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'The older we get the less certain we become. That’s what I feel anyhow. That is why we sometimes feel the need to invent. To take away the doubt. But when I was your age, I was so confident, full of hope about where I was going and what I was going to do. Now the season fades somewhat, But this is not your fault my dear. Don’t feel disillusioned, doubts will come later.'



Set in one of the last great villas on the French Riviera, in cosmopolitan London, and in the home of a landed German family within the shadow of the wall, Sad Confetti is a heart-felt tale of mature and immature love. A small group of people come together by chance, link, hold, and finally break away. The elegant well-born English hosts, the fabulous Betty and husband, army-mad military historian Archie. Both ageing, aware, alone, vulnerable, dissatisfied. 

The young visitors Liza, a cabaret crooner, trying to distance herself away from her German heritage. And Lee, who had worked as a model for publications of a dubious nature. Both desperately in love, both eagerly exploring, both drifting their way together. 

But there are secrets. There are always secrets. 

All are caught up in the potent chemistry of their meeting as the mid-summer picnic ends, leaves fall, the yacht sails away and the garden voices fade.  

'Come away, come away death
And with sad confetti, let me be laid
Fly away, fly away breath
I am slain by a fair cruel maid
My shroud of white is stuck all with yew
Into water I step, my part of death, no one so true.'

For Sid & Elsie. 

Remember that party you invited me where I stood and watched, and all those conversations by moonlight in your garden?  
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Chapter One. 
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All manner of plants grow up the walls of this garden, from wisteria and jasmine to old roses and an espaliered pear. The most accommodating of all is surely the Hydrangea petiolaris, living happily in light shade, and tolerating anyone's ability to both pamper and neglect as the mood takes them. One lives in the corner of this garden with ferns at its feet and tangled with the gnarled trunk of a very old rose. The lawn, green and smooth as a length of baize, sloped gently down through tall pines to the far end of the point where it ended in a neat curve, a crumbling stone urn of geraniums, a low stone wall and the end of the land. Beyond the wall, jagged rocks and boulders, shaggy myrtle bushes and a golden broom hung high above the sea.  

She walked slowly and deliberately down the middle of the lawn only half aware that her heels were leaving deep holes in the sodden turf and that she had received the full force of one of the sprinklers across the front of her thin coloured silk shirt. It would dry out in a second once she had reached the sunlight at the end of the point, and Archie could grumble as much as he liked about the heel marks. This wasn’t a time to be fussy. They’d disappear in a day or two. 

Anyway, she didn’t care. 

Reckless abandonment.  

Such a minor thing. 

Minor things faded into the shadows of major things. 

There was a time when she would have walked down the smartly raked gravel path at the side, that was the rule when wearing heels. But this was not a normal day. Her first essential was to get as far away from the house, from the windows, from people, as possible. Just so that she could have a few minutes quiet to herself. 

A pulling-together time. 

A time to be on her own.  

To think.  

Perhaps to plan.  

Escape. 

Air travel always made her feel displaced and odd, almost unsteady. That could be the gin, large measures on an empty stomach. Should have had breakfast before leaving. Simply couldn’t eat anything. But it would all be better now that she was home. The last few days would start to fade out in the warmth and peace of the villa. 

Wouldn’t they? 

They had to. 

She had reached the end of the pine-shaded lawn and the sun almost blinded her as she continued towards the point, screwing up her eyes against the glittering light which bounced off the sea far below. A perfect example of leaving darkness for the light, but only physically. One couldn’t do that mentally. 

Not yet anyway. 

Mentally it was all dark. 

She reached the crumbling urn, automatically deadheaded some geraniums only half looking at them, half looking down at the sea and the ragged line of rocks which ran along the side of the Cap winding away to her left. She threw the faded, dead blooms vaguely over the wall, a listless gesture which scattered them among the myrtle below. On her right, across the bay, the view of the mountains lightly covered in sunshine mist and the old Fort on top. That’s the trouble with the other side of the bay, no sun in the late afternoon: it was one of the very first things which Archie’s father had fussed about from the beginning, when he had first seen the site in the twenties. Where did the sun rise, where did it set? No point, he had said, in building a house in the South of France which didn’t receive the sun at every moment of the day. A senseless thing to do. Since the whole ten acres was, at that time, just one large pine-wood set among great rocks it was difficult to tell immediately, but with maps and compass together with carefully planned visits at all times of the day from dawn to dusk over a period of weeks, he had determined that though they would not get the first morning sun, because of the bulk of the Cap behind them, they would have it from about mid morning. right through until the last moments of the day. 

