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    Part One 
 
      
 
    ‘. . . Breathless with adoration; the broad sun 
 
    Is sinking down in its tranquillity; 
 
    The gentleness of heaven is on the sea: Listen! The mighty being is awake, 
 
    And doth with his eternal motion make a sound like thunder—everlastingly . . .’ 
 
    from By The Sea by William Wordsworth 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
    Chapter One – THE BRIDE 
 
      
 
    March, 1929. 
 
    Sarah Ozanne heard the car rattling down the lane long before the elderly and much abused Morris Drophead rounded the corner into sight. 
 
    Its owner, Greg Gaudion, waved, and by joint application of foot and hand brake managed to draw up alongside her. ‘Is this a happy coincidence or deliberate intent?’ 
 
    Sarah stepped back, eyes narrowed, tilting her chin. ‘You surely don’t imagine for one minute that I meant to . . .’ 
 
    ‘Lying hussy!’ Greg leapt over the door and grabbed her, pinning her arms as he held her against his tweed jacket. He stared down, unsmiling. 
 
    She stared back, face solemn . . . but it didn’t last. Gradually the corners of her mouth began to twitch and he could feel her chest shaking with laughter. ‘Beast!’ she squealed before he smothered her mouth with kisses. 
 
    ‘Wretched female,’ he mumbled, and continued kissing. ‘Want a spin before tea?’ 
 
    ‘Thought you’d never ask,’ she replied and attempted to open the passenger door. It refused to budge so she stood on the running board and stepped over. ‘Ugh! The seat’s wet.’ 
 
    ‘Afraid the roof’s got more holes than a fishing net,’ Greg replied. ‘There’s a duster in the glove compartment.’ He reversed into a gateway and turned back up the lane. ‘Where do you want to go?’ 
 
    ‘One guess.’ 
 
    ‘Top fields, I suppose. Not much of a spin . . . we could have walked up.’ He smiled at his dark-haired, hazel-eyed bride-to-be; she was a creature of habit and, whether she was happy or sad, worried or bursting with excitement, she invariably wanted to walk in the fields at the top of the hill. 
 
    Gregory Oswald Gaudion was tall, and broad to match—yet walked with the feline grace of an athlete. Black-haired and green-eyed, he was devastatingly good-looking, yet despite his strong, almost aggressive jaw, he was a peaceable young man, loathe to see fault in others. He had a high tolerance threshold for personal aggravation although, as his fiancée of four years had learned ages ago, he was capable of intense anger if sufficiently roused. 
 
    Sarah had also discovered he was as passionate as he was romantic; maintaining a chaste betrothal had not been easy. 
 
    Having parked the car in an open gateway, they followed a rough path up through the trees—and as soon as the lane was out of sight Greg halted to take Sarah into his arms. Their kisses were long and hungry; he held her hard against him, constantly fearful of her fragility . . . wanting to consume her, terrified of crushing her. 
 
    Not that she resisted. Together their knees buckled and they sank onto a bank of wet grass, tightly clutching each other, yet effectively separated by their thick overcoats . . . until his hand strayed inside the front of hers and she could feel his fingers wrestling with the buttons of her blouse. ‘No, Greg. You mustn’t.’ She pulled his hand away, not daring to admit even to herself how desperately she wanted to continue . . . into the compelling unknown. ‘We must wait. Only five days to go.’ 
 
    ‘All the less reason to stop. Sarah, my darling, I’m nearly going mad!’ His hand burrowed back into forbidden territory, creating delicious, terrifying sensations. 
 
    But she hesitated only a few seconds before sitting up. ‘We did agree to wait, my love.’ She caressed his face, soft fingers tracing the line of his lips. 
 
    He sighed. ‘Sorry.’ And reluctantly got back to his feet, adding, ‘Wait, wait wait. Seems we’ve been waiting for ever.’ 
 
    They walked in single file up the narrow path to the stile at the top and climbed over into the first field. 
 
    Wait. A word they had heard so many times in the past four years. Sarah could understand his impatience: wait to get engaged; wait till you have filled your bottom drawer; wait till you have saved up for a house before getting married. That particular wait had been a complete waste of time. No sooner had they filled the ‘bottom drawer’ and saved sufficient money to begin looking seriously at cottages and bungalows currently for sale, than Andrew, Greg’s elder brother, had bought a place for himself and his family, and moved out of the Gaudion family house at Bordeaux leaving Greg living alone with the old folk. 
 
    Greg had been an ‘after-thought’, born when his mother was forty-four and thought she was past it. Now, with his seventy-five-year-old father Edward suffering from senile dementia, and mother Alice, five years younger, cursed with arthritis and stone deaf, there was no way Greg could leave them alone to fend for themselves. Admittedly Mina was there, the maid who had lived-in since before he was born, but she couldn’t cope with the old man when he was having one of his bad do’s. Greg had to be on hand, as he had been ever since leaving school nine years ago. So he and Sarah had abandoned the idea of their own place, had been allotted a bedroom and sitting-room in the Gaudion house, and would have to share the kitchen with Mina. But so what? They would have each other . . . 
 
    Fingers twined in his, wind tearing at her hair, Sarah closed her eyes for a moment, trying to control her excitement and her nerves. Waiting. It was almost as though the whole world was waiting . . . poised, straining to hear through the strong nor’westerly some summons, a signal, a cue for action to commence. 
 
    The island of Guernsey lay like a wedge of green cheese on a dark blue plate, the fields sloping in soft folds from above the southern cliffs, across the higher parishes, down to the rocky headlands and wide sandy beaches edging the rich blue waters of the west coast. Not that there was much sand exposed at the moment: exuberant breakers were rolling in from the Atlantic leaving vast white plumes bursting over distant rocks before pounding up the shore, churning huge pebbles and masses of dark seaweed, called vraic, in each wake. Shire horses were waiting for the big, spring tide to recede so they could pull their carts down over the cobbled slipways to the shore, for men with pitchforks to load the mounds of vraic to be carried inland and spread over the ploughed fields. Gulls waited, too, screaming with excitement overhead as they sped down the turbulent, salt-laden wind like children on a rollercoaster. 
 
    Even where the young couple stood, well inland, one could smell the salt in the air, hear the thunderous roar of the surf and rhythmic crackle of pebbles being rolled, smooth and round, by the surge and ebb of each massive wave. 
 
    Greg squeezed Sarah’s hand, understanding. This was her home, just as much as Val du Douit, the farmhouse down in the valley was home. She had lived here all of her twenty-five years . . . and now she was committed to abandoning it all, and her family, to live way off in the north of the island. Not that Bordeaux was so very far, maybe only six miles as the crow flies, but in island terms it could be on another planet. 
 
    Circling back towards the lane through two more fields, Sarah stooped to pick a bunch of primos from under the elms by the five-bar gate; the clusters of white florets with round, yellow eyes would be so pretty on the dressing table of the bedroom she shared with her sister Ethel, and would scent the whole room. 
 
    It might have seemed more logical to be sharing with Aline who was only three years Sarah’s senior, but despite the additional two-year age difference, she and Ethel were kindred spirits. 
 
    The eldest daughter of the Ozanne family, tallest of the siblings, attractive rather than beautiful, Ethel had an hilarious sense of fun, the crazy ability to turn the most mundane incident into a source of laughter. Too often Sarah had to turn her face away to avoid catching Ethel’s eye, or be reduced to helpess silent hysteria . . . and a parental rebuke. Ethel had an infinite capacity to love, understand and excuse even the most unlovable. She had left school at the age of fifteen to help Mother with the four younger ones, diluting their parents’ strict Victorian discipline with laughter and cuddles, her warmth, effervescence and soft words as effective a balm to bruised pride as her ointment to grazed knees. It was a source of constant amazement that she could have turned thirty and remained unmarried. 
 
    Sarah’s lips puckered, thinking how different Ethel was from poor Aline, who had never been a kindred spirit with anyone, and had certainly never gone steady with a boy despite her lovely figure, immaculate hair and classic features; maybe because her charming smiles too often hid a bitter tongue. She was forever digging up old resentments; like a dog with a bone she would unearth a long-buried argument and gnaw at it, work herself up, voice rising with rekindled anger. John, the serious first-born, would ignore her while Mary, his solemn wife, nodded agreement in the hope of evading some future sarcasm. So it was invariably left to Ethel to lighten the atmosphere with a joke. Of course, Aline seldom chewed-the-cud in front of Ma and Pa; she was too clever for that. Yes, Aline was undoubtedly the member of the family Sarah would miss least. 
 
    A steep, muddy slope waited to take them back onto the lane, but Sarah was reluctant to leave. Years ago Gran’pere had planted this field with daffodils. It had borne many other crops since: cabbages, potatoes, swedes and other roots. Now it was purely grazing land but despite the passing years, daffodils continued to appear each spring, nodding sagely in the wind, close to the high, grassy banks; a perpetual memorial to the old man. He was long gone, but Gran’mere still lived with them, a lovely, wise old dear, well into her eighties, often teasing Mother with acid comments on the new-fangled gadgets in the kitchen and her way of doing things. 
 
    ‘Come on, sweetheart. Better be getting back or your family will wonder where you are.’ Greg put a steadying hand under Sarah’s elbow as she slid down to firmer ground. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ she agreed. ‘It is getting late.’ Back to the family, she thought. 
 
    Family. Much as she longed for marriage, to be with Greg forever and eternity, there remained in a remote corner of her mind a dread of this imminent parting from her family, and from the farm, built centuries ago in beautiful solid granite, home of generations of Ozannes before her. It was hard to erase the picture of their cosy family group round the big open hearth of smouldering logs, Pa winding up the gramophone for a scratchy recording of Beethoven’s Fifth; Ma’s fingers flying over the twenty knitting needles as she made yet another Guernsey, or commanding Pa to hold out a skein of the navy-blue oiled wool while she transformed it rapidly into a firm ball. Younger brother William usually had his nose in a book, and Bertie, the youngest, would be busy at the table with homework. She pictured Ethel toasting marshmallows for everyone on the end of a long fork, seldom taking one for herself, while Aline flicked over the pages of fashion magazines. 
 
    * 
 
    While Sarah and Greg were up in the fields, Ethel and her mother were in the kitchen preparing tea. Ethel stirred the soup, while Marie held a large loaf against her chest, spreading fresh butter evenly on the cut top, and slicing through with the bread knife towards her bosom. She had always cut bread and butter this way and she always would, causing endless criticisms and warnings from anyone who might be watching. Anyone other than the family, that is; they no longer watched. Marie was small, round, grey-haired, indefatigable and indomitable. Hubert might rule the farm and be titular head of the family, but no one had any doubt who ruled the home. Gran’mere Florence had reigned supreme at Val du Douit as long as Gran’pere was alive, but when he had passed on and Hubert inherited the farm, Florence had found herself politely but positively sidelined by her diminutive daughter-in-law. Though she did not go without a fight. But Marie had all the stubbornness of a true Guernsey donkey. Florence was allotted her own small sitting-room, where she was waited on and treated with great respect . . . but her opinions no longer mattered; her ways of going about things were swept aside. After a while she had accepted the situation, and now, she positively enjoyed it . . . a fact she kept strictly to herself. 
 
    ‘Is the table laid in the dining-room, Emmy?’ Marie asked. 
 
    ‘Yes, ma’am,’ the maid replied through the scullery door. 
 
    ‘You put on the clean cloth as I told you?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, ma’am.’ 
 
    ‘Surely that soup is done, Ethel. It’s time to take the gache out of the oven.’ Marie arranged the last slice of bread. ‘There. That should be enough to start.’ 
 
    Ethel eyed the heaped plate. ‘Ample, Mother. If not, Emmy can cut some more, later.’ 
 
    ‘Huh! Not likely, she’s hopeless. Can’t cut straight to save her life.’ Marie got up from the kitchen table, untied her apron and smoothed her hair. Once mid-brown, it was grey now, almost white, drawn back into a bun from which irritating wisps escaped to frame her face in soft waves. She held her head as high as her small frame allowed; the years had generously enveloped her in soft round curves on which her dressmaker fitted well-designed gowns, the skirts always reaching her ankles, just revealing tiny, size-two shoes, while her bosom was always well-decorated with brooches and necklaces. 
 
    Ethel opened the Triplex door beside the open fire, filling the room with the mouthwatering smell of fresh-baked gache, a traditional Guernsey fruit loaf. ‘It looks done to me, Ma.’ 
 
    Marie came round to the oven. ‘Let me see.’ She put her hand in and pressed her fingers lightly into the centre of the tin. ‘Yes, that will do. Put it on the table and let it sit for a bit before we cut it.’ 
 
    ‘Better watch the boys don’t come in the back-door, or it will never reach the dining-room,’ Ethel laughed. 
 
    Her mother’s soft brown eyes twinkled. ‘Then you’d better put it on a plate on the dining-room sideboard, where we can keep an eye on it!’ She moved over to the window to peer out into the yard. ‘Well, where’s your sister then? She’s been gone nearly two hours. What is she up to?’ 
 
    ‘Wandering round up in the top fields with Greg, looking at the view and thinking what she’s going to miss, I imagine.’ 
 
    ‘As though she’s nothing better to do! It would make more sense if she was down here getting on with their thank you letters.’ 
 
    Ethel smiled to herself as she slid a knife round the edge of the gache tin before tipping it out onto a plate, then looked up as the backdoor opened. ‘Hello Mary! Hello Joseph!’ 
 
    Years ago the barn adjacent to the house had been turned into The Wing, to accommodate a younger generation of Ozannes. Marie and Hubert had lived there until Gran’pere had died and they had moved into the main house with their expanding brood. Now, their eldest son John lived there with his wife Mary and their six-year-old son Joseph. 
 
    ‘Good afternoon, Mother. Good afternoon, Ethel.’ Mary, long, thin and solemn, always addressed people very formally. ‘Joseph! Say good afternoon to your grandmother and Auntie Ethel.’ 
 
    Joseph, as thin and unsmiling as his mother, ignored her. Seeing Marie bridle, Ethel smiled brightly and said, ‘Are you three joining us for tea?’ 
 
    ‘Are you sure you have enough to spare?’ 
 
    Marie sniffed. ‘You know perfectly well there’s always enough here to feed the family and all the Todevins into the bargain.’ Nobody had ever discovered who the Todevins were, but the expression had been used in the family for generations, for assuring hungry diners of plenty. 
 
    ‘That would be very nice, if you’re quite certain . . .’ 
 
    ‘Then Joseph can have some of Grandma’s gache,’ Ethel added as she carried the plate off to the dining-room. 
 
    The child scowled at her back. ‘I want some now!’ he whined. 
 
    His grandmother clicked her tongue. ‘None of that, young man, or you’ll get none at all,’ she said severely. She had never tolerated whining from her own children and she wasn’t going to start now with a grandchild. 
 
    * 
 
    Although the sun had disappeared by the time Sarah and Greg neared the farm, the long, low, pink granite buildings still glowed in the evening light. The focal point of the house was an ancient stone arch over the front door, the keystone carved with the date 1730. Through fine summer days the door would stand open into a wide, flagstoned hallway where doors led left, right and directly ahead beside the staircase. Typically, the house was built just fifteen feet from front to back—the length of the tree trunks which formed overhead beams. Therefore, rather than reduce the depth of each room by the width of a corridor, on the ground floor one had to walk through from one room to the next. The left-hand door led from the hallway into the dining-room and thence into the sitting-room beyond; to the right lay the breakfast room with two doors in the far wall, one to Hubert Ozanne’s study with its French window opening into a small conservatory at the back, and the other into Gran’mere’s little sitting-room overlooking the front garden. 
 
    Alterations and additions had been made over the years. Instead of the door at the rear of the hall giving onto the backyard, it now led into a large, modern kitchen and scullery, with lean-to conservatories either side. And above, Marie had insisted on installing a bathroom and two separate lavatories . . . which Gran’mere Florence frequently declared to be a ridiculous and unnecessary extravagance. A landing ran the full length of the upper floor, narrowing the bedrooms which were divided by wood plank walls. 
 
    Greg drove down the path under the archway. ‘I think I’ll park in the old coach house,’ he said. ‘Those black clouds up there are looking pretty ominous.’ 
 
    They went in through the scullery door from the backyard. 
 
    ‘You got some nice primos there, Miss,’ Emmy remarked to Sarah, while giving Greg a shy smile. ‘From by them old elms was they?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right. You noticed them up there, did you?’ Sarah put down the flowers to tug off her muddy Wellington boots. 
 
    ‘Yes. Passed by that way this morning. Cor,’ the girl looked out of the window, ‘you just beat the rain, eh?’ 
 
    Sarah took a vase out of the cupboard and joined the girl at the window. ‘Crumbs, yes. Weren’t we lucky. Who’s in for tea?’ 
 
    ‘Miss Ethel and your young brothers are here but Miss Aline ain’t come yet. And the missus, she’ve just asked Mr John’s wife for them to come with the boy.’ 
 
    ‘Your friend Joseph,’ Sarah teased. ‘Let’s hope he’s in a good mood.’ 
 
    ‘Huh!’ Emmy thumped a saucepan into the sink. ‘Whining to his mother, he was, but the missus, she wouldn’t stand for it.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll take my flowers up to my room and put on some shoes,’ Sarah told Greg. ‘You go and join the others.’ 
 
    * 
 
    The family was converging on the dining-room from various parts of the house. Hubert junior (nicknamed Bertie to avoid confusion), and William came down together from their bedroom. Aline arrived home and went into the sitting-room to talk to Marie, Mary and the boy. Hubert senior emerged from his office, collected his mother from her sitting-room and escorted her across the hall. Not that she needed escorting: although she enveloped herself in floor-length black gowns, wore a lace cap on her wispy white hair, and walked with a stoop over her amber-topped cane, Florence was quite capable of stalking the garden boy and issuing instructions about carrots and cabbages in the kitchen garden. Hubert was well aware of this, but continued to offer his mother this courtesy every evening. 
 
    Florence knew his intentions were kind, but every evening the ritual irritated her. She endeavoured to hide the fact, but it did make her feel so decrepid. She enjoyed the role of family matriarch but hated being treated like an old woman. 
 
    Hubert took his customary place at the head of the table. He was a tall, thin, pleasant-faced man, long of moustache, short on words. His children reckoned him to be strict to the point of intolerance, but he had the reputation of being a fair businessman and employer. He had inherited Val du Douit from his father ten years ago, maintaining the herd of sixty pure-bred Guernsey cows, a breed world famous for their rich, yellow milk. Though continuing an active interest in the farm, Hubert left most of the work now to his eldest son, John, and Jean Quevatre their foreman. Jean’s wife, Mabel, helped Timmy Batiste the dairyman churn the butter, and their son, Marcel, followed Marie’s and Gran’mere’s instructions in the garden. Sometimes. When he wasn’t trying to distract Emmy from her work. Timmy’s twin brother Freddie was a general farmhand and handyman, though his heart wasn’t in it: he preferred fishing. Fortunately his shortcomings were tolerated for the sake of the fish he provided for the Val du Douit table. 
 
    Much to their parents’ regret, the three Ozanne sons had inherited their mother’s stature, while their sisters towered over them like their father. The girls didn’t mind, it gave them a welcome sense of superiority, but the boys tended to feel particularly uncomfortable in the presence of Sarah’s huge fiancé. William and Bertie laughed it off with quips about Charles Atlas. But John, of course, never joined in. He seldom found anything in life to laugh about; a fact attributed by his siblings to his po-faced wife. He would sit quietly brooding. 
 
    ‘Mr le Page came in today and said mine was the best handwriting he’d ever seen,’ Aline announced. 
 
    ‘Smashed his glasses, had he?’ William asked. 
 
    Aline’s mouth formed a thin angry line. Sarah caught Ethel’s eye and her chest began to shake. 
 
    ‘When are Filly, Kiff and Gelly coming over for tennis?’ William asked, pointedly changing the subject away from Aline’s admirers. 
 
    ‘Tomorrow,’ Sarah replied. ‘They’re coming over for the final fitting of their bridesmaids dresses. But what you really mean is: when will you have a good excuse to see Filly again?’ she teased. 
 
    ‘It’s all right for you, sitting there making a meal of that giant,’ her brother retorted. ‘We lesser mortals—’ 
 
    ‘Aa ah,’ Ethel pushed back her chair. ‘Shall I fetch my violin?’ 
 
    ‘A good idea,’ William retorted. ‘You might play better tennis with it than with your racquet.’ 
 
    It was too much for Bertie who exploded laughter into his soup, splashing both his face and the tablecloth. 
 
    It was Mary’s expression of humourless horror at this, that caused their final undoing. Marie covered her face in her serviette before succumbing; Hubert smiled indulgently while William, Sarah, Greg and Ethel hooted, and even Aline fell back in her chair, helpless. 
 
    ‘Why are they laughing?’ from Joseph made matters worse, and the sight of his parents’ mystified response put the cap on it. 
 
    ‘You must think we’re all crackers,’ Sarah apologised later to Greg. ‘It’s all such puerile rubbish.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t you believe it. I love every minute of every meal I eat in this house.’ 
 
    ‘You can’t be serious.’ 
 
    ‘Never more so,’ he sighed. And meant it. The joyful banter in the Ozanne home was so refreshing, such a contrast with the sombre atmosphere in the Gaudion household. He adored seeing his darling Sarah laugh . . . and prayed she would go on laughing once she was living under the same roof with his family. 
 
    * 
 
    There were to be five bridesmaids: Sarah’s two sisters, and her three best friends; Felicity Carre—known as Filly; Kathleen Drew—known as Kiff and Geraldine Sommers—known as Gelly. Gregory’s niece Sybil was to be flower girl, and, after considerable prompting from their mother, Sarah and Ethel had agreed it would be diplomatic to ask young Joseph to be pageboy. Unfortunately, Mary had accepted on his behalf, as a consequence of which poor Mrs Tostevin the harrassed dressmaker, had suffered a kicked shin and several stabbed fingers while attempting to pin up his satin pantaloons! 
 
    The bridesmaids dresses were of pale, coffee-coloured silk; Sybil had a long milk-chocolate coloured dress with lots of cream lace, which showed off her pale complexion and long, blonde pigtails, and Joseph’s pantaloons were of a darker chocolate, worn with long, cream stockings and a cream, frilled shirt. 
 
    It was dusk the following day when William arrived home from the bank. Shrieks of laughter were still coming from the tennis court so he followed the noise through the back garden, to watch by the wire gate, eyes constantly drawn towards the plump girl with blonde curls who was making more noise than all the rest. He grinned secretly to himself: crikey she was cute. Although she had been a regular visitor to the farm for years since schooldays shared with Sarah, he had only noticed quite recently how attractive Filly had become: from the time of the last New Years’ Eve Party at the Royal, to be precise. Maybe it had been the wine and the waltzing, but from then on he couldn’t see enough of her. He doubted if she felt the same, after all she was a couple of years older than himself . . . but that didn’t stop him dreaming. 
 
    ‘Ahh! That went right through my racquet!’ Filly exclaimed. ‘It’s no good, I cannot see a thing.’ 
 
    ‘Nor can I,’ Sarah agreed. ‘Shall we pack it in?’ 
 
    They collected the balls, rolled down the net and greeted William at the gate. Somehow he contrived to walk back up the path with Filly, dawdling behind the others. 
 
    ‘You and I should take on Sarah and Greg sometime,’ he suggested. 
 
    ‘Really! Oh, I’m not nearly good enough for that,’ she giggled. 
 
    ‘We could get in some practice, first,’ he went on hopefully, and held his breath. 
 
