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SUMMER ON THE RIVER

MARCIA WILLETT


To Miriam


PART ONE


CHAPTER ONE

THE LOGANBERRIES ARE nearly over. As she picks the soft crimson fruit, sun-warmed and so easily crushed between her stained fingers, Evie can hear the warning ‘tck-tck-tck’ of the blackbird half hidden in the ivy on the wall. She glances up at him, just able to spy a flicker of black wing and a flash of golden beak.

‘I know you’re there,’ she says. ‘You’ve been helping yourself, haven’t you?’

She drops the berries into a wine glass, which also contains a few sweet peas, straightens up and looks out across the rooftops towards the harbour entrance where two tiny white boats seem to be slipping and sliding across the shiny blue silk of the sea, tacking this way and that in an attempt to catch the fitful breeze. The steep garden that rises up behind the old Merchant’s House is built in a series of terraces, surrounded by high stone walls, warm and sheltered from strong winds. On this highest level a white-painted wrought-iron table and four chairs stand on slate flags, half screened by a low lavender hedge: a small formal area set above a watercolour wilderness of flowers and shrubs.

Evie sits down at the table, smiling with pleasure, reaching to run her fingers through the tall spikes of purple-blue lavender, breathing in its scent. Tommy loved it here, sitting with a bottle of wine open on the table, watching the traffic on the river streaming between the wooded cliffs out to sea. Privately, between themselves, she called him Tommy. Thomas David Fortescue: TDF. The Darling Fellow. His aunts always called him that: the darling fellow. They’d raised him, between the three of them, when his mother died young of cancer and his father was busy in London running the family wine import business. ‘Is it my turn for the darling fellow this exeat … half term … holiday?’ As time passed, two of the aunts – one a widow, the other unmarried – moved into the Merchant’s House, so that the darling fellow’s life should be as undisturbed as possible, and he grew up as his nature dictated: calm, optimistic, generous. His peers called him TDF though some, remembering with fondness the aunts and happy school holidays in Dartmouth, still referred to him as ‘the darling fellow’. He didn’t mind – enjoyed the joke – though his first wife, Marianne, occasionally found it irritating when this had to be explained to her own friends or to newcomers to their circle. She called him Thomas. Marianne always preferred London to Dartmouth, though it was convenient to be able to invite friends down to the Merchant’s House for a weekend party, for regatta, very occasionally for Christmas. With its elegant rooms, sweeping views of the river, the luminous quality of light and sense of spaciousness, it was the perfect house for celebrations.

As their son, Charlie, was growing up Marianne became busier than ever, organizing his social life, entertaining his friends. More and more Tommy found that he was travelling down to Dartmouth alone.

Sitting at the table on the terrace on this late August evening, Evie thinks of him: tall, lean, black hair, brown eyes. She first met him in the road outside the house as she climbed up the steep flights of steps from the converted boathouse that she was planning to buy. She reached the pavement, paused to catch her breath, and saw him coming out of the elegant townhouse opposite. He dropped his keys into his pocket, turned round, saw her standing there and smiled at her.

Nearly twenty-five years later, Evie begins to laugh: that smile had wreaked its very own kind of havoc. It was friendly, almost amused, as if he somehow guessed that she was in a state of great excitement. Eyebrows raised, he seemed to be challenging her to tell him about it – and so she did.

‘Look,’ she said, beckoning him across the street, leaning over the wall so as to point down to where the small, newly converted boathouse stood at the river’s edge, poised above it, full of water-light and sunshine. ‘Isn’t it lovely? I’m going to buy it!’

‘Gosh!’ he said, eager as a boy – the darling fellow – entering into her joy. ‘Good for you! So we’ll be neighbours.’

‘Do you live there?’ She nodded across the road towards the Merchant’s House, impressed and, more than that, heart-thumpingly hopeful. He was rather nice.

‘In London mostly,’ he said ruefully. ‘Dartmouth whenever I can. My wife gets bored very quickly here, and she’s not a sailor. I love it, though.’

Oh, damn, she thought. A wife. Oh, well …

She found that she was walking with him down the hill towards Fairfax Place.

‘So what about you?’ he was asking. ‘I haven’t seen you in the town, have I? Are you local?’

‘No, not a local,’ she said. ‘I’ve been renting a house near Totnes for the last five years. I taught History at Bristol University. The Civil War was my speciality. And then I began to write a novel about it and …’

She hesitated, unwilling to say too much – about how successful the books were, how she’d decided to give up her job so as to concentrate on her writing – but he was looking at her even more keenly.

‘Don’t tell me you’re Evelyn Drake?’

She laughed at his excitement. ‘I am. But don’t tell anyone.’

‘But I love your Civil War books,’ he said. ‘I’ve read every one of them. And what’s this I’ve heard about a television series?’

She nodded, thrilled and embarrassed in equal parts. ‘It’s unbelievable luck. And now an American publisher has offered me a contract for the first two books, so that’s why I can afford to buy the boathouse. To be honest, I don’t quite know whether I’m dreaming the whole thing.’

He studied her more closely. ‘Husband?’ he enquired lightly. She shook her head. ‘Anyone special?’ Another shake of the head. ‘So I shan’t be treading on anyone’s toes if I offer to buy you a drink?’

‘I must take the keys back to the estate agent and then I’d love it,’ she said – and that was the beginning.

Evie raises her glass, full of loganberries and sweet peas, and silently toasts him and their years together: ten as his mistress, twelve as his wife after Marianne died. During that time they’d continued to live between the Merchant’s House and the boathouse but, when the darling fellow died in Dartmouth Hospital two days after an aortic aneurysm, she’d moved back into the boathouse and let out the Merchant’s House to friends who were relocating and between houses.