A fierce sun at times.  

Never hiding.  

With you constantly.  

A friend.  

Often an enemy. 

But looking back on my youth and days gone by, I really didn’t care about where and when the sun rose or where and when at some designated hour it would set just as long as it shone bright and I was in it. I left all the fussing to the others. Fussing is fatiguing. Archie and his father liked fussing. 

A family trait. 

So I left it to them. 

Always have. 

Did. 

I never fuss, not even now. 

She turned slowly, looking back the way she had come, wide shaded lawns running up towards the house through a tunnel of tall pines; the few which had remained after the weeks of wrenching, hauling and carting which had gone on for many months in order to secure a level site for the house and its gardens. 

Betty Gibbons said it was like a tiny palace when she saw it first, which was as absurd a remark as Archie, when he saw it, said that it reminded him of Dartmoor prison, to which, as far as she knew, he had never been. 

Today, embowered in wisteria, plumbago and palms, it sat pleasantly among its trees with the comfort and security of constancy. It never seemed to move with the times. Nothing ever changed. Which was nonsense, of course. There was no real comfort or security now. No constancy. It was a mirage perhaps? A vision shimmering in the air. A reflection of some other time and place. But perhaps that is only me. Others would see it all differently of course. Supposing I said, suddenly to Marco, 'Marco, stop whatever you are doing with that paintbrush which I know is the pride and joy of your dreary life, and tell me just what you see up there among the trees?'

He would take off his straw hat and hold it against his chest and probably say, 'Nothing, Madame.'

'Nothing? Are you certain? Not a house?'

'Of course, yes the house. Of course, the house. But it has been there always.'

'So it does exist after all.  You do not think it a mirage then?'

He would look at me curiously, no doubt he would be laughing. 'I see the house, Madame.' 

He would probably think I was drunk.

Again. 

And Archie. 

Archie would be very argumentative. He could be at times. 

'What are you talking about? What do you mean what can I see? Isn’t it obvious? The house, of course. The terraces, windows, roof, towers and everything else. I know every stick and stone, every brick, every tile and door handle. Should do after fifty years. Are you all right? Are you ill?'

Oh yes. I’m all right. Super. Fine. No problem with me at all. I would have irritated him, of course, because ten to one I’d have interrupted some tremendously involved chain of inner thought. I so often do. The trouble is that I am never perfectly certain if he is just sitting or just sitting thinking. The performance is the same.  

Externally there has always seemed to me so little difference. He has a face which conceals thought. Sometimes, looking at him across the terrace in the evenings, it is quite impossible to know what he is thinking about. 

A memory from the past perhaps. 

A task to remember for the future. 

Either way it is always the same. 

A matter of complete withdrawal. 

Boredom.

She turned her face up towards the sun, closing her eyes. Bars of light drifted across her retina slowly. She opened them quickly. 

A memory.  

Archie sitting uneasily on the corner of her bed in his department store silk dressing-gown, feet in red leather slippers, hair brushed neatly. A brightly wrapped package on his knees. She replaced the mascara brush in its box and carefully closed the lid. 

'There. My eyes are on. Such a bore, fair eyelashes. I should have them dyed, someone said that you could.' 

She reached across the cluttered dressing-table for a powder puff. 

'You haven’t opened your present!' 

She saw him in the gilt-swagged oval mirror finger the package thoughtfully. Somehow it annoyed her the way he toyed with the gift.

'I found it in that shop just behind our favourite bistro. I don’t think it’s one you’ve got, but if it is you can change it. He said so.'

Archie looked up at her over her shoulder into the looking-glass. The same familiar expression.  

'I do rather hate birthdays. Being reminded. Another year. Another date crossed off in your life.' 

'Nonsense!' she said briskly and shook the powder puff gently. 'I love them. A birthday should always be celebrated. A you day.'

'But you’re not the one who is sixty. I am. Today.'

'And what’s so awful about that? Everyone says it’s the prime of you life. Sixty. The new forty. Or fifty.'

'It’s a definite landmark, sixty. We’re given three score years and ten, remember.' 

'Rubbish. Total garbage.' 

She continued to pat her fine-boned cheeks busily with powder. 

'It’s not rubbish to me.  I’ve spent most of the day looking at myself in the mirror. Old. Older.'

'Not for the first time you’ve spent all day admiring yourself I’m sure.' Light laughter.  

Dismissing. 

Silence. 

She turned to face him slowly. 

'Archie. Whatever is it? You can’t have suddenly aged overnight! You were fifty-nine yesterday. What awful physical metamorphosis has taken place since last night?'