    The big, blue eyes found his in the gloom. ‘Oh, do you think so?’ 
 
    He nodded. ‘We must make a date,’ he said, heart pounding with excitement. 
 
    * 
 
    Sarah did not sleep well on Friday night and was up early next morning, looking out of the bedroom window at the swaying trees. ‘Let’s hope the marquee stays up,’ she mumbled gloomily. 
 
    Ethel turned over in bed and groaned. ‘What’s the time?’ 
 
    ‘Half-past six.’ 
 
    ‘There’s no need to get up yet.’ 
 
    ‘I’m going down to make a pot of tea. Want some?’ 
 
    Ethel groaned again. ‘I suppose so.’ 
 
    When Sarah returned with the tea tray, Ethel was blowing her nose. She put the tray on the table between the beds, frowned at her sister and asked, ‘Are you all right?’ 
 
    Ethel nodded, face turned away. 
 
    ‘Ethel!’ Sarah exclaimed. ‘You’re crying!’ 
 
    ‘Sorry,’ Ethel sniffed. ‘I couldn’t help it. Just thinking that this is the last time we share this room . . . after so long.’ She wiped her eyes. ‘I’m going to miss you so much.’ 
 
    ‘Stop it, you lunatic or you’ll set me off. Then I’ll go up the aisle with red eyes and everyone will think I’m a reluctant bride.’ 
 
    Ethel started to giggle, more tears running down her face. 
 
    * 
 
    Sarah drummed her fingers on the newel post at the foot of the stairs. Mother hadn’t even got her hat on yet. She felt so impatient. So terrified. So happy! At last, after waiting for four years, the big moment was here. Within the hour she would be Mrs Gregory Gaudion. She hunched her shoulders, trembling with excitement and nerves. 
 
    Her father came through the breakfast room from his study. ‘My word! You look wonderful. Turn around. Yes,’ he said, as she obliged. ‘Lovely. Can’t say your mother and I liked the idea of a short wedding dress, but I must say it looks splendid on you.’ 
 
    There was no doubt that the knee-length, low-waisted dress in soft, cream panne velvet, and velvet band across her forehead holding her veil, enhanced Sarah’s beauty. Hubert Ozanne certainly thought so. He had always been particularly fond of his youngest daughter, though he took great pains to conceal the fact; he was proud of all six of his children and had no wish to cause offence with obvious favouritism. 
 
    ‘Shouldn’t we be getting into the taxi?’ Sarah stood by the open front door, fiddling with her lace veil. 
 
    ‘We will have to wait till your mother and Mrs Tostevin are ready,’ he replied. ‘Ah! Here they are.’ 
 
    Despite her extreme lack of inches, standing only four foot ten in her stockinged feet, Marie Ozanne looked positively regal as she came down the stairs ahead of the dressmaker. She had chosen a soft, smokey-pink silk for her dress and edge-to-edge coat, and a hat in the same shade swathed in pearl grey net, held with dusty pink and grey roses. Pearl ropes hung to her waist and her fur stole was worn slightly askew to avoid damaging the orchids in her corsage. 
 
    She marched straight up to her youngest daughter, smiling, lower lip quivering. ‘You look lovely,’ she said, her voice husky with emotion. Actually, Marie thought Sarah looked absolutely beautiful; not an adjective she would normally have applied to her youngest girl. Ethel was handsome, Aline was elegant, sometimes beautiful when she wasn’t in a sulk, but Sarah was usually described as the pretty one, with her heart-shaped face and daintier features. 
 
    The grandfather clock struck quarter to eleven. ‘There now, everybody ready?’ Marie asked, adjusting Sarah’s veil. ‘We’ll help you into your car, but you’ll have to wait for us to leave first.’ 
 
    ‘And we’ll drive very slowly,’ Hubert added, ‘otherwise we’ll be far too early. Better for the congregation to wait a few extra minutes. Then we’ll be sure everyone’s there.’ 
 
    ‘Mind her veil, Hubert,’ Marie was saying. ‘There, Sarah, hold your bouquet carefully so it doesn’t crush your dress.’ 
 
    Mrs Tostevin had the door open the other side of the car, arranging yards of veil, and making sure the dress was smooth before the bride sat down. 
 
    Then at last they were away. 
 
    The car, white satin ribbons snapping in the wind, climbed slowly up the drive. Sarah closed her eyes and took a deep breath. 
 
    When she opened them her father was smiling at her. He took her hand and pressed it against his arm. She smiled back, squeezing his arm. How lucky she had been with the men in her life: her brothers full of fun and teasing, Father, stern but affectionate and generous. And Greg. Her dear, darling Greg who was waiting for her right now inside St Saviour’s Church. She had ached for this moment for so long, marked off the days on her calendar until none were left, only today, Easter Saturday, the twenty-third of March 1929. 
 
    The car was drawing up to the low wall of the churchyard, and through the church door Sarah caught a glimpse of a bridesmaid’s dress. 
 
    Hats. When she entered the church on Father’s arm all Sarah could see were hats . . . of every colour and description. Huge affairs decked with net and ribbons, flowers and feathers for the older generations—fashionable, head-hugging cloches for the moderns with an enormous rose over one ear or a feather curled under the chin. Even Gran’mere, sitting with Mother in the front pew, had been persuaded to abandon her widow’s weeds for pale grey silk. The bridesmaids, who had been sheltering inside the church door from the wind, lined up behind her with Sybil leading and Ethel holding Joseph firmly by the hand. They all looked gorgeous; the older girls elegant and charming, while the flower girl’s hair had been freed from its pigtails and curled in platinum cascades over her shoulders, a circlet of stephanotis crowning her head. As for her nephew—Joseph looked positively adorable, as though butter wouldn’t melt in his mouth. Long may it last, she thought as she clung nervously to her father’s arm. The verger had pumped up the blowers so when Mr Thoumine the organist struck the keys the church filled with Purcell’s Trumpet Voluntary and the rector and choir led them down the aisle. 
 
    Greg stood waiting for her looking fantastically handsome in his morning suit . . . and white as a sheet, with his best man, George, beside him, sweating profusely and in obvious danger of strangulation from his collar, two sizes too small. 
 
    The newlyweds were told afterwards that everyone could hear their responses quite clearly—but neither could remember much about the ceremony before the moment they were in the vestry signing the register. 
 
    With a fortissimo fanfare, they were being summoned from the vestry by Mendelssohn’s Wedding March. Greg handed Sarah her huge bouquet of arum lilies and together they led the procession out through the rows of smiling faces towards the door. William and Filly ‘just happened’ to find themselves linking up for the procession. 
 
    The congregation waited inside while the wedding party stood in the church doorway, clutching their hats, and the local photographer Mr Grut hurried round them, pushing and pulling the group into shape, before diving under the black cloth over his camera. 
 
    ‘I wish he’d buck up,’ Aline hissed to anyone who would listen. ‘My feet are killing me!’ She wished she hadn’t bought these shoes, but they were the only ones that went with the dress, which she didn’t like, either. She would have looked far better in the cream velvet Sarah was wearing . . . and been a far more beautiful bride, for that matter. She’d always thought Gregory very attractive and had no doubt he felt the same about her. She could have had him if she’d wanted, if she’d thrown herself at him like Sarah had, but that would have been too lowering for words. Cheap. Anyway, she didn’t intend giving up her independence for the privilege of washing socks and cooking meals for some penniless young man. When she finally decided to marry, if she decided, it would be to someone mature . . . with money. 
 
    The landau, all freshly painted and tied with white ribbons and white rosettes pinned both sides of Luke’s bridle, was waiting in the road by the gate. Aline watched the pair of them running along the path, being showered with handfuls of rice, and climb in, assisted by Timmy and Freddie who were resplendent in their best Sunday blue. She almost convinced herself she wasn’t the least bit envious. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘Where are you going for your honeymoon?’ 
 
    ‘Jersey.’ 
 
    ‘Your dress is gorgeous. So fashionable.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you. You are kind. And thank you so much for the lovely fruit bowl.’ 
 
    Someone else said, ‘Wonderful idea, having a marquee.’ 
 
    ‘If it stays up.’ Sarah eyed the roof in alarm as the canvas lifted, snapping against the guys. ‘We could have done without this wind.’ 
 
    ‘At least it’s stayed dry.’ 
 
    They stood in line greeting the guests, saying the same things over and over. 
 
    ‘Do you think the queue will ever end?’ Greg whispered in Sarah’s ear. ‘It’s so embarrassing listening to people having to yell down my mother’s ear trumpet.’ He wanted the meal to start . . . and finish, so he could get his speech over with and begin to enjoy himself. It was a marvellous wedding, of course; the Ozannes had surpassed themselves. The marquee had been decked up with tubs of plants from the nurseries, and the wedding breakfast waiting for them looked fantastic. Nevertheless, he longed for it all to be over, and to have Sarah to himself at last. 
 
    ‘The presents are all on display in the dining-room,’ she was saying for the umpteenth time. ‘Do go in later and see them.’ She hoped she wasn’t blushing: she would always associate wedding presents with that embarrassing session with mother . . . 
 
    She had been hoping the girls would give her a hand after lunch yesterday, but both Ethel and Aline were dispatched to tasks in the marquee. She had been alone, setting out all the presents, plates and cutlery, Pyrex dishes and saucepans, on the dining-table when her mother came in, closing the door firmly behind her. 
 
    ‘Seeing you’ll be married tomorrow, it’s time we had a little chat,’ Marie began. 
 
    With her head bent over a greetings card, Sarah had screwed up her face in horror. She’d hoped to get away without this. ‘Yes, Ma?’ she said innocently. 
 
    ‘Do you know what to expect?’ 
 
    How did one reply? It was the one aspect of marriage that continued to disturb her. Best to let Mother have her say. ‘Er . . . what do you mean, Ma?’ 
 
    Marie stood with her back to the room, staring out of the window at the marquee. ‘In bed. Gregory will want . . . well, to touch you. Under your nightdress.’ 
 
    Sarah couldn’t think what to say. 
 
    ‘I don’t want to shock you, or put you off. But it’s only right you should know beforehand that he’s only being quite normal. Men are just made that way and we have to put up with it.’ Marie had waited for a response but Sarah remained silent. ‘You hear me? You understand what I’m saying?’ 
 
    ‘I think so.’ 
 
    ‘Gregory’s a nice boy. He’ll try not to hurt you. The thing is, try to keep your nightdress on and the light out. Otherwise he’ll get too worked up.’ 
 
    Sarah gasped. ‘Is that what you did?’ 
 
    ‘Of course. Like my mother told me,’ Marie said, proudly adding, ‘Your father has never seen me undressed in all our married life.’ 
 
    They’d all heard this boast before, and William had laughed irreverently, saying that Father must have been a jolly good shot to have had six children. Of course she had grasped the basic facts; you couldn’t help it living on a farm even if you were hurried away when ‘something’ was happening, but she had no idea how it was technically achieved. 
 
    It had been a great relief to both Marie and her daughter when Emmy came in to say that Greg was on the phone. Sarah had hurried away to speak to him, praying that Mother wouldn’t start up again when she got back. 
 
    * 
 
    One look at the length of the guest list, months ago, and Marie Ozanne had decided the Wedding Breakfast should be handled by outside caterers. She could not possibly mingle with everyone, playing the hostess, if she was worrying about feeding a hundred or more people. A good decision; she was pleased to sit back and enjoy the speeches. Her brother Bernard had proposed the toast to the bride and groom, adequately. But Gregory’s reply had been very good indeed; he was a natural born speaker. His friend and best man, George, was very shy and nervous when he responded on behalf of the bridesmaids to the groom’s toast . . . and then they had only to cut the cake to complete the ceremonial part of the proceedings. 
 
    Much, much later, Sarah was able to catch Ethel’s eye and together they slipped away unnoticed to their bedroom. All the bridal attendants should have been with them to help her change into her going-away outfit. She hoped she wasn’t causing any offence, but it was so much nicer, after all the nervous tension and excitement, to have a few minutes quietly alone with her sister. 
 
    ‘Well, the marquee is still standing,’ Ethel said. 
 
    ‘Thank heavens! I really had my doubts it would survive when I saw the wind first thing this morning.’ 
 
    Ethel took charge of the headband and veil, while Sarah kicked off her shoes and unfastened her suspenders. She had chosen a pale blue wool suit for going away. The cloche hat was trimmed with a navy blue rose which matched her handbag, gloves and shoes. 
 
    ‘Greg spoke well, didn’t he?’ Ethel said. 
 
    ‘I thought so, but then I could be biased,’ Sarah laughed. ‘There.’ She checked the mirror over her shoulder. ‘Are my seams straight?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Perfect. Those stockings are lovely! Where did you get them?’ 
 
    ‘Ma bought them. Part of my trousseau.’ Sarah picked up her handbag. ‘Well, Ethel. I think I’m ready.’ 
 
    The sisters stared at each other for a moment. 
 
    Ethel swallowed hard. ‘Hope it’s all good for you. The honeymoon and . . . ever after.’ She put an arm round Sarah’s shoulders, gave her a quick hug, then said, ‘Let’s go. And don’t forget your bouquet.’ 
 
    Sarah picked it up from the dressing stool and together they went down to the waiting well-wishers. 
 
    Greg thought his new wife looked divine as they dashed to the car under a hail of congratulations and confetti. The driver had piled their cases into the car; no one except George knew they were spending the night at the Royal Hotel before catching the mailboat to Jersey in the morning: they wanted to avoid having a crazy bunch of friends tying up the legs of their pyjamas and shoving idiotic objects down the bed. 
 
    Sarah flung her bouquet of lilies out of the window. It landed in Ethel’s arms and everyone said, ‘Oooh’. Ma was waving and Pa was wiping his eyes; the girls were blowing kisses. 
 
    The newlyweds waved goodbye, smiling at the sea of faces. And at each other. Sarah realised her heart was thumping: it was hard to believe what she had done, becoming Mrs Gaudion, committing herself to Greg and his family for ever more. Oh Lord, she was so scared. Life would never be the same ever again. 
 
    As the car pulled away they realised that William and Bertie had tied a string of tin cans to the bumper. 
 
    * 
 
    The following morning the Ozanne family attended church together as they did every Sunday. The Ozanne pew, three from the front, wasn’t big enough to hold all of them, so as usual John, Mary and Joseph sat in the pew behind. Mary wasn’t too happy about this arrangement, but her son was delighted: Grandma couldn’t see him playing with his new train. 
 
    Ethel and Aline might have stepped out of Vogue, their cloche hats, daring, knee-length skirts and patent shoes with lavatory heels all in the very latest fashion. Marie thought their skirt lengths were little short of disgusting and their hats quite silly: she preferred more traditional styles herself and was wearing a creation which Ethel had described previously as a three-tiered chocolate sponge. Just as well Sarah wasn’t there, Ethel thought: they wouldn’t dare look at either the hat or one another for fear of another attack of hysteria. She was trying to think happy thoughts, not to feel weepy like she had when she lay in bed early this morning in her lonely room . . . wondering how Sarah had got on. 
 
    Marie was feeling quite deflated after all the intense work and organising she had done for the wedding. She had slept only fitfully, between periods of worrying about Sarah. She hadn’t explained nearly enough to the girl, about what marriage entailed. She had tried while Sarah was laying out the wedding presents, in the dining room, but that subject had always made her feel so tongue-tied. 
 
    While the rector was delivering his Easter Sunday sermon, Marie’s mind wandered back to her own honeymoon: she had grown up on a farm, so in a manner of speaking she should have known what to expect, yet her first night had been a miserable, embarrassing experience. She found herself repeating her nightly petition: ‘Oh God, please, please don’t let it be like that for Sarah.’ But it was a bit late now. 
 
    She could only pray she hadn’t failed her youngest daughter. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
    Chapter Two – NEIGHBOURS 
 
      
 
    Marie rang the bell again, and waited. 
 
    At last the dining-room door opened and Emmy scurried in, starched mob-cap askew. ‘Yes, ma’am?’ 
 
    ‘In heaven’s name where have you been? I’ve had to ring three times.’ 
 
    Emmy looked like a scared rabbit. ‘I was in the scullery, ma’am,’ she said, red as a beetroot. 
 
    ‘Passing your time at the backdoor with Marcel, eh?’ 
 
    Emmy made a serious examination of the carpet. 
 
    ‘If you don’t buck up your ideas and get another rack of toast in here in five minutes there’s going to be trouble. Understand?’ Marie spoke severely. 
 
    Emmy nodded furiously, biting her lip. Then fled. 
 
    Bertie laughed. ‘At least she and Marcel aren’t wasting any time. Not like some we know.’ His comment was loaded. William and Filly had been partnered on the tennis court and at various dances, ever since Sarah’s wedding, three months ago, and were meeting regularly in Town, but nothing positive had transpired, yet. 
 
    ‘They most certainly have been wasting time,’ Marie argued angrily. ‘Mine! If she wants to make familiar with the boy then she does it on her half-day.’ 
 
    ‘Sshh!’ Ethel hissed as the door opened again and Emmy placed a rack of hot toast on the table. 
 
    ‘Met the rector up the road, yesterday,’ Hubert told Marie. ‘He’d been talking to Nick le Ray’s widow. Apparently she’s sold les Blanches Pierres to some Englishman called Laurence.’ 
 
    ‘Really!’ Everyone was listening. ‘Go on, Pa. Is he a farmer?’ 
 
    ‘No. A retired army colonel.’ 
 
    Aline cleared her throat for attention. ‘I could have told you that. He and his family had lunch in the hotel, yesterday.’ She had been doing secretarial work for Uncle Bernie at his Fort Grey Hotel for the past two months, and frequently regaled the family with descriptions of the residents and diners. 
 
    ‘Well tell us, then. What are they like?’ Her family were all ears. 
 
    ‘Hard to say. They didn’t talk to anyone except to order their meal. The two ladies were smart. They all smoked cigarettes.’ 
 
    ‘All? How many were there?’ Ethel wanted to know. 
 
    ‘Four. The colonel is very tall and thin and wears a monocle. His wife is a big woman with a voice like a trumpet.’ 
 
    ‘What was she wearing?’ Marie asked. 
 
    ‘County clothes. A hairy skirt and lisle stockings.’ 
 
    ‘In this weather!’ Marie swept an arm towards the windows which were wide open; already, at only eight o’clock, the smell of hot, dry grass drifted in, while bees and bluebottles buzzed round the flower beds. ‘Huh! Hairy skirts in June. Maybe she thinks she’s coming to live at the North Pole.’ 
 
    ‘Who were the other two?’ Ethel wanted to know. 
 
    ‘A blond young man and a rather bored-looking young woman. She was blonde, too.’ 
 
    ‘Who do you reckon they were?’ William asked. 
 
    ‘He was a son, I’d say. Very like the father. She could have been a daughter. Her voice was as loud as Mrs Laurence’s.’ 
 
    ‘They’re doing no end of work up there on the house,’ Hubert commented. ‘Jean says they’re going to add on a whole new wing, as well as turning the big barn into staff quarters. ‘They’re bringing their butler, and a cook.’ 
 
    ‘Butler! Cook!’ Marie was not impressed. ‘Huh! What do they want with all that, over here?’ 
 
    ‘How else to stun the local peasantry?’ Ethel asked. ‘I don’t suppose they are staying at the hotel.’ 
 
    ‘No. I overheard them talk about going back to the Royal.’ Aline was delighted with the family’s reception of her news. They didn’t always show that much interest. 
 
    William wiped his mouth on his serviette. ‘By the way, anyone know why Sarah hasn’t been up for tennis for a couple of weeks?’ 
 
    ‘Pass the marmalade, please.’ Ethel held out her hand to take it, grinning as she added, ‘I suspect what you really want to know is when she is bringing the girls up again. Filly in particular?’ 
 
    ‘We . . . ell . . .’ William stuck his tongue in his cheek. 
 
    When the men drove off and Aline left to cycle down to the hotel, Marie went into the garden with a basket and scissors to dead-head the roses. 
 
    Upstairs, Ethel tidied her room and began making the bed. The room was hot, so she pushed up the lower halves of both sash windows hoping to catch a morning breeze . . . but there was none. Only the noise of sparrows squabbling in the eaves, and a distant gull drifted through the room. Rearranging the posy of marguerites and roses she’d picked yesterday in the garden reminded her of the primos Sarah had brought in from the top field just before her wedding. She found herself staring at the smooth counterpane on Sarah’s bed, wondering, for the umpteenth time, how she was getting on in her new life. They had seen each other a number of times since her marriage but never had an opportunity for a private chat. In fact it was almost as though Sarah was deliberately avoiding it. Why? Was she truly happy? Did she feel fulfilled, now she had her Greg? Oh Lord, how she missed her. Yet was it entirely Sarah who was responsible for the vacuum in her life? Long before Sarah’s wedding Ethel had felt a growing restlessness . . . an inexplicable emptiness. Oh, her days and weeks were still full of fun and activity; yet there didn’t seem to be the carefree laughter that had once filled her life. If only she could call Sarah for a chat. But there was little chance of a private conversation with Sarah now she was living in her in-laws’ house: apparently, as soon as the phone rang, Mina, the housemaid, would come and stand in the hall, quite openly, to listen. 
 
    Ethel tucked in the sheets and blankets, and spread her counterpane over the top. If things had worked out differently ten years ago, between Louis and herself . . . But he’d been transferred to a branch of the bank in England and somehow their relationship had fizzled out . . . 
 
    ‘Ethel! Are you up there?’ Marie’s voice came from the nether regions; she was planning a hay picnic for next Thursday and there was a lot to be done. 
 
    ‘Yes, Ma. Just coming.’ Ethel took a last look at the room before closing the door. 
 
    * 
 
    Sarah looked at her watch again, not so much to see the time, but rather to judge how much longer she dared stay out, away from the house. She felt guilty for being here at all; knew she should have returned long ago . . . Just five more minutes. She was lying on the ground above the shore, around to the north from Bordeaux Bay and Harbour, cogitating, trying to unravel the mysteries of life. Of her life in particular. Was she hoping for the impossible, that she and Greg should have some private time together, other than in bed? That what had been designated as their living quarters should be just that? Was she immature and selfish, not wanting to spend every evening with Greg’s parents? 
 
    She sat up. June was hot and dry. The wild grass and flowers had long given up the struggle to survive in the parched soil above the shoreline. Oystercatchers and nodding sandpipers ambled lazily at the water’s edge as the tide crept up slowly over the fine shingle. Beyond the tiny islet of Houmet Paradis, small boats etched perfect vees on the glass-smooth Little Russel, the channel running north to south between Guernsey and the smaller islands of Herm and Jethou, both presently shrouded in heat haze. A cargo vessel, low in the water, was steaming slowly towards St Sampson’s Harbour. 
 
    Sarah whistled, and a huge, shaggy dog bounded up off the beach, halting beside her to shake, smothering her in sandy seawater. 
 
    ‘Nelson, stop it you great ape!’ she shouted, so he stopped and sat leaning companionably against her. ‘Pooh, don’t you smell! It’s a bath for you when we get home.’ Malodorous hound that he was, nevertheless he was her friend, so she put an arm round his neck and hugged him. Four years old and of totally unidentifiable parentage, Nelson was Greg’s worshipful shadow around the greenhouses, and his master . . . 
 