Now, she puts the glass on the table and looks down across the terraced garden to the house from which a figure emerges. The tenants have gone and Ben is living here whilst he is recovering from the recent breakdown of his marriage. Ben’s father and Tommy were cousins and it is with Ben that she’s been sharing the bottle of wine that stands on the table. He and Charlie are so alike they could be brothers: spare, tall and dark, just like Tommy. She loves them both equally.

What am I to do? she wonders, not for the first time.

Ben, who has come up through the garden to rejoin her, looks at her glass, raises his eyebrows. ‘Not much room for wine.’

She shakes her head and gets up. ‘No more for me, darling. Will you come over to the boathouse for supper?’

‘Not tonight, I’ve got an assignment to finish off, but thanks.’ He indicates the loganberries and the sweet peas. ‘Do you want something to put those in?’

‘I’ll find something in the kitchen as I go through.’

He stoops to kiss her and she goes carefully down the zigzag of steps through the garden and into the kitchen.

The Merchant’s House has never truly been home to Evie. Even when she was living there with Tommy she was too conscious of the family tradition, too aware that her tenure was merely temporary, to be able to relax and enjoy it properly. The Fortescues had always lived between Dartmouth and London but, once the aunts had died and Tommy married Marianne, the Merchant’s House became less and less a family home and more and more a bolt hole. Marianne sometimes brought friends and clients down to impress them and, as boys, Charlie and Ben spent a few weeks each summer in Dartmouth, so it was at the boathouse that Evie and Tommy talked, and laughed, and learned each other’s history. It wasn’t an affair in the usual sense of the word, though the sex when it happened was good; there was none of the illicit thrill of it being secret to fan the flames of attraction. It was much simpler: as if they’d each found someone necessary, who filled an aching gap and made sense of life. It was something quite separate from Tommy’s life in London. They were discreet, and if any of the locals guessed, nobody was telling. There had been Fortescues in Dartmouth for generations, and affection for the aunts and Tommy was still very strong and very loyal.

All the same, thinks Evie, as she puts the sweet peas and the loganberries into a little pottery bowl, it was wrong, I suppose. It’s just that I can’t regret it. He was so grounded. Though, given that was true, I wonder why he needed me. There was something we both lacked, I suppose, that we gave each other. We were so completely on the same wavelength – books, music, films – it was extraordinary; almost as if we had been brought up together and had a whole shared reference of knowledge and experience. It was so easy, being with him.

She suspected that Charlie guessed afterwards – once she and Tommy were married – that there was already a long-standing romantic relationship. Much later Evie was able to talk to him about it, but during those early years she kept well out of the way on the few occasions when the family were in Dartmouth.

‘It’s a pity,’ Tommy said once. ‘Marianne’s a terrific scalp-hunter. She’d be utterly thrilled to have you at one of her weekend parties.’

But Evie shook her head. ‘No chance. I couldn’t play the part. Nor could you. And it’s not fair on her or Charlie. Especially Charlie. I like the sound of Charlie.’

Charlie, like his mother, prefers London. He is happily settled there now in the family house in Kensington, running the wine import business. He was delighted when Evie and his father got married; not long married himself, a proud father, and generously disposed for everyone to be happy. He and Evie quickly adopted an easy, light-hearted relationship. Charlie would roar with laughter at her jokes and his wife would smile tightly, baffled by Evie’s casual approach to life and her indifference to people’s opinions or criticism.

‘I can’t help wondering,’ Evie said to Tommy, ‘whether Angela is quite the right girl for your Charlie.’

‘Oh, Ange is OK,’ he said tolerantly. ‘Very sensible. She’s an asset where the business is concerned. Very switched on and efficient.’

Evie made a face. ‘He could get a PA with those qualifications.’

He looked thoughtful. ‘Funny chap, Charlie. He’s got his head well and truly screwed on but he’s not always quite as confident as he looks. His mother had great influence over him. Marianne thoroughly approved of Ange – we’ve known the family for years – and I think he’s simply grown used to her. He could see that she’d be good at making sure everything runs smoothly.’

And so she did. Like Marianne before her, she knew the right people, made the right kind of friends and was good with the clients, though she lacked Marianne’s generosity. Nevertheless, the business continued to flourish, and Charlie’s prospects with it.

So what did I know? Evie asks herself, closing the front door behind her and crossing the road. Tommy was right and it was none of my business.

But it is her business now: Tommy has made it her business. Charlie has inherited the house in Kensington, the wine import business, the assets; but the Merchant’s House has been left to Evie. Charlie is puzzled but courteous; Ange is furious.

‘Rather unusual,’ she said to Evie after the will was read. ‘The house has been in the family for generations.’

‘Evie is family,’ Charlie reminded her gently, and Ange flushed that unbecoming red that flows up from her chest and over her face each time she is annoyed.

‘You know what I mean,’ she muttered.

Evie wanted to agree but was obliged to remain silent: she was as shocked as Ange. It never occurred to her that Tommy would do such a thing.

