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Part One

1944


1

‘I THOUGHT YOU said you had a car?’

The horse, between the shafts of the dogcart, turned its head at the sound of the woman’s voice. She was tall, with narrow shoulders and narrow feet; she had pale apricot hair and a white skin. The eyes noting the horse were green. She had painted her mouth pillar-box red. The horse, dark and polished as a conker, returned her stare, its startled eye fringed by straight lashes. It breathed out, expanding velvet nostrils and, shifting its weight, caused its harness to creak and jingle. Then, catching sight of the man behind the woman, it pricked its ears, raised its head, whinnied shrilly and lurched forward. The woman, stepping back, crushed a sharp heel onto the man’s instep. She exclaimed, ‘How horrible.’

The man said, ‘Ouch! Hullo, my treasure, my beauty.’ He stepped forward to stroke the animal’s neck and breathe up its nostrils. ‘This is Nellie,’ he said, ‘and there, where Trask is stashing our luggage, is her daughter. She is called Petronella, in honour of petrol rationing. The joke seemed apposite at the time of her birth.’

The woman said, ‘Another cart?’

‘Well, yes. One for us and one for our bags. Trask thought it would be more comfortable for you if he brought both traps.’

‘I thought you said you had a car.’ She stood well back from the horse and looked round the station yard. ‘A Bentley, you said. You said you had a Bentley.’

‘I have. It was my father’s.’

‘Then where is it?’

‘Up on blocks for the duration.’

‘Not here to meet me?’

‘No.’

‘Why not?’

‘An old Bentley only goes about ten miles to the gallon. Come on, now. Hop up.’ He indicated the trap.

‘No.’

‘Why didn’t you tell me you were afraid of horses?’

‘I’m not.’

‘Then hop up. Trask will follow with the luggage. It’s eight miles; it will be dark if we don’t start soon.’

‘I don’t like them.’ Margaret Tillotson stared at her husband.

‘Everything all right, Henry?’ A slightly-built man wearing grey flannel trousers, an open-necked shirt and a sleeveless Fair Isle jersey came up from where he had been loading suitcases into the second trap. He was a servant, Margaret supposed, yet he called Henry Henry, not Mr Tillotson.

‘Has madam mislaid something?’ he enquired.

‘Madam was expecting to be met by the Bentley,’ said Henry evenly.

Trask said, ‘Oh dear,’ pursing his lips. He had a long upper lip and was clean-shaven.

Henry said, laughing, ‘It is, Oh dear. This is Trask, on whom so much depends.’

Trask, smiling, said, ‘Pleased, delighted, M—’

Margaret parted her red lips, showing excellent teeth, but said nothing.

Trask, glancing at Henry, said, ‘What about the station taxi? It will be back in a minute. It’s only taken the lady who lodges with the Watsons to the Post.’

Henry said, ‘Mrs Watson is our postmistress.’

Margaret said, ‘Oh yes?’

‘Smells a bit?’ said Henry, questioning the taxi.

‘Combustion engine,’ said Trask, straight-faced.

Henry said, ‘True. All right, then, taxi it is. We’ll wait,’ on a cheerful note.

They stood looking at the empty station yard. From time to time one of the horses shook its head, stamped or blew gustily down its nose.

Trask said conversationally, ‘Coming to meet you, Henry, I drove Petronella and Nellie followed on her own as sweet as pie.’

Henry said, ‘The dear thing.’ He caressed the horse’s neck. ‘And how are things?’ he asked. ‘Is all well?’

Trask said, ‘Yes,’ glancing sidelong at Margaret. ‘Seemingly.’

‘And Pilar and Ebro?’

‘They are fine.’

‘Pilar is the Spanish girl I told you about,’ Henry told his wife. ‘Ebro is her baby, quite a big boy now. Must be three or four.’

‘Nearly six,’ said Trask.

‘Your Spanish maid.’

‘Not exactly a maid, she’s a refugee.’

‘But she cleans?’

‘Well, yes, but nobody asks her to.’

‘I shall.’

Trask said, ‘Here comes the taxi now,’ jerking his chin towards the road. ‘Name of Smith.’ When the taxi drew up Henry walked across to speak to the driver. After a short discussion he beckoned to his wife and called, ‘Come along, in you get.’ He held open the car door. When Margaret was in, he closed it.

Alone on the seat, Margaret said, ‘But aren’t you—’

Henry said, ‘No, I’m driving Nellie.’

Margaret and the taximan watched Henry swing himself up into the trap, pick up the reins and chirrup to the horse, who trotted off, followed by Trask in the second trap.

Margaret murmured, ‘Bastard.’

The driver switched on his engine, let in the clutch and followed.

After watching the traps bowling merrily along for three-quarters of a mile, Margaret said, ‘Can’t you drive faster?’