'Everything is old. The face. The stomach. These legs. I’m sort of shrinking. Oh...' 

He waved his hand vaguely over the package on his knee. 

'Oh, not since last night, no. It’s been taking place for a time now.  These past few years I have watched myself get older and older, and fatter and more unsteady and grey. I have watched the lines. I think it is quite obscene.'

She looked at him with startled eyes, her arms folded, hands in her lap. 'My darling Archie. So dreadfully serious all the time. But you are so wrong my dear. You have a beautiful figure, perfect skin, lovely hands, a full head of hair tinted with grey and white, natural. You’re just a tad vain at times you always were.'

'I don’t like the way things are going. I seem to be settling in for the winter, you might say, and I can see what it is going to be like. I dislike it all intensely. Don’t care for the way things are settling down. I just hate getting old. Older.'

She stared at him helplessly. 

'You’ve never spoken like this before. I’m shattered. Utterly amazed.'

'So am I. Shattered. Amazed. Vain men are when faced with reality. Quite simply, I hate what is happening to my body.' 

He got up from the bed suddenly, and taking his package with him walked over to the windows and looked out into the golden sunshine morning across the bay. 'The idea of sexual intercourse repels me. It fills me with hate.'

Betty let out a little cry of anguish and turned swiftly on her dressing-stool, hand to her mouth with amazement. 

'What a strange, hurtful thing to say! Archie! You’ve gone mad. You can’t be well.'

'I’m perfectly well. Merely older. I am old.'

'Stop! Stop!' she cried and covered her ears with her hands. 'I don’t want to hear anymore of this.'

'It is all true.  The urge for anything beautiful or romantic has faded. You must have been aware of that for some time now: I no longer have the motion, or the desire. I hate to make you sad, but there it is. I’ve said it, and it is fact. It is not your fault, not at all, you are as delightful, beautiful, mad, ravishing as you always were but I feel I can no longer be a husband to you in the accepted sense of fulfilling all my duties. I am no longer capable.'

Betty sat stunned with shock. 

Still. 

Thinking. 

Then very slowly turned back to the dressing-table, automatically found her rings and twisted them on to shaking fingers.  

'This is the most dreadful morning of my life,' she said and burst into tears which caused the mascara to run down her cheeks in long ragged lines, and sting her eyes cruelly. She looked up and saw dark lines had appeared through the cracked white of her powdered cheeks.  

'I agree, it is a dreadful morning too,' said Archie still at the window with his back to her. 'But I realize that it is easier for me than for you. All passion spent for me.'

She was wiping her eyes desperately with a paper tissue. 

'And what about me? What am I to do? You make me feel like a leper!'

'I am sorry. That was not my intention. Unforgivable of me. It is I who feel the leper, not you. But you know I have come very seldom to you in the last few years. It has not been a passionate relationship, has it, my dear? For many years now.'

'That has not been my fault. You have grown away from me more and more and gone into your beastly books, your researching, all your time spent thinking, thinking about nothing, all those damned toy soldiers lying everywhere. Playing with an imaginary army.' 

She had cleaned her eyes and surveyed the wreckage of a morning’s intensive work on her haggard face. What she had previously achieved had been a complete waste of time. 

He sighed.  

A long time coming.  

He had rehearsed this speech before.  

'It’s nothing to do at all with toy soldiers. But it had to do with the war. Our war.' 

He moved away from the window and sat down on the corner of the bed again. 

'Five years of separation. Five very long years.  We were strangers when we met again. Nothing worked after that. Nothing.' 

He looked hopelessly into some middle distance of his own. 

'Oh, there was the old affection, familiarity, habit. But the fires had died. You knew that too. It had all been too long. Too far away, too exhausting and we’d changed for ever. It happened to so many people.'

'Don’t!' she wailed. 'Please don’t say another word. Too cruel.'

He shrugged and smoothed his hand over the package which he still held. 

'It was cruel. War was cruel. Love is cruel. The end of physical love, attraction if you like, is always cruel.'

She jammed her fingers into a jar of face cream and started to cover her face with it in angry, desperate, movements. 

'You left me first. It was you, Archie. I was always physically in love with you, just remember that.'

He laughed sadly, shook his head. 

'You left far before me, my dear, you’ve been physically in love with every man who ever looked at you: so long as he was younger. Remember? A beautiful, young man on a beach, on a yacht, across a dining-table. Any young man with a good figure and a modicum of wit and you were an easy target.'

She gave a little scream of rage as one of her rings, slippery from the cold cream, slipped from her fingers and rolled away across the parquet floor. 