Clutching the bowl, Evie descends the steep flights of steps that lead down to the shared paved area behind the boathouse and lets herself in. River-light flows across the polished wood floor, trembles on the white walls, washes up into the high-raftered roof of this huge living space. She sets the bowl down beside the Belfast sink, crosses the length of the room to the big glass doors, which open on to the wooden balcony, and steps outside. If she turns her back on the river and looks up she can see the Merchant’s House standing in its elegant row across the road high above her. All around her are other converted boathouses, jumbled amongst fishermen’s cottages built below the level of the road, backed into the rock and huddled above the river. Some have ports with heavy wooden doors that can be closed against the tide and where small boats can be kept. A few owners have built tall stone columns into which lifts have been installed to avoid climbing steep steps to the road above. Some of the cottages have tiny courtyards surrounded by high stone walls. These walls are bright with flowers: valerian, feverfew, mallows, lacecap hydrangeas spring from the crevices in these stones and flourish in the salty air.

If she looks across the river Evie can see Kingswear with its tier upon tier of houses stacked on the hill above the marina: narrow terraced houses the colour of ice cream: mint, vanilla, bubblegum, coffee.

The sun has slipped away behind the hill and the balcony is in shadow. This is when she misses Tommy most: early evening when work is done and it’s time to light the candles, to prepare supper, to talk over the events of the day. In the winter she will pull down the pretty hand-painted blinds over the windows that face northwards upriver and south to the sea, and close the curtains across the big glass doors. She will go through the connecting door from the utility room behind the kitchen, into the small adjoining fisherman’s cottage where she works and where there is the den, cosy and warm, sheltered from winter storms and the high spring tides that race in from the sea. The bedrooms are here, too: not very big but quite adequate. The contrast is extraordinary: the higgledy-piggledy cottage with twists and turns and unexpected steps, and the huge light-filled space that feels like an extension of the river.

Evie opens a cupboard and finds a vase for the sweet peas; she empties the loganberries into a smaller dish. The bowl must be returned to the Merchant’s House. She is always most particular that there should never be any muddle.

‘It’s yours too, now,’ Tommy would say after they were married, but she’d shake her head.

‘It belongs to your family, not to me.’

‘But you are my family,’ he’d protest. ‘This is our home, darling Evie. Relax into it. Don’t be so independent. You are happy, aren’t you? I know you love your boathouse but you like this old place, too, don’t you?’

And she did love it: the Merchant’s House was graceful, elegant, and yet warm and friendly. She loved the big comfortable breakfast room, which led off from the kitchen, and the bright, sunny drawing-room on the first floor with its big sash windows looking across the river. She loved the sheltered terraced garden, with its amazing views, the fruit trees growing against the high stone walls, and the scent of the lavender hedge at the end of a hot day. It was a family house, but it wasn’t her family, as Ange always made sure to underline. Whenever she and Charlie visited, with Alice as a tiny baby – and later with Millie, too – Ange took opportunities to assert her position as Tommy’s daughter-in-law, wife of his beloved son, mother of his adorable granddaughters. She’d visited Dartmouth when Marianne was still alive, knew the house intimately, and never missed the chance to make Evie feel that she was an outsider. Not in front of Charlie or Tommy – she was too clever for that – but by subtle hints and actions Ange indicated her rights of possession.

Of course, she never dreamed that Tommy would leave the house to Evie.

Now, as if she is casting off the problem – or running away from it – Evie picks up her bag and goes out again. She crosses the paved area, which her neighbour has made delightful with terracotta pots full of bedding plants, and climbs the flight of steps to the road above. She will go down to the Embankment, watch the boats and the people, maybe have something to eat in the Royal Castle Hotel. This evening she doesn’t want to be alone. Tomorrow Claude will be back: Tommy’s oldest, dearest friend. Boys together at boarding school, holidays at the Merchant’s House with the aunts, jaunts in London – throughout their lives their friendship remained strong, surviving marriage, babies, distance. Claude has been a widower for nearly four years and now he spends a great deal of time with Evie in Dartmouth. A retired naval commander, he likes to be here in the town, remembering his days as a cadet at the Britannia Royal Naval College, watching the new young intake out on the river.

Evie feels a special affection for Claude. He was the only one of Tommy’s friends who knew about their affair. He never judged, never criticized, welcoming her warmly into the relationship he shared with his oldest friend.

‘He doesn’t get on very well with Marianne,’ was all Tommy said. ‘I’d like you to be friends.’

And so they are; and tomorrow morning she will go to fetch him from the train at Totnes. Claude is always here for regatta.

She wanders along the Embankment where visitors linger by the river, then turns into the town, past the Boat Float where small boats are moored. She crosses the road and pushes open the door of the Royal Castle Hotel. It’s quiet in the long, low bar with its large oak beams, rather too early for visitors or locals, and she is able to bag her favourite table by the window. She leaves her jacket on the chair and goes to the bar to order some supper and a glass of Pinot Grigio. A group of cheerful, noisy people come crowding in and she smiles at them as she squeezes by, carrying her wine back to her table.

Evie relaxes in her chair, gazing out at the Boat Float, wondering how often she has sat here with cups of coffee or glasses of wine and thought about the current novel.

‘Do you get lonely?’ Tommy would ask just occasionally, his arms tightly around her, his voice anxious lest she should say ‘Yes’, and accuse him of leaving her alone, of using her.

She’d laugh, mocking his fear. ‘With my head full of all my people?’ she’d ask. ‘Are you joking?’

And it was partly true: fragments of conversation, threads of plots, odd connections crisscrossing the relationships of the characters, continually jostled her thoughts.

Here, in the Royal Castle, she’s watched people eating, drinking, laughing, talking; she’s observed expressions, gestures, body language, and while she’s making mental notes she’s also conscious of long-gone generations inhabiting this old medieval port, from which merchant-venturers sailed out to find their fortunes and where the Pilgrim Fathers anchored for a while on their way to America.