‘I don’t know the way, madam,’ said the driver.

Margaret said, ‘You must be lying.’

The driver, who had lived in the neighbourhood for only three months and was chiefly employed driving children to school, thought of suitable ripostes but kept them to himself.

Although the horses kept up a spanking pace, inevitably, going uphill, they slowed to a walk. Rather than crawl after them in low gear, the taxi-driver amused himself by idling his engine while the horses toiled uphill, waiting a bit, then making a rush to the top, switching off the engine and coasting down. He excused his method. ‘Saves petrol. Can’t be too careful with my ration, have to stretch it. Though how you stretch an inflammable liquid, your guess is as good as mine.’

Margaret did not reply, but stared past him at Henry’s back.

‘My name is John Smith,’ the driver volunteered. ‘You must be Mrs Tillotson, new to these parts, like me. Very pretty country, of course. I’m a townsman, myself.’

Margaret was watching the progress of the vehicles ahead. From time to time her husband swung round to talk to Trask in the trap behind him. When the driver stilled his engine she could hear Henry’s deep voice, but could not catch his words or Trask’s, answering in a melodious tenor. After a while Henry stopped turning round and became absorbed by the view of the countryside.

From her seat in the taxi, Margaret took note of it also. They had left the main road immediately on leaving the station and negotiated a network of narrow lanes. In the taxi Margaret Tillotson felt enclosed, but the men driving ahead could from the high traps see over the hedges; they called out to each other when they caught sight of anything which attracted their attention. Presently, as they climbed, they reached more open country and crossed a stretch of moorland, before dipping into a valley of large fields bounded by thick hedges and surrounded by woods already turning copper and gold. Sheep grazed in the fields and several times the leading trap startled a pheasant, which flew up cack-cack-cacking. When a frightened hare bounded away Trask called out on a high eerie note and Henry laughed.

‘Pretty.’ John Smith stopped his car. ‘Almost as nice as Kensington Gardens. Or maybe you prefer St James’s Park? Or would you fancy Richmond? Lot of bushes with berries on them in Richmond. I’d say this is more like Richmond, but wilder.’ His fare did not reply. ‘Well, I guess we’re nearly there,’ he said. ‘That will be the house. Those horses are trying to gallop, must want their tea. Is it as grand as you was expecting?’ She had licked all the lipstick off her mouth, he noted as he watched her in the driving mirror; the only colour in her face was in her eyes. ‘Nice house,’ he said. ‘I’d call it quite grand; just right, not too big and not too small.’

Ahead of them the horses had rattled up the last incline and come to a stop in front of the house. They now stretched their necks and snorted as Henry and Trask jumped down.

The house, built of honey-coloured stone, was seventeeth century. Its walls played host to roses and honeysuckle. On one corner a late magnolia flowered; round another wisteria straggled. The paint on the front door was flaking and the paintwork of the windows was in need of attention; Margaret noted, too, as she sat waiting for the car door to be opened, that a young woman stood smiling on the front steps.

She was short, square and very dark; she had the parrot jaw often seen in southern Spain, black hair drawn back in a bun and small black eyes. The child dragging at her hand resembled her closely. They were a plain couple, but their evident joy on seeing Henry lit their faces with beauty.

‘Pilar!’ Henry jumped down from the trap, put his arm round her shoulders and hugged her. ‘And Ebro! So big!’ He fondled the child’s head and patted the dogs, who had been waiting with Pilar as they moaned and wriggled for attention. ‘Good to be home,’ he said. ‘Wonderful.’

‘Your wife?’ Pilar suggested.

‘She preferred the taxi,’ said Henry, smiling. ‘Come and meet her. This is Pilar,’ he said, opening the taxi door. ‘Did you have an enjoyable drive?’

Margaret Tillotson stepped out of the car.

‘Did he carry her over the threshold?’ the landlord asked from behind the bar.

‘Well, no.’ Trask took a swallow of beer. ‘He did not.’

‘What then?’

‘She’d bopped him one, hadn’t she? Blacked his eye.’

‘She hit him?’ Normally taciturn and discreet, the landlord was incredulous. ‘Whatever for? Why should she do that?’

‘Wasn’t for love.’ Trask took another swallow. He was glad the bar was empty, felt he should not have spoken, but the landlord was trustworthy. ‘Seemed kind of irritated,’ he said.

‘You’re having me on,’ said the landlord.

‘No.’ Trask emptied his glass and watched the landlord refill it.

‘So what happened?’ asked the landlord.

‘She said, “Show me my room, I am tired.”’

‘And?’