'Of all the filthy, horrible things to say on this of all days. How can you say such vile things?'

'Easily, sadly. It doesn’t matter now. Hasn’t. Never did, I suppose. For I knew from the very start that I’d never change you. All I’d done was marry you. And that didn’t stop you, did it? Marriage only gave you a license.'

She wiped her face clean, threw the stained tissues at her feet. 

'I don’t know what you mean.'

He got up again and wandered across to the window, leaning against the folded shutter. 

'My dear, darling Betty.  If I had cut a notch in that big parasol pine down there for every time you had made a move on someone, there would be a damned fine totem-pole standing at the edge of the lawn.'

She turned towards him unsteadily, smoothing her hands carefully. 'What a perfectly horrible thing to say. Is this what you have waited for all these years? I presume that’s what it is? Waiting and rehearsing a speech for forty years to execute it so perfectly. On the morning of your sixtieth birthday. Quite marvellous timing, I suppose. And what, after this quite astonishing confession from you, am I supposed to do? Admit that I was always obsessed and looked elsewhere, and that you were, shall we say, less demanding? Does that make you feel better if I decide to tell you the truth?'

'Stop. Please.'

'No we will not stop, Archie. You started it and we continue. You come into this room with the most disgusting, idiotic, remarks and hurt me quite dreadfully. And now, when I am a ruin, look at me! you want to stop. Typical Archie! Typical. Well, I won’t stop. I loved you madly. I thought you were the most bright, beautiful thing I had ever seen and I longed to be your wife. And I was. But I didn’t know then, how could I? That the only way you could really make love to me was dressed in full army regalia as if you had just arrived from back from the shores of Tripoli.'

'Betty. Please. Stop this now.'

'I will not. It is true. Uniform, a beret and those damned boots! This obsession with dressing up and fighting a battle. How was I to know?  The war is over. It’s been over a long time. But for you, you want to relive it everyday.' 

'You appeared to enjoy it all very much as I recall.'

'Of course I did! It was a game. You looked wildly glamorous and dashing. I didn’t mind playing your silly game if it pleased you, it was just a piece of fun.  But that was then.' 

She twisted her rings slowly, looking at her hands intently. 

'I realized that there was precious little love about it all. There was no tenderness really, you liked it that way because it hid you; made you feel strong and brave and masculine. You hid yourself behind a hat and uniform. It gave you a sense of power, you felt that you were irresistible. To yourself. You were really making love to yourself, Archie, not to me. I sometimes felt that perhaps you were really punishing me: for not giving you what you really wanted. A child.'

Archie gave a low cry, muffling it with his fist. She looked up wanly. 'I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that. But you are a vain man, you have just admitted that, a vain and selfish man. But the strange thing is that I loved you in my way, and I still do. In spite of all these cruel and idiotic things we are saying to each other after so many years. It was never the kind of marriage either of us hoped for, I know. But we managed. No one knew, I think. A perfectly acceptable marriage until the war. Until then we played your little game when, as you crudely put it, the urge came upon you. And when it did not, then I skipped off with whoever took my fancy. I admit that. I had a simply marvellous time. But no one was really hurt, Archie? Were they?' 

She reached out a hand towards his bowed back. 

'But what ever happened, whoever it was, I came back. I always came home to you. Always. I never threw my hat over to anyone. There was never anyone good enough. We tried. We failed. But we stayed together, didn’t we?'

He raised his head and stared out across the gardens below. She folded her hands together on her knee. 

'What an odd conversation. After so long.'

She shrugged and laughed softly to herself. 

'Oh, Archie, my dear! You knew very well what I was when we married all those years ago. There she goes! Be careful of that one they would say. In and out of everyone’s nest. That was the saying, wasn’t it? I was one of the good times had by everyone.'

He had lowered his head and rested it against the cool glass of the window. He attempted to speak but the words, whatever they were, refused to come.  

She briskly addressed herself to her own reflection in the looking-glass. 'Look at me. What a mess. But, words aside, I think we have managed pretty well, frankly.' 

She smoothed her face and throat with slender hands. 

'And here we still are. Old. Older. I don't know why you are complaining about your body, I should have thought that a uniform would cover any undesirable signs. Maybe you should find someone to play the game.'

He cleared his throat. 

'I am too old for any games.'

'Oh, the vanity of it! The sheer vanity! All passion spent, you said. What utter nonsense when there really never was any, on your part, at least.' She reached out and found a jar of foundation cream and unscrewed the lid angrily. 