As she sips her wine, she gradually becomes aware that this time it is she who is under observation: someone is watching her. An odd sensation, like a light current of cold air, seems to brush against her skin. She glances round quite casually and sees a thin, fair man in the far corner at the table by the door. He is watching her with a cool stare, his face inscrutable but certainly not friendly. She has grown used to a certain amount of attention. People recognize her from the photographs on the dust covers of her books, from literary festivals, from local television – she often encounters a ‘Don’t I know you from somewhere?’ glance – but what is not familiar is this sense of hostility; of active dislike.

She looks back at him, tries a little friendly smile, but the inimical stare doesn’t change and she turns again to look out of the window. Oddly, she feels unsettled. People are friendly in this small town, locals and visitors alike, and she is unnerved. She wonders if he might be a descendant of one the great West Country families that she has written about and that has appeared in an unfavourable light.

Her supper arrives and the jolly group of people come to sit at the tables near by, shielding her from her observer. She eats quickly, prey to foolish fears. Supposing he should follow her when she leaves? Perhaps she should return to the Merchant’s House and find company with Ben? But when she’s finished her supper, and glances into the corner with a nicely simulated mix of friendly indifference, she sees that the watcher is gone.

Her relief is shot through with fantastic and fearful ideas – she is, after all, a novelist – which she thrusts impatiently aside. However, she doesn’t stroll around the Boat Float or along the Embankment but walks straight home, through Fairfax Place to Southtown, glancing from time to time behind her.

Once inside the boathouse, she laughs at her fears. Nevertheless she is glad that Claude will be here in the morning.


CHAPTER TWO

EVERYTHING LOOKS DIFFERENT from the train. Secret places far from roads and villages; glimpses of other worlds. Scrubby trees crowding round a dark pool, their feet in the brackish oily water, and a heron standing watchful in the reeds. Swans, breast to breast with their pale elegant reflections, drifting across flooded lowland. An unexpected rectangle of allotments, productive and untidy, and a brightly painted narrowboat called Bess moored alongside a canal path. And now, in the distance, there are the round small hills of Devon and neat little fields – emerald green, corn gold, dusty pink – looking like crumpled rugs laid out to dry in the sun.

Claude loves this train journey to the west, so familiar from his childhood, still retaining its sense of magic and promise. Going to Dartmouth for school holidays with TDF, returning to the Naval College from leave, travelling down from Hampshire annually for regatta, he feels that this journey marks the stages in his life. He’d loved TDF, and envied him. He was everything Claude was not: tall, good-looking, socially at ease, popular. Claude was a short, chunky, red-headed boy who looked – in his own eyes – as if he’d been taken apart and reassembled in a hurry and who, as he grew older, felt defensive in the presence of girls. Yet he never resented TDF for all these gifts with which he was endowed. The darling fellow had drawn Claude into his magic circle. He’d sprinkled the glitter of his own popularity over his friend and lent him grace. Claude misses him but is grateful for Evie, who made TDF so happy.

As the train leaves Exeter Claude leans forward ready to gaze out at the estuary, where boats rest on the shining mud and egrets strut long-legged behind the receding tide; and then he turns to look inland, to the parkland of Powderham Castle, to glimpse the shadowy shapes of deer grazing in the dappled shade of the trees.

He settles back in his seat as the train travels onwards to Dawlish and Teignmouth. If he’s honest, he never liked Marianne much, though he tried not to show it. She was too organized, too sensible. TDF guessed, of course, and saw to it that the Merchant’s House was where he and Claude would meet for an occasional weekend when Marianne was busy with her endless social engagements or her plans for Charlie’s advancement. Claude’s own wife, Jilly – generous, warm-hearted, used to the separations and vagaries of naval life – was perfectly content to see him off to Dartmouth for an occasional run ashore with TDF, though even she didn’t know about Evie. To be honest, Claude had enjoyed his position of privilege; the only one taken into their confidence. Despite the huge success of the television series and her books, Evie kept a very low profile and they both welcomed him as the one friend with whom they could share the happiness of their unusual relationship. He liked her at once; she was amusing, laid-back, independent. He could see the point of Evie. Even after she and TDF were married, Claude remained special to them. Jilly, busy with her family, had been surprised and interested that TDF should remarry – and especially the well-known writer – and delighted that Claude should retain his friendship with his childhood friend, but was much more focused on their new grandson and her garden. When their son-in-law got a teaching post in Winchester, and their daughter was expecting their third child, it was Jilly who suggested that the growing family should move into the main house whilst she and Claude took up residence in the annexe. It had always been the plan but now, Jilly said, the time was right and so the move was made. Five years later Jilly was dead and, as Claude combats his grief and loneliness, he is glad and grateful to be close to his family whilst retaining a measure of independence. Nevertheless, these trips to Dartmouth are a treat. Here he sheds his responsibilities as father and grandfather and is simply Claude.

The train passes above a smooth sandy beach where a dog runs, scattering the gulls that perch on the rotting wooden groins that stride out into the sea; it dives through rocky tunnels formed by red sandstone, stops at Newton Abbot, then heads off again towards Totnes.