    Poor Greg, she sighed, as waves of guilt washed over her again. She wasn’t a good wife, at least not in the matter of physical love. He had been so kind, assuring her over and over that it didn’t matter, that ‘things’ would work out eventually, but the honeymoon had undoubtedly been a disaster. She had thought she knew what to expect, more or less, and had been so amused at Mother’s confused attempt to prepare her on the day before the wedding. Well, yes, she had known the theory, but it was the terrifying size of the problem that had been her undoing. Night after night she had closed her eyes, gritted her teeth and tried desperately to stop herself sliding backwards up the brass bedstead . . . all the time remembering Ethel saying that some girls enjoyed it! She had wept with mortification in Greg’s arms so often, until after two long months of wedded life they despaired, relaxed and accepted that maybe Fate intended her to remain a virgin. Then, miraculously and almost accidently, it had happened . . . 
 
    She looked at her watch again, gasped and jumped to her feet . . . swayed, and closed her eyes until the sudden wave of nausea subsided. Ugh! What had brought that on? 
 
    * 
 
    Les Marettes was a comparatively modern house built shortly before the 1914–18 War by Edward Gaudion’s father. Old Edward, in his more lucid moments, was proud to remind anyone who cared to listen that it had been constructed in traditional style . . . which to Sarah’s way of thinking only meant that the builder had repeated all the mistakes of previous generations, omitting the more beautiful old features . . . and most modern conveniences. The house was a short way inland from the sea, and had been repainted especially for the wedding in a bilious shade of greenish yellow, with leaf green woodwork. Fortunately, due to Edward’s failing faculties, no entertaining took place at Les Marettes, so possible guests were spared this optical ordeal. The driveway round the side of the house led to the back, and the greenhouses and packing sheds of Les Marettes Vineries where Edward and his sons raised crops of tomatoes every year. 
 
    Sarah averted her eyes from the offending decor as she and Nelson walked round to the back door. The front door, embellished with a bunch of moulded fruit and twined leaves all painted green, was never opened, the bolts rusted into their sockets long since. 
 
    ‘Don’t let that dog on my floor, Miss.’ Mina’s greeting came from the wash house across the yard. ‘Where’ve you been? The missus has been asking for you for the past hour.’ 
 
    Sarah’s heart sank. ‘Why? What does she want?’ 
 
    ‘She’s got Mrs Mahy for afternoon tea in the front parlour and wants you to sit with the old man.’ 
 
    Sarah stifled a groan and hurried inside. She didn’t blame her mother-in-law for wanting to entertain her friend in private—it was impossible to hold a normal conversation when old Edward was interrupting constantly with totally irrelevant comments and complaints. Not that one could hold a normal conversation with Alice, for that matter—shrieking at the top of one’s voice down her ear trumpet, and having to repeat the same thing over and over. 
 
    ‘Where have you been?’ Alice appeared in the hallway. 
 
    Sarah grasped the end of the trumpet and yelled, ‘Down on the shore.’ 
 
    ‘You’re not sure! Don’t you know your way round here, yet?’ 
 
    Sarah could only nod and smile sweetly. 
 
    ‘You going in with Father?’ 
 
    ‘When I’ve changed my dress,’ Sarah yelled again. 
 
    ‘I could have told you that,’ Alice replied and went back to join her friend. 
 
    At first Sarah had found these conversations hysterical, struggling frantically to contain her laughter. After living with them for three months they were no longer funny. Only exasperating. 
 
    Old Edward wanted to play cards. The game was always the same—a mixture of bridge, whist and rummy, the rules being adapted by Edward as they progressed, invariably in his favour. Put a run of four Kings down on the table, and with a roar of triumph he would throw a five of diamonds on top and scoop up the cards, placing them neatly in front of him like a bridge trick. 
 
    ‘Would you like a cup of tea, Father?’ she suggested after a while. She was hot and thirsty. 
 
    ‘When we’ve finished our rubber. Don’t want to lose concentration,’ he mumbled through a snuff-stained moustache. 
 
    Fortunately he nodded off in the middle of the next hand and she was able to escape to the kitchen where a teapot sat on the hob. She poured a cup and slipped upstairs with it to their sitting-room . . . where Greg found her an hour later. 
 
    It was the moment they waited for each day: to spend a while together before going downstairs for another communal high tea. They exchanged greetings and gossip, kissed, related incidents of their day, planned how to spend his day off together. And kissed again. 
 
    ‘One would think you would have had enough of that by now,’ Alice said from the doorway behind them. 
 
    ‘Oh darn it, she’s back again!’ Sarah sat up, heart thumping with fury. ‘Can’t we stop her walking in on us like this, Greg?’ At least one could talk without the old girl hearing. 
 
    ‘How, without hurting her feelings?’ He dragged himself off the settee and took hold of the ear-trumpet. ‘What is it, Mother? What do you want?’ 
 
    ‘Much better, thank you. You coming down now to see your father? He’s waiting for you.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll be down for tea.’ 
 
    ‘What, at this time of an evening? A bit late, isn’t it?’ 
 
    Greg frowned. ‘What for?’ 
 
    Alice stared at the clock on the mantlepiece. ‘Rubbish! It’s nearly six!’ And she stomped off in deep offence. 
 
    They stared at each other, trying to keep straight faces. And failed, hopelessly. Well, it was easier to laugh when they were together. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘Please, darling, could we have a phone installed in our sitting room. Our own private number?’ They were savouring the last few moments curled in each others arms under the bedclothes, next morning before getting up. 
 
    ‘Can’t you use the one in the hall?’ 
 
    ‘With Mina as a constant audience?’ 
 
    ‘Still missing Ethel?’ he asked, breathing into her hair. 
 
    ‘Mmm. And that was something else I wondered about. Would you mind if I started visiting Val du Douit regularly, once a week?’ 
 
    ‘My love, of course I don’t mind. I know things are pretty grim for you round here. Very different from your laughing family.’ 
 
    Sarah was grateful; but she realised that he was indulging what he saw as her foibles—not truly understanding how difficult the old people were. What a strain it was living here. 
 
    * 
 
    Greg carried the filled chip baskets of tomatoes, one under each arm and one in each hand, down the full length of the greenhouse path to the handcart outside the door, placed them crosswise on the chips already stacked there, and then took his penknife from his pocket to cut the twine round the new bundle of wooden baskets. His hands were caked black from the tomatoes, his shirt and trousers stained green and black, as were the old tennis plimsolls he wore in hot weather. Fortunately the tomato vines either side of the paths, having grown past the wires, were arched overhead, giving plenty of shade, and the outside of the glass had been sprayed with whitewash to prevent the sun scorching the plants, but even with all the greenhouse lights open on both sides it was still stifling, and a relief to get out into the fresh air for a few minutes. 
 
    ‘The picking not finished yet?’ his brother called from the shed. Andrew was the antithesis of his younger brother: small, thin—‘narrow of mind and body’ was George Schmit’s description. Born with an acid mind and stomach, the latter plagued his life as the former plagued everyone else’s. 
 
    ‘Two more paths to do,’ Greg told him. ‘Then I’ll start the watering. I should get numbers one and two finished before lunch.’ 
 
    ‘Good. You can do three and four this afternoon. I won’t be here.’ 
 
    ‘Well they’ll have to wait till you get back. I’m taking Sarah up to St Saviour’s this afternoon.’ 
 
    ‘Not till the watering’s finished. It can’t be left,’ Andrew insisted. 
 
    Greg, the sweet-natured, malleable, gentle giant, had often felt the urge to pick his brother up by the front of his shirt and shake him, but never had. Raised in the belief that ‘a soft word turneth away wrath’ he had acquiesced to Andrew’s orders all his life . . . until recently. Until Sarah began urging him to make a stand. ‘Ask yourself if he is being fair. If he is, go along with him. If not, don’t!’ she’d say. Which wasn’t easy, because ever since Andrew had taken over Pa’s affairs he had held the purse strings . . . tight. ‘Well then you do it. I’ve done all the picking this morning and I’ll do my half of the watering. What have you done?’ he challenged. 
 
    ‘I had the bookwork to do, in the office. I haven’t stopped.’ 
 
    ‘Evening’s the time for bookwork, not in the day when there’s fruit to pick and watering to do.’ 
 
    ‘You just mind who you’re talking to, my lad. I’m running things round here and if you don’t watch yourself . . .’ but Andrew was talking to thin air. Greg had gone back into the greenhouse with his chip baskets. He shook his head. That Sarah was having a bad influence on the boy, he concluded. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘Sorry we’re late, folks,’ Sarah called across the field. Carrying a basket loaded with fancy cakes she had made that morning and a rug to sit on, she and Greg wove through the haycocks to join the party. More than thirty family and friends were wielding pitchforks, laying out tea or simply rolling about in the well-dried hay. Everyone was in party mood, the women and girls wearing cotton frocks, sandals and wide-brimmed hats, the men in shirtsleeves and trilbys. 
 
    ‘What kept you?’ Marie asked, casting a professional eye over the fancies. Sarah was not noted for her culinary skills . . . she’d always spent far more time on the tennis court than in the kitchen. They passed muster, however, and were laid out on plates. 
 
    ‘There was some work Greg had to finish in the greenhouses,’ she explained. She would have liked to take a turn with a pitchfork herself, but decided against—she still had a bit of a stomach upset. Maybe she could ask Mother what to take for it if she got a chance later; there were too many people around at the moment. As she drifted away towards the workers Ethel joined her. ‘I think I must have eaten something that was off,’ Sarah told her. ‘I haven’t actually been sick but I’ve been feeling horrible. Have you got anything at home I could take?’ 
 
    ‘Depends. Do you just feel sick when you eat?’ 
 
    ‘No, not particularly, though the colours of the dinner service at Les Marettes are enough to turn anyone’s stomach.’ She took her sister’s arm. ‘Urgh! I feel awful right now. What should I do?’ 
 
    ‘I shouldn’t imagine you need to do anything, yet. Except maybe start planning a nursery.’ 
 
    Sarah frowned. ‘You don’t think . . .?’ 
 
    Ethel gave a sly grin. ‘When was your last curse?’ 
 
    ‘Er . . . Well, I am a couple of weeks late . . .’ 
 
    Filly and Kiff joined them. ‘What are you two whispering about?’ 
 
    Sarah took a deep breath. ‘I er . . . might be in an interesting condition . . .’ 
 
    ‘Expecting! Whee . . .’ Filly jumped up and down. 
 
    ‘Ssh,’ Ethel said. ‘Nobody knows yet. Not even Sarah.’ 
 
    Kiff put her arms round her and hugged her. ‘Clever girl!’ 
 
    ‘What’s going on, Sarah?’ Gelly hurried to join them, and asked, ‘What about your tennis?’ as soon as she was told the news. ‘I’ve brought my things, hoping for a game. We haven’t played for ages.’ 
 
    ‘Ethel will stand in for me if you want a ladies doubles.’ This of course would be the price of pregnancy, if that’s what it was, but she wasn’t convinced yet. 
 
    All the women took a hand with laying out the food on big, white tablecloths. Marie clapped her hands and called, ‘Come on everyone. Tea’s ready. There’s piles of sandwiches filled with home-made brawn, home-cured ham and my special duck paté. Help yourselves.’ 
 
    There were heaps of Guernsey biscuits thickly spread with butter from the Ozanne’s dairy, several gaches still warm from the oven, slabs of fruit cake, ginger cake and a big Victoria sponge filled with jam and cream. 
 
    ‘There, Joseph. You can have a piece of Granma’s gache,’ Ethel said, passing a piece to him. 
 
    ‘No,’ he said, brushing it off the plate onto the grass. ‘I don’t like it,’ and grabbed one of Sarah’s fancies instead. 
 
    Several appropriate tortures ran through Ethel’s mind as the little devil stared up at her, daring her to wallop him. 
 
    Marie’s home-made ice-cream was the pièce de résistance, as ever. Wide shallow pans of milk had stood in turn on the gas ring in the scullery for hours, then allowed to cool forming a thick yellow skin of cream which Marie skimmed off. When she had finished the mixing, it was stored in the freezing compartment of Marie’s prize culinary possession, one of the first refrigerators shipped into the island. After fresh garden strawberries had been added it was scooped into wide-necked vacuum flasks for the journey up to the hayfield. Amazingly there was ample for everyone, and Joseph even managed to get two helpings, though not from Auntie Ethel. 
 
    Still hoping for an opportunity to speak to her mother, Sarah lingered over the clearing up, but so did several others. When the last wainload of hay rumbled away, some people headed home, except for those interested in tennis. 
 
    ‘Why don’t you ask Kiff to partner you against William and Filly?’ Sarah prompted her husband, as she sat on the bench seat beside the court to watch with Gelly and Bertie. 
 
    Greg looked at her in amazement. ‘Why? Don’t you want to play?’ 
 
    ‘No thanks. I’ve eaten too much.’ She was dying to tell him about Ethel’s suspicions—he’d be so excited. But what if Ethel was wrong? Then he’d be so disappointed. 
 
    The sun was setting as Greg drove her home. He turned the car off the main road and up the lane onto the L’Eree headland to watch the great orange orb sink behind Lihou Island, and they sat peacefully, heads together. Life was so good. 
 
    * 
 
    Sarah waited two more weeks before telling Greg, by which time the nausea every evening convinced her. She had planned her dramatic announcement in detail, but she’d left it too late. 
 
    ‘What on earth’s the matter with you?’ Greg asked one evening at supper. ‘You’re white as a sheet and you haven’t eaten a thing.’ 
 
    She was feeling so rotten she wanted to cry. ‘I don’t know . . .’ she stalled, ‘Perhaps I haven’t been having enough exercise, lately.’ 
 
    ‘That wouldn’t stop you eating. You’ve normally got an appetite like a horse. Anyway, you’ve been quite odd for the past few weeks. Seems I can’t do anything right.’ He was looking unusually grumpy. 
 
    It was too much. Sarah burst into tears. 
 
    Greg was full of remorse. ‘I’m sorry, love. Didn’t mean to upset you.’ He got up and went round the table to give her a hug. ‘Blame it on Andrew, he’s been getting on my nerves recently.’ 
 
    Sarah blew her nose. ‘No. It’s my fault, I should have told you sooner.’ 
 
    ‘Told me what?’ Greg’s eyes widened in alarm. 
 
    ‘You are going to be a father.’ 
 
    ‘Eh?’ He couldn’t take it in for a minute. ‘A . . . father? You mean . . .’ 
 
    Tears rolled down her cheeks but she was smiling as she nodded. 
 
    Greg picked her up like a baby and swung her round in circles in his arms . . . which did nothing to help her nausea. ‘My own precious darling Sarah! Oh my sweetheart! You clever, clever girl!’ He smothered her face with kisses, and she realised he was in tears, too. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘I’ve never seen so much traffic along the top roads round here in all my life,’ Hubert announced at the tea table one evening in November. The family had watched in awe as they passed lorryloads of granite boulders, earth and timber, cartloads of trees and plants from the nurseries, tradesmen to hang curtains and lay carpets, and finally pantechnicons full of furniture, all for the house and gardens of Les Grandes Pierres. 
 
    ‘Mrs Queripel says the granite was for down by the duckpond,’ Marie told him. 
 
    ‘Tch, tch!’ Hubert wagged a finger at her. ‘Mustn’t call it a duckpond any more. According to Mabel’s brother-in-law it has been promoted to a lake.’ 
 
    ‘Lake!’ Ethel, William and Bertie collapsed with laughter. 
 
    ‘Poppycock!’ Marie muttered. 
 
    But of course when the Laurences finally moved in she was one of the first to greet them emerging from church on their first Sunday, and invite the ladies to afternoon tea. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘A funny little woman approached me outside the church door,’ Arabella Laurence’s voice boomed across the luncheon table an hour later. ‘Did you see her, wearing long, old-fashioned clothes and a simply terrible swathed hat?’ 
 
    Peregrine Laurence looked up from his soup and raised an eyebrow, causing his monocle to drop down his waistcoat front. ‘Really! What did she want?’ 
 
    ‘Invited Victoria and me to tea.’ 
 
    ‘Great Scott! Did you accept?’ 
 
    ‘Thought one should, you know. Must try to be friendly with the natives.’ 
 
    ‘What a fearful bore,’ her daughter drawled. ‘Do we really have to go?’ 
 
    ‘Why not? Might be amusing.’ 
 
    ‘We . . . ell, if you are quite sure it will be afternoon tea and not one of those meals at which the peasantry eat rabbit pie or sardines on toast,’ Victoria quipped, neighing like a horse at her joke. 
 
    ‘Darling, don’t!’ her mother grimaced. ‘I couldn’t bear it,’ then inclining her head towards the butler standing to attention at the sideboard, ordered, ‘Wine, Littlejohn.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I noticed the family,’ Piers said, flicking a lock of blond hair from his forehead. ‘Seem to have bred a stable of spirited fillies. Any chance they might be taking tea with you? If so, I may join you.’ 
 
    ‘Absolutely not, Piers. None of your lechery with the local gels,’ his mother admonished. ‘Anyway, you were not included in the invitation. Only Victoria and myself.’ 
 
    * 
 
    Three days later a gleaming Rolls Royce bounced down the lane and stopped short of the granite archway, mercifully sparing the lady passengers the odious sight of a backyard. Thomas, immaculate in green livery, stepped out to open the door and hand Mrs Laurence down onto the paving stones, closely followed by her daughter. Marie Ozanne, having watched their progress with some amusement from an upstairs window, emerged from the front door to greet her guests, her daughter Ethel close behind. She noted the long sable worn casually over her guest’s tweed suit, and the mannish hat, almost trilby in style, pressed down over her cropped hair. 
 
    ‘My deah Mrs Ozanne, how simply charming of you to invite us.’ Arabella advanced on her hostess, hand outstretched, waiting to be shaken. 
 
    ‘So delighted you were able to come.’ Marie took the fingers, applying only the minimum pressure before releasing them. ‘May I present my eldest daughter, Ethel.’ 
 
    Ethel stepped forward, thanking God Sarah wasn’t with them: there was no chance, with their combined sense of the ridiculous, that the family honour could have survived their mother’s classic act. 
 
    When appropriate eulogies had been delivered over the garden, and the ladies were seated in the ‘drawing-room’, Emmy staggered in with the silver tea service loaded onto the huge silver tray, which was used only when Marie felt called upon to pull out all the stops. 
 
    ‘Has all the work at Les Blanches Pierres been completed to your satisfaction?’ Marie inquired. 
 
    ‘My deah Mrs Ozanne, don’t talk about it. It really has been too, too awful. Only today we had to call the curtain people back again. Would you believe they had hung the dressing-room curtains at least two inches too long. Absolutely hopeless!’ Arabella’s complaint resounded around the room. 
 
    ‘So terribly tedious for poor mother,’ Victoria murmured. 
 
    ‘Do you plan many changes in the grounds?’ Ethel asked the young woman. 
 
    ‘Absolutely.’ Mrs Laurence replied on Victoria’s behalf. ‘We sent a firm of landscape architects on ahead to draw up plans. The work is well in hand. And of course we will be putting in a tennis court. Won’t we, darling?’ 
 
    ‘Can’t wait. So little to do here, one finds,’ her daughter confirmed. 
 
    ‘You’ll find plenty of excitement, once you’ve settled in,’ Ethel promised. ‘And before the weather gets too cold you would be so welcome to come over here for tennis. We could easily make up a four.’ 
 
    Victoria’s eyes widened. ‘You have a court?’ 
 
    ‘Indeed. Our problem is only having one, with so many tennis friends to accommodate. But my sister, who plays more than the rest of us, was married earlier this year, relieving the congestion somewhat.’ 
 
    ‘I see,’ said Victoria. ‘And tell me, what else does one do for amusement in the winter months?’ 
 
    ‘There are always parties, dances, dinners and balls. There are also some interesting rides if you have brought horses over.’ 
 
    ‘Really!’ Victoria was impressed. She was dying to report back to Piers. He would be vastly amused. 
 
    Marie was listening to the young women’s conversation, while appearing attentive to Arabella’s criticisms of local builders. She nodded sympathetically before interrupting: ‘I couldn’t help hearing our daughters discussing the season’s festivities. We will be throwing our usual Christmas party again this year. Have you decided yet if you will be spending the holiday in Guernsey? If so we would love you to join us.’ 
 
    ‘You are so kind in the way you have welcomed us to your little island,’ Arabella gushed. ‘Yes indeed, we intend to spend Christmas here.’ When she stood up to leave she towered over Marie, who’s eye was level with the fob watch on her guest’s bosom. 
 
    Marie rang the little siver bell on the tea tray, summoning Emmy. ‘Tell Mrs Laurence’s chauffeur she is about to leave, Emily. Then bring the ladies’ coats from the cloakroom.’ 
 
    Ethel and Emmy were enormously impressed: Emmy, because she’d never heard the missus call her Emily before, and Ethel because she had never realised her mother was such an accomplished actress. She was dying to tell Sarah all about it. 
 
    * 
 
    The Laurences were taking coffee in the morning-room when Littlejohn bore in the post on a salver. An invitation card was amongst the letters. 
 
    ‘Here we are, I warned you those people were going to ask us to their Christmas party,’ said Arabella. 
 
    ‘Great Scott! Surely we don’t need to go?’ Peregrine was not amused. ‘I put our names down on the Government House guest list, surely that is sufficient?’ 
 
    Arabella studied the invitation. ‘Apparently it is white tie and tails.’ 
 
    Peregrine’s mouth dropped open. ‘Well!’ he said. ‘In that case we had better be there.’ 
 
    * 
 
    ‘You’re mad!’ Hubert said to Marie. ‘White tie? We’ve never put that on our invitations before.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not having those English people thinking we peasants don’t know how to dress. What’s more I’m getting on to Mrs Tostevin straight away to make up a pattern I’ve had in my sewing drawer for years, just waiting an opportunity like this.’ 
 
    * 
 
    Sarah eased her swollen stomach into a more comfortable position as the bus lurched round the corner at the King’s Mills. It was a wearying journey, first into town on the tram, and then on this old bus out to St Saviour’s, but the atmosphere at Val du Douit was much brighter than down at Bordeaux. Greg had wanted to drive her up in the car, but she knew how busy he was preparing for the boiler to arrive to steam the soil in the greenhouses. In the end they had agreed he would come up to fetch her home after dark. 
 
    Rain had fallen solidly for the past week confining her indoors but at last the sky had cleared, so she elected to leave the bus a few stops early and take a walk through the lanes to join the cart track up to the Val du Douit farmyard. The wind was cold and brisk, but she was warm with the effort of carrying her extra load. 
 
    She sighed, as she wended her way down to the farmhouse. It seemed that only here at Val du Douit, on the farm, up in the fields or in her old home, could she really relax. 
 
    * 
 
    Having made the obligatory complaint about the disruption of her sitting-room, Florence Ozanne was prepared to enjoy herself thoroughly. She had always loved entertaining. This evening she had put aside her black in favour of the outfit she had had made for Sarah’s wedding, with a dainty cream lace cap pinned to her hair. Through the door from her sitting-room, wedged wide open to reveal the Christmas decorations Ethel had put up with young Emmy’s help, she passed into the breakfast room where the fully extended mahogany table was set for dinner and decorated with tiny bowls of Christmas roses. Lighted candles in the twin silver candelabras were reflected in the etched wine goblets, silver cutlery and polished wood, a myriad multicoloured stars dancing through the room each time the front door opened to admit more guests and gusts of cold air. A secret smile of approval twitched the corners of the old lady’s mouth. Across the hallway, she knew the dining-room table was similarly set: thirty diners would take their places in the Val du Douit tonight. 
 
