropped to her knees and took him in her arms.

‘Everything about you satisfies me, David. Not simply in bed – which I know is what you mean. Everything.’ She drew back her head and looked at him. ‘You are so much cleverer than me, darling, but in that you are stupid.’

He smiled slightly, acknowledging her greater wisdom in this, but as she stood up his hands ran the length of her body and he closed his eyes as if in pain again.

‘You see, my darling, I want you so much. That is what is so awful. In spite of this.’ He glanced swiftly at his groin where they both knew the shrapnel moved and grated sluggishly when it would. ‘I still want you. Practically all the time.’

Her own blue eyes darkened but she refused to pander to him. ‘Good. That is very good. Kindly start to worry when you no longer want me!’ She leaned swiftly and pecked at him. ‘Would you prefer something stronger than mint tea? There is still some whisky in the sideboard. From Christmas.’

It showed the extent of her anxiety. Since those days at the end of the war when he had drunk himself into a stupor to get through each day and each night, she had never suggested a drink. He looked at her steadily, then shook his head.

‘Mint tea will be fine,’ he said.

Upstairs Albert waited for Davina to come out of the bathroom. He looked in on small sleeping Flora, so dark and like her father, and felt amused indulgence. Then Davina came into her room in an aura of clear Pears soap, trailing her summer dressing-gown behind her, her short hair damp at the ends. He forgot that April’s hair would have been long and her nightdress a hand-me-down from March or May and imagined this was how she would have looked at eight years old. He lay by Davina’s side and began to turn the pages of her book.

‘They will use overhead cables …’ He pointed to a photograph and replied to her immediate question: ‘Too dangerous to electrify the rails, animals and so forth …’ and he realized how much happier he was with this small female than with any of the young women he and Victor made such a fuss about meeting. Dammit, he even knelt by the bed and said her prayers with her! Then afterwards, when she was drowsy, she put her arms around his neck and kissed him trustingly.

‘I love you, Albert Frederick,’ she murmured. ‘I love you better than anyone else in the world.’ Her eyes widened, slightly surprised out of sleep for a moment. ‘I love you better than Mummy. Better even than Daddy.’

Albert thought of his own adored mother – Fred did not count of course – of beautiful April before Davie was born, with her long cigarette-holders and her short shapeless dresses that showed her … shape.

‘Yes. I think I love you better than anyone too, baby.’ He put his hand to the soft cheek to settle it more comfortably on the pillow. She was beautiful; but definitely pale and undiscovered, like a primrose. He kissed her button nose. ‘Dear Davie. Sleep well.’


Chapter Two

MAY AWOKE EARLY and surveyed the day ahead without pleasure. It was her birthday month and she would be forty in two weeks’ time; it was not a pleasant prospect. She knew only too well that her celebrated good looks were on the wane; her hair had lost its gold and she had made the mistake of letting Madam Helen bob it after-hours one evening. It was baby-fine and did not have the body to hold a short style. And unless she wore corsets her figure was … ample. She found excuses for this immediately: years of theatrical digs where landladies supplemented pork pies and fatty brawn with mountains of potatoes and pyramids of bread and butter; and now, when she was doing a job, looking after a son and husband and trying to nurse Mother … now she seized her comforts when and where she could – a chocolate biscuit with her tea at Madam’s, a piece of Aunt Sylv’s fatty bread with her morning bacon, and of course Mother’s left-overs. Waste not want not, she always said, as she came downstairs with a tray, popping bits of cake or toast into her mouth.

She sighed and turned to look at Monty. He had worn better than she had. His likeness to her brother Teddy, which had first attracted her so greatly, was still there. Dark lashes which veiled the brown eyes lay thickly on flushed cheeks and though there were lines around the mouth and across the forehead she knew they would crease only when he laughed. She put out a long forefinger and touched his aquiline nose. He was handsome still, and until she insisted that they returned to Gloucester permanently after her father’s death, his face had been his fortune. It still could be. He hated working for Tolly Hall, cataloguing old books. It was all too quiet and sedate for Monty. But the other life, racketing around the country, auditioning, always hoping for something really good … had that been any better?

May sighed again and turned on her back to stare at the ceiling. This had been her parents’ room, and all five children had been delivered in this bed. The cracks in the plaster above her assembled themselves into a map of Scandinavia; she remembered so well when she had registered this first, it had been when April was born, and she and March had slept with Mama to ‘see to things’ during that first night. Pa hadn’t liked that. He hadn’t liked his daughters usurping his place in his bed. Had that started his trouble? No … she moved her head on the pillow in negation. Teddy had been born the following year, so Pa certainly did not start wandering until after then. May frowned, thinking back. There had been Hettie Luker first, of course. Then years later there had been Hetty’s daughter, Sibbie.