'Well, I’m vain too. And a little younger than you. I’m not going to change or give up just because you’ve discovered old age.' 

She started spreading the pale cream across the gentle contours of her face. 

'I’m not dead yet, my dear. Not yet. Not by a long chalk.'

Not yet. 

But that was ten years ago. 

Ten whole, long years.  

She pushed herself away from the stone wall, saw that the sun had dried her shirt, ran long fingers through her still fair hair and started to walk slowly back towards the house. What an absurd morning that had been. What a peculiar morning. Archie going through his change of life with a vengeance. And what a very strange time to remember it all now. Life had gone on, after all. She trod carefully along the gravel path. On her left through the trees the wide bay glittered in the afternoon sun. The yacht, she saw, was still there where it had been the day she left, lying like a grey plastic toy in a washbowl, a liberty boat leaving in a curving creamy wake for the harbour. Marco had replanted the long-walk bed in her absence with ugly little pink and red begonias. It looked like a municipal park in some suburban city. Oh for phlox, lupins, Canterbury bells and pretty-maids-all-in-a-row! The tumbled splendour of English gardens she had known. But we have begonias. To thrive in half-shade. Like me. I must try to thrive in half-shade. Only it is just possible that I shall find it not something that I can do. Easily. 

She saw Archie standing at the top of the slope ahead of her as she left the shade of the trees and went up towards the terrace. Blue blazer, buttons winking, flannels crisp, neat, trim, elegant as befitted a military historian. A seventy-year-old historian who looked, from this distance and in the glowing sun, a very good fifty-six. She felt, for the first time in some days, a little charge of pleasure at the familiar, comforting sight of him. 

The shade thinned a little. 

Shadows slipped away. 

Almost. 

A nightlight in the nursery. 

That is Archie now. 

My nightlight, dispelling a little the bogies, admitting the gentle forms of safe, familiar things. She was comforted as he raised a hand in careful greeting, and waved back, hurrying up the last few steps of the slope to take both his offered hands in hers, smiling. 

He shook his head wryly. 

'My lovely.' 

He bent to kiss her cheek, his lemony scent refreshing and cool, his hands firm, secure, holding. 

'I just couldn’t take another day in London. Drizzle and grey, and hundreds of Arabs flopping along to Harrods as if it were Mecca.'

'Probably is to some of them.'

'So I just decided to get an earlier flight. Ducked a frightful dinner for some Chinese diplomat at the Harper-Gore’s tonight. That really settled it. I’d done all I had to do, so I just came home.'

Little lies, she thought, have always come easily to me. How fortunate. 

'I would have met you, darling. But I’d fixed luncheon with Willie and Georgia.'

She patted his hand and started up the terrace steps. 

'No point. The car picked me up. One small suitcase. All so simple.'

He fussed her gently into a chair. 

'You must be exhausted.'

'Not quite.'

'Did you eat on the plane?'

'Never do. A few large gins, but Maria is getting me a sandwich.'

The terrace was dappled with shade from the wisteria. Fat cane chair with cushions, low tables, great pots spilling with ferns and rustling palms, rather like an Edwardian conservatory. Which had been the idea originally. At the far end a small fountain bubbled softly, dribbling from the mossy mouth of a marble frog. She lay back with relief. 

'Four days in London and I’m a wreck. Isn’t it odd? One loved it so once upon a time, but now, ugly, harassed people. Not English at all. Traffic, awful smells, it’s all gone. The elegance, the fun, the Capital City feeling. It’s like one enormous suburb. Everywhere one looked there were chatters of little Japanese, black men, ladies in cheap saris and cheaper sandals. I’m very glad to be home.'

Maria came out on to the terrace with a tray which she set before her. 'Dear Maria! You spoil me. So good.'

Maria shrugged indifferently. Her facial expression never changed. It was hard to tell if she was ever happy or downcast. 

'You want a glass of wine? It’s there. Smoked salmon sandwiches, but only Norwegian. If I’d known earlier ...' 

She went back into the house, something she had left on a table needed attending to.  

'Thoroughly spoiled I am. I do like it.'

Archie smiled vaguely. 

'How did it go then? Everything all right?'

For a second her eyes widened with alarm. Then she recovered her wits, her story, and took a small triangle of brown bread. 

'Wonderfully well...' 

She poured herself a glass of wine quickly. She couldn’t think of anything more to say. Archie crossed his legs, carefully adjusting his creases. 

'Harriet has always been an arranger. Managed everyone in your unfortunate family as far as I can see. Poor Richard! And those wretched girls. A frightful bully.'