Claude stands up, lifts down his bag, makes his way along the carriage. He never brings the car to Dartmouth. Parking is difficult and, anyway, he enjoys the train journey, always taken very early – and always first class. This is a very special perk he allows himself as part of the treat. Evie keeps her own car in the garage that belongs to the Merchant’s House and with it, tucked well out of the way, is Claude’s small motorbike. He loves his little red and white Peugeot scooter. He uses it to potter round the town or for sorties out along the coast. Sometimes Evie will come with him, clinging on like a monkey, roaring with laughter as he negotiates the steep hills and narrow bends through Strete and Stoke Fleming. They’ll stop at the beach café at Strete Gate, enjoying the surprised glances when he takes off his helmet and reveals his grey hair. He likes to whizz along Torcross Line on their way to Stokeley Farm Shop for a cream tea, and then back again to Slapton Ley to park up and go for a walk.

As the train slows down he peers through the window to look for Evie. He catches sight of her waiting by the gate. She’s in her usual rig: jeans, a loose shirt with the sleeves rolled up, deck shoes. Her thick greying fair hair, slightly curly and rumpled, is clipped back at the temples and she is deeply tanned. She looks more like a sailor than a writer – and nothing like her sixty-odd years.

He smiles and raises a hand, though he knows she can’t see him, and he’s suddenly filled with the usual mix of emotions – of relaxation and anticipation; of peace and excitement; of homecoming.

They climb into Evie’s small car and drive out of the station yard, up the hill and away to Dartmouth.

‘So how’s the family?’ asks Evie.

‘The kids have friends staying,’ he answers, ‘with small children and babies of their own so that the place is filled with young. Lovely, great fun and all that, but very nice to get away from for a bit of peace and quiet.’

‘Well, Dartmouth is filling up,’ warns Evie. ‘But at least we have a bird’s-eye view without having to leave the house.’

‘You could rent the Merchant’s House out for regatta. You’d get a small fortune for it.’

‘But Ben is staying there,’ she protests, ‘and now Charlie’s talking of coming down. Ange wants to bring some friends, apparently.’

He stares out of the car window. ‘Still treats it like her own, doesn’t she?’

‘Well, in a way it is, isn’t it?’

‘You mean she expects you to leave it to them?’

‘Well, after all, who else would I leave it to? I have no family of my own. Even so, it’s not quite that simple …’

He is aware of tension and he backs off. He was slightly puzzled when TDF left the house to Evie, given the strong family tradition and given that Evie was very well off in her own right, but he hasn’t spared it much thought.

‘How’s Ben?’ he asks. ‘What’s this about his marriage breaking up?’

‘It appears that Kirsty has grown tired of living in a small garden flat without the prospect of ever moving up and on. But, much more to the point, on one of her visits to Scotland to see her parents she met up with an ex-boyfriend and is now seriously involved with him.’

‘Good grief,’ says Claude. ‘So it’s really over?’

Evie shrugs. ‘The flat in London is up for sale and she’s going back to Edinburgh as soon as it’s sold.’

‘Well, that’s sad news. What about Laura?’

‘Darling Laura got a First, which was terrific. I told you, didn’t I? Ben is so proud. She came down to see us all a few weeks ago and then went off backpacking with some friends.’

‘And how has she taken all this?’

‘When she came down to stay she and Ben had a long session. You can see that she’s gutted but she’s trying to be very sensible about it. We all had supper together.’

‘I’m glad Ben’s here in Dartmouth. At least he’s got some moral support.’

‘He doesn’t seem to blame Kirsty – I think he must have seen it coming for quite a while now – but the ex-boyfriend was a bit of a shock. Ben has that optimistic, easy-going Fortescue streak but even he’s having to face that it’s really over.’

‘Ben’s always worked hard. I’m glad he stuck to his art and his photography,’ says Claude. ‘He’s very talented and he’s made a good living at it.’

‘Mmm. Not ever quite good enough for Kirsty.’

‘Does Charlie know?’

‘I’m sure he does. Ben’s probably looking forward to talking it over with him.’

‘Will they be coming by car?’

Cars always cause problems during regatta. The funfair will take up the whole of Mayor’s Avenue car park, the ‘No parking in the town’ signs will be posted beside the entrances to all the approach roads, and Park and Ride is the only means of getting into the town. Garages and driveways, or any space where a car can be squeezed in, will be at a premium. Evie has a friend who lets her use her driveway when Charlie comes down for regatta, but this year there’s Ben’s car, too.

‘Ange wouldn’t dream of coming on the train,’ says Evie. ‘Charlie does sometimes when he’s on his own but not with Ange. You know that.’

‘But then Ben hasn’t been living there before, has he? How does he feel about them turning up? After all, the house is yours and you’re letting Ben use it. Does Ange still feel they have the divine right to stay whenever they want to and turn your car out of the garage?’

‘Well, she does actually. She rather insisted that our old bedroom with the en suite should always be kept for them and the other one across the landing for the girls or for guests.’

‘That’s a bit rich, isn’t it?’

Evie shrugs, turning off the main road at Halwell. ‘Ben is very happy up on the second floor. He’s got fantastic views and there’s the little hobbies room next door to his bedroom where he keeps his computer and all his artist’s materials. He’s been making some lovely greetings cards, which he’s had a bit of success with locally, and he has his photographic work, of course. He can muck in with us if he feels de trop occasionally, but I don’t think Charlie will allow that to happen.’

Claude snorts. ‘I still think she’s out of order.’

Evie looks sideways at him. ‘That’s because you don’t like Ange. We’ll sort it somehow. We’ve got nearly another week yet.’