    Guests were greeted with labels to pin on their backs, and fruit punch served on silver salvers by waiters hired for the evening from the Royal Hotel. Music drifted through the house from the dining-room. By examination of each others; labels, guests found their intended partners for the treasure hunt which was planned and organised by the younger Ozannes every year. Clues, all taken from Shakespearean plays, were hidden in every part of the house. 
 
    William glanced enviously at George Schmit who was partnered with Filly; his own companion, Victoria Harcourt-Waites, drew elegantly on her long cigarette holder and was utterly useless. Sarah, enveloped decorously in a vast taffeta tent, found herself with Aubrey Laurence, an extraordinarily effeminate Guards officer over on leave, while his brother Piers gushed over Aline who adored every minute. Arabella towered over John Ozanne and made every decision in their partnership, not always correctly, and Ethel met her handsome partner Paul Laurence, for the first time. The winners were Peregrine Laurence and Kiff Drew, the more academic of Sarah’s three special friends. 
 
    After prizes were awarded, Jean Quevatre sounded the dinner gong, and Hubert, from the stairs, invited everyone to find their named places at table. Consommé was followed by scallops in cream and wine sauce served in their shells; then great crowns of pork were carried round the tables before being carved on the sideboards. Cheeseboards and saladings came next, then trolleys loaded with desserts. And finally the savoury course consisted of stuffed mushrooms, hot fingers of paté toast and cheese straws before the tables were cleared for coffee, liqueurs and petit fours. 
 
    Marie pushed back her chair. ‘Shall we retire, ladies?’ 
 
    Beaded purses were collected and the older ladies followed their hostess while the younger ones were led by the Ozanne sisters to the bedroom Ethel had shared with Sarah. 
 
    Victoria enjoyed being the novelty and centre of attention. 
 
    ‘Your hair is cut so beautifully,’ Filly gushed. ‘Where do you have it done?’ 
 
    ‘Ugo’s.’ 
 
    ‘Where’s that?’ 
 
    ‘Up in Half Moon Street. So conveniently close to the Ritz.’ Victoria dampened a finger with the tip of her tongue, leaned closer to the dressing-table mirror and carefully brushed the moisture onto her lashes. 
 
    ‘What do your younger brothers do for a living?’ Kiff wanted to know. 
 
    Victoria smiled at her through the mirror. ‘Not a lot. Paul is the family failure. Failed to be a doctor; failed to be a banker and now he wants to try farming, but Daddy’s not awfully keen on the idea.’ 
 
    ‘And Piers?’ Aline prompted. 
 
    ‘Oh he’s the successful one. Never attempt to do anything, is his motto, then you cannot possibly fail.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, how clever!’ Aline cooed. 
 
    Ethel accidently caught Sarah’s eye and quickly turned away as the corners of her mouth began to twitch. 
 
    While the ladies were upstairs all the men converged on the dining-room, leaving the breakfast-room to be cleared hastily to make way for dancing. 
 
    Sarah, in her vast taffeta tent, wisely refused all offers to take to the floor, preferring to watch as William led Filly in a foxtrot and Colonel Laurence towered over her mother with his monocle bouncing against her nose as they danced. Paul and Ethel looked very happy in each other’s company and as for Aline, her feet scarcely touched the floor as Piers swept her through the breakfast-room door, dancing into the hallway, dazzling her with his bewitching smile while she gazed adoringly into his eyes. 
 
    ‘Make a handsome couple, don’t you think?’ the Guards officer remarked. 
 
    ‘Which ones?’ Sarah asked, then realised he was looking at his sister and Greg. 
 
    ‘Vicky and that dark-haired fellow. Who is he, do you know?’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Sarah couldn’t suppress a giggle. ‘That’s my husband.’ 
 
    Aubrey turned to stare at her. ‘Well that’s no laughing matter, me dear. Details like that never deter my little sister.’ 
 
    Fortunately neither Victoria nor her brother were able to read Gregory’s mind, nor did they seem aware that his eyes were seldom far from the vast taffeta tent. 
 
    The last car disappeared up the lane at a quarter to two; Marie, Hubert and their children stood in the hallway, weary but satisfied, congratulating each other on a very good party. 
 
    * 
 
    But Marie’s comments next morning over a late breakfast were not without criticism. ‘Can’t say I liked that Aubrey fellow much, for all his fancy get-up.’ 
 
    Aline bridled immediately. ‘I thought he was charming. He danced beautifully. Didn’t you think he looked stunning, Ethel, in his dress uniform?’ 
 
    ‘I thought you were more taken with his brother. What was his name?’ 
 
    ‘Piers. Well, yes. He was very nice.’ She had no intention of revealing to her family just how nice . . . how devastatingly handsome she thought him. ‘What did you think of the lovely-but-languishing Victoria, William?’ 
 
    ‘Wet. The most limp and boring female I think I’ve ever met.’ 
 
    * 
 
    Up the hill at Les Blanches Pierres, the limp and boring female was making equally derogatory remarks about William. ‘I never could bear the company of little men. It was so tedious being obliged to talk down to him. It might not have been quite so bad if he hadn’t spent the entire evening making eyes at that giggling little fat girl called Filly, with hair curled up into sausages.’ 
 
    Peregrine looked up from yesterday’s newspaper. ‘Personally, I thought for a bunch of yokels they put on quite a good show. What did you think, old girl?’ 
 
    Since first visiting the Ozannes at Val du Douit, Arabella had realised they did not fulfil the bucolic role in which she had originally cast them; therefore she had attended their party intent on demonstrating the relative standing of the two families in the class structure of local society. Wearing a magnificent gown of watered silk, the Laurence family suite of emeralds and a huge snow-fox cape, she had not doubted she looked every inch a duchess. Unfortunately, by half-way through the evening, she had felt more like an over-decorated Christmas tree. So, how to answer her husband’s question? For the first time her family could remember, Arabella Laurence was unable to voice an opinion. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘Hey! You there! What the devil’s goin’ on?’ Jean Quevatre shouted as he headed across the field towards the team of men working on the far side. ‘Stop it! Leave those trees alone!’ 
 
    The men stared at each other, shrugged, and ignored him. 
 
    Panting with exertion, Jean came up to them, red in the face. ‘You’re making a big mistake. I don’t know what you think you’re up to but them trees is Mr Ozanne’s and he’s not given instructions for them to be felled. Not to my knowledge.’ 
 
    ‘We’re working on orders from Colonel Laurence,’ one of the strangers replied. 
 
    ‘But this isn’t his land! Them’s not his trees.’ 
 
    ‘’Fraid you’re wrong there. Colonel showed me the boundary on his map.’ 
 
    Jean removed his cap to scratch his head. ‘Well, I don’t know where he got his map from, but it couldn’t of been from the Greffe. I’m going for Mr Ozanne straight away. He’ll sort it out. Meanwhile,’ he called over his shoulder as he got on his bike, ‘don’t you go touching any more of them trees, or there’ll be trouble.’ 
 
    * 
 
    Making sure that Alice was out of sight, Sarah carried the tea tray from the kitchen to her sitting-room. If the old lady got an inkling that a visitor was coming, she would be with them in the room all afternoon and Sarah did want to have Ethel all to herself. There was so much to talk about. Greg had only accepted George’s invitation to go fishing on the understanding that she was not left alone with the old folk, knowing the baby was due within a couple of weeks. 
 
    When she heard the car come up the drive Sarah hurried back to the kitchen to greet her sister and smuggle her in. ‘Here, let me put your coat over this chair; the old girl will see it if we put it on the hall stand.’ 
 
    ‘How are you?’ Ethel asked as they settled down beside the fire. 
 
    ‘Fit as a flea. Never better! I’ve turned out the bedroom this morning and got the crib all made up, ready. Want to come upstairs and see?’ 
 
    ‘Won’t your mother-in-law hear us?’ 
 
    ‘Funny joke! But she might see us if she’s creeping about. We’ll have to be careful!’ 
 
    The crib was in the corner of their bedroom, the white valance and curtains edged with primrose-tipped lace and the tiny eiderdown embroidered in the same colour. 
 
    ‘It’s beautiful!’ Ethel exclaimed. ‘Where did you get it?’ 
 
    ‘Greg made the framework and I covered it. And embroidered the eiderdown to match.’ Sarah was extremely pleased with herself: she was not noted in the family for her needlework. 
 
    Back in the sitting-room she poured the tea and offered Ethel a fresh Guernsey biscuit. ‘Come and sit down and tell me about your first Christmas as a married woman,’ Ethel ordered. 
 
    Sarah obediently sat, and devoured two Guernsey biscuits in quick succession. ‘Very nice, thank you.’ Then seeing Ethel raise an eyebrow admitted, ‘Well, reasonable. Mina cooked a lovely Christmas lunch.’ 
 
    ‘What did Greg give you?’ 
 
    ‘Lots of things! He was madly extravagant so we had a private parcels session in here before joining the others. Otherwise there would have been endless recriminations.’ Sarah grinned. 
 
    ‘Nice tea. Where did you get it?’ 
 
    ‘A little shop on the Bridge. I got these there, too.’ She passed a plate of fancy biscuits. ‘What’s the latest in the boundary dispute?’ 
 
    ‘Father is being very reticent about the whole thing, leaving it all to Advocate Mahy to sort out. But Ma! Well you know what she is! She’s furious. Doesn’t want to hear the name Laurence mentioned.’ 
 
    Sarah grimaced. ‘You’re quite friendly with Paul. Doesn’t that make things a bit difficult?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ Ethel applied herself to her teacup, but her sister could see she was not happy. 
 
    ‘Have you discussed it with him?’ 
 
    ‘No. We’ve studiously avoided the subject.’ 
 
    Sarah replaced her cup in the saucer and stretched, frowning. 
 
    ‘What’s up?’ 
 
    ‘Maybe I shouldn’t have had two Guernsey biscuits. Just feeling uncomfortable.’ 
 
    Ethel watched as Sarah began rocking, to and fro, but the moment passed and they moved on to other topics. 
 
    It was later, when her visitor was about to leave, that Sarah suddenly winced and clutched her stomach. ‘Whew! I think I need to go to the lav.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll come with you,’ Ethel insisted. 
 
    Sarah made a token protest but was glad, a little later, when she had another attack. ‘Funny. I don’t really need to go. I just feel . . .’ She stared at her sister. ‘You don’t think . . .? But it’s not due yet!’ 
 
    ‘Only according to your reckoning. That child in there has a mind of its own! Come and sit down and relax and we’ll time the next bout.’ 
 
    Fifteen minutes. And the one after that. ‘Right,’ said Ethel, ‘we’ll ring the Maternity Home and see what they say.’ 
 
    ‘But you’re wanting to get home . . .’ Sarah began. 
 
    ‘What, and leave you with your capable in-laws?’ 
 
    Sarah thanked heaven Greg had had a phone installed in their room, as Ethel spoke to a nurse at the Lady Ozanne Maternity Home, and agreed to bring in the mother-to-be. 
 
    It took a few minutes to write a note for Greg and load Sarah’s suitcase into the car. Ethel was beginning to worry about getting her sister to the Home in time; Sarah was worrying that Greg would be upset she hadn’t waited for him to return. 
 
    Both worries were unfounded. Greg had paced the waiting room for hours before a nurse came in at nearly midnight to say he could come and see his wife. 
 
    In strong contrast to her husband, Sarah was sitting up in bed looking quite perky, clutching a bundle of woolly shawl. ‘Hello, darling. Sorry to keep you waiting so long,’ she grinned. ‘Come and meet your daughter.’ 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
    Chapter Three – SINNERS 
 
      
 
    Hats again. It seemed the only time Sarah was able to see the entire family assembled under one roof, nowadays, was in church . . . all female heads encased in hats. She allowed her gaze to wander over the familiar millinery: most were wedding hats worn little more than a year ago when she and Greg had been here speaking their marriage vows. A year, a whole year during which so much had happened. A long year, dragging tediously through the problems of living at Les Marettes . . . with Alice, deaf as a post, and Greg’s father. And nosy Mina . . . Thank God for Greg himself; without his calm good humour she would have gone round the bend! She smiled up at him, received his warm response and together they gazed adoringly at the babe in her arms. 
 
    ‘Are we ready?’ the rector joined the party, surplice billowing in the breeze from the open door. ‘You all have the Order of Baptism in your prayer books.’ He laid his book on the edge of the font. ‘Now, where are the godparents?’ 
 
    Filly Carre released William’s arm and stepped forward to stand between Ethel and George Schmit, saying a bright, ‘Here we are.’ She felt terribly flattered to have been asked: it wasn’t as though she was one of the family . . . yet, though of course it was only a matter of time before she became a genuine aunt . . . like Ethel. She studied the rector’s face very seriously as he listed the duties of a godparent, vowing to follow his instructions to the letter. It was a great responsibility and she wanted to make William proud of her diligence. 
 
    Suzanne Marie behaved beautifully throughout the ritual, held in the crook of the rector’s arm, gurgling as water was splashed over her head. The grandparents, Hubert, Marie and Alice, nodded approvingly, and with the assembled friends and relatives repeated the familiar lines of the prayers and promises, Alice leaning forward to get the end of her ear-trumpet as near to the rector as possible, blocking everyone else’s view of the proceedings. 
 
    Afterwards, Aline frowned impatiently from the porch at the delay, while everyone was shaking hands and gooing over the babe. She was wearing the same shoes she’d worn at the wedding, forgetting how tight they were. ‘It’s starting to rain,’ she announced, hoping to hurry them. 
 
    ‘Oh no!’ Sarah groaned. ‘I thought we’d be safe, leaving the christening until May.’ It had been a long, hard winter with snow and icy winds, followed by a cold, wet spring. Cowering under inverting brollies they raced to the cars to drive through a virtual river down to the farm. Blazing fires were waiting to dry damp clothes and spirits, along with a huge glass bowl of fruit punch . . . and a bottle of warm milk for Suzanne. 
 
    ‘What a good baby!’ everyone agreed. 
 
    Suzanne was oblivious, sleeping off her bottle while the others filed in to collect their buffet-style lunch. 
 
    ‘What’s the latest development in Pa’s boundary dispute?’ Sarah asked her brother John, as they ate together on a windowseat. 
 
    ‘The colonel has dug up some ancient conveyance registered at the Greffe, which states that the boundary is X hundred yards west of the duckpond. But Pa says the pond was moved west when he was a boy, when they diverted the stream to stop the house flooding every winter.’ He nodded gravely as he spoke. ‘The new barns were built where it used to be.’ 
 
    ‘Well then, what’s the fuss?’ 
 
    ‘No proof. Only Pa’s word.’ 
 
    ‘Surely Mrs le Ray remembers . . .’ 
 
    ‘No. She was a Machon from St Peter’s. It happened before she married Nick le Ray.’ 
 
    Hubert came over to join the conversation and Sarah asked him, ‘There must be someone, Pa, who remembers the stream being diverted?’ 
 
    ‘I dare say. But finding them is the problem. The advocate is working on it. Now, when is Suzanne going to cut her cake?’ 
 
    * 
 
    The sun shone that June. The wet earth steamed and dried and Greg continued the established routine of driving his wife and daughter out to St Saviour’s every two weeks to spend the day at Val du Douit. It was a great relief to Sarah to get away from Les Marettes regularly, relax amongst a normal family and play some tennis while adoring aunts vied for nursemaid duty. 
 
    ‘Did you know that Victoria Harcourt-Waites has a sister?’ Ethel asked Sarah as they sat watching Aline and Filly on the court. 
 
    ‘No. Really? Where does she live, London? Oh splendid shot Filly!’ Sarah was only half listening. 
 
    ‘No. Here.’ 
 
    ‘Eh? Since when?’ 
 
    ‘Since just after the Laurences arrived.’ 
 
    ‘So . . .?’ Sarah prompted, suddenly interested. ‘Why haven’t we seen her?’ 
 
    ‘They seem to keep her under wraps. Mrs Queripel tells tales of some large black woman called Belle who guards her. The girl’s name is Polly and she’s . . . handicapped.’ 
 
    Sarah frowned, ‘In what way? Have you ever seen her?’ 
 
    ‘No. Nobody has. The Laurences keep her hidden.’ Ethel sighed. ‘It’s very sad.’ 
 
    ‘Who for? Polly or her parents?’ 
 
    ‘All of them, I suppose. I mean, how would you feel if Suzanne was . . . retarded?’ 
 
    It was a thought that had crossed Sarah’s mind several times during her pregnancy, but she still couldn’t find an answer. ‘I wish I could see her. Then it would be easier to say.’ 
 
    A wish granted only a fortnight later. 
 
    Leaving the baby asleep in her pram by the magnolia on the front lawn, her mother sitting alongside in a deckchair, knitting, Sarah had taken her favourite walk up to the top fields after lunch. The day was warm, feathers of high cloud drifting up from the south, but there was no movement of air to rustle the leaves overhead, carry away the sound of bees or dilute the strong scent of dry grass and sweet vetch, as she lay on her side watching tiny butterflies dancing over a patch of Speedwell. 
 
    Suddenly she had a strange feeling of being watched. She sat up, turned her head and saw eyes staring at her from behind the grass bank. There was no question who it was. ‘Hello. You must be Polly,’ she said. ‘Would you like to come and watch the butterflies with me?’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ the girl mumbled, nodding. ‘I like butterflies,’ and eagerly she scrambled over the bank. 
 
    Sarah recognised the problem immediately; Polly’s heavy brows and mongoloid features were very similar to her friend Gelly’s little sister, a sweet child, so very friendly and trusting. ‘Come and sit by me.’ She patted the grass, ‘My name is Sarah.’ 
 
    Polly gave an anxious glance over her shoulder, then sat. ‘Hallo Sarah. I be your friend?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I’d like that Polly.’ Sarah had to concentrate to understand the awkward diction, but the girl’s wide smile said it all. ‘And can I be your friend?’ 
 
    The smile widened further. ‘Yes. My friend.’ She pulled up a piece of mallow and held out the stem of pink flowers. Sarah accepted it and together they found and named several other wild flowers around the edge of the field. Polly was fascinated when Sarah inverted bladder campions, turning them into tiny dancing ballerinas and tried hard to master the art of firing plantain heads. 
 
    They had picked a big handful of flowers, and Sarah was beginning to worry that Polly’s absence might cause alarm in the Laurence household when a voice hailed them from the lane. 
 
    ‘What you t’ink you’re doin’ Miss Polly? You know you’re not allowed out here!’ 
 
    Sarah had never seen a black person in her life—not in the flesh, only in books. She stared nervously, trying to think of something to say. 
 
    ‘I sure hope she’s not bin troublin’ you, ma’am,’ the large nursemaid said apologetically. 
 
    ‘Of course not! I was so pleased to meet Polly. I’m Sarah Gaudion, Mr Ozanne’s daughter,’ she held out her hand, ‘and you must be Belle.’ 
 
    Belle took her hand, cocking her head to one side. ‘How come you know my name, ma’am?’ 
 
    ‘Some of the staff at Colonel Laurence’s house are related to staff down at my father’s farm. I’m only surprised we haven’t seen you before now. Have you been over in England?’ 
 
    ‘No, I ain’t bin anywhere but here, ma’am.’ Belle shot a glance at her charge who was engrossed with her flowers. ‘The family don’t like her to be seen out, so it’s my business to keep her home.’ 
 
    ‘What a shame! She’s so sweet.’ 
 
    Belle grimaced. ‘Not all folks t’ink dat way. Now I gotta get her home, or I gonna get in trouble for letting her escape.’ 
 
    ‘Well do bring her up here to the fields yourself, any time. You both need to get out occasionally.’ 
 
    ‘T’ank you, ma’am. You’re very kind.’ 
 
    Sarah waited till the older woman had collected her charge and led her, reluctantly, up the lane to Les Blanches Pierres, before she walked back across the fields down to Val du Douit. She was laughing at herself, at the subconscious fear she had felt at the sight of Belle’s black face. But that fear had vanished rapidly; the woman was so likeable . . . as was Polly. Come to think of it, they were probably the nicest people in the Laurence household. 
 
    Possibly as a result of that chance meeting, restrictions on Polly were subsequently relaxed a little and she was seen out and about occasionally with Belle in attendance. 
 
    But never with her family. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘Do you know if William has proposed to Filly yet?’ Kiff asked. She and Gelly were sitting on the beach at Cobo with Sarah, each trying in vain to prevent Suzanne from stuffing sand into her mouth. 
 
    ‘No. No idea.’ Sarah wrestled another gritty load from her daughter. 
 
    ‘I don’t think he has, Kiff.’ Gelly stretched long, tanned legs over her towel and lay back with eyes closed, sunworshipping. ‘Filly could never have kept it secret.’ 
 
    ‘He’s probably too shy,’ Sarah suggested. Her middle brother had always been the quietest and most sensitive. 
 
    ‘Is Aline still keen on Piers Laurence?’ 
 
    ‘She doesn’t get a chance to see him, now that the Laurences aren’t allowed near the farm. Ma throws a fit if their name is even mentioned.’ 
 
    ‘Really, Sarah? Why? The on-going boundary feud?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. It’s apparently going to court.’ 
 
    ‘No!’ Her friends both sat up in horror. 
 
    ‘Why?’ Kiff demanded, adjusting her sun hat over her bony features. ‘I thought the Batiste twins were prepared to swear the stream had been diverted.’ 
 
    Sarah snorted angrily. ‘They were. Still are. But the colonel says Pa has put them up to it and refuses to accept their word. Well it is only what they remember their father telling them. They would have been too young to remember it themselves.’ 
 
    ‘So it really has blown up into a full-scale war.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, Gelly, it has. No, Suzanne!’ Sarah grabbed at another handful and then tried to divert the baby’s attention to bucket sandcastles which were enthusiastically demolished. ‘Not that it’s much loss. They really are a family of pompous asses.’ 
 
    ‘Piers is devastatingly good-looking,’ Gelly remarked, casually . . . Then screamed, ‘No, Nelson!’ but it was too late. Having enjoyed a long and exciting swim with some holiday makers, the dog had rolled himself luxuriously in the sand and returned to the party to dislodge excess water and sand with a good shake. 
 
    Though be-spattered herself, Kiff’s mind was not to be distracted from the subject matter. ‘I think Paul is the most interesting of the bunch. He seems such a nice person,’ she mused. ‘And the feud is nothing to do with our generation. It’s between the colonel and your father. There’s no reason to stop their families socialising.’ 
 
    ‘Ha!’ Sarah gave a dry laugh. ‘Try telling Ma that.’ 
 
    * 
 
    Ethel was waiting down on the main road for the bus early the following spring, when Paul drove past, screeched to a stop and reversed back to her. ‘Going into Town?’ 
 
    ‘Yes . . .’ she was hesitant. 
 
    ‘Hop in. I’ll give you a lift.’ He leaned across to open the passenger door. 
 
    The weather was cold, the heavens opening periodically with a real downpour; the offer was very tempting. She held the car door, uncertain. ‘I don’t know if it would be wise.’ 
 
    Paul frowned. ‘Why not! I promise you I won’t drive fast, if that’s what is worrying you.’ 
 
    ‘No, no. It’s not that. Just that . . .’ 
 
    ‘Oh! You mean the hoohah between the old folk? For heaven’s sake, don’t let that bother you. Terribly boring business. I won’t tell if you don’t! Come on. Get in.’ 
 
    Ethel settled into the bucket seat and slammed the door. ‘It is all so sad. Stupid.’ 
 
    ‘I honestly don’t know what my father wants with the extra bit of land,’ Paul commented. ‘It seems to be very rocky just there.’ 
 