‘Pilar takes her upstairs. I hear her telling that she has prepared all the rooms so madam has a choice. Pilar is a bit stumped, if you ask me, and little Ebro doesn’t make things any nicer when he says to Henry in his piping voice – carries miles, that child’s voice – “Henry, that lady hit you, why didn’t you hit her back?” Henry says, “You don’t hit ladies, Ebro.” And Ebro asks, sharp that child is, “Was she really a lady?” He’s never seen a lady that colour.’

‘Has Henry brought back a blackie, then?’

‘No. She’s very pale, very white skin. I’d say beautiful, sort of translucent.’

‘That’s a long word for you, Traskie.’

‘Tall and beautiful.’

‘And translucent.’ The landlord savoured the word as he polished a glass.

‘Yes.’

The landlord pulled himself a half-pint and looked round the empty bar. Later it would fill up with people who would remain ignorant of Trask’s revelations. ‘So which room did she choose, then?’

‘The best spare.’

‘Ah.’

‘Yes.’

‘And?’

‘She has Pilar unpack for her, light the fire, run and fill a hot bottle. She has Pilar on the trot: get me this, fetch me that, I want hot soup. Then she goes to bed.’

‘And?’

‘Stays there.’

‘But that was twenty-four hours ago.’

‘More—’

‘She ill?’

‘Not so’s you’d notice, Pilar says.’

‘And Henry?’

‘Henry goes walking over the hills with his dogs. Came in about four o’clock this morning and goes to bed in the old room, the one that was his parents’, that looks out across country. After an hour or two he comes down, Pilar says, drinks some coffee and goes out again.’

‘He has to think,’ said the landlord.

‘It might have been all right if she had not hit the horse,’ said Trask, sipping his beer, eyeing the landlord over the rim of his glass.

‘She never!’ The landlord set his glass down on the bar.

‘Cross my heart,’ said Trask.

The landlord whistled. ‘Which horse?’

‘Nellie. Swiped at the poor animal’s nose with her bag and then bops Henry in the eye.’

Trask and the landlord exchanged troubled glances. ‘Whatever shall us say to Henry when he comes in for his pint?’ queried the landlord.

‘Don’t know when that’ll be,’ said Trask, setting down his empty glass. ‘Henry has upsticked and gone back to the war. I put him on the train just now. He’s had his think.’

‘And madam?’

‘Still in bed, looks so.’

‘I don’t know what to think,’ sighed the landlord.

‘’Tisn’t you as is called to,’ said Trask.


2

HENRY TILLOTSON WATCHED the dogcart diminish as the mare, with ears pricked and head towards home, clattered down the road. Trask, mindful of possible damage to the young mare’s legs on the hard road, had all he could do to prevent her breaking into a gallop; he neither looked back nor waved.

Henry carried his bag through the ticket office to the platform. He looked at his watch; his train was due in three minutes. Three minutes in which to kick his heels, chide himself for having no book to read on the journey, three minutes or less before the signal’s arm clanged down and far down the line the train would come rumbling out of the cutting to charge into view and loom up, gasping and hissing. Already he could imagine the heavy brass handle of the carriage door, hear the clunk as he opened it, smell the dust and stale tobacco in the First Class carriage, recognize the width of the strap he would grasp to let down the window, to admit fresh air and be damned if other passengers complained of the cold as he found a seat and heaved his bag onto the rack. Henry scowled in anticipation and gritted his teeth.

The train would presently run parallel to the road and from the window he would see Trask.

‘She’s catching your mood,’ Trask had said tetchily on the drive to the station. ‘Look at her ears, laid back. Better let me drive. Look how she’s sweating, she may damage her legs. Better let me drive,’ he had repeated. ‘At this rate she could slip on the tarmac and fall.’

Henry had said, ‘No,’ and held the reins tighter. ‘No.’

Now, pacing the platform, he hoped Trask would have quietened the horse or turned off the road before the train overtook him.

Out of sight the train shrieked. In the station office a bell tinkled. Henry turned on his heel. The porter, coming out to meet the train, shouted, ‘Sir?’ He pointed at Henry’s luggage. ‘What about . . .’

‘I’ll catch a later train,’ Henry called over his shoulder; the train was very close now.

‘None till ten o’clock an’ you have to change,’ shouted the porter. ‘Ain’t no more through evening trains.’

If Henry heard, he made no sign. The porter picked up Henry’s bag and put it aside. When the train had gone he would stow it in the left luggage, but now he must exchange a word with the guard and attend to passengers getting off the train. With a muttered ‘Silly bugger,’ he dismissed Henry from his mind.

Henry walked fast, cutting across the fields at an angle to the road along which he had lately driven in the dogcart, taking a path which led to a wood and through the wood to more fields, down a dip to a stream, along the stream to a footbridge which he crossed into an orchard.

There was a ladder propped against one of the trees; he stopped and looked up.