'Not a bully. An arranger is better. Takes after Mamma. I was never like that, as you well know. She’s always been good at weddings and picnics and Christmas and she really did this splendidly. That house in Pavilion Road, Constance Spryery in every corner, bridesmaids in Kate Greenaway dresses, all as plain as pikestaffs, of course, but there you are, poor little things. Even a couple of Royals to add lustre to the wedding photographs and a trendy Lord to take them.' 

She finished her lies and the sandwich. 

'You’d have hated it.'

She took a long sip of her wine and reached for another sandwich. Archie patted one pocket for his cigarette case, another for his lighter, found both and carefully started his routine. Choose the cigarette, close the case, back in pocket, close pocket flap, cigarette to lips, lighter to cigarette, cupping one hand against a non-existent flame, one deep breath, lighter back in pocket, pocket flap closed. Cigarette examined thoughtfully. He relaxed. She watched him as if from a long distance. 'Hated it,' he said finally. 'Can’t think what on earth you went for. Trailing all that way to London, and in the middle of June. Not like you at all.'

'I suppose that I have a sort of rarity value. Aunt Betty from her villa in the South of France. Raffish old girl who once knew the Murphys, the Fitzgeralds and danced a tango in a restaurant with some film star.  Faded glamour.' 

Archie puffed his cigarette slowly. 

'Shouldn’t have thought that Harriet or one member of her family knew who any of those people were. Far too solid and dim, no sense of fantasy at all.'

Unlike you, she thought, can you really believe that cigarette is alight and that you are enjoying it? That’s fantasy all right. Ever since the very first scare about tobacco you’ve been pretending to have your cigarette.

'Harriet absolutely begged me. I simply couldn’t have not gone,' she said. 

Harriet had written, in her poky handwriting, across the Cartier invitation. Know not a chance you’ll come. It’ll be a frightful scrum too, and couldn’t put you up, but marvellous if you did, so just treat this as info.

Harriet had never forgotten that she had risen to giddy heights in the WAAF in the war, and had secretly hoped that there would be another before she was too old to join up again. The hopes had long faded. So she arranged instead. 

'Such a frightful expense,' said Archie tapping invisible ash off his cigarette. 

'I didn’t cost you a penny! Stayed with Dottie, as you know, in the greatest discomfort, went economy and never entered a shop.' 

She finished the wine, refilled her glass. 

Aware of his awareness. 

Not caring.

'No. I didn’t mean you, my dear. The wedding. Nonsense. That girl will never stay the course. She’ll be off again after a long week-end. Not steady.'

'She may. He’s attractive, an estate agent or something. Calls himself a broker, terribly American. He’s quite grand. They both like horses, tennis and sheep-dog trials. And Caroline is twenty-seven, no chicken. Time she stayed put.'

'Well, as long as it amused you.'

Betty smiled. The only thing that amused me was Harriet’s face of blank astonishment when I arrived. Everything else bored me witless. But it was a heaven sent excuse to go, so I had to take it. 

'I like people, Archie dear, I like the gaiety and the fun and all that nonsense. I know you hate it, but I don’t. Just once in a while it does one good to get away, to keep in touch.'

'You do plenty of that, I should have thought, here, all summer. The place is like an hotel.'

'And no one bothers you, dear. You hide away in your museum, so don’t fuss about that.'

'I do wish you wouldn’t call it a museum. Quite wrong. Study. My office if you like, but not a museum.'

She took another sandwich, sipped her wine. 

'Whatever you like. Have you done very much while I’ve been away?'

He flicked imaginary ash from his cigarette, trod it carefully into the marble at his feet. 

'Not much. Not really. Don’t work frightfully well if you aren’t somewhere about.' 

He smiled bleakly. 

'Habit, I suppose. I feel uneasy, can’t seem to settle down to things properly. Finished off one chapter, made some notes for the next part. Nothing much.'

'Well, I’m here for the summer.' 

She ate the sandwich quickly, smothering a sudden rising fear. 

'Cross fingers anyway. So you can work away happily.'

He looked up suddenly. 

'Why cross fingers? Slipping off again somewhere?'

'No. No. Of course not. Just a saying. After all, one can never be sure of anything these days, it’s all so fragile. Life, I mean.'

'Well, we all get older. Inevitable process. I do hate it so.'

'There is no need to embrace it in headlong flight, Archie dear. Ten years ago you literally ran towards it, I remember. Hurried yourself,  made your vows. So silly.'

He shifted uncomfortably, stubbed out the cigarette carefully, got to his feet. 