    ‘The pity is that the boundary description wasn’t reworded years ago when the stream was diverted. There are hundreds if not thousands of properties over here inadequately described.’ 
 
    ‘Applies anywhere, I imagine. Whereabouts in Town would you like to be dropped?’ 
 
    Paul got out to open the door for her in Church Square. ‘Have you time for a coffee?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Er . . . I suppose so,’ Ethel replied, surprised, then added, ‘I mean, yes, thanks very much.’ 
 
    ‘Stop worrying! Come on, there’s a nice little teashop on the corner of the Arcade.’ He took her arm, guiding her through the other shoppers. 
 
    She forgot to worry as the warmth of his arm reached through her sleeve. She was enjoying this. Very much! And later, over hot coffee and toasted Guernsey biscuits, when he suggested they should play tennis together as soon as the weather improved, she didn’t hesitate to say yes. 
 
    They played singles three weeks later at Amherst Courts and of course, being a far stronger player, he offered her a handicap. She accepted, and promptly beat him. 
 
    ‘You were far too generous, that’s why,’ Ethel laughed. 
 
    ‘Your game improved dramatically, once the handicapping had been decided.’ 
 
    ‘Are you suggesting I deliberately—’ 
 
    ‘Wouldn’t dream of it,’ he teased. 
 
    * 
 
    Three days later, at supper, Marie coughed significantly and everyone waited. ‘I find it hard to believe there is a traitor at our table, but a certain matter has been drawn to my attention.’ Her small chin jutted as her eyes travelled round the table. ‘Well? Is the person going to own up, or not?’ 
 
    A heavy silence descended on the room. Everyone turned to look at everyone else, excepting Hubert and Marie who continued their meal, forkfuls of mackerel being conveyed from their plates in dramatic pantomine, while their children pondered their consciences and actions of the past week. 
 
    It was several moments before it dawned on Ethel that the ‘traitor’ might be herself. But surely not! Even if Ma had discovered she’d played tennis with Paul, she could scarcely use the term ‘traitor’ for such a minor transgression! 
 
    Unfortunately Marie considered consorting with the enemy to be a very major transgression. ‘Well, Ethel? Do you deny it?’ she demanded. 
 
    Ethel stared at her mother in amazement. ‘Me? Deny what?’ 
 
    ‘Having clandestine meetings with one of those people,’ Marie tilted her head in the direction of Les Blanches Pierres, ‘from up there.’ 
 
    Ethel felt winded, blood rushing up her neck and cheeks into her hair. ‘I’ve played tennis with Paul, if that’s what you mean. But there was nothing clandestine about it.’ 
 
    ‘No? Then why did you go off and play at Amherst, when there’s a perfectly good court here?’ 
 
    Aline sat back thoroughly enjoying herself, having relayed to her mother the information given her by Molly Cann that morning at work, knowing full well the ructions it would cause. 
 
    Ethel immediately sensed her sister’s involvement. Bitch, she thought angrily. But, typically, she controlled herself and replied softly to her mother’s question. ‘I am perfectly well aware that you don’t wish to entertain any of the Laurence family here, at the moment. But the dispute over the boundary between the two properties has nothing whatever to do with Paul or myself, or any of our generation—’ 
 
    ‘Well really!’ Marie slammed her fork down on her plate. 
 
    ‘I entirely agree with Pa that the colonel is being thoroughly unreasonable . . .’ Ethel attempted to pour a little honey on the wound . . . 
 
    ‘Well! I should think you do, Miss—’ 
 
    ‘. . . and he is no gentleman, to be accusing Pa and the Batistes of lying—’ 
 
    ‘That’s enough!’ Marie exploded. ‘Hubert. Tell your daughter we don’t want any answering back from the likes of her!’ 
 
    ‘Oh Ma! Not that!’ Bertie and William groaned in unison. Their mother was well known for sending offenders to Coventry. 
 
    Hubert coughed. He didn’t like Marie’s outbursts any more than anyone else, but felt it to be his duty to stand by her. ‘Ethel. Why don’t you apologise to your mother and put an end to this?’ he pleaded. 
 
    Marie sniffed. 
 
    ‘I am very sorry Mother has taken offence where none was intended,’ Ethel declared, pushing back her chair. ‘If anyone wants me I shall be upstairs.’ She got up and walked sedately from the room. 
 
    ‘Well!’ Marie’s voice followed her. ‘I hope you’re not going to let her get away with that, Hubert!’ 
 
    * 
 
    Ethel was feeling far from sedate. She sat at her dressing-table, shaking, staring at her glum reflection. It had to be ridiculous that at her age, thirty-one last birthday, she should be treated like an errant schoolchild. She lit a cigarette, fitted it into a long, amber holder, and blew a cloud at the mirror—a defiant gesture at her mother. So what to do now? Should she cancel the date she had with Paul for next week? 
 
    Paul. Did it matter? she asked herself. Was it worth the hassle at home to go on seeing him—flying in the face of Ma’s silly obsession? She smiled down at the Swan Vestas he had given her after tennis at Amherst when her box was empty, conscious of not wanting to use the matches inside, wanting to keep them forever. Yes, there was no doubt she was keen on him. He was so gentle and natural, not a bit blasé like his family. If anything, he found them oppressive. They had tried to push him into careers he found terribly uninteresting, and were objecting strongly to his desire to take up farming. He would make a very good farmer. 
 
    And yes again. It was worth the hassle at home, just to be with him; to touch his arm, take surreptitious peeks at the blond curls at his neck, look up to see those blue eyes watching her from under long, dark lashes. 
 
    A smile lit her face wrinkling the freckles scattered across her nose as she drew smoke gently through her holder, savouring the flood of joyous feeling coursing through her body. She hadn’t felt like this since Louis went away. 
 
    Then suddenly she sat bolt upright, very straight and still, frowning. Raising one questioning eyebrow at herself in the mirror she stared, mouth open. Was she falling in love? 
 
    * 
 
    Sarah didn’t visit the farm next week, or the week after. First of all Suzanne had a bad cold and cough, and Sarah kept the infant in bed; then Greg caught it and finally Sarah herself succumbed. It was a miserable period. Andrew was being particularly obnoxious to Greg, leaving him to do all the night-time stoking of the boilers, seven nights a week. Mina had taken time off to look after her ailing sister, leaving Sarah to cook for the entire household—and consequently to Alice’s constant advice and criticism in the kitchen. The weather turned foul so the nappies had to be strewn round the Triplex to dry, where Alice, the old man and Andrew contrived to brush them onto the floor or onto the coal bucket. 
 
    ‘Go and sit down and I’ll bring you a cup of tea,’ Maureen ordered when she dropped in with some primos. ‘You look all in.’ 
 
    ‘Bless you. You are the one ray of sunshine around here today, apart from Nelson,’ Sarah added, as the dog stuck a wet nose under her elbow, nudging for attention. She threw her sister-in-law an appreciative smile, and reached for the flowers. ‘I’ll just put those in a vase.’ 
 
    ‘No! I’ll do it while the tea is brewing. Off you go!’ 
 
    Sarah bolted for her sitting-room where Sybil was trying to amuse her little cousin, kneeling inside the playpen with her. 
 
    ‘Why does Suzanne keep crying today?’ the girl asked. 
 
    ‘Because she isn’t feeling well.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t cry when I’m not well.’ 
 
    ‘You are old enough to understand when your mummy explains what is happening. But Suzanne is too little to understand, yet.’ 
 
    When Maureen came in with the tea she asked, ‘When did you and Greg last have an evening out together?’ 
 
    ‘The Lord alone knows! Christmas, perhaps?’ 
 
    ‘Hmm. We need to see about that. I’ll come and sit in if you want to go off to the cinema or for a meal.’ 
 
    ‘You are very kind. Truly.’ 
 
    ‘I lived in this house for years, remember. I know how awful it can be.’ She didn’t add that she also knew only too well how mean her husband could be. There were standards of loyalty to be observed, whatever one’s private feelings. 
 
    Greg was delighted. ‘Marvellous! What shall we do?’ 
 
    ‘Let’s ask George and Margery to make up a foursome.’ 
 
    Which pleased Greg even more. ‘Brilliant! We could get tickets for the GADOC play at the Central Hall next week.’ GADOC was the Guernsey Amateur Dramatic and Operatic Club. 
 
    ‘And have a bite of supper afterwards?’ 
 
    ‘Why not?’ He picked her up in a bearlike hug and swung her feet precariously round the room. 
 
    It was a beginning. Thereafter, if Maureen was unable to sit with Suzanne, Greg and Sarah somehow managed to find someone who could, at least once a fortnight. As the weather improved again, they even played some tennis together—when Greg was willing to stand up to Andrew and insist on having his rightful one and a half days off per week. 
 
    * 
 
    Suzanne was running around the beach in her tiny red bathing suit and frilly sun bonnet playing in rockpools one hot August day, when Ethel finally had an opportunity for a serious discussion with Sarah, about Paul. 
 
    ‘We are still meeting a couple of times a week, either for tennis or to go to the cinema.’ She hated the continuing deceit of it, but she couldn’t persuade herself to break off the relationship. 
 
    Sarah peered at her through dark glasses. ‘Are you in love with him?’ 
 
    Ethel swallowed, studying the sandcastle at her feet. ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘And Paul loves you?’ 
 
    Her sister shrugged. ‘I don’t know. He has never said so.’ 
 
    ‘Do you want to tell me . . . how far the friendship has gone?’ 
 
    ‘He has kissed me a couple of times. We went for a cliff walk last Thursday evening and held hands all the way.’ Whatever that signifies she thought miserably. ‘At this rate we’ll never get to know each other really well.’ 
 
    ‘You could come down and baby-sit for us occasionally, and bring him too, if you don’t think it’s too far to contemplate.’ 
 
    ‘Sarah, you are a darling, but I don’t want to involve you in any upset with Ma. You’ve got enough to contend with at Les Marettes.’ 
 
    ‘Ma need never know. And Alice wouldn’t know who Paul is, even if she saw him. Though you could always introduce him by another name, if necessary.’ Sarah had felt more than a little concerned about Ethel for years. She was such an attractive, lively person . . . but so alone without a man of her own. And since her own marriage, the warmth and intimacy shared with Greg having taken over the closeness she had enjoyed with her sister for so long, she was more than ever aware that Ethel needed a similar union. 
 
    Tempted, the older girl brooded on how to broach the idea with Paul. She lit another cigarette. ‘I suppose I could tell him I couldn’t go out with him, next time he asks, because I’m sitting-in.’ 
 
    ‘With the throwaway remark that he could always keep you company if he was doing nothing else.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe I could give him some supper . . .’ 
 
    ‘And a drink. Listen to the radio.’ 
 
    ‘Play snakes and ladders!’ They both laughed and Ethel stubbed her cigarette out in the sand. ‘I’ll think about it. Now let’s go for a swim with my niece.’ 
 
    Splashing about in the shallows with Nelson and the toddler, the sisters didn’t mention the subject again that afternoon. The sky was a clear, steely blue, a stray breeze occasionally ruffling the wavelets. Ethel fetched her Brownie Box camera to record the excited Suzanne dissolving into squeals of laughter. She loved the child, wanted to hug her, spoil her, and wondered if she would ever have a daughter of her own. It was becoming increasingly doubtful; she would be thirty-three next birthday, pretty ancient to be starting a family especially when there was no prospective father in view. 
 
    At which point her thoughts returned to Paul—and a miserable lump of lead grew in her stomach. 
 
    While Sarah threw a ball for the dog, she wrapped a towel round Suzanne and carried her back up the beach, chortling and chattering to the infant, attempting to smother her anguish; hide it as much from herself as from her sister. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘I gather from Victoria that you have been seeing one of the Ozanne gels, from the farm,’ Arabella boomed at her son as she drove the Rolls very fast along the Forest Road. 
 
    Drat Victoria! I should have remembered she’s incapable of keeping a confidence. ‘Yes,’ Paul replied. 
 
    ‘Which one?’ 
 
    ‘Ethel.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, the dreadfully tall one with the freckles.’ She swerved to avoid a farm cart. ‘Probably quite a reasonable gel,’ her voice sounding distinctly doubtful, ‘but one does have to be a little careful. Not exactly Government House Set.’ 
 
    ‘No. Thank God.’ 
 
    ‘Meaning?’ Arabella turned a piercing glare on her youngest son. 
 
    ‘Look out, Mater! Don’t want scratches all down the wing!’ 
 
    His mother returned her attention to the road but made no effort to decelerate. 
 
    ‘Meaning,’ Paul said, ‘she’s too intelligent for that lot.’ 
 
    ‘Why on earth do you make such an un-British statement? You cannot be serious!’ 
 
    ‘I’m absolutely serious. Never met a worse bunch of sycophants and toadying social climbers in my life. Anyone would think the Lieutenant Governor was some sort of god!’ 
 
    ‘One presumes you are reflecting the jaundiced attitude of some mortally offended rustic. Really, your socialist leanings are becoming a bit of a bore. I say, you’re not taking this gel too seriously, are you?’ 
 
    ‘Would it matter?’ 
 
    ‘Of course it would. You know Melissa Carrington-Thorpe is lined up for you, just as soon as she leaves finishing school in Paris.’ 
 
    Paul wasn’t sure how he felt about Ethel, apart from enjoying her company, but he had very positive thoughts on the Carrington-Thorpe female. And none of them were good. He was not bolshy; although like Ethel he hated bad atmosphere. He also hated having his opinions formed for him by the older generation, as though it was their right. Nor did he want a wife selected for him by scheming parents . . . ‘Last time I saw Melissa she was a tiresome brat in pigtails. Quite positively not worth considering as wife material.’ 
 
    ‘She has grown up since then.’ 
 
    ‘Good. She needed to,’ Paul retorted. 
 
    Arabella’s mouth narrowed to a thin, red line as she swung the car into the driveway, showering the flower borders with gravel. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘Sandhurst!’ 
 
    Bertie’s parents and siblings forgot the supper piled on the dining table, to give him their undivided attention. 
 
    ‘When did you hear you’d got in?’ 
 
    ‘When will you go?’ 
 
    ‘Where is Sandhurst?’ Aline asked. 
 
    Everyone was very excited and Hubert, particularly, was delighted and proud that his son had been accepted. Not least for the satisfaction of putting the noses of the army officers up the hill out of joint. 
 
    ‘Major Kettlehurst, head of the college cadet force, told me he’d had a letter of confirmation this morning,’ Bertie grinned. ‘I’ve no idea yet when I go up. They’ll notify me in due course.’ 
 
    They returned to the meal, discussing the army and related topics, until they were interrupted by John. His head appeared round the door, ‘Just to let you know, Pa, that I’m driving Mary to the maternity hospital. Seems the baby’s on the way.’ He turned to his two sisters. ‘Could one of you go and sit in with Joseph, please?’ And without waiting for an answer he was gone. 
 
    ‘You’d better go,’ Aline told Ethel. ‘The little beggar won’t listen to me. Never does a thing he’s told.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry. I’ve already got tickets for the cinema.’ 
 
    Aline pouted. ‘Who with?’ 
 
    ‘Kiff Drew,’ Ethel lied. 
 
    ‘I thought she was Sarah’s friend.’ There was a suspicious note in Aline’s voice. 
 
    ‘Mine too. Kiff and I get on very well.’ 
 
    ‘Can’t you put her off?’ 
 
    ‘No!’ Ethel put down her knife and fork. ‘I must hurry or I’ll miss the bus,’ and she strode out of the room, leaving her sister fuming. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘I’ve got to make a phone call,’ Ethel told Paul at the door of the cinema. ‘I told the family I was coming with a girlfriend and I must let her know!’ 
 
    Two minutes later she rejoined him, smiling. ‘Thank heavens she was home!’ 
 
    ‘Aren’t families hell,’ he remarked as they took their seats. ‘Always trying to run one’s life.’ 
 
    ‘Yours too?’ 
 
    ‘Absolutely! I really am getting fed up with it. I hate their criticism of our friendship. If only we could meet normally like other people do.’ 
 
    She hesitated only for a second. ‘It could be arranged.’ 
 
    ‘It could? How?’ 
 
    Ethel explained about sitting in for Sarah and Greg. 
 
    ‘Marvellous!’ he said, grasping her hand. ‘When do we start?’ 
 
    A week later they sat together on the sofa at Les Marettes. It had all been so easy; no awkward questions asked. Suzanne was sound asleep in her bedroom. Music crackled softly over the radio. 
 
    They ate the supper Sarah had left for them, then Ethel cleared away the empty plates and served coffee. ‘Sugar?’ she asked. She felt a little awkward: was their conversation inhibited? Or were they simply enjoying a companionable silence? 
 
    ‘Yes please. Two.’ 
 
    ‘I hope you didn’t think it very forward of me to suggest this . . . arrangement,’ she murmured. 
 
    ‘Are you aware that your eyes go a very dark brown when you’re worried?’ He patted the cushion beside him. ‘Come, sit and relax.’ 
 
    She smiled, settling at the far end of the sofa. ‘It seems different, in the cinema.’ 
 
    ‘Will it seem different at the Careys’ party next Saturday?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not likely to be invited. We don’t mix.’ 
 
    ‘From now on you do. My invitation says “and friend”. Will you come?’ 
 
    ‘Love to, but it might prove impossible. What sort of party is it?’ 
 
    ‘Cocktails.’ 
 
    ‘Dress?’ 
 
    ‘Black tie.’ 
 
    Ethel did a mental assessment of her wardrobe, then realised that that wasn’t the problem. ‘How on earth can I get out of the house in a cocktail dress without a long explanation of where I’m going?’ 
 
    ‘Oh dammit,’ he said crossly, ‘surely you can think of some excuse. Can’t your sister help?’ This was getting a bit much; maybe he should have asked one of Victoria’s friends, instead. He gave a shudder. Perish the thought! Better to go solo! 
 
    Ethel misinterpreted the shudder and felt devastated. ‘Would it be better for you to go with someone else? Then you could be sure of a partner.’ 
 
    She looked so miserable he felt an absolute cad. ‘Oh, Ethel, I’m so sorry I snapped. No. There isn’t anyone I want to go with but you.’ He put an arm round her and their kisses lasted till they both needed to surface for air. 
 
    After which Ethel made up her mind she would be at the Carey’s cocktail party come hell or highwater. 
 
    * 
 
    It was a splendid affair. 
 
    The Careys’ house was at the top of the Grange, in Town, huge rooms spread with Aubusson carpets under high ceilings and crystal chandeliers. Ethel couldn’t claim acquaintance with a soul but knew she looked stunning in her floating pale green chiffon . . . which had prompted raised eyebrows and caustic comments as she darted out of the house to her waiting taxi. To hell with them all! That was tomorrow’s problem. Tonight she would enjoy herself to the limit! Gorgeous young men danced attendance on her and she gloried in the envious glances from other girls as she and Paul exchanged intimate eye contact across the room. 
 
    Excusing herself from the rather effete young man who was boasting to her of his ‘bag’ at the most recent shoot, she worked her way through the crush towards Paul, overhearing snippets of conversation en route which made her thankful Sarah wasn’t there: they would surely have collapsed in giggles. 
 
    ‘. . . and Sir Charles said “Darling, I just adore that perfume”. . .’ 
 
    ‘. . . sacked another chambermaid. The third in a week, my dear!’ 
 
    ‘. . . met them when we were dining with His Excellency last week. Charming, of course, but hardly the right sort . . .’ 
 
    Paul grabbed her arm. ‘Had enough, old girl?’ 
 
    ‘This is only my fourth glass. Define enough!’ 
 
    Paul laughed. ‘My brother Aubrey says, “When I’m lying on the floor and you kick me, if my eyelid flickers then pour another one in.’” 
 
    ‘Then I’ve a long way to go!’ Ethel drained her glass and took another from the salver of a passing waiter. ‘I could really go to town on these cherries.’ 
 
    ‘That’s because fruit absorbs all the alcohol,’ he warned. Then asked, ‘Have I told you yet that you are the most beautiful girl in the room?’ 
 
    ‘Mmm. Lots of times. But don’t stop, I like it.’ 
 
    ‘Unfortunately I’m not the only one who thinks so. I’m having to spend my evening warning off the other fellows.’ 
 
    ‘Spoil sport!’ 
 
    Later, when the party finally broke up, they joined a group of young guests going on to round off the evening with dinner at the Royal Hotel. At ten-thirty Ethel and Paul were having a wonderful time, singing songs round a piano which someone called Maisie was playing—extremely badly, but nobody cared. 
 
    * 
 
    That same evening William was at Filly’s house. They had had supper with her parents and her brother Martin, all of whom had gone off to the latter’s school where he was performing in a concert, leaving the young couple alone, listening to the radio. 
 
    Everyone wondered why William hadn’t proposed yet, not least of all William himself. He was very fond of the bubbly blonde whom he’d known all his life—but there was the problem. Apart from the odd, occasional date, he had never gone out with anyone else and couldn’t get over the notion that what he felt for Filly had more to do with habit, than with love. He couldn’t stop wondering about the term ‘love at first sight’: was there something fantastically special out there waiting for him? Something he would never experience if he married Filly before it happened? 
 
    Listening to the other chaps at the bank talking about their girls, about the oomph factor: how they were nearly driven out of their minds by the feelings the girls roused in them, William realised they were talking about an experience he’d never known. 
 
    ‘Do you want to stay in, William?’ Filly asked, longing for him to say yes and spend the evening kissing and cuddling her. ‘Or would you rather go for a walk?’ 
 
    Which made William feel guilty. If he were one of the other chaps he’d opt to stay in, without hesitation, relishing the opportunity to get her into his arms . . . So why did such a prospect not enthrall him? Wasn’t he normal? Was he under-sexed? He certainly was not one of those, he was quite sure about that! ‘It’s a nice evening. Why don’t we walk along the Cobo Road for a bit before dark?’ 
 
    ‘Lovely idea,’ Filly said brightly, hiding her disappointment. She switched off the radio. ‘I don’t think I need a coat. It’s quite warm outside.’ 
 
    William followed her out. He felt an absolute worm. 
 
    * 
 
    Maisie was still thumping out modern tunes on the piano at the Royal, when Paul and Ethel drifted off together in search of a nice, secluded spot. Neither were in any doubt about the fact they both wanted to get down to some really serious kissing—not of the sort one could perform in public. 
 
    Perhaps because it was a Thursday, the hotel was teeming with people. Everywhere couples were wandering about between the dining-room, ballroom and bars. 
 
    ‘Have you ever been up in this old lift?’ Paul asked, standing in front of the wrought iron cage. 
 
    ‘No, where does it go?’ Ethel swayed slightly on her high heels, cocktail glass in one hand and cigarette holder in the other. She was on top of the world; hadn’t felt so ‘devil-may-care’ in years. 
 
    ‘Let’s go and find out, shall we?’ Paul visualised long, empty corridors with convenient nooks. 
 
    He was partly correct: the corridors were long and did have plenty of nooks . . . unfortunately they weren’t empty. 
 
    ‘Damn!’ he said, and opened the nearest door. ‘What’s in here?’ 
 
    ‘It’s a bedroom.’ Ethel stated the obvious. 
 
    ‘Unoccupied. Look, no luggage, no clothes.’ 
 
    ‘Well then, no one will mind if we stay a few minutes, will they?’ There was scarcely time to put her glass down on the dressing-table before he began kissing her. She kicked off her shoes and responded with enthusiasm. He was creating sensations in her abdomen she had never experienced in her life. Waves of weakness flowed from her head to her knees, and when she felt him fiddling with the million tiny buttons down the back of her dress she had no desire to stop him. Not that he got very far and in the end she allowed him to slip the straps from her shoulders, letting the bodice fall to her waist. 
 