‘We heard you were home but gathered you were not coming to see us,’ said a voice from among the branches.

Henry said, ‘I’ve come.’

‘Too wrapped up in our newly-wed bride,’ said the voice. ‘Too absorbed, and honeymoony to bother about boring old chums,’ it said, ‘taken over by the lusts of the flesh and—’ Henry shook the ladder. ‘Don’t do that!’ said the voice. ‘That’s dangerous, I might fall and break a bone. You know how nervous I am of heights,’ it said. ‘For goodness’ sake hold the thing steady while I come down.’ A gumbooted foot reached for the top rung.

Henry said, ‘Hand me down the basket and use both hands.’ He reached up and took hold of a basket. ‘What are you doing up there, anyway?’

‘It’s the war, my dear, what’s called “doing your bit” and all that jazz. John says I must get used to it.’

‘Always was a bully,’ said Henry, guiding tentative feet down the ladder. ‘Easy does it. You might have got stuck up there all night.’

‘No, no, he’s coming presently. Tip the basket into that barrow. We have so many apples we are feeding them to Hitler and Mussolini.’

‘And how are they?’ Henry watched the legs descending rung by rung until the whole man appeared to skip the last rungs and, risking a little jump, landed beside him.

‘Terra firma,’ exclaimed the man with relief. ‘Ham and sides of bacon next week, pork chops, sausages, chitterlings, the lot. Sad when one knows them so well, but there it is and here you are. Oh, dear boy, it’s good to see you!’ Almost as tall as Henry, the man put his hands on Henry’s shoulders and kissed him warmly on both cheeks. ‘Oh dear,’ he said, ‘my appley hands have sullied your uniform.’ He stood close, smiling at Henry, wiping his hands against his shirt as he scrutinized Henry’s face at close range with warm brown eyes. He was a heavy-built man, older than Henry, hair brown where Henry’s was black. His nose was longer than Henry’s; his mouth, not so wide, showed excellent teeth. He was clean-shaven, with little tufts of hair on his cheekbones. He studied Henry’s face, whispering, ‘You did come. It’s a long time – we really thought – we—’

Henry smiled, saying nothing. Pleasure, seeping in, erased his ugly mood. They were silent in the orchard where the air was still. They could hear the soft thump as apples dropped from trees on to the wet grass.

Henry sighed. Then, aware that he was being scrutinized, he braced his shoulders as the other took stock of his tanned skin, face thinner than when last seen, older, sad.

Making no mention of Henry’s bruised eye the man looked him up and down as he wiped sticky hands on his shirt, did up a button, tucked the tail into flannel trousers which had seen better days and said, ‘Well. Shall we go up to the house and find John? It’s his day for making scones.’

Henry said, ‘Yes, Jonathan. All right, let’s go and find him.’ He threw the basket into the barrow. ‘Let’s go, then.’

Since Henry did not speak as they walked, Jonathan, too, kept silent, but now and again his lips pouted forward with an unspoken word, a throttled question, before pursing into silence. He ran his hands through his hair, absently teasing out a twig, discovering a leaf which he pinched before dropping it. Then he said, looking down at his feet, matching Henry’s stride, ‘We thought – well we – we heard, of course – and then when you wrote – but then nothing. And you didn’t and – well – so.’

Henry, tacking away, said brusquely, ‘You’re now John and Jonathan? Not both Jonathan, as you were christened?’

‘Well yes, yes.’

‘You are the elder?’ questioning.

‘We suppose so.’

‘You must know,’ bullying.

‘We do, it’s a fact.’

‘Really?’ Henry mocked.

‘Parish registers,’ said the other, ‘don’t lie.’

‘Oh ho! Parish registers.’ Henry laughed.

‘Of course.’ The other was hurt. ‘It’s a matter of honour.’

‘Oh,’ said Henry, ‘honour.’ Then he said, ‘Depends how you interpret honour.’

Jonathan said, ‘No need to be sarcastic, it’s what he wanted.’

‘No proof of that.’

‘No need to sneer. We both like the name, but I’m the oldest.’

They moved up the orchard in single file, Henry walking behind Jonathan. ‘You’ve got flat feet,’ he said, observing the other man’s walk, large feet outwardly pointing in clumsy boots.

‘Always have done. Haven’t you ever noticed?’

‘Can’t say I have?’

‘Quite an advantage these days; no good for marching.’

‘Aren’t you too old, anyway?’

‘Verging on it,’ Jonathan said, leading the way across an unkempt lawn. ‘Mind the goose mess on your posh shoes,’ he said as a group of geese hustled aside, hissing. ‘They lay masses of eggs, which make wonderful omelettes. Here we are.’ He led the way into a long cottage, kicking off his boots in a stone-flagged passage. He called out, ‘Look who’s here! Look who I found! He didn’t go without seeing us after all.’