They travel through the familiar countryside for a while in companionable silence. He’s always found it easy to be quiet with Evie; no necessity for banal chatter. He knows that she will drive him through the town though it isn’t her usual route to the boathouse. It’s become a custom, on his arrival, to drive down College Way, along the Embankment, turning right into Oxford Street and up to Southtown, so that he can experience a true sense of homecoming. Memories crowd in: crab-fishing off the Embankment with TDF during school holidays; out on the river as a new cadet with his oppos in a picket boat; the final Passing-out Parade and Summer Ball as a midshipman – more than fifty years ago, he reminds himself – full of pride, with Jilly in her pretty ball gown.

In the town, busy as a hive of bees, there are already signs of the preparation for regatta. Bunting is strung across the streets and a few houses are draped with huge Union flags. Evie drives slowly so that Claude can see the small boats out on the river, visitors wandering happily along the Embankment in the sunshine, children fishing watched by noisy vigilant gulls. There is an empty parking space almost opposite the Merchant’s House and Evie darts into it with a whoop of triumph.

Claude climbs out and stands, leaning on the wall, gazing down-river and out to sea. The lower ferry edges out from the slip at Kingswear, nudged by the tug hooting to warn the other river traffic, performing its graceful turn midstream as it meets its fellow coming out from Bayard’s Cove so that they seem to be executing a slow, elegant dance.

‘Coffee?’ Evie suggests, as she opens the hatchback.

This is another little custom. They will have coffee and pains au chocolat in the boathouse – on the balcony if the weather allows – and then he will go for a walk around the town on his own. Because of his early start he’s always hungry when he arrives. He takes his bag from the car and slams the door.

‘It’s good to be back,’ he says.

He roams about while Evie makes the coffee. His room isn’t very big but he’s used to cabins, wardrooms, living on warships, and it’s quite comfortable enough for him. Evie has had the third bedroom converted into an en suite and small dressing room off her own room, so he is able to use the bathroom without any anxiety. He unpacks quickly, tidies everything away into the appropriate spaces; he travels light.

Back in the kitchen Claude is drawn to the great glass doors open to the sunlight and the river. He steps out on to the balcony. It is as if he is in the prow of a boat sailing down-river amongst the smaller craft: a fleet of little dinghies with brown sails; the blue-painted passenger ferry – the old pilot boat Achieve – ploughing out to the Castle; one of the College yachts, Martlet, heading out to sea.

As he turns round to look up at the Merchant’s House he hears the ring of the doorbell.

‘Might be Ben,’ calls Evie. ‘I suggested he came over to say hello.’

And it is Ben, coming in through the great light-washed spaces all dappled with sunshine, looking so like TDF that Claude almost wants to weep.

‘Ben.’ Their hands meet in a strong warm clasp. ‘Good to see you.’

Claude remembers what Evie has told him and can’t quite think what to say. Each conversational gambit seems loaded with what might cause Ben embarrassment.

‘Great to see you back,’ says Ben. He is calm; no stress here. ‘Did Evie tell you that Charlie’s coming down for regatta?’

‘She did. And I told her that I think they’re out of order still using the house as if it’s theirs.’

Ben bursts out laughing and Evie, arriving with the tray of coffee, shakes her head at Claude.

‘Not that it’s any of his business,’ she says to Ben. ‘I’ve told him, it’s a family house.’

Claude grunts his disapproval, sits down at the wooden table.

‘And,’ adds Evie, filling his mug with coffee, passing it to him, ‘you will be polite to Ange. This is not a subject for negotiation.’

Claude makes a face. ‘I can’t get on with her. Makes me feel I’m back at school.’

‘Ange is all right,’ says Ben tolerantly. ‘She just needs to be in control. It’s only for a weekend, after all, and I’ve had a text from Charlie saying that the friends can’t come after all. I think he and Ange are going on down to Ange’s mother in Polzeath. The girls are there already.’

In the face of Ben’s good humour Claude’s irascibility fades. It was the same with TDF, his calm optimism defusing Claude’s wrathful outbursts. He sips his coffee, accepts a pain au chocolat and relaxes, stretching in the warm sunshine.

‘God, it’s good to be here,’ he says.

Suddenly he feels immensely tired. The early start, the journey, and then this magic place always have this effect, as if his taut strings have been cut. In a moment he’ll go out and walk around the town and his energy will surge back, but just now it’s utter bliss to sit here at the river’s edge with Evie and Ben drinking coffee in the sun.


CHAPTER THREE

‘HE’S LOOKING GOOD, isn’t he?’ says Ben as Claude goes striding away, down the hill and into the town.

He’s very fond of Claude. He and Charlie regard him as a kind of uncle but without the constraints that are bound up in the relationship with someone who is actually a blood relative. Claude wouldn’t dream of remonstrating with them or giving them advice but there is a comfortable familiarity, a sense of security, in his company. It’s much the same with Evie. Ben knows that Charlie doesn’t in the least regard her as his stepmother but there is a close, easy relationship between them that he, Ben, has benefited from almost as much as Charlie has.

He and Charlie are good mates. His own mother died when he was fifteen and Charlie’s mum always made sure that Ben was included: invited to parties and at Christmas, taken to Dartmouth for nearly all of his holidays. His own father was a photojournalist, living on the edge but happy, and he bore no grudge that Charlie’s father – the darling fellow – had inherited a thriving wine import business, the Merchant’s House, a house in Kensington and all the comfort that went with it.

‘It would have been wasted on me,’ he’d say. ‘I’m no businessman. Our side of the family was always artistic. And anyway, TDF is always ready to help out if the chips are really down.’

Ben has inherited his father’s artistic talent. He is well known for his work in the glossy ‘gardens and interiors’ magazines, but he has never earned enough to pay the mortgage on the kind of house Kirsty aspires to and, once Laura was born, the need to contribute became even more critical. Recently he’s borrowed from Charlie so as to update some of his photographic equipment.