    It was only two short steps to the bed. 
 
    * 
 
    The grandfather clock in the hall was striking two when Ethel tiptoed up to her room. The house was in darkness, but she knew every step and stair—every hazardous give-away. 
 
    She undressed and got into bed, but there was no question of sleep: it had all been too exciting. Beautiful. Painful but wonderful. She lay in the darkness, reliving every precious moment, aching for it to happen again; knowing that even if it never did, for one beautiful moment in her life she had lived! 
 
    * 
 
    The Christmas of 1931, Suzanne was nearly two; old enough to thoroughly enjoy Christmas, tearing enthusiastically into coloured packages, disregarding the contents and playing gratefully with the wrapping paper. Mary’s permanent frown deepened when Nelson was allowed to join the party, but none of the others at Val du Douit objected to his well-disciplined participation. 
 
    Sarah had been nervous about Nelson’s reaction to the baby at first, but his careful restraint and awareness of Suzanne’s fragility, soon dispelled her misgivings. In fact his obvious affection for the toddler provided much entertainment in the Ozanne household and they watched with huge amusement as he retrieved her toys, dropped them at her side, then nudged them against her till she picked them up. 
 
    The day after Boxing Day, however, was wet and icy cold, and developed into one of unmitigated disaster. 
 
    The family had dispersed after breakfast, and leaving Suzanne with Emmy, Sarah had gone in search of her sister, Ethel, locating her changing the bed linen in her room. ‘There you are! Let me give you a hand.’ 
 
    Ethel grunted, not looking up. 
 
    Sarah noticed Ethel’s red-rimmed eyes and ashen face. ‘What on earth’s the matter, Sis? Aren’t you well?’ 
 
    Ethel shook her head, still not looking up, so Sarah circled the bed to put an arm round her. Ethel subsided onto the bed, trembling. 
 
    ‘Shall I go and make a cup of tea?’ It was the universal solution to crisis—which this undoubtedly was. Whatever it might be about. 
 
    ‘No,’ Ethel whispered. ‘Ma might see you and wonder what’s happening.’ 
 
    ‘That would be two of us! Come on old girl. Tell!’ 
 
    Ethel raised stricken eyes to face her sister. ‘I don’t know how. Where to begin.’ Then her skin turned from white to green and she jumped to her feet. ‘I’m going to be sick again!’ She grabbed a flowered chamber-pot from the bedside cupboard, kneeling over it, urging. But nothing came. 
 
    Sarah frowned, mystified. ‘You seemed all right yesterday afternoon and evening; when did this start?’ She assumed it was a tummy bug. 
 
    ‘About three months ago,’ Ethel sighed, returning the pot to its cupboard. 
 
    ‘Three—’ 
 
    ‘Don’t you recognise pregnancy when you see it?’ Ethel demanded savagely. And began to weep. 
 
    ‘Pregnancy?’ the word was scarcely audible. ‘You?’ Sarah sat numb with disbelief. ‘How? I mean—who by?’ 
 
    Still on her knees, Ethel leaned her forehead on the side of the bed. ‘Paul.’ 
 
    The room was silent as Sarah allowed all the horrendous implications of Ethel’s news to sink into her brain. Eventually she asked, ‘Is he going to marry you?’ 
 
    Ethel shrugged. ‘He doesn’t know.’ 
 
    ‘But—’ 
 
    ‘Once. Just once I went mad. We both did. We had had a glorious evening, huge fun and loads of cocktails.’ A small smile lifted the corners of her mouth. ‘I suppose I was in rebellious mood. All the restriction about seeing Paul; having to creep out of the house with all my gear; the need to lie about where I was going, or had been. Dammit!’ she exploded, ‘I’m nearly thirty-three. If I can’t choose my own friends now, when the hell can I?’ 
 
    Sarah stroked her hair. ‘Calm down, old thing. Calm down.’ Which was easy enough to say, but . . . ‘Have you and Paul ever discussed marriage?’ 
 
    ‘Never.’ 
 
    Sarah simply couldn’t assimilate this. Her adored, revered big sister: mentor and surrogate mother, was telling her that she had committed the ultimate transgression. She had slept with a man she wasn’t even engaged to! Gradually amazement gave way to fear and horror. What was the family reaction going to be like—apart from terrible? Trying to remain calm herself, she asked, ‘Have you thought about what you’re going to do?’ 
 
    ‘Endlessly. All night, every night since I realised what has happened.’ 
 
    ‘And?’ 
 
    ‘I haven’t the foggiest idea what to do.’ 
 
    Sarah got up and crossed to the window to gaze, unseeing, through the sleet. ‘Well, the sooner you pluck up courage to tell Ma and get the whole thing sorted out, the better for everyone, especially you. It’s a terrible burden, keeping the secret.’ 
 
    ‘What if Ma and Pa kick me out?’ 
 
    ‘You’ll come and stay with me, of course.’ 
 
    Ethel’s smile was bleak. ‘You’re very sweet, little Sis, but that could not be a permanent solution.’ 
 
    ‘No. But it would put a roof over your head till they cooled off. Anyway, I don’t imagine they’d do that.’ 
 
    ‘When do you suggest I drop the bomb?’ 
 
    ‘You say you’re about three months? Then the sooner the better.’ 
 
    Ethel sighed. ‘Oh hell!’ 
 
    Bertie was spending the day with a school friend, and William was at the bank, so when Hubert and Marie settled in their armchairs in the sitting-room after lunch, Sarah put Suzanne down for a nap and she and Ethel went in to join their parents. 
 
    Ethel, who had done a good restoration job on her face, took the bull by the horns and delivered her news. ‘Mother, Father, I have something to tell you.’ 
 
    Hubert looked up from his paper, Marie from her knitting. ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘I’m expecting a baby.’ She held her breath. 
 
    So did Sarah. 
 
    Marie peered at Ethel over her spectacles and grinned. ‘You’re pulling my leg . . . I hope.’ Then she frowned and took off her spectacles. ‘You are, aren’t you? Leg-pulling, I mean?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ Ethel swallowed hard, to ease her dry throat. ‘I’m serious. I am three months pregnant.’ 
 
    Marie and Hubert stared at each other, mouths agape. Then back at their eldest daughter. ‘Say that again!’ Marie hissed. 
 
    Ethel’s heart was banging, deafeningly, behind her ribs. ‘I’m going to have a baby.’ 
 
    ‘Whose?’ 
 
    ‘Does it matter?’ 
 
    ‘Matter?’ Marie shouted. ‘Of course it matters. Where is he? Why isn’t he here? Or is he too yellow to face up to it?’ 
 
    Hubert’s face was puce. ‘It’s bad enough getting you into trouble in the first place,’ he roared. ‘But to let you face the music alone . . .’ he ground his teeth, searching for words. ‘The fellow must be a damned scoundrel!’ 
 
    ‘He is not!’ Ethel had no intention of revealing his name, but she would not allow Paul to be so maligned. ‘He knows nothing about it.’ 
 
    Sarah, too, thought Father’s comments grossly unfair, but not having been adequately warned by her sister, she said, ‘You cannot blame Paul, when he hasn’t any idea what has happened.’ 
 
    ‘Sarah!’ Ethel wailed. But it was too late. 
 
    ‘Paul!’ Hubert and Marie exclaimed together. 
 
    Marie’s face was a mask. ‘You don’t mean from up there?’ Her voice was thick with fury as her head tilted towards the top of the hill. 
 
    Realising she had let the cat out of the bag, Sarah gave Ethel an apologetic grimace before covering her face with both hands. 
 
    Feeling quite faint and white as a sheet, Ethel sat swaying on the edge of her chair while her mother ground her teeth, clenching and unclenching her fists. Sarah fished out a handkerchief and blew her nose, waiting. 
 
    It was Hubert who, as head of the household, decided to take control. He smoothed a hand over his bald head and leaned forward. ‘Right. Well, what’s done is done. Now we have to make up our minds what’s best to do next. First of all, Ethel, have you and Paul talked about marriage?’ His voice was calm and gentle. 
 
    Ethel gulped, almost wishing he would shout at her. ‘No, Father.’ 
 
    ‘And you say he doesn’t know about the baby?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘Well then, the first thing is to tell him.’ 
 
    ‘No, Father, please. I don’t want a shotgun wedding.’ 
 
    Marie opened her mouth to issue a retort, but was stopped by a fierce glare from Hubert. 
 
    ‘Maybe you don’t. But you have to consider other people’s feelings here. Other people’s best interests besides your own.’ He fished in his pocket for a pipe and watched by the three women he slowly filled it from the tobacco pot on the smoking cabinet by his chair. Before lighting it he asked, ‘Do you fancy yourself in love with the boy?’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ his daughter muttered. 
 
    ‘What about him? Do you think he loves you?’ 
 
    Ethel thought for a moment before answering. ‘I can’t honestly say. He has never said so. Not in as many words. Which is why I don’t want to force him . . .’ 
 
    Again Marie tried to speak, and again Hubert quelled her. 
 
    ‘Nobody’s going to force anyone, but he has to be given the choice. It’s his child and he has the right to give it his name.’ He struck a match and held it over the bowl of his pipe, sucking the flame into the tobacco until a thick cloud formed over his chair. 
 
    ‘Pa’s right, Ethel,’ Sarah said. ‘You must be fair to Paul.’ 
 
    Ethel nodded. ‘I suppose so. And it is only fair to the baby, too.’ 
 
    Marie’s initial anger was subsiding, but she remained unable to say anything conciliatory; just sat with pursed lips, tense with the horror and humiliation of it all. 
 
    ‘Then I’ll telephone Laurence immediately for a meeting.’ Hubert got up and walked through to the hall leaving Ethel wide-eyed and dumbstruck. She hadn’t expected the matter to be taken out of her hands with such speed. 
 
    Minutes later Hubert came back into the room looking very businesslike. ‘Get your coats on. They’re waiting for us, now.’ 
 
    ‘All of us?’ Sarah asked. 
 
    Ethel looked from one to the other. ‘Yes please. I expect Arabella and Victoria will want to be in on the act. So the more backing I get the better.’ 
 
    Marie snorted. The first major crisis in the family for years and she hadn’t been able to utter a word. Yet. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
    Chapter Four – THE TRAITOR 
 
      
 
    Sitting in the back of the car beside her deathly pale sister, Sarah squeezed her eyes shut, hoping that when she woke up she would be at home in bed with Greg, the whole dreadful nightmare wiped clean with the dawn of a new day; but when her eyes opened again she was still staring at the back of Ma’s rigid head. 
 
    Ethel clutched a handkerchief in her right hand: she hadn’t used it, hadn’t shed a tear—yet. The other hand reached for Sarah’s comforting fingers and she flashed her a brief, half-smile in appreciation of her support. 
 
    Littlejohn opened the Laurences’ front door. ‘Good afternoon, sir . . . ladies. The Colonel and Mrs Laurence are expecting you.’ He took Hubert’s trilby, saying, ‘Would you come this way?’ 
 
    Marie resisted the temptation to snort when she saw how the enemy had carefully arranged themselves in their drawing-room, to their best advantage. Seeing Hubert accept the colonel’s proffered hand, she felt obliged to follow suit—which did nothing to improve her temper. 
 
    In contrast to Ethel, Paul was flushed with embarrassment. He hurried forward to take Ethel’s hand and lead her to a brocaded chaise longue near a window. 
 
    ‘So . . .’ Peregrine began, without asking the others to sit down, ‘I gather our two youngsters have created a difficult situation for us.’ He coughed, screwed his monocle into place and stared Hubert in the face. ‘Well, Ozanne, what are we going to do about it? Eh?’ 
 
    Marie bridled. ‘There is only one possible thing we can do! Get them married as fast as possible!’ 
 
    Arabella, sitting on a large sofa next to her daughter, clicked her tongue, irritably. ‘My dear Mrs Ozanne! Absolutely not! That would be a dreadful mistake!’ 
 
    ‘Mater!’ Paul exclaimed, jumping to his feet. ‘I have already told you that I will marry Ethel.’ 
 
    ‘And I have told you you will not!’ The fob watch, hanging on a long gold chain round her neck, bounced vigorously on her twin set. ‘You are engaged to Melissa Carrington-Thorpe.’ Adding when she saw him framing the denial, ‘Well, virtually.’ 
 
    ‘Not even virtually. I have never been the slightest bit interested in the child, as well you know.’ 
 
    ‘Not really the point, old chap,’ his father cut in. ‘Sir David and I have always had you two lined up for each other. Damn good match for you both.’ 
 
    ‘Really!’ Marie took two strides to stand glaring up into the colonel’s face, her stocky frame quivering with anger. ‘And what are you proposing should be done about my daughter and your grandchild?’ 
 
    Victoria decided to join in. ‘A friend of mine knows an awfully clever little doctor chappie in London, who . . .’ 
 
    ‘Shut up, Vicky! I won’t hear of it,’ Paul shouted. 
 
    ‘All right, all right. Don’t get shirty. I was only trying to help!’ The languid blonde settled back on the sofa cushions, pouting, and took a fresh packet of du Maurier cigarettes out of her bag. 
 
    ‘Don’t I get a chance to speak?’ Ethel asked quietly. 
 
    ‘Certainly not,’ her mother said, sharply. ‘We will decide what’s to be done.’ 
 
    ‘On the contrary!’ the unhappy girl exclaimed. ‘I will decide my own future. No one else!’ She left the chaise longue and crossed the carpet to confront the two men, eyeball to eyeball. ‘I will not have Paul forced into an unwanted alliance. I would flatly refuse to marry him . . .’ 
 
    ‘But Ethel, dear . . .’ Paul put an arm round her. 
 
    ‘Don’t be silly, Paul. What sort of a marriage—’ 
 
    ‘At least your gel has a modicum of sense!’ Arabella commented to Marie. 
 
    ‘Which is a lot more than can be said for yours!’ was the rejoinder. 
 
    ‘Oh, isn’t this fun!’ Victoria giggled. 
 
    ‘No it bloody well isn’t,’ Paul fumed. 
 
    Sarah had come to the meeting purely to give Ethel moral support, so had resolved to say nothing. But in the face of this débâcle her resolution cracked. ‘This is crazy!’ she shouted above the uproar. ‘Nothing can be achieved or decided this way. Why don’t Paul and Ethel decide for themselves, in another room, what they want to do?’ She turned to the warring parents. ‘Then perhaps father and the colonel could retire to a study or somewhere to discuss the practicalities of whatever alternatives Paul and Ethel choose.’ She looked from one stony face to the next, hoping for support and getting none. In desperation she smiled nervously at Arabella. ‘Personally, I’d simply love a cup of tea.’ 
 
    ‘Excellent idea!’ The colonel immediately tugged the tapestried bell-pull on the chimney breast. ‘Come on Ozanne, let’s leave the womenfolk to their tea, what? I know it’s early but I dare say we could use a small noggin, don’t you think?’ Grasping Hubert’s elbow he headed for the door, saying to Paul over his shoulder, ‘You two can go into the library, I suppose.’ 
 
    Unused to having the initiative taken out of her hands, Arabella allowed her pained expression to dwell on Sarah for a long ten seconds, before turning her head towards Marie and saying, ‘I suppose you’d better sit down.’ 
 
    * 
 
    ‘No, I admit it. Marriage hadn’t crossed my mind,’ Paul said. ‘Not because I wouldn’t want to marry you, in due course, but simply because I haven’t got a job, a career of any sort, so I’m not in a position to make an offer to anyone.’ 
 
    ‘But frankly, Paul, I can’t think of a worse fate for either of us, than being tied into a loveless marriage,’ Ethel added. 
 
    ‘Absolutely! But are you sure it would be loveless? Actually, I had decided ages ago that I was terribly fond of you, you know.’ 
 
    Ethel’s heart gave a little flutter of hope. ‘Really?’ 
 
    ‘Honestly.’ 
 
    She sat, thinking. Wondering. ‘I don’t know . . . What about this Melissa person? Your family reckon your future lies with her.’ 
 
    ‘Mater and Pater made this confounded arrangement with old Sir David years ago. I was never consulted! I’ve never wanted to be saddled with the silly, giggling brat. She’s not out of school, yet, for Pete’s sake!’ 
 
    Ethel stared at him wide-eyed. 
 
    ‘I think I have a right to participate in the decision-making on my future, don’t you?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘That’s what Sarah said this morning, when I told her about the . . . the baby.’ 
 
    ‘Sensible Sarah!’ He put his hand over hers on the library table. ‘I’m being absolutely straight with you, old girl. If I am to get married, I know of no one I would rather be hitched up to than you.’ He smiled into her eyes. ‘Don’t you think you could face it? I mean, do you like me . . . enough?’ 
 
    Ethel tried to smile back, accepting that this was the nearest she would ever get to receiving a declaration of love. But she lost control of her lower lip, her throat tightened and finally she subsided onto a leather couch in tears. 
 
    ‘Oh, dear! Ethel, do you dislike me that much?’ 
 
    She mopped her face and looked up, sniffing, desperately trying to control herself. His heavenly blue eyes were gazing at her, anxiously, wavy blond hair falling over his forehead. ‘Oh Paul, you idiot! I’ve . . . adored you ever since you came to that Christmas party . . .’ 
 
    ‘Seriously?’ His white teeth flashed at her. ‘Great Scott! Well why the devil didn’t you say so before?’ 
 
    ‘Because I didn’t think you . . . felt the same.’ 
 
    ‘Silly cuckoo.’ He put his arms round her, kissing her forehead. He didn’t think he did feel quite the same, but she was a jolly good sport, excellent company. And he had enjoyed making love to her . . . 
 
    * 
 
    In his study, Peregrine poured two stiff whiskies and soda. Hubert, who seldom touched spirits and never in the middle of the afternoon, downed his in two gulps and felt much better. His host’s went down in one, and the glasses were immediately refilled. Then the two men sat down either side of the fire saying meaningless things like, ‘Hmm, sticky one, what?’ And, ‘Yes, tricky. Very tricky.’ 
 
    Meanwhile, Littlejohn served tea in the drawing-room, his expression studiously impassive as he passed the delicate porcelain cups through an atmosphere he could have cut with a knife. The mistress of the house went through the afternoon tea ritual with icy formality, watched with cynical humour by her daughter; while young Mrs Gaudion kept an anxious eye on her mother, obviously fearing the little woman might explode at any minute. 
 
    * 
 
    Paul gave a brief tap on the study door before marching Ethel into the room by the hand. ‘Right, Pater. Ethel and I have discussed matters and we have decided we wish to be married as soon as possible.’ No point in beating about the bush; better to take the proverbial bull by the horns and present the old man with a fait accompli. 
 
    Peregrine had mellowed with his third whisky, but not sufficiently to like the idea. However, he didn’t wish to appear awkward . . . ‘Hmm. I see. Well, what do you think, Hubert?’ 
 
    Hubert, still nursing his second, sighed with relief. ‘Fine. Excellent idea. Better go and tell the ladies don’t you think, old chap?’ 
 
    The colonel fumbled for his monocle, realising he had made a tactical error. 
 
    Paul and Ethel stared at each other in amazement, then back at ‘Hubert’ and ‘Old Chap.’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Yes. Well I suppose it might . . . er . . . May I top you up, my dear fellow?’ 
 
    * 
 
    Left to the men, the outcome might have been a very happy one, considering all things. Unfortunately Ceylon tea had a less mellowing effect and the mothers remained furiously unforgiving. 
 
    Sarah returned home to tell Greg all the details of the drama, confident that Ethel had escaped very lightly, while Paul and Ethel returned to the library to make some hasty plans, unaware of the angry demands being made by Arabella and Marie on their respective husbands, in their respective homes. 
 
    ‘They are not staying here on the island, making an exhibition of themselves. Bringing shame on the family!’ Marie announced. 
 
    Hubert argued that if Paul and Ethel were married, no one would be any the wiser. 
 
    ‘Rubbish!’ Marie snorted, wisps of hair escaping from her bun. ‘You think people can’t count? They’ll know it was a shotgun wedding. They’ll know your daughter for a loose woman.’ 
 
    Arabella’s attitude was similar, though from a social rather than a moral aspect. ‘I’ve decided,’ she announced, standing facing her husband across his desk. ‘As Paul has been asking to do farming for some time . . . we’ll help him. In New Zealand.’ 
 
    ‘Eh?’ 
 
    ‘Tell him you’ll put up the money for him to farm out there, but nowhere else.’ She smiled at her own ingenuity. ‘He’ll have no choice but to accept. Then no one here or in London need know that he has been cornered into marrying this . . . country wench.’ 
 
    ‘You mean you want us to wash our hands of them?’ 
 
    ‘Absolutely!’ 
 
    For once, Marie thought Arabella had had a brilliant idea. As soon as she heard, she made her way up the hill to call on Paul’s mother and congratulate her. ‘They must pay the penalty for their sins!’ she declared. A far more affable tea ritual followed, during which detailed arrangements for the marriage were listed and agreed. 
 
    Neither Paul nor Ethel were consulted. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘May I come down tomorrow morning and see you?’ Ethel asked. 
 
    Sarah frowned at the phone. ‘Yes, of course. But what’s the matter?’ 
 
    There was a brief silence. ‘I’ll tell you when I see you,’ Ethel replied, and hung up. 
 
    Sarah was hanging out the washing when Ethel arrived driving their father’s car, and was horrified at how ill her sister looked. ‘What’s happened? Something wrong with the baby?’ 
 
    Ethel shivered and hugged her coat tightly across her chest. 
 
    ‘Can we go inside?’ She waited while Sarah put on the kettle and made them a Horlicks each, put out a plate of biscuits, and carried them up to the sitting-room. ‘Where’s Suzanne?’ 
 
    ‘With Greg in the greenhouses. You sounded as though you needed to talk uninterrupted.’ 
 
    ‘We have to go to New Zealand.’ 
 
    Sarah’s hand jerked up, tipping the biscuits onto the floor. ‘What?’ 
 
    Ethel launched into the explanation, adding, ‘It’s what Paul has always wanted.’ 
 
    ‘To farm New Zealand?’ 
 
    ‘No. He wanted to farm over here, but his people wanted him to do something smart in the City. Now, they just want to be rid of us.’ She spread her hands over the front of her dress. 
 
    ‘But . . . you don’t want to go off to the other side of the world . . .’ 
 
    ‘No. Nor does Paul. But there doesn’t seem to be an alternative. Both mothers are adamant.’ 
 
    ‘But—Oh God! I don’t believe this!’ Sarah raked fingers through her hair. ‘They can’t do this to you!’ She watched Ethel warming her hands round her hot mug. The attractive sprinkling of summer freckles had long faded, the normally lively hazel eyes were red-rimmed and listless. ‘Surely there is some way to change their minds?’ 
 
    ‘Not unless we simply refuse to go.’ 
 
    ‘Well?’ 
 
    ‘Then Paul would be obliged to give up the idea of ever farming, and pick up any sort of work he can find. And both our families would refuse to see us,’ she added, smudging away tears she couldn’t control. 
 
    Sarah realised it was useless. The best chance the couple had of building a life for themselves undoubtedly lay on the other side of the globe, but the thought of Ethel, her dearest sister and friend, going off to live so far away was too painful to think about. It was so unnecessary! Pa could easily give Paul a job at Val du Douit until they found their feet . . . If Ma would let him. But oh no! She couldn’t do that! Think what the friends and neighbours would be saying! She ground her teeth. ‘Do you know, for the first time in my life I actually, actively hate my mother!’ 
 