Wiping his feet on the mat, Henry breathed the smell of baking. He entered an airy kitchen. ‘Just in time for tea,’ exclaimed a man dressed also in grey flannels and white shirt, but wrapped around the waist by an apron which almost reached the floor. He was as tall as Jonathan but slim as a whippet, with thick dark red hair, immense brown eyes and a bristling moustache. ‘Just in time for my scones,’ he exclaimed. ‘Oh, it is good to see you. Oh, dear boy, let me kiss – I won’t touch – I’m all floury.’ And, holding his arms back as though about to dive, he leaned forward and kissed Henry, saying, ‘There. You are really here. You didn’t forget us.’

Henry said, ‘No. How could I? I wouldn’t,’ as he thought, But I almost did, I had to force myself. I had meant to get on the train.

The three stood close together. Jonathan and John smiled at Henry, their eyes glistening with pleasure, lips parted in joy. John said, ‘Come, sit down, we are bursting to hear all about it. Come on, tell all.’ His eye shied away from Henry’s bruise. ‘It’s such an event. Such an excitement in our humdrum lives.’

Henry said, ‘Those scones smell delicious, I am starving. Any tea?’ The smiles faded as he remarked, ‘Bugger all to tell.’

John said, ‘Yes, of course, tea. Sit here between us. Get the butter, lovey, and there’s honey. Or would you rather have jam?’

Henry said, ‘Honey would be wonderful, but I won’t eat your butter ration.’

‘Oh my dear!’ they said together. ‘We’ve got lots.’

‘Flourishing system of swap round here, black market to you,’ said John. ‘All the neighbours who are hoping for a slice of Hitler or Mussolini have been generous lately, afraid of being forgotten. Though they do say war brings out the best in people, don’t they?’ He let his eye linger on Henry’s bruise. ‘Got yourself quite a shiner,’ he whispered into his moustache.

Henry sat at the table and watched his friends find cups, saucers, plates, knives, put honey and butter on the table, jostle the kettle to hurry it up, wash their hands at the sink, exchange worried and anxious glances. He did nothing to dispel the sense of unease which replaced their initial enthusiasm, but sat with teeth clenched and lower lip thrust out, waiting.

As though conscious of the change of atmosphere, several cats who had been asleep, balled up against the stove, detached themselves and slunk in a ripple of black and tabby out of the window.

Still Henry waited.

John poured tea and passed cups. ‘You will stay the night?’

Henry said, ‘I have to catch the late train. I go to France tomorrow.’

‘France?’ they said, interested. ‘France?’

Henry said, ‘The south-west.’

‘My mother was French,’ said the heavily-built older man.

‘A French governess,’ said the thin friend. ‘She was only a governess.’

‘French, nonetheless,’ riposted the other. ‘Your mother,’ he said to Henry, ‘was very fond of France.’

‘Though not necessarily of the French,’ said the other man, catching his friend’s eye while concealing a smile under his moustache. ‘One wonders,’ he said conversationally, ‘whether the French are really pleased to be liberated?’

His friend, seizing this lead, carried on. ‘All that mess in the north; smashed villages, bridges blown up. There never was much love lost—’

‘And the Americans! Bulls in china shops in the south; we hear they blew up the red light district in Marseilles. That won’t be popular! You may have to do a lot of explaining.’

‘You are perspicacious.’ Henry helped himself to a scone, spread butter, dug his knife into the honey pot. ‘No spoon,’ he said. ‘Standards slipping.’

The two friends laughed.

‘Historical hatreds last,’ said Jonathan. ‘I don’t mind betting that your average Frenchman, if neither a Jew nor a member of the Resistance, has been relatively comfortable under the Germans. My old ma, who liked the English, was hardly representative, and your mother, Henry, would have called the Liberation a misplaced act of kindness.’

What are these snide references to my parents leading up to? thought Henry. ‘My mother is long dead,’ he said.

‘And your father,’ said John. ‘Our godfather, God bless him.’

‘I thought we all agreed years ago,’ said Henry, ‘that my mother, after understandable initial doubts, accepted that neither of you is my half-brother?’

‘We know that,’ said John, ‘but there was always the residue of doubt. We could have been his children; we could have been the results of wild oats. She never quite cured herself of sizing us up in that speculative way. She had a special way of looking at us.’

‘I don’t suppose,’ said Henry, helping himself to more honey, ‘that she ever really came to terms with Father’s philanthropy.’

‘Acting as our godfather? Paying for our education? Two little Jonathans.’

‘One would be understandable, two an exaggeration,’ said the larger man agreeably. ‘His kindness brimmed.’