‘For God’s sake don’t tell Ange,’ Charlie said. ‘We’ll sort it out somehow.’

Well, now it seems that some of his one-third share of the flat in London – not very much once the huge mortgage is paid off – will belong to Charlie. Thank God for Evie and the Merchant’s House, a regular trickle of photo-shoots, and his new project. He loves a new project.

Ben glances at Evie and sees that she is watching him.

‘So what’s the plan?’ she asks cheerfully.

It is his theory that she can read his mind as easily as the screen of her laptop, and he grins at her.

‘I’ve got a few new outlets lined up for the cards. Some art shops and galleries I haven’t tried yet. I imagine you won’t want to come along? Not with Claude here.’

Sometimes she goes with him for the ride when he visits the bookshops and galleries that are beginning to display his cards. She chats with the booksellers who know her very well, though it is five years now since she’s had a book published.

‘All written out,’ she says, when they press her to produce a new one. ‘Nothing left to say.’

Ben doesn’t believe it. Maybe she’s exhausted the Civil War as a subject but he feels that Evie still has something to say.

‘No, I shan’t come today,’ she answers. ‘But good luck.’

He nods. ‘See you later.’

By lunchtime he is at Stokeley Farm Shop. The shop is busy but he checks the card displays and sees only one of his cards remaining: Start Point Lighthouse taken from one of his own photographs. Ben is seized with a thrill of pleasure. He has some more packs in his bag just in case and he is confident that he’ll be able to persuade them to take more. It’s too busy just at the moment to make his number so he orders an Americano and flops down on the long grey cord-covered sofa that faces the big open glass doors on to the patio area where people are sitting in the sunshine. He loves it here in the farm shop café, with its high pine roof and big pizza oven. The café is almost empty and he relaxes, leaning back against the red cord cushions, aware of this new and very odd sensation of extreme wellbeing shot through with moments of terrible sadness.

It was a huge shock when Kirsty told him that their marriage was over, though it had been limping along for quite some time. The real shock, of course, was that she’d found someone else; a man she’d known from childhood, and then at university in London, who caught up with her on Friends Reunited. Ben suffers a brief stab of jealousy at the thought of this man who knows Kirsty from way back. He feels a fool that she’s been cheating on him for the last year.

He stretches out his legs, remembering those early years and how happy they were. Kirsty stayed in London after university and she and Ben met at a party and fell in love. She was working in IT with an American company; his own career was just beginning to take shape and he’d been lucky enough to land a big commission that might well have inflated Kirsty’s hopes. They rented a small garden flat in Chiswick, which they were able to buy with the help of Kirsty’s parents when Laura arrived. Twenty-two years on they were still there. He can’t quite remember at what point money worries, the cares of parenthood, the simple daily grind, began to wear down that early passionate love. He is aware, however, that after Laura went off to university there was an emptiness, a lack of purpose. Perhaps she was the glue of familiar necessity still holding them together: without her there was a kind of pointlessness to the daily round. Kirsty began to go regularly to Edinburgh to see her parents – or that was the story – whilst he took more and more assignments that brought him down into the West Country where he loved to be.

He’s always been happy to spend time alone. Only then is he most truly himself, free for a while from the responsibility for other people who rely upon him. His innate sense of guilt makes it impossible to relax completely whilst anyone who has a claim upon him is within his orbit.

Intertwined with his great love for Kirsty and Laura was always this anxiety that he might fail them, which – however hard he tried to rationalize it – coloured his relationships with them. Neither of them could possibly have guessed at the sense of deep peace that engulfed him whenever he climbed into his car to go on an assignment that required him to be away from home alone for a few precious days. These brief respites enabled him to return refreshed, ready to resume his duties as husband and father. Because he worked so much at home he was able to look after Laura when she was small, to take her to and fetch her from school, to attend plays and sports days, and they formed a strong, close bond.

As he sits waiting for his coffee he remembers their last meeting. He picked her up from the train in Totnes and drove her back to the Merchant’s House. It was an odd journey, neither of them quite ready to discuss what was uppermost in their minds. Instead, they talked about her plan to go backpacking and then work in Switzerland as a chalet-girl, but all the while he could sense Laura’s tension as she sat beside him. She pushed back her short dark hair with quick, nervous fingers, or clenched her hands between her long legs clad in denim jeans.

Once they were inside, in the hall, she dropped her bag on the floor and let out a huge sigh of relief.

‘I love this place,’ she said, looking around. ‘It always feels so welcoming. I’m glad you’re here, Dad.’

‘So am I,’ he said cheerfully. ‘I don’t know why it feels like home but it does. All those summer holidays here with Charlie when we were kids, I suppose, though I spent just as much time with him in London. Dartmouth is very special to me.’

They looked at one another, smiling, and then her expression changed and he held out his arms and she rushed into them, pushing her head into his shoulder.

‘Mum’s explained things,’ she said, muffled. ‘She’s told me about Iain. It was a real shock, I can tell you. How are you with that?’

She leaned back and looked up at him woefully, her brown eyes anxious, full of tears, and he held her tightly for a moment longer and then let her go.

‘Let’s have a drink,’ he said, leading the way into the kitchen. ‘Coffee? Tea? Something stronger?’

‘Do you have a fruit tea?’ she asked. ‘I’ve got some in my bag if you haven’t.’

‘Hang on.’ He swung open a cupboard door and took out a cardboard carton. ‘There you are. Take your pick.’