May felt tears behind her eyes. That was another awful drawback to growing older; memories seemed to gather weight with each year. The memory of Pa with Sibbie pulled her down physically, more than the extra pounds around her middle. Sibbie Luker, her best friend, the town’s scarlet woman, ostracized by everyone except her father and old Alderman Williams. And now respectably married to the alderman’s son, Edward Williams.

It was all too much and the tears overflowed onto May’s pillow. It was not that she was jealous of Sibbie’s security, indeed affluence. It was not that she minded any more about her liaison with Pa, because darling Mother had forgiven her so publicly a long time ago. It was not that Tolly Hall worked for Edward Williams and therefore so did Monty. It was just that she missed Sibbie so much; she missed her girlhood so much; she was … she was getting old.

Monty woke and pecked at her face automatically and felt her tears.

‘Mummy-darling. What is it?’

Victor had long called her Mother, but Monty still used the diminutive. She had loved it at first, now it made her weep anew. Yet she couldn’t say why. To admit her hankering for Sibbie’s adulation and her own lost youth would be disloyal, and Monty was still very dear to her.

‘I’m just tired,’ she managed at last as his anxiety mounted to irritating heights.

‘You do too much, Mummy, and there’s no need for it. Sylvia is here to look after Florence. We could afford another house of our own now.’ She saw she had given Monty a chance to get on his favourite hobby-horse: moving out of Chichester Street.

‘Don’t start that again. Please, darling. You know very well Mother needs me specially now. She’d die in a week if we left her.’

Monty was tempted to ask whether that wouldn’t be a good thing, but he too loved Florence so he did not.

‘All right then, darling. But why stay on at work in that case? We could easily manage with my regular salary at Williams’.’

Again May found it difficult to answer. There were so many reasons for staying on with Madam Helen. Monty still occasionally had the odd flutter and never put any winnings towards a rainy day. And she was extravagant too. She liked to dress well and she could no longer pick up a cheap frock to fit her fuller figure. And there were Victor’s many demands … But besides all the financial considerations was the undeniable fact that she could not bear to stay in dreary Chichester Street all day long. It had been she who wanted to come home; it was still she who wanted to stay there to be with her mother; but to be there all day and every day trying to tempt Florence to eat more, watching her fade gently away and all the time remembering … it was too much.

She said almost sulkily, ‘You know you hate it at Williams’.’

He withdrew some of his concern. ‘Yes. Well. I’ve hated it for nearly five years now, darling. So I hardly think—’

‘Darling Monty. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean—’ Her contrition was still warm and instant. They kissed lovingly. ‘We should have had another baby,’ she sighed. ‘I was reading an article in one of the magazines at the salon. It happens to a lot of married couples when their children don’t need them any more. They feel sort of … old.’

‘Well, I don’t feel old. Not in the least. And if it’s a baby you want …’ He slid her nightdress from her shoulders and nuzzled into her breasts. She stroked his gleaming dark hair, visualizing how erotic the scene would look on stage; but she sighed yet again. Monty had always liked to take the role of child to his mother and at first she had indulged him lovingly. But over the years the game had developed aspects of reality. And Monty could be an irresponsible and demanding small boy at times.

Sunday was Florence’s visiting day. The ancient vicar of St Aldate’s came before Matins; Victor took up his week’s sketchings to show her while she ate her lunch, in the hope that she might inadvertently finish the one ‘good’ dinner of the week. After her nap she saw the grandchildren in relays. Little Davina came first and on her own as befitted someone of eight years old. Then Flora sat on April’s lap and was encouraged to utter some of her latest sayings. And after tea came Albert, grown-up and serious, and more than ready to leave Marley’s school at the end of the summer term and start a mechanical training at the garage.

‘Uncle Fred says once I’ve got the practical knowledge, I can take over the coaches entirely,’ he confided to his grandmother that Sunday in May.

Florence brought her mind to bear on everyday matters with some difficulty. She frowned, considering this.

‘What about Henry Luker?’ she asked. ‘After all, he’s been running that side of Fred’s business for years now, and he is Fred’s brother.’