‘I tried once,’ said Henry, ‘to get him to admit you were his younger brother’s children. But he said no, the dates were all wrong, some friend had slipped up – twice, two friends actually. Can I have another cup?’ He passed his cup to Jonathan. ‘It’s really absurd,’ he now said, ‘to have called you both Jonathan. It’s idiotic—’

‘Named for their godfather—’ said the larger man, complacent, irritating.

Henry slammed his fist on the table, knocking a plate to the stone floor, where it broke. ‘I’d like to break another,’ he said angrily.

‘Feel free, help yourself,’ said the larger man, looking at the broken plate.

Henry said, ‘I’ve come without a book to read in the train. Can one of you lend me something?’

‘T. S. Eliot? Agatha Christie?’ suggested the thin man. ‘Why don’t you grind the plate into the floor? It’s past mending. They say bottling up rage is bad for you.’ He spoke with concern and a trace of shame.

Henry thought, These two know something; it is making them feel awkward. There’s something funny here.

‘So you’ve come to tell us all about your marriage?’ said the larger man courageously.

‘Who is in a china shop now?’ his friend murmured.

Henry, who had come to do precisely that, said, ‘No. No, I haven’t,’ and leaned down to pick up pieces of broken plate. ‘Tell me about your lives,’ he said. ‘Your pigs, geese, chickens. Are you still in the Observer Corps? Do you still do ARP?’

When, later, he had to catch his train, they walked with him in the dark to the station; they had lent him The Screwtape Letters and a Dorothy L. Sayers.

‘We hear Aragon has written some wonderful poems,’ they said. ‘Will you send them to us?’

Henry said that he would.

Halfway to the station, he said, ‘You neither of you liked my mother—’

‘She used to say things like, “That man has Eton blue eyes—”’ said the older man.

‘Never pale blue,’ said his friend.

‘Snobbery is incurable when it’s unconscious,’ said Henry.

‘Of course,’ they said. ‘Absolutely.’ Then they said, ‘We loved your father,’ and one of them (Henry later could not remember which) said, ‘He had the highest possible motives,’ excusing the dead.

Just before they reached the station, Henry said, ‘Will you go and meet my wife? Get to know her? See what you can do?’

They said that of course they would, they couldn’t wait to meet her. Nothing they would enjoy more.

Henry said, ‘Here’s my train. I must run. Take care of yourselves. Goodbye,’ and ran through the dark to the train.

The Jonathans waited outside the station until they heard the train leave.

In the train Henry sat alone in the dim light of a blacked-out carriage and reproached himself for being surly, for breaking their plate, a pretty plate. Minton, probably irreplaceable. Then he remembered the phrase ‘a misplaced act of kindness’ and mulled it over as it refuelled his suspicions.

Morosely he opened the books they had lent him, riffled through the pages, laid them aside, sat with head bent forward staring at his shoes; they had been his father’s. I inherit my father’s shoes and the results of his quixotic generosity, he thought wryly. The shoes fit, a lot of the rest pinches. Staring at his feet, he remembered his father’s efforts to communicate, his own longing to reciprocate and their joint failure after his mother, seized by pneumonia, died.

He had been rushed from school, fetched by Trask just in time to see her die. She had struggled for breath. He had a miserable cold caught at school; when he kissed her, her breath smelled horrible. He had tried not to let her see his disgust. At the funeral his father had worn black. Friends and relations and all the village people had crowded the church, which reeked of lilies and chrysanthemums. The Jonathans singing in the choir had tried to catch his eye – they were his best friends – but he had stared at his feet. Back at the house the funeral guests crowded round the fires, warmed their hands, drank tea and whisky, ate cake; survivors.

He should have handed round plates of gentleman’s relish sandwiches, been polite. But the Jonathans were looking for him; he did not want their sympathy, feared he would cry. He had escaped to the stables, where the dogs had been shut in for the afternoon, and in one of the loose-boxes he had wept with his face pressed against a horse’s neck, gripping its mane with manic fingers.

That night his father said, ‘I am taking you away. We will go to Italy; you can miss a term.’ In the train his father had worn these brown shoes.

Together they had climbed up and down the cobbled mule tracks in the hills beyond Camogli, gazed down at the sea, boated round the cliffs to San Frutuoso, visited Portofino with its line of ill-used horses with drooping disconsolate heads in the long cab rank; eaten fried sardines and pasta in the piazza, drunk strong and bitter coffee. Communication was stilted and awkward; his mother had always bound them together. Could he have tried harder? She would have loved the flowers, long-stemmed, sweet-scented, purple-and-white violets, blue hepaticas, white anemones, pink cyclamen, sweet-scented narcissi, orchids, and the steady clop of the mules carrying their loads on the cobbled paths up through the olive groves. It was a relief to get back to school, and in the holidays his father talked more easily with the two Jonathans, recounting to them in copious detail the course of his various acts of philanthropy, from which in advancing years he derived as much pleasure as he had from the girls he seduced in the company of the Jonathans’ fathers in their pre-marital heyday.