    And for the first time in her life her big sister didn’t scold her for an ungodly outburst. 
 
    * 
 
    The wedding was to be a private affair attended only by the parents of the shameful pair. Marie’s excuse to the rector was that the young couple had made up their minds at the last minute to take passage on the Empress of India to New Zealand, leaving no time to arrange a proper wedding. The rector kept his knowing smile to himself, but on the day was surprised to see far more people at the service than he had been led to expect. 
 
    Arabella and Marie were surprised, too, and absolutely livid. But they couldn’t throw Greg, Sarah and Suzanne, Filly, Kiff and Gelly, and George and Margery Schmit out of the church. Nor Victoria and Piers. 
 
    Sarah, determined to make it as happy an occasion as possible, had taken it upon herself to brief the unexpected guests, who all turned up wearing lovely outfits and beautiful corsages. Having phoned Victoria, swearing her to secrecy, she had suggested the glamorous blonde wear something . . . suitable, and was rewarded with a vision which would have graced a Royal marriage at St Paul’s: Victoria thought the whole thing an absolute hoot, my dear! 
 
    Hubert had talked Marie into agreeing to the two families returning to Val du Douit for a token glass of wine, but it was Sarah who had secretly and very hurriedly made a wedding cake—a first attempt lacking a certain finesse, but filling the obvious void. 
 
    Which worried Ethel. ‘Ma will never forgive you!’ she hissed in Sarah’s ear. 
 
    ‘And I’ll never forgive her,’ Sarah hissed back. ‘So we’ll be quits.’ 
 
    Greg had brought a couple of extra bottles of wine, and smiled sweetly at everyone as he refilled the glasses, ignoring the savage glares shot at him by his mother-in-law, who finally walked out of the room when he proposed a toast to the bride and groom. 
 
    The Laurences went home, and Marie stomped about her house fuming, muttering dreadful threats about divine retribution, when the bridal couple were escorted down to the White Rock by their siblings and friends. 
 
    Sarah thought her heart would break. ‘Don’t stay away too long,’ she sobbed. ‘And write every week.’ She hugged Ethel, reluctant to let her climb the gangway. ‘Look after her, Paul.’ 
 
    Waving from the ship’s rail as the mailboat went astern to turn in the harbour pool, the bride tried not to betray the terror and misery with which she faced the future. 
 
    The Sarnia Sheep Station 
 
    July, 1933. 
 
    Dearest Sarah, 
 
    This is to announce the arrival of Michael, a fine little brother for David. He is going to be fair, like his father. Paul is well and happy. We have expanded to ten thousand acres of grazing land for the sheep and barring a few hiccups the whole project is going very well. You would love our new house. It is very convenient with lovely big, airy rooms and plenty of space to extend when we want. I told you about the Robinsons who live only fifty miles down south of us, well we’ve met two more nice couples who live not too far away and we’ve all become good friends. 
 
    So glad you’ve stayed on good terms with Ma and Pa since making it up last Christmas. And we are both very happy to hear that the old men have called off the row about the boundary. So what’s happening there? 
 
    Sorry I haven’t been able to write as often as we planned: there just are not enough hours in a day! 
 
    Our love to you both, 
 
    Ethel. 
 
    William handed the letter back to Sarah. ‘She sounds happy enough, don’t you think?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, thank goodness. Does Ma get letters from her?’ 
 
    ‘I believe so. But the old girl never lets on. Never speaks of her. Bloody stupid woman!’ 
 
    ‘Thank heavens the rest of us have a more forgiving nature. Ma really makes me cross with her narrow-mindedness.’ 
 
    William sniffed. ‘It’s all right for you. You’re not living with it any more.’ 
 
    ‘Why do you say that? She doesn’t get on at you, does she?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Always nattering about Filly.’ 
 
    ‘We . . . ell . . . It is about time you proposed to the poor girl and put her out of her misery.’ 
 
    ‘Mummy! Mummy! Sue-Sue want to play ball,’ Suzanne called from the lawn. 
 
    ‘All right, darling. Uncle William’s coming.’ 
 
    ‘I am?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. My daughter isn’t interested in tossing a dainty ball to and fro. Her father teaches her serious football,’ Sarah explained. ‘You are far better at it than I am.’ 
 
    Thus William was spared the necessity of responding to his sister’s comments about Felicity Carre. 
 
    * 
 
    Hubert’s elderly mother had suffered calcification of the vertebrae for some years and been unable to sit at the family table for meals. Rather than be seen about the house as a helpless cripple, she elected to spend her days sitting in bed in regal splendour being waited on by nurses whom she declared incapable of doing anything right. But having been an active woman all her life, her self-imposed isolation had a stagnating effect on her mind and gradually, over the years since Sarah’s marriage, she had withdrawn into a semi-twilight world. ‘I am no longer of any use to anyone so I might just as well be gone,’ she repeated to family members who visited her daily. And to her nurse each morning she would say, ‘Oh dear, another day and I am still here. I wish the Lord would take me to his heaven.’ 
 
    And so it was. The day dawned when the nurse failed to rouse her; the family was called, and likewise the doctor, who confirmed she had had her wish granted. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘You really think we could do it?’ Sarah gasped with excitement. 
 
    ‘If you can talk your father into a small loan. Added to this inheritance from Aunt Selina we could afford a really nice plot. It would make all the difference.’ 
 
    Sarah threw her arms round Greg’s neck. ‘Oh, how marvellous. If it could really happen!’ She had dreamed of them having a home of their own ever since they were first married and forced to live with Greg’s elderly parents. They had saved hard throughout their engagement and over the four years since the wedding. 
 
    Now, since Greg had learned he had inherited five hundred pounds from his godmother, and his brother had agreed to the employing of a permanent nurse for his father, the possibility of having a home of their own in the foreseeable future was too exciting for words. 
 
    ‘I’ll work on Pa next Sunday on the beach,’ Sarah decided. 
 
    ‘If the weather’s all right!’ Greg looked out of the bedroom window at the sky. 
 
    ‘George said it was set to stay fine for the next few days, and he is always right.’ She was determined. 
 
    * 
 
    George, the ardent amateur fisherman, was correct, so the family duly congregated on Cobo beach with rugs, towels and biscuit tins of sandwiches and cake. 
 
    Hubert and Marie arranged their deckchairs well above the advancing tide, and Aline, unbuttoning her dress to reveal a stunning new swimsuit, arranged herself gracefully on a rug at their feet. She had resigned her job ostensibly to replace Ethel as Marie’s right hand in the house, for which she had negotiated a princely sum far in excess of anything her older sister had ever received and for which she did little in return . . . other than ingratiate herself with her parents to the detriment of her siblings. It infuriated Sarah to hear Aline making snide remarks to her mother about Ethel, and bragging about how she herself had so often resisted the temptation to accept wonderful invitations from the most illustrious and glamorous of men. ‘Entirely figments of her imagination,’ Sarah would assure Greg. 
 
    But at family beach picnics it was possible to forget the sibling rivalry, to relax in the sun, swim, play with the children and join in the statutory game of cricket before the tide came up too high. 
 
    More from force of habit than for any other reason, William had fetched Filly in his car to join the picnic. Once, Victoria had accepted a casual invitation from Sarah, made in an unguarded moment, to join the family picnic. But only once. The London socialite did not enjoy the experience . . . mainly because her high heels stuck in the sand. But Sarah had invited Belle to bring Polly several times . . . They never did come. 
 
    Sarah carefully positioned herself in the cricket outfield near her father, so that at the end of the match when the others all went for a bathe, she could walk him along the water’s edge and bring up the subject of money. 
 
    ‘You say Greg’s Aunt Selina left him five hundred pounds!’ Hubert stopped in surprise. ‘Why would she do that when she had children of her own?’ 
 
    ‘He was her godson.’ 
 
    ‘Oh. Well that’s reasonable.’ He walked on for a while in silence. ‘Who will look after Greg’s parents?’ 
 
    ‘Andrew has finally agreed to the expense of a nurse. So you see we now have enough to build a really lovely home, but not enough to buy a really lovely plot of land as well.’ 
 
    Her father turned to smile at his favourite. ‘And you are wondering if some old fool will fork out a loan so you can lash out on a fairy-tale palace?’ 
 
    ‘No! Because I don’t believe in fairy-tales and I don’t know any old fools,’ Sarah grinned. ‘Though mind you, if my adored father were to come up with such a wonderful offer I would be bowled over!’ 
 
    ‘Wicked minx! I might have guessed you didn’t want to walk the sand with me purely for the pleasure of my company!’ He pretended to wallop her behind. ‘All right. How much?’ 
 
    ‘Seventy-five pounds,’ she said, and held her breath. 
 
    ‘Seventy-five! Good heavens, what on earth are you buying? Sausmarez Park?’ 
 
    ‘Pa! The cost of land has gone up since your day!’ 
 
    ‘I’m still having my day, thank you very much,’ he retorted. 
 
    But Sarah could tell from the twitching at the corner of his mouth that he would come up with the money. 
 
    * 
 
    A date was set for Marie’s annual hay picnic. Sarah had not enjoyed the last one, horribly conscious of missing Ethel throughout, but she wanted Suzanne to be there so this year she made a big conciliatory effort, and some more fancy cakes. As ever, Marie invited all and sundry, so that when William asked if he could bring a family of visitors he’d met recently, his mother had no objection. 
 
    The weather was perfect, not a cloud to be seen and only sufficient breeze to cool the laughing workforce as they wielded their pitchforks. Jean Quevatre drove the haywain, while his son Marcel, now a full-grown young man and married to Emmy the maid, stood atop, arranging the hay thrown up to him by the Batiste twins. 
 
    William arrived with his party when activities were in full swing, so not everyone noticed their arrival. But Sarah did, and wondered why her heart sank immediately. The visitors were a French family named Rosenburg: father was short and fat with a walrus moustache: mother equally short and fat; a fading blonde in a very tight dress. There was a son, Louis, thin and lanky with arms too long for his sleeves . . . and a daughter, Annemarie, petite and pretty in a flouncy, blue cotton dress, who bore a striking similarity to Filly. William was on his best behaviour, escorting the Rosenburgs round the field making introductions and explaining to the visitors, who came from Cherbourg and spoke very little English, the purpose of the annual hay picnic . . . in ghastly schoolboy French. 
 
    Marie was charmingly helpful, addressing them in their own language which they were able to understand despite her lapses into Guernsey patois, and soon Madame Rosenburg was handing out sandwiches and gossiping with her hostess as if they had known each other all their lives. Monsieur ambled off to watch the hay-loading operation with his son, and Annemarie was left with William, her head hung coyly to one side, listening to him and occasionally replying to a question in delightful, broken English. Sarah could see they had little difficulty in communicating and wondered what was going through Filly’s mind as her bubbly friend gathered hay into long heaps, ready for the twins, and pretended not to notice. 
 
    Sarah was delighted to see that Polly had been allowed to come, with Belle in attendance. Most people in the district had become used to the big, black woman and her charge. ‘Look who’s here, Suzanne. Someone has come to play with you.’ 
 
    Suzanne crawled out of a mini haystack, and squealed with joy. ‘Polly, Polly!’ she shouted and ran at the girl, hugging her round the knees. 
 
    Hours later, Greg came to find Sarah as the sun was going down. He was carrying their daughter over his shoulder and said, ‘I think this little bit of nonsense is ready for her bed.’ 
 
    ‘No! I not tired!’ Suzanne wailed, rubbing her drooping eyelids. 
 
    They assembled their gear and friends, and as they departed the sun glowed pink with faint traces of cloud across its face. Sarah turned to wave goodbye. Filly was standing alone, looking quite lost. William and his new friends were nowhere to be seen. 
 
    * 
 
    Greg and Sarah’s bungalow was square, simple and pebble-dashed, with three bedrooms, a dining-room and sitting-room, and a bathroom and kitchen at the back. A little lean-to greenhouse facing south west and leading off the sitting-room was a luxury indulgence: Greg wanted to grow a few vegetables and some fruit for the kitchen and Sarah was keen to try raising some pot plants. On the north east side was the garage. Just a few hundred yards from Les Marettes as the crow flies, though nearly a mile through the twisting lanes, their new home was built in the middle of a field which they had bought from Ossie le Poidevin in August. Greg, Sarah and Suzanne were able to move in three weeks before Christmas . . . much to the annoyance of Andrew and his mother, as it meant paying out for nurses sooner than expected. 
 
    ‘Aren’t we lucky!’ Sarah cooed, clinging to Greg’s arm as they walked up the front path one evening. It was only a cinder track, costly gravel being low on the current priority list, but it could have been paved with gold. 
 
    There was still a great deal to be done. They had invested all their money in big, airy rooms which meant tackling all the decorating themselves, and every day Sarah spent at least a couple of hours up a ladder, painting walls and ceilings. Suzanne slept in their bare bedroom with them, until the smell of paint cleared from her own room. The child had chosen the colour herself, with a little guidance, and also the pretty frieze of flowers which Sarah added. Maureen helped by making the nursery curtains, and they were all thrilled with the effect of their first completed room. 
 
    The sitting-room quickly followed, and Sarah was in the act of hanging the curtains there one Thursday afternoon when she heard William’s voice, calling, ‘Are you there, Sarah? Can I come in?’ 
 
    ‘Mmmm!’ Sarah staggered down the ladder steps with a mouthful of curtain hooks. She eyed him suspiciously as she spat them out. ‘Yes, of course! What on earth are you doing here?’ He had always been a carefree, happy-go-lucky type, but today he was surpassing himself, beaming from ear to ear. 
 
    ‘Just wanted to see my dear sister . . . the nice one as opposed to the one who lives with us.’ 
 
    ‘Come on. Poor Aline isn’t that bad.’ 
 
    ‘True. She’s considerably worse.’ He looked round the room. ‘Oh ho! This is looking good. That picture looks far better in here than in your room at Les Marettes.’ 
 
    ‘That’s because there is much more light in here. I am so bucked with the brightness of all our rooms.’ 
 
    ‘What are you going to call it?’ 
 
    ‘Les Mouettes. The seagulls. They are always circling overhead because we are just inshore from the fishermen’s moorings.’ 
 
    ‘Splendid name, I like it.’ 
 
    ‘So . . . out with it. You are nearly bursting your braces with excitement!’ Sarah laughed, watching her brother desperately trying to look casual and not succeeding at all. 
 
    ‘Can we sit down? I have some rather important news to tell you.’ 
 
    While Sarah sat in an armchair, William perched himself on the settee. And took a deep breath. ‘I wanted you to be the first to know that I’m engaged to be married.’ 
 
    ‘Oh William!’ She flung herself at him to hug and kiss him. ‘At last! I thought you were never going to pop the question!’ She stood up. ‘This calls for a celebration. Do you want to start with a cup of tea or go straight into something stronger?’ 
 
    ‘Tea’ll do for now.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll put the kettle on. Come out and admire my kitchen.’ 
 
    They went down the corridor, their shoes drumming on the bare floorboards, and into the small, neat kitchen. ‘Why didn’t you bring Filly with you? She doesn’t work on Thursday afternoons.’ Sarah held the kettle under the tap until it was full, and struck a match to light the gas. 
 
    ‘Filly?’ 
 
    Sarah turned to her brother who was looking somewhat bemused. ‘Yes, Filly! What’s up with you?’ 
 
    ‘But . . . you don’t understand . . .’ he blushed to the roots of his hair. 
 
    She stared at him. Suddenly the kitchen felt terribly cold. ‘Then you’d better explain.’ 
 
    ‘I . . . thought you realised,’ he stammered. ‘I’m not . . . I mean it’s not Fill . . .’ 
 
    ‘Not Filly!’ she repeated. ‘What are you talking about?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not marrying Filly! I’m going to marry Annemarie.’ 
 
    Sarah flopped onto a kitchen chair, speechless. Her mind flashed back to the hay picnic and she remembered the strange feeling she’d had when William had turned up with the French girl and her family. Annemarie! ‘Oh no!’ she groaned. ‘Oh my poor, poor Filly!’ she raised agonised eyes to William’s. ‘When did you and Filly break it off?’ 
 
    ‘Break what off?’ William was beginning to get annoyed. ‘There was never anything between us to be broken off!’ 
 
    ‘William! for Pete’s sake what’s the matter with you? Anyway, I didn’t know Annemarie was still on the island. I thought they were only here on holiday.’ 
 
    ‘They were. But she came over again last week.’ 
 
    She shook her head. ‘Everyone, but everyone has regarded you and Filly as a couple—for years! Especially Filly herself. She must be devastated!’ The kitchen was filling with steam and she reached across to turn off the gas tap with a savage twist. 
 
    William pouted. ‘I don’t see why. I’ve never said anything to make her think we were more than friends.’ 
 
    ‘Oh do stop being so naive! After going out with her for years? After being partners at every dance, in every tennis game?’ Slowly she shook her head. ‘I don’t believe this! I cannot believe you could be so cruel!’ 
 
    ‘That’s it!’ William exclaimed. ‘I came down here with my exciting news expecting congratulations, and all you can do is harp on about a friendship I had with one of your old school friends years ago!’ He buttoned up his jacket. ‘I think I’d better leave.’ 
 
    Sarah covered her face with her hands. ‘Oh William! Oh God! What have you done?’ She looked up. ‘Have you told the family yet? Ma and Pa?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ he snapped. ‘I thought you’d be pleased to be first to hear the news.’ 
 
    ‘Does Filly know?’ 
 
    ‘No!’ William’s joy had faded into misery. ‘I don’t see what it’s got to do with her.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t you? Do you honestly not know?’ 
 
    ‘I thought everyone liked Annemarie,’ he almost pleaded. ‘She’s a lovely girl. Very clever. She’s a marvellous needle-woman and does wonderful embroidery.’ 
 
    ‘A fair description of Filly. Do you want me to tell her?’ 
 
    ‘Tell her what?’ 
 
    Sarah jumped to her feet. ‘William!’ she shouted. ‘Grow up. Whether you like it or not, meant it or not, you have let down one of the sweetest, gentlest girls in the world. You are about to ruin her life and you neither know nor care! Oooh! you make me so angry I could strangle you. You—you cad! You absolute bastard!’ 
 
    ‘Damn you, Sarah,’ he shouted back. ‘It’s my bloody life! I’ll marry the woman I love, not someone the family has lined up for me.’ 
 
    ‘No one lined Filly up for you. You came after her. You asked her to play tennis, and go out with you!’ Sarah stormed. 
 
    ‘Hey! hey! What’s going on in here?’ Greg appeared in the doorway, looking from one furious face to the other. 
 
    William glared at him, then at Sarah. ‘Ask her,’ he said and stamped out to his car. 
 
    * 
 
    Sarah was right. Filly was utterly devastated. And even Hubert and Marie were furious, disgusted that their son could let the girl down so badly. Marie sent him to Coventry, of course, but even Hubert could think of nothing to say to William. And when the young man asked if he could bring his fiancée to see them, Hubert said, ‘I suppose so, if you must.’ 
 
    It was not a happy occasion; Marie shook the French girl’s hand as though afraid of catching leprosy, gave her a bleak smile and excused herself to the kitchen. 
 
    Hubert asked when she was going home, and failed to conceal his relief when told William had been granted a brief holiday from the bank to escort her back to Cherbourg next day. 
 
    * 
 
    Any hopes William might have had of an improvement in the atmosphere at home, and among the friends he and Filly shared, were soon dashed. Everyone rallied round the young woman, showered her with affectionate attention and invited her to every gathering and party . . . from which William invariably found himself excluded. 
 
    Hurt and angry, he accepted the Rosenburgs’ invitation to spend Christmas with them. 
 
    ‘How long will you be gone?’ Hubert asked. ‘You’ve only just had a holiday from the bank.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve given my notice,’ William snapped. 
 
    ‘Great Scott! Are you mad?’ 
 
    ‘As in insane, no. As in fed up with everyone’s attitude, yes.’ And he left the room. 
 
    * 
 
    Christmas Day 1933 was very quiet at Val du Douit. Bertie was unable to get leave, and as William was in France, Aline was the only member of the young generation left at home with Hubert and Marie. John and Mary and the children came in for Christmas lunch after church, which did little to help the spirit of Christmas, and Greg, Sarah and Suzanne were at Les Marettes for the day. 
 
    Suzanne, now nearly four and old enough to follow the explanations about Santa Claus, woke in the early hours of Christmas morning and ran barefoot in her pink Viyella nightie, into her parent’s room, squealing with excitement, to tell them that Santa had taken the sugar lumps she had put out for him to give to the reindeers, and when he ate the cake they left for him, his hands were dirty and he’d left sooty finger marks on her dressing-table! Though pleased with the success of their subterfuge, her parents would have preferred to hear the news two or three hours further into the day. After church they collected the presents they had wrapped for the Gaudion family and carried them back to the house they had recently vacated, for a traditional turkey lunch with the old folk, and Andrew, Maureen and Sybil. 
 
    Having placed himself in charge of liquid refreshment, and working on the ‘one-for-you-one-for-me’ basis, Andrew quickly mellowed. ‘We’ll give out the presents after lunch, and when Dad nods off we can have a game of rummy with the girls,’ he suggested. 
 
    ‘Ooh, yes please!’ Sybil, now stretched into an attractive fourteen-year-old, was eager. 
 
    ‘All right for you,’ Greg pointed out, ‘But it may require a certain bending of the rules for Suzanne.’ 
 
    ‘What are you saying?’ Alice shrieked. 
 
    ‘That we’ll all need a nap this afternoon,’ Maureen yelled into the ear-trumpet. Adding quietly for the benefit of the others, ‘If she knows she’ll want to join in.’ She grinned. ‘You know what she is; she cheats like mad.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t worry,’ Andrew assured her. ‘I’ve been keeping her glass topped up. I doubt she’ll last through the gift ceremony!’ 
 
    It was the best Christmas Sarah had had with the Gaudions. The old folk duly nodded off, assisted by their eldest son, and Suzanne became wildly excited when the other five players allowed her to win a hand and scoop up the pennies, ha’pennies, farthings and doubles piled in the centre of the baize. 
 
    Next day at Val du Douit, Sarah thought the atmosphere at Les Marettes had been infinitely preferable. She hadn’t entirely forgiven her mother for Ethel’s banishment; her parents hadn’t forgiven her for taking Ethel’s part, nor had anyone forgiven William for jilting Filly. John and Mary sat at table with expressions which might have indicated they were sucking lemons, while baby Margaret sat whining and puking in her high chair and her big brother grabbed greedily from the serving dishes, unrebuked by his parents. Meanwhile, Aline entertained everyone with snide remarks about absent family and friends, at which only she laughed. 
 
    ‘Never mind, darling,’ Greg said, understanding Sarah’s sad silence as they drove home. ‘Give it all time. Things will improve.’ 
 
    They were using his father’s car. Andrew had agreed that Greg should have use of it as their father could no longer drive it, and now that they had moved, Greg would have to get to Les Marettes in all weathers to help with the old man when he had one of his turns in the night after the nurse had gone off duty . . . which were occurring with amazing regularity now Greg was no longer in the house, and mysteriously stopped whenever he arrived. 
 
    The most expensive single addition to Greg and Sarah’s new home was the telephone, because they were so far from a main road and additional poles had to be erected. For Alice to be able to call Greg when his father needed him, it was a necessity rather than a luxury and reluctantly Andrew had agreed that their father should pay half the cost. Sarah was delighted, little realising how vitally she would rely on it in the not too distant future. 
 