‘He’s pretty dense too, Gran.’ Albert made a funny face. ‘Actually it’s Aunty Gladys who really runs the charabanc business. She does all the bookings and routes. Uncle Henry just drives. No, I think Uncle Fred wants someone there who can – can – correlate – the mechanical side with the organization. That was why he got Mr Marley to let me take that engineering course.’ He grinned. ‘He said to Mother frills and feory are all right, as long as they go with nuts and know-how.’

Florence showed her incomprehension.

‘Theory, Gran. He meant theory. He thinks all I learn at Marley’s is good manners and bookwork.’

‘Thrills and theory?’

‘Never mind, Gran. The thing is, Aunty Gladys has got something wrong with her neck—’

‘Goitre.’

‘That’s it. She’s having injections and she’s supposed to take it easy so she really needs someone to do—’

‘The correlating and organizing.’ Florence smiled mischievously as she used to when the first Albert was alive. ‘You see, I’m not as “dense” as you thought, young man.’

They laughed together with what Will would have called mutual appreciation. When Albert stood up to leave, Florence said seriously, ‘Your Uncle Fred is awfully kind to you, dear boy, always remember that.’

Albert met her translucent brown eyes and knew that she understood about his jealousy of ‘Uncle’ Fred. He lifted his shoulders slightly, acknowledging it. When she held out a hand, awaiting his reply, he said, ‘I’ll try, Gran. I really will try.’

Victor did not make a special visit that afternoon, so Florence was surprised when April reappeared and said there were some children hoping to see her. Tolly and Bridget Hall had brought round their five girls and wondered whether she was up to seeing some of them.

April whispered, ‘Olga has improved a lot since you saw her last, darling. And Natasha isn’t quite so bad. How about if those two come in with Bridie?’

Florence nodded. ‘And I would like to see Tolly afterwards, April dear. On his own if possible.’

She leaned her head against the pillows, trying consciously to garner her strength against the grandchildren of her dearest friend, Kitty Hall.

Bridget Hall, née Williams, had always ‘run things to death’ and from the moment she had met April and Teddy Rising at their first dame school, she had been obsessed with all the family and their friends. When Teddy Rising had died aged six years old, she had fastened her devotion to Tolly Hall, his small friend, and eventually married him. That was in 1925; now, nine years later, her obsession had shifted slightly. Tolly as a suitor had been undemanding, aloof to the point of reluctance; as a husband he was ardent to the point of selfishness. They now had five daughters, four with Russian names, and the household was run like a communist collective. Bridie, indolent as ever, was the queen bee of the establishment. Her role was to produce children and she discussed her symptoms and emotions constantly. Otherwise she left the work and the constant squabbling to her overworked housekeeper, her mother-in-law, or her husband. Tolly was thin still, but the burning light of his political beliefs, kept mostly to himself, showed in his high colour and shining eyes. He lived a scholarly life, strangely apart from the zoo which was his home. Next to David Daker, he was the cleverest person Florence knew; and she trusted him more than she trusted David.

She patted the counterpane.

‘Sit here, Tolly, so that I can hear you properly.’ She smiled. ‘Your voice is so quiet, my dear.’

Tolly did as she asked, recognizing Florence’s real wish was to have him close. He knew that in some ways, for her as well as for Bridget, he had taken the place of Teddy. ‘It’s some months since I saw you, Mrs Rising. How are you?’ he asked in his gentle, formal manner.

‘I am surprisingly well, Tolly.’ Her smile flickered again. ‘Let me be honest with you. I am surprised because I thought I would have been with my husband by now. And here I am.’

Tolly did not try to brush this aside as her close family might have done, though she would not have said it to them.

He inclined his head. ‘Because you are still needed.’

She was quiet, considering this, then she said, ‘I cannot think how, Tolly. Yet I know you never speak meaninglessly.’

He gave her one of his rare smiles, acknowledging the compliment.

‘Let me try to explain. This is a time of falling standards. The family is no longer sacrosanct as it was in your day.’ He used long words but she understood them. Will had been a family man; in spite of Sibbie Luker he had been entirely a family man. ‘… the degeneracy in Germany. You have read things in your newspaper?’

‘Not exactly. But Victor …’

Tolly smiled again, this time with indulgence.

‘Victor was always the journalist in this house if I remember. It is happening here too. People in high places no longer set an example. The Prince of Wales—’

‘The old Prince was no better,’ Florence murmured.

‘But he maintained his family life. He upheld the Crown.’

Florence nodded. Will had done the same, of course; and Will had even looked like the old Prince.