‘None so dangerous as a reformed rake.’ Henry chuckled in affectionate recollection. ‘I must get some new shoes,’ he said out loud. ‘These are past repair.’

Tramping back to their cottage, guided by a flickering torch, Jonathan said, ‘I think somehow there’s been a bit of a boomerang.’

‘I didn’t care for his tone of voice when he said “philanthropy”,’ said the other.

‘And yet with Pilar—’

‘But the old man saw Pilar, found her himself. This isn’t the same thing; this was by proxy.’

‘Seemed such a good idea.’

‘Brilliant at the time.’

‘I can’t wait to meet her.’ Jonathan burst out laughing. ‘It’s awful to laugh,’ he said, chuckling. ‘Awful. But I would have loved to have been there when she blacked his eye.’

The younger man joined in the laughter. ‘What a mess! Let’s go over as soon as we can.’

‘Should we have meddled?’ queried the older man.

‘A bit late to ask that now,’ said his friend.

It was years before the Jonathans spoke of their first visit to Margaret, and the subsequent visits which led to a relationship founded not on friendship but curiosity.

Henry had asked them to go, they told Calypso, when he left to go back to the war that autumn of 1944. (They had chosen Calypso for their saga in the knowledge that anything told went no further, not so much because she was discreet as that she had no interest in garbling. Gossip regaled to Calypso stopped there.)

They had dressed for the occasion, they told her, put on suits, shambled round by the road rather than cut across the fields, carried roses bought from a florist.

Margaret had received them in bed. They were impressed by her beauty, impressed that she was neither ill nor trying to keep warm. This was before Margaret and bed became synonymous. Searching for a subject, they asked whether she liked Cotteshaw, liked the bedroom she had chosen. She had said, ‘It will do well enough,’ dampingly. They enthused that they loved the place, had known it all their lives, had had happy times, been befriended by Henry’s parents, loved Henry. Margaret had said, ‘Really?’ as though this was surprising, suspect even. It had been hard to find anything to chat about until they hit on her wish to have her room other than it was. They had offered then to help redecorate, told her they were interested ‘in style’, ‘in matters of taste’. She said so had her ex-husband been interested; he was the same sort of person, ‘a queer’. She used the appellation as an insult. Even so, they told Calypso, they rallied; had not Henry asked them to befriend his wife?

They had helped rearrange the room, brought mirrors and chairs from other parts of the house (Henry’s mother had had many lovely mirrors), found wallpaper and paint, scarce for ages after the war. It was something they could do for Henry, they told Calypso – and, they readily admitted, an interest for themselves. And, too, it helped Pilar, who did not find Margaret easy, and of course it helped Ebro. But that all came later when a rapport had been established, when she knew that they knew – she had let it slip – that she had money of her own. Not that she used it to pay for decorations; only to buy clothes by mail order.

They had never expected Margaret to stay in bed; they had supposed she would get up, take an interest in the house. They had supposed that she would play the role of wife. These suppositions, hopes, if truth were told, died on their first visit. In Margaret’s mind there was no question of love, sex or friendship; she made this clear. At first they thought this was some sort of act. ‘We laughed,’ they told Calypso. ‘We thought she was having us on.’

Jonathan corrected this. ‘Not so. We laughed because we were so shocked – we never expected Henry to get caught in such a terrible trap.’

Calypso was startled to see that he had begun to weep. ‘It was so sad,’ he said. ‘She sneered at love; she thinks it disgusting. We came away blaming ourselves.’

To cheer him, Calypso said, ‘But you have befriended the woman, done what Henry asked. How could you be to blame?’ and she handed him a tissue, she being one of the first to give up the use of handkerchiefs and blow her nose on paper.

Jonathan said, ‘Oh! A tissue! What a sensible idea!’

Calypso said, ‘Saves laundry,’ and as he ceased to weep she said jokingly, ‘Come now, admit, you have had a lot of entertainment over the years. You arranged for her facials and massage as well as the redecorations. It’s not all gloom.’

‘Of course not,’ they agreed. The unravelling of Margaret’s past was a constant delight; she was such a liar. One week she would have been born in the Levant, the next it would be Bexhill-on-Sea. Her stories about her ex-husband were a joy. By then they had lost the temptation to bare their soul.

‘One day,’ they said, laughing, ‘this husband was a brute, a Hercules who wrested her from her family and ravished her. On another she was raised by nuns in an orphanage and found a situation as a servant to a priest. Or conversely the ex-husband was a mouse, or again a burly homosexual who only cared for the rough trade. She makes up her past as she goes along,’ they said, happy again, forgetting the tears.