'We won’t go into that again. I’m glad you’re back safe and sound.'

She finished the wine, held the empty glass between slender fingers, swinging it lightly by the bowl. 

'Yes, safe and sound. And we won’t have a busy summer this year. It’s all a bit too much, you know, for Maria. She gets awfully fussed now. It is a lot to do, guests, changing sheets, extra meals. She’s getting older too, and no help really now that Claudia has left. So you can settle down to work and have a long, happy summer with your book.'

He was standing, hands in his pockets, looking out across the bay towards the main ville glowing in its concrete sprawl. 

'What will you do, my dear? A long quiet summer is something you’d hate. I reckon you’ve asked half the wedding party to stay if I know you.' 

He turned towards her with a mild smile. 

'A post wedding picnic perhaps?'

She set the glass gently on the little tray, ate the last of the small sandwiches, brushed her lips with a slim finger. 

'No. No picnic. I don’t really feel up to picnics, they do get boring in the end. And anyway everyone is off to Greece now, less spoiled, they say. All the young, that is, and I don’t really want Harriet and Richard and the family so I didn’t say a word.' 

She got up and joined him, taking his hand, smiling, head on one side. 'We’ll see what happens, shall we? Glide towards the sunset?'

He laughed softly. 

'You are wicked. I bet you’ve got something up your sleeve. I know you far too well.'

She folded her arm in his, pressed it firmly. 

'You don’t know me at all. After all these many years you still don’t know me, I’m deep as a well ... and you have never lowered your bucket down very far.'

He kissed her cheek. 

'Oh, I don’t know. I don’t know about that.' 

He wandered up to the fountain as Maria came on to the terrace and started to clear the tray. 

'Enough?' she said.

'Quite enough, Maria dear, delicious. If there is any wine left I’ll take a glass up to my room, I’m going to have a little rest.'

'And for dinner? Is it just the two of you?' 

Betty nodded as Maria poured the last of the wine, and offered the glass. 

'Here you are. Lamb steaks with new peas and a salad. If that will do.' 

'It will do, thank you again.' 

Betty took the glass and followed Maria into the house. 

'It all looks so pretty and fresh. Flowers. I love the scent and arrangement. You are too good Maria.' 

Maria turned away and shrugged her shoulders. Praise was something she always rejected. 

'It is always the same. I don’t change things, it is what it is. Oh, before I forget. There is some mail for you. In your room, and I took several telephone calls. Nothing important, they will call back. I wrote the names.' 

The drawing-room was long, cool, lofty, homely. White on white, which had been so fashionable when it was first designed, and still was, she thought. White walls, white sofas, cream and grey cushions. A great white rug on the honey-coloured parquet floor, polished like an ice rink. Bowls of flowers. Photographs in silver frames. A painting over the fireplace. A collection of books on a side cabinet, large print books gathered on the coffee table. Lilacs in a jug. A show home vision, someone had said, all of it rather lapsed, but far better than the family portraits and the bizarre collection of home art which Archie’s father had hammered to the walls and which she had removed almost as soon as his coffin had been trundled aboard the train for Calais and the family mausoleum back in England. Archie had endured and fussed, of course, but what the eye can’t see the heart won’t grieve for, and his father’s corpse, rattling along through the English countryside, in which he had not set a foot for many years, was just that, and could no longer raise objections. For death, she believed, turning away from the cool white room and crossing the marble-floored hall to the wide stairs, was dauntingly final. As she reached the gallery Archie’s voice came echoing up under the vaulted ceiling. 

'You off for a lie down?' 

'Just a little rest and a look at my letters. I suddenly feel quite weary.' 'You do that. Good idea. I may go into town. I’m short of very large envelopes.' 

His voice faded slightly as she walked along to her room at the end of the long corridor. She called back over her shoulder. 'I’ll see you later, darling,' and opened the polished walnut door into her room. Tiredness fell away from her like an old, heavy coat once she had locked the door and moved across the familiar room, among cherished, personal things. Maria had unpacked and put everything away. The shutters were closed, her bed, under its yellow silk canopy, made down. A crystal jar of cornflowers glowing on the swagged dressing-table among pots, bottles of scent, a few favourites and an assortment of silver-backed brushes. She put her wine glass down, sat heavily on the little stool, eased her feet from her shoes, stared at her face in the oval mirror. Weary, yes. Lines at the eyes, at the side of her mouth, across her brow. Looking old. Older. She ran her fingers through her hair, pulled it roughly back from her forehead, turned into profile and saw the slight sag under her chin, the tendon in her neck running from shoulder to ear, the freckles scattered lightly on her hand. She shrugged and reached for her glass, draining it in one. Age. Age creeping on. It can’t be halted. It can’t be reversed either. The inevitable process, Archie had said, and at sixty-eight what else could one expect? A general wearing down. The waiting. One was not indestructible like this dressing-table, the chaise-longue on gilded legs, the great pine outside the window, the shadowy blue hills across the bay. None of these would fade or suddenly disintegrate. Unless someone took an axe to them, or burned them with fire, they would last for centuries still, and silently mock human frailty. She put out her hand, thrust it gently among the tight blue heads of the cornflowers. 