Tolly went on pedantically. ‘You see, you set standards. In a world where most people are unable to discipline themselves, you show them how it is done. That in fact it can be done.’ He touched her blue and white hand in an unusual gesture of affection. ‘Do you understand why you are needed?’

She understood what he said, but was unable to view the matter as objectively as he put it.

‘Do you mean … are the girls in any difficulties? Monty is devoted to May, and though Fred and David … in the past … I’m certain that now—’

He reassured her quickly, then to show his complete sincerity he trod on difficult ground.

‘No marriage is really made in heaven, is it, Mrs Rising? We have to do the best we can. That is what I meant about self-discipline. And your example.’

‘Yes. Quite.’ Florence sank back among her pillows. She was very tired and wondered hopefully for the hundredth time if this was the tiredness of death. But she could not die without enlisting some help for her favourite. ‘It’s Albert. My grandson Albert Frederick. I wanted to talk to you about him for just a moment.’

Tolly was surprised. At one time he could see that Albert Tomms might have been at risk; not now.

‘Albert is a credit to you and March, Mrs Rising. Until March’s marriage five years ago I know you were partially responsible for his upbringing, and in view of what I said just now, I can only reiterate, Albert is an example of the kind of family discipline—’

Florence waved her hand. She knew Tolly was a clever boy, a serious boy, a boy wrapped up in ideals, but in a moment she would fall asleep and there were things to be said.

‘Tolly, I must be direct, even blunt. I rely completely on your discretion – I know I can, and that is why I chose you … It is Albert’s character which worries me. He is so like the first Albert, and March is as close to him as she was to her brother. You were young when Albert was killed, my dear, so you wouldn’t remember, but he and March were … inseparable. I feared for her reason when we learned of his death. And now … I think sometimes she sees her son as a reincarnation of her brother. You will think I am dealing in foolish fancies—’

‘No. I don’t think that, Mrs Rising.’

‘No, perhaps you don’t, Tolly. You are so quiet. You see and understand a great deal. You probably see that Fred Luker is a very … ruthless … man.’

He nodded slowly. ‘I think most people who know him agree he can be ruthless.’

She too nodded. ‘And he has always been in love with March. As a child, when he taught her to drive a car





















































































About the Author

Susan Sallis is the author of over twenty novels, many of which are set in the West Country. She was born in Gloucestershire and now lives in Somerset with her family.


Also by Susan Sallis

A SCATTERING OF DAISIES

THE DAFFODILS OF NEWENT

ROSEMARY FOR REMEMBRANCE

SUMMER VISITORS

BY SUN AND CANDLELIGHT

AN ORDINARY WOMAN

DAUGHTERS OF THE MOON

SWEETER THAN WINE

WATER UNDER THE BRIDGE

TOUCHED BY ANGELS

CHOICES

COME RAIN OR SHINE

THE KEYS TO THE GARDEN

THE APPLE BARREL

SEA OF DREAMS

and published by Corgi Books


TRANSWORLD PUBLISHERS
61–63 Uxbridge Road, London W5 5SA
A Random House Group Company
www.transworldbooks.co.uk

BLUEBELL WINDOWS
A CORGI BOOK: 9780552128803
Version 1.0 Epub ISBN 9781448110971

First publication in Great Britain

Corgi edition published 1987

9 10 8

    Copyright © Susan Sallis 1987
Cover image © Shutterstock

The right of Susan Sallis to be identified as author of this work has been asserted in accordance with sections 77 and 78 of the Copyright Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All the characters in this book are fictitious, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

This ebook is copyright material and must not be copied, reproduced, transferred, distributed, leased, licensed or publicly performed or used in any way except as specifically permitted in writing by the publishers, as allowed under the terms and conditions under which it was purchased or as strictly permitted by applicable copyright law. Any unauthorised distribution or use of this text may be a direct infringement of the author’s and publisher’s rights and those responsible may be liable in law accordingly.

Corgi Books are published by Transworld Publishers,
a division of The Random House Group Ltd

Addresses for Random House Group Ltd companies outside the UK can be found 
at: www.randomhouse.co.uk
The Random House Group Ltd Reg. No. 954009

OEBPS/images/titleimg.jpg
WINDOWS

Susan Sallis





OEBPS/images/MyCoverImage.jpg
Swsan
SALLI

THE MULTI-MILLION COPY BESTSELLING AUTHOR

Perfect

for fans of

The Rising Family: Book 3

Behind seemingly happy families, 6 ’
anything can lie hidden...