It was all much more interesting than the truth, they told Calypso; they were almost sure from titbits she had let slip that she had been a manicurist at the Ghezira Palace Hotel, picked up by the German husband who needed a wife for cover.

When they had gone Calypso wondered why they had lost their nerve and not told her what they intended. Then, since gossip did not interest her, she forgot. 


Part Two
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3

JAMES MARTINEAU AND Matthew Stephenson, meeting in the Fulham Road and exchanging the time of day, discovered that they were both invited to Cotteshaw for the coming weekend.

‘Henry suggested I should bring a girl,’ said Matthew. ‘Wants to make it something of a house party. You bringing a girl?’

‘I was thinking of asking Barbara,’ said James. ‘Who shall you bring?’

‘I have asked Antonia,’ said Matthew, ‘but she’s being difficult. Says she wouldn’t know anybody, and that anyway she’s been invited by the Grants and would rather go there.’

‘That’s a tiny untruth,’ said James, a kind man unwilling to call a lie a lie. ‘Hector and Calypso are in Italy, I happen to know. Tell Antonia that if she comes, she will know Barbara.’

‘That might do the trick,’ said Matthew, ‘they are great chums. Naughty of her to lie,’ he said uneasily.

‘Oh, girls!’ said James indulgently. ‘Why don’t I give you a lift down? My car is roomier than yours.’

‘I think I’ll stick to mine, thanks all the same,’ said Matthew, who hoped to be alone with Antonia. ‘I like to be independent. If we find the atmosphere too difficult we might want to push off before you and Barbara.’

‘Oh, the atmosphere!’ said James.

‘What was it like when you were there last?’ asked Matthew. ‘Dire?’

‘I wouldn’t say dire,’ said James kindly, as he sought for another word, but failing to find one pursed his lips and said, ‘Not exactly.’

‘Is this house party of Henry’s supposed to jolly things up?’ Matthew enquired, grinning.

‘I gather it is. Henry’s father used to give dinner parties every June; Henry wants to revive them. Long tables on the grass, backed by tulip beds and yew hedges, lilac in bloom, good nosh and lots of booze. Candlelit, of course, and a full moon. Sounds fun.’

‘Supposing it rains?’ suggested Matthew.

‘It never rained for Henry’s parents.’

‘But that was before the war,’ said Matthew.

‘The war has changed much, but not the climate. Gosh, look at the time! I must fly, see you there—’ James broke into a run to catch a bus thundering towards the bus stop.

‘Hoffentlich,’ said Matthew, who had recently spent a week in Dusseldorf on business. ‘One must give old Henry full marks for trying,’ he shouted as James leapt on to his bus.

‘I hear you are coming to Henry Tillotson’s bash,’ said Antonia on the telephone.

‘Oh, so Matthew persuaded you.’ Barbara’s voice was muffled by a mouthful of marmalade and toast. ‘Look, I’m in the middle of breakfast – got up late.’

‘I was going to the Grants,’ said Antonia, ‘but—’

‘They are in Italy, darling.’ Barbara swallowed her toast and reached for her coffee cup. ‘You couldn’t go to the Grants. Are you playing hard to get?’ she asked, not expecting an answer. ‘They don’t ever seem worried by currency restrictions.’ She gulped her coffee. ‘Nice to be rich.’

‘I thought all that was over,’ said Antonia. ‘Anyway, a little thing like currency restrictions wouldn’t worry Calypso. My mother says she stuffs her bra with fivers. I admire her panache.’

‘She rather intimidates me,’ said Barbara. ‘Look, love, I must fly or I shall again be late at the grindstone. Oh! Do you suppose Matthew will make you change your mind?’

‘He might,’ said Antonia. ‘And what about James?’

‘Ah,’ said Barbara, ‘James—’

‘Their being such friends would be nice for us,’ said Antonia.

‘I am mulling it over,’ said Barbara.

‘Actually, between ourselves, I loathe earning my living,’ said Antonia.

‘Me too,’ said Barbara. ‘This early morning rush, coming home exhausted to unwashed breakfast things, ugh!’

‘It’s the parents who think independence and not marrying until we are mature will stop us messing up our lives. I can’t see any compensations in honest toil,’ said Antonia.

‘You’re going to be late. I’m going to be late,’ cried Barbara. ‘See you at the weekend, then. Oh! Do you suppose we shall be allowed to meet the mystery wife?’

‘I rather gathered that was the idea,’ said Antonia. ‘That’s why I’m coming. What shall you wear? Got anything new I can borrow? I’ll lend you my blue—’

‘We are late, we’ll get the sack—’ Barbara rang off.

Antonia Lowther checked the contents of her bag and, slamming the door, raced out into the street
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