Life.

You have days she thought to herself looking at the flowers.

Her mind froze.  

'I have a month, perhaps two,' she whispered.  

Silence.

Just for a while.  

Then she rose and walked light footed across the floor to a small room just off the main bedroom. Her own private hideaway she called it. But it was merely a small room with a desk and chair and a simple selection of books. A few mementos were huddled together on a small shelf. A tiny glass paperweight. A tiny green jug. Silver picture frame. On her desk she spied a collection of letters but none of the handwriting incited her to open them immediately. There were also several messages from Maria scribbled down in a hurry which again she looked at and pushed to one side. These could also wait. Not urgent. She looked around the small, circular room and looked out of the window before slowly pushing open the shutters. The warmth of the sun was instant. She stood silently, arms folded while the sun worked its magic. She breathed in deeply, the scent of the trees, the dampness of a freshly watered lawn. Opening her eyes she a moment she leaned forward against the window rail looking out to sea and beyond. The dazzling white lights as the sun bounced off the water, the tiny yachts sailing back and forth, someone on water skis doing a graceful dance as he was being pulled along the water before she finally lost sight of him by the cliffs, beyond the path which bordered the emerald green lawns. Then she saw Marco walking, carrying a huge basket with a mountain of berries.

'Bonjour Marco,' she called.

He stopped, looked up while shading his eyes from the sun and gave a little wave. 

'Bonjour Madame,' he said while shaking his basket. 'This is a good pick, the second today.'

'How marvellous. Maria will love them.'

'But they are not big. We need some rain, but if I leave them they will fall and die.'

He walked on, his feet crunching loudly against the gravel. Betty withdrew from the window. 'We all fall and die,' she whispered as she closed the window.  

She walked back through to the bedroom. To her left was a small table given her many years back. Underneath was placed a silver ice bucket and tongs. On top were three bottles and two glasses. She opened the vodka and poured herself a glass while at the same time undoing her shirt and shrugging her arms out. She gulped down quickly half her glass before topping up more vodka and closing the bottle. Walking through the bedroom, humming to herself gently, she sat on the corner of her bed. Staring around the room, she sipped her drink quietly, and started to cry. For a while, the same scene. A sip of vodka, a delicate hum, a tear rolling her cheek, hovering above her lip. She continued to look around the bedroom but her mind altered the image to that of a London waiting room. 

An ugly, grey and beige waiting room. Black marble fireplace with a vase of dried flowers being the only decoration. Dusty, dead flowers. Identical chairs all with black leatherette seat covers placed around the side of the room and in the middle a huge former dining table, littered with piles of well thumbed magazines. Peoples Friend. Readers Digest. The Lady. Country Life. All old editions, months old, years old. An uneasy silence broken by the odd face looking around, the rustling of a bag, sympathetic smiles and the ticking of a clock. Photographic frames filled the walls, country scenes, Dartmoor ponies, a waterfall. Tragic art. Unloved murals. An odour of lavender mixed with methylated spirits filled the air. A stillness broken suddenly by the creaking of a door and a beckoning finger by some receptionist in a rustling white overcoat. 'Would you come with me please?' 

Silence as we walked together shattered by meaningless conversation. 'The weather isn’t too bad for this time of year is it? A little rain perhaps, but that’s to be expected.'  

No answer.  

A short smile.  

Betty drank the rest of the vodka and placed the glass down on the table beside the bed and continued staring around the room. 

All done.  

All finished. 

It was all over.  

She pulled the bed linen around her and let the shirt fall to the floor.  No picnic this summer. 

No need to plan. 

No need to arrange things.  

Over.  

Done.  

Complete.  

Slowly she lay down and turned onto her side before burying her head in the pillow and allowing herself to cry, for the first time, uninterrupted.  

Later.

The sun was still high as Betty awoke from her exhausted sleep. The lush, green lawns were beginning to become slightly shaded but at the far end, the whole landscape was still bathed in golden light. Out to sea, a large
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