She chose one, dropped the teabag into a mug, and asked hopefully, ‘Any honey?’

Just for a moment he was transported back in time: honey toast, honey sandwiches – Laura had always loved honey. He reached down the jar from the shelf and pushed it across, gave her a spoon, and then led the way through the arch into the breakfast room. They sat together at the big table and he wondered how to frame his words so that they might lessen her hurt.

‘I think your mum and I had been drifting for a while,’ he said at last. ‘You’d probably noticed that. It’s sad but it happens.’

‘Mmm,’ she said, stirring the honey into her tea, not looking at him. ‘I’d seen that you were each kind of doing your own thing. You’d got a bit semi-detached.’ She looks up at him, disbelief in her eyes. ‘But, I mean, another man? I can hardly believe it. Actually it was a bit embarrassing when she told me. All excited like she was a teenager or something and expecting me to be pleased about it. I think Mum’s being very selfish, actually. Like it’s only her life that’s important and that’s it. Marriage over. End of. What about us? What about you? Just suddenly given your marching orders because she’s met someone else?’

Ben could see then how very easy it would be to engage Laura’s sympathy, to draw on the partisanship that exists between them. Her love for him and her disapproval of her mother, the hurt she has caused her daughter, could so easily bring Laura on to his side. He could play the martyr, show his wounds, and allow her to comfort him. Or he could be noble, brave, and win her admiration. He hadn’t realized how dangerous such a situation could be or how hard it was not to manipulate it to his own advantage.

‘I think we could both see the end coming,’ he said gently. ‘But we hadn’t bothered to do anything about it. You could say that it’s a good thing to make us face up to it rather than just drift endlessly on. You’re right about us becoming semi-detached, but I’m OK with it, sweetheart, as long you can handle it, too. It’s just as tough for you.’

‘I’m very sad about it. Of course I am,’ she said miserably. ‘I don’t quite know how it works any more. OK, I’m not a kid and I know that these last few years, since I went to uni, you and mum have spent quite a lot of time apart. But it’s broken us up, hasn’t it? We don’t have a home together any more. Obviously Mum will be OK. She’ll be going back to Edinburgh once the flat sells, to a new life. She’s got this new flat, new man, as well as Granny and Grandpa not far away. What about us?’

‘You’ve always got a home with me here. You know that, sweetheart.’

She nods, still slightly tearful. ‘Actually, Mum’s got a small spare room in her flat she’s said I can use, and Granny’s keeping some of my stuff in store, but anyway I shall be abroad for the best part of a year with my chalet job. Then I’m hoping to go to teacher-training college.’

‘Well then, I’m sure we shall work it out between us. And don’t be too tough on your mum. She and I were very happy, she worked hard to keep us going, and we all had some really good times. It hasn’t been all jam for her, you know, and I don’t grudge her another chance. Yes, Iain came as a shock, and he’s wounded my pride, but I’ll get over it. You’re an adult now, Laura. You’re up and running and doing so well that I will admit that I’m enjoying myself doing my own thing. And I love it here.’

His cool assessment calmed her.

‘As long as you’re OK,’ she said, still slightly doubtfully but wanting to be convinced. ‘And you’ve got Evie across the road.’

‘I have indeed. She’s invited us over to supper later so you can tell her how you’re doing and all about this chalet job.’

Now, as his coffee arrives and he smiles a thank you, draws in his long legs and sits up straighter, he is aware of being watched. A small girl is standing at the open doors staring intently at him. In her hand she holds a lead, at the end of which is a black Labrador.

‘No, Otto,’ the child says firmly to the dog. ‘You’re not allowed in. Stop pulling.’

The dog sits down suddenly, floppy ears pricked forward as he watches someone inside, and Ben glances at the counter to see what has attracted its attention. A woman is standing there with her back to him. Between choosing and ordering she glances out at the girl and the dog and smiles encouragingly. Ben assesses that she’s probably early forties; thick blond hair wound into a casual knot, pretty profile, a long flowery skirt. The order completed, she goes outside, taking Otto’s lead and leading them towards a table under an umbrella.

The child breaks away from them and comes back; waiting at the door, staring at Ben with an eager wistfulness that puzzles him. He smiles at her but makes no effort to encourage her. From the shop behind him another woman appears carrying a canvas bag full of groceries and vegetables. She stops, bending to speak to the child, who still looks at Ben. The woman glances round; her expression changing from a smiling motherly tenderness to irritation. She gives Ben an almost apologetic little smile, seizes the child’s hand and marches her away to the blonde woman and the dog, who wait for them at the table under the umbrella.

It’s an odd little scene and Ben finishes his coffee watching them, glad that none of them is his responsibility, enjoying the luxury of being alone.

Jemima Spencer puts the bowl of water, always available for visiting dogs, beside the table for Otto and sits down again with her friend Miranda beneath the umbrella. Maisie has taken a piece of cake and is sitting under the table with Otto, who watches each bite with close attention.

‘Maisie’s driving me mad,’ mutters Miranda, ‘and now Dave’s dumped me. Honestly, Mimes, I am feeling completely bloody.’

Jemima waits, sipping her coffee: it’s always a mistake to rush in where Miranda is concerned. If she is sympathetic Miranda will feel she is being patronized; if she is bracing, then Miranda will be aggrieved. It’s best simply to allow her to talk and get it out of her system. She met Miranda through a mutual friend, who has since moved away, and they’ve grown much closer with the friend’s departure but, just lately, Miranda has become rather needy; rather
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