    * 
 
    Sarah had never had more than a passing interest in gardens. She liked to walk through and admire other people’s efforts, but had never in her life felt the urge to actively participate in weeding and planting. However, as winter receded, spring sunshine brought her outdoors. 
 
    Greg did help with the heavier work, when he could spare the time, but Sarah found herself doing far more than she had originally intended, and enjoyed it: loved the sense of achievement as her ideas took shape. 
 
    There were lots of granite stones lying about the perimeter where they had fallen from the loose-stone walls; these she collected to form the edge of borders. She persuaded Greg to drive her to the Caledonia Nurseries to choose trees and shrubs and they both became quite excited planting them together. 
 
    ‘Coming along nicely, Mrs Gaudion,’ the postman said, swinging his leg back over his bicycle saddle. ‘Who’d believe it was just a field, this time last year?’ 
 
    ‘You think I’m winning, then? It’s the couch grass that’s the worst. You can never get completely rid of it.’ Sarah took off her gardening gloves and stood beside him as he checked through the letters in his hand. 
 
    ‘There you are. There’s your electricity bill, a letter from your sister in New Zealand, and another one from . . .’ he examined the postmark ‘. . . Cherbourg.’ 
 
    Sarah abandoned the garden to carry the letters inside and read them in the kitchen with a mid-morning cup of tea, leaving Suzanne and Nelson playing with a ball. The radio was on and she hummed along with the familiar Henry Hall dance music while she washed her hands and waited for the kettle to boil, debating which to open first. 
 
    Ethel’s. It was still hard not to feel anger and resentment at being deprived of her adored sister by Ethel’s banishment, but it was good to know that the couple seemed to be getting on very well, down under: 
 
    . . . Paul went off to Auckland to buy another herd of sheep from a man who is retiring from farming. This is a new strain and will strengthen our stock. The wool prices have fallen a lot, but we get top prices for our meat. 
 
    We had friends over to stay for a week. The weather was glorious and we were able to take them on a trip up into the mountains in our truck. You should have seen us: we women in the back under the shade of the tarpaulin on piles of rugs and cushions with our babies, picnic gear and fishing tackle piled round us, while the men took turns driving. 
 
    David and Michael are very strong, healthy, easy babies, but we both hope that Fate may grant us a little girl next time. Not that there is any indication of another, yet!. . . 
 
    Sarah finished the letter, made the tea and poured a cup before opening the envelope from France. 
 
    William’s handwriting was bold but neat, each word far better formed than in Ethel’s hasty scrawl. Sarah read his news with far less pleasure than Ethel’s, and with intense irritation. She didn’t think she could ever forgive him, William the Traitor as her mother had dubbed him, but she felt obliged to continue her role as his only link with the family. Marie continued to burn his letters unread. 
 
    . . . M. Rosenburg has now promoted me to the Dubois factory, where we make overalls and boiler suits for industry, and has told me that if I wish to remain in his employ, I have the prospect of becoming head accountant for the entire business—in due course. So you can imagine that Annemarie and I are delighted, and plan to marry soon. 
 
    Naturally, we will be married here in Cherbourg, but I do hope you will persuade as many of the family as possible to come over for the ceremony. The invitations have been printed and will be posted off soon . . . 
 
    He went on to describe the apartment they would rent for the start of their married life, and their plans to save up for a decent house of their own, later. 
 
    Sarah laid the letter on the kitchen table and sat staring at it, brooding. Someone from the family would have to go over for the wedding, she supposed. But who? Who would want to? She was afraid she knew the answer to that only too well. Ma wouldn’t think of it, nor would she let Pa go. Bertie might be able to get leave and Ma need never know he’d been! Aline wouldn’t go, of course, which wouldn’t bother William. What about John and Mary? And Greg and herself? She pushed back her chair and got up. Better discuss it with Greg tonight after supper. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
    Chapter Five – DISTANT THUNDER 
 
      
 
    ‘Brilliant shot!’ Kiff exclaimed as Sarah pumped a crosscourt forehand drive beyond Roger Harris’s reach. ‘Did you say you are going to the wedding?’ she turned back to her conversation with John who was sitting beside her on the bench, puffing at his pipe. 
 
    He blew smoke through the chainlink fencing round the Val du Douit court. ‘No. Busy time on the farm.’ 
 
    Kiff laughed. ‘Pull the other one! You mean the family hasn’t forgiven William yet?’ She had known John since childhood and was not the least afraid to challenge him. 
 
    John’s face stiffened. ‘Doubt we ever will. That poor girl . . .’ 
 
    ‘. . . is currently going out with a super new accountant in Town called Augustus. Didn’t you know?’ 
 
    His eyebrows shot up. ‘No, I didn’t. Glad to hear it. But I can’t say I would want to go, anyway.’ He took another drag at his pipe. ‘European politics are a mess.’ 
 
    ‘Really? But I didn’t know anything serious had happened in France recently except we won the Davis Cup last year, thanks to Fred Perry,’ Kiff muttered, head swivelling from one end of the court to the other, following the ball. 
 
    John raised his eyes to heaven. ‘It’s what’s going on in Berlin at the moment that bothers me. This Hitler fellow and his Third Reich . . . all I can say is, it’s a good thing the Rosenburgs live in France and not Germany.’ 
 
    ‘Oh!’ She had wondered what possible connection there might be between Adolf Hitler and William’s wedding. ‘Ramsay MacDonald had better go and sort the man out, then, like he did with Mussolini.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes? But according to Mr Churchill all the Prime Minister claimed to have achieved in Italy regarding European disarmament was a load of rubbish,’ John grunted. 
 
    Greg overheard John’s comment as he came off court. ‘Never mind, John me lad. Manchester City won the FA Cup this year so it’s not all doom and gloom.’ 
 
    ‘Can’t see what that’s got to do with politics. Why, that fool Prime Minister should rescind his trade pact with the Germans!’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ Sarah asked. 
 
    ‘Because of the way he is ill-treating the Jews.’ He got up. ‘Time to get on with the milking,’ he concluded, and wandered off. 
 
    Kiff suppressed a giggle. ‘Your brother’s in his usual jolly mood.’ 
 
    Greg’s head emerged through the neck of his pullover. ‘He has a point, I mean Hitler is proving to be a nasty bit of work. Still, I don’t see what we can do about it.’ He picked up the tennis bag he shared with Sarah. ‘I’m parched. Has your mother made any elderflower fizz yet this year?’ After all, whatever happened in Europe really couldn’t affect life in the Channel Islands, could it? 
 
    * 
 
    John did not go to his brother’s wedding. In the end only Sarah and Greg were in Cherbourg to represent the family, which proved an embarrassment all round. Sarah tried to make excuses. Mother hated sea travel. Father wouldn’t come without her. Aline? Er . . . Flu? Broken leg? Er . . . she’s looking after our little girl so we could come . . . A lie, as Suzanne was actually with Maureen; but only a white one. 
 
    Annemarie was very beautiful in layers of white lace. Sarah thought it a pity the bouquet was quite so huge, too big for the chief bridal attendant to cope with during the ceremony. William looked white and anxious having tried desperately to learn the language of his adoption and aware of his repeated linguistic gaffes. He had asked Greg to be his best man, and Greg had reluctantly agreed, despite the fact that his own French was limited to bonjour and merci beaucoup. 
 
    The Rosenburgs were not practicing Jews and the ceremony was Catholic . . . which didn’t help Greg and Sarah at all, and their social intercourse at the reception was restricted almost entirely to sign language. However the wine flowed quite liberally and after a while the problem ceased to matter much. They relaxed and laughed, hopefully in the right places, and Sarah made herself popular flirting coyly with the bride’s father. 
 
    ‘Thanks very much for coming,’ William whispered, moments before he and his wife were whisked away in a beribboned carriage. ‘It would have been awful without you. Am I forgiven yet?’ 
 
    Sarah, high heels adding to her already superior height, bent to kiss him. ‘Of course. Don’t worry. Just bring Annemarie over to stay with us one day.’ 
 
    ‘Bless you, dear Sis. ’Bye bye!’ 
 
    Several bags of rice later, the happy couple were out of sight and Greg and Sarah returned to their hotel for the night. 
 
    ‘I’m glad you two have made it up,’ Greg said, climbing into the weirdly sagging bed. 
 
    ‘I could hardly stay angry when I see dear old Filly enjoying herself so much with the new man in her life. I suspect that in the end William has done them both a favour.’ 
 
    ‘I hope you’re right. And I also hope we’ll get some sleep. This bed is atrocious.’ 
 
    * 
 
    William and Annemarie didn’t come over to visit Guernsey that year, or next. They were too busy starting their family. News of Josette’s arrival came in the same post as a letter from Ethel, saying she too was pregnant again. 
 
    Then Filly announced her engagement. 
 
    Sarah hugged her excitedly. ‘Oh I’m so thrilled. When is the wedding to be? When you have found a house, I suppose.’ 
 
    ‘We already have one. Gus has bought a lovely old farmhouse just inland from L’Ancresse Common. The invitations are going out at the end of May and we marry in July.’ Filly was as bouncy and bubbly as ever. 
 
    ‘Crumbs, that’s quick,’ Sarah was astounded. ‘Doesn’t give you time to put your bottom drawer together.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve got all I need, I think. And anyway I can’t wait to start a family. You’ve got a five year start on me!’ 
 
    The summer of 1934 was wonderful. Every Sunday was spent on the beach with Suzanne, and most other members of the Ozanne family. Sarah and Greg took turns with their daughter, shrimping, building sandcastles or playing ball, and two or three times each Sunday they would all swim together, the little one laughing happily as waves surged her up and down in her rubber ring. 
 
    She was a lively child, full of fun, always eager to involve uncles, aunts and friends in new games of her own invention. Serious Uncle John, sitting under his newspaper for an after-lunch nap would be surprised to find himself building a playhouse with dining chairs and rugs. Grandma was inveigled into helping Suzanne make fancy cakes and Grandpa would take her down to the stableyard for a ride on old Woolly, the donkey. 
 
    Aline was the odd one out. She adored the child and sought adoration in return. The trouble was that she never did anything with the little girl, never played games or went up into the fields to pick wild flowers. Instead she relied on extravagant presents to earn Suzanne’s love . . . and was hurt and annoyed when the child was unimpressed. Sarah tried to explain the problem to Aline, once, with a spectacular lack of success. And Aline didn’t speak to her afterwards for a whole month. 
 
    Christmas 1934 was a happy affair, partly due to Bertie’s leave after returning from a spell of duty in Egypt. Footloose and fancy free, he had had a marvellous time in the colonial atmosphere of Ismailia, only wishing it had been more than a temporary posting. 
 
    ‘What is the attitude out there towards Mussolini?’ John asked him. 
 
    ‘Everyone is getting fed up with the fat Itie. Too puffed up with his own importance. He is going to create big trouble.’ 
 
    ‘He appears to hero worship Hitler!’ Hubert said. 
 
    ‘Ha! You should hear what they are saying about that in the bar at Shepheard’s.’ 
 
    ‘And what about the rearmament of Germany? What is the British Army’s reaction to that?’ John asked. 
 
    Bertie scratched his head. ‘That’s a jolly big question. What part of the army. I am not in the confidence of generals, colonels or even a humble major. Nor do I hobnob with the other ranks. The fellows I know don’t seem much bothered, actually.’ 
 
    John gave his young sibling a contemptuous glare and dropped the subject. 
 
    * 
 
    Having celebrated her fifth birthday in January of 1935, Suzanne started attending a small, private school near Delancey, run by a Miss Jacques. There were only five other children and the individual attention meant that the child was soon able to read. Greg and Sarah were thrilled to bits. Every evening the story books came out to be read aloud. 
 
    * 
 
    And later that year Ethel sent photos of their newly born twin sons, Roger and Timothy. Her letters were full of happy details of family and farming life, glowing with love for her darling Paul and their four sons. Even Marie had to admit, grudgingly, that the Sinners, as she still referred to them, seemed to have a perfect marriage. As did the Traitor, when Josette was presented with a little sister called Marivonne. Filly was quick to produce a little girl, just nine months after wedding her Gus, which Marie thought was disgusting, and not long afterwards the Prince of Wales came to the island to open the new road south of Town called Les Val des Terres, just as rumours were circulating about his affair with an American married woman. 
 
    ‘That’s lies and nonsense!’ Marie declared. ‘Royalty don’t carry on like that!’ 
 
    No one dared attempt to disillusion her. 
 
    * 
 
    The Laurences had gradually become integrated into island life, though Victoria spent long periods in London with friends, mainly men, as did her brother Aubrey. His preferences in that direction seemed to escape the attention of his superiors as he steadily rose in rank, and Piers had repeated resource to his father to bail him out of one shady deal after another. 
 
    It could not be claimed that Marie and Arabella were bosom pals; they tolerated each other on church committees and exchanged pleasantries when required on social occasions, but Hubert and Peregrine had become firm friends. At least once a week one of them would knock on the other’s study door, to be admitted for a session with cigar box and decanter for the purpose of putting the world to rights, and moral issues came to the fore again when Edward VIII succeeded to the throne early in January 1936. ‘What about this Simpson woman?’ was on everyone’s lips. Peregrine couldn’t see why the young idiot didn’t keep her as his mistress, as every predecessor had done, but of course Hubert, after years of living under Marie’s influence, could not agree. In fact the gossip about the royal carryings-on completely overshadowed the ominous happenings in Germany and Italy, until the abdication in December. 
 
    Nazi invasions and pogroms, the Spanish Civil War, all seemed remote from the blissful contentment in the tennis and bridge clubs, on the beaches and golf course. The Guernsey airport at the Villiaze was opened purely to enable civil aircraft to carry holiday makers and business men more quickly and conveniently across the English Channel. 
 
    Sarah only wished it could have been possible for Ethel to fly all the way from New Zealand to Guernsey. The reason her sister had never returned was simply that the round boat trip took too long and it would be unfair of her to be away from Paul all that time. And anyway, she was too busy in 1937 giving birth to her fifth son. 
 
    * 
 
    Two years later, Greg was loading deck chairs into the car, ready to leave for the beach on a gloriously fine Sunday morning in early September, when Sarah rushed out of the back door, brandishing a knife loaded with butter intended for the sandwiches. ‘Darling! I don’t think we ought to go!’ 
 
    ‘Oh Mummy! Why not?’ Suzanne shouted from her bedroom. 
 
    ‘What’s up, sweetheart?’ Greg stared at her in amazement. He knew his Sarah wouldn’t give up a day on the beach lightly. 
 
    ‘They’ve just announced on the wireless that Neville Chamberlain is going to speak.’ 
 
    Having invaded Poland two days ago, the Germans had been warned by England to get out . . . or else . . . 
 
    War. 
 
    Everyone was on the beach by lunchtime, the implications of Neville Chamberlain’s announcement the sole topic of conversation. 
 
    ‘I hope John won’t have to join up.’ Mary’s voice was as dreary as her chicken sandwiches. 
 
    ‘No chance,’ Sarah assured her. ‘He’s far too old. But I bet Greg will have to go.’ 
 
    ‘Bah!’ Marie exclaimed. ‘That’s all Tommy rot! Granted, Chamberlain said a state of war exists, but that’s not to say the British Army’s going off thousands of miles to fight someone else’s battles.’ 
 
    ‘Distance never put them off before,’ John pointed out. 
 
    ‘Like when?’ Marie demanded. 
 
    ‘The Crimea. South Africa. China.’ 
 
    ‘Bah!’ The cherries on Marie’s straw hat shook with the indignation of being proved wrong. 
 
    Filly, Gus and their little girl Anne, were sitting with the Ozanne crowd. Gus, a perpetually cheerful character, laughed. ‘Don’t worry. We’ll soon have the Hun on the run. Doesn’t stand a chance against British grit!’ 
 
    John, who had been totting up the known strength of German forces, confined himself to an expressive ‘Hmmm!’ 
 
    ‘I don’t see how this State of War is going to make any difference to us at all. Father says Guernseymen don’t have to join up.’ Aline stood up, smoothing her slinky bathing suit over her hips. ‘Anyone for a swim?’ 
 
    And for a while it seemed she was right: their lives were unaffected. 
 
    * 
 
    A week later Sarah found her mother in the garden under a wide floppy hat from which irritating wisps of hair had escaped. Armed with secateurs, the wheelbarrow close at hand, Marie was attacking the wild tangle of geraniums and dahlias, asters and antirrhinums which had spent the late summer elbowing each other for prime space in the borders. ‘Hello Ma! I thought you might be out here.’ 
 
    Marie straightened, clutching her back. ‘Well! I didn’t expect to see you today!’ 
 
    ‘Suzanne is back at school after the holidays so I thought I’d come out to see you, and bring the news that you have another granddaughter.’ 
 
    Marie looked puzzled. ‘Who this time? Don’t say your sister has had a girl at last?’ 
 
    Sarah shook her head. ‘No, unfortunately. Poor Ethel would love to have had a girl.’ Ethel hadn’t said so, but little Sam’s arrival two years ago had finally ended their efforts to produce a daughter. ‘No, I’ve had a letter from Annemarie. She’s given birth to a little sister for Josette and Marivonne, two weeks ago. They’ve named her Sarah after me and asked me to be her godmother.’ 
 
    Marie pulled off her gardening gloves. ‘So, how many grandchildren is that, then?’ 
 
    ‘John and Mary’s three,’ they had had another boy, Charles, the previous year; ‘Paul and Ethel’s five makes eight; William’s three is eleven and Suzanne makes twelve,’ Sarah said, counting on her fingers. 
 
    ‘That’s a good round number, as long as no one decides to make it unlucky thirteen.’ 
 
    Silence. 
 
    Marie stared at her, quizzically. 
 
    Sarah flushed. 
 
    Marie cocked her head on one side. ‘You’re not, are you?’ 
 
    ‘It’s possible.’ 
 
    ‘Well! We’ll have to rely on Bertie for a fourteenth as soon as he can.’ 
 
    Greg was very excited. ‘You shouldn’t be doing that!’ he growled, finding her trimming back some of the bushes in their garden next day. 
 
    ‘Why on earth not? I’m not ill!’ Sarah retorted. ‘Anyway, it all needs to be done before the weather breaks. I’ve cut down those dead delphinium stalks from the back, by the hedge. There should be a wonderful display there next year.’ 
 
    ‘Ever thought of entering them in the North Show?’ 
 
    ‘That’s in August: too late, they’ll be finished by then. But I might enter my arums in the Spring Flower Show.’ They walked together into the bungalow. ‘Kiff phoned earlier. She wants us to be in the badminton team going down to Jersey . . .’ 
 
    ‘No!’ Greg stopped on the doormat. ‘I don’t want you playing badminton this winter. Tennis is one thing, but badminton is all overhead, reaching.’ 
 
    ‘Oh come on! It won’t do any harm this early!’ 
 
    ‘I just don’t want you to.’ Greg left his boots by the door and went to the sink to wash his hands. ‘Now. What’s for lunch?’ 
 
    So Greg played with other partners that winter, Sarah going with him on club evenings to sit knitting little garments. 
 
    They played bridge with George and Margery every Tuesday, and it was with a long face that George arrived one October evening. ‘Have you heard about the Royal Oak?’ he asked. ‘A Jerry U-boat has got into Scapa Flow and sank her.’ The loss of any craft was a tragedy to George, but the Royal Oak! 
 
    Greg and Sarah had not heard the news and were horrified, but all were slightly mollified the following month when, after it was damaged by the Royal Navy, the Germans scuttled their Graf Spee. But all these things seemed remote. Even when the enemy dropped a few bombs on London. 
 
    ‘What’s the difference?’ Greg asked. ‘If it’s not the Jerries it’s the ruddy IRA. They didn’t manage to maim any kiddies in Picadilly Circus a couple of weeks ago, so now they’ve had a go at Victoria Station and King’s Cross. Managed to kill one person and mutilate a couple of dozen more.’ 
 
    Margery said, ‘Three no trumps,’ bringing him back to the matter in hand. 
 
    * 
 
    Hubert, Peregrine and John were all worried, casting a grey cloud of gloom over the Christmas festivities, but the New Year parties were as bright as ever. 
 
    Suzanne spent that night at Val du Douit, staying up late to assist her mother and aunts to get ready. She longed to be grown up and wear a lovely long dress with a beautiful corsage pinned to her shoulder. Revellers at the Royal Hotel toasted the few British service uniforms on the dance floor and, conflicts forgotten, sang in the New Year as heartily as ever. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘What’s this?’ Greg eyed the plate of lunch Sarah put in front of him, with misgivings. 
 
    ‘Risotto.’ Sarah heaved her expanding girth onto her chair and picked up her fork. 
 
    ‘Made with what?’ 
 
    ‘Onions and vegetables, rice and sausagemeat.’ 
 
    He sighed, but said nothing as he began to eat. He knew it was difficult trying to dream up interesting meals, now that food was rationed; with the war continuing at sea and German U-boats and mines creating a constant threat to shipping, there seemed little prospect of improvement in the near future. 
 
    The whole family was feeling depressed at the moment. Dear old Nelson, who had been a very important member of the household since before Suzanne was born, had finally come to the end of his days. Seeing his shaggy friend blind, and wracked with painful arthritis, Greg had made the dreaded decision last week and called the vet. Nelson was buried under the elms where he had scratched lazily at his fleas, gnawed well-matured ox bones and dreamed of successful rabbit chases on L’Ancresse Common. All three were distraught, but especially Suzanne. 
 
    ‘Why, Mummy? Why did he have to die?’ 
 
    ‘We all have to when our bodies get very old and wear out. Then we leave our bodies down here and go to heaven.’ 
 
    Suzanne knew all about heaven and how lovely it was up there, but it did not help the fact that Nelson was no longer there to share her lonesome, imaginary games, lying across the kitchen doorway or trying to sneak onto the settee when no one was looking. ‘But if everyone dies, then soon there’ll be no one left.’ 
 
    ‘There is always new life coming to replace the ones who go, darling.’ Sarah’s hand clutched instinctively at her swollen stomach as a tiny foot struck out from within. 
 
    ‘You mean we are going to have a little puppy to take Nelson’s place?’ The tears were wiped away with a grin. 
 
    No, that was not what Sarah had meant. However, she thought it might be something worth mentioning to Greg. ‘Perhaps. One day.’ 
 
    And it just so happened that Jean Quevatre’s half-breed sheep dog had got out of the barn while she was in season in January, resulting in a mismatched litter from which Suzanne was allowed to choose Nelson’s replacement as a special Easter present. She called him Toby and from the first sleepless night of howling for his mother, Suzanne insisted on sharing her bed with him. 
 
    * 
 
    The sea war continued with the sinking of lone ships, but convoys seemed less vulnerable. The ground war was silent after the Finnish ceasefire. Bertie came over on leave bringing a very nice young girlfriend with him. 
 
    He was relaxed and reassuring. ‘As Chamberlain said a couple of days ago, Hitler has missed the bus by not taking advantage of his military superiority last September.’ 
 
    ‘How does that relate to Goering’s broadcast threatening a decisive blow against Britain and France?’ Greg asked him over Sunday lunch at Val du Douit. ‘He says Germany will create the world’s greatest empire!’ 
 
    ‘Fat, pompous fool!’ Hubert exploded. 
 
    But they were all shattered a few days later when German troops invaded Denmark and neutral Norway. 
 
    Bertie was ordered back to camp immediately. British forces fought alongside Norwegians to stem the German advance; naval battles raged assisted by German and British aircraft. 
 
    ‘The Norwegians will never give in,’ Marie declared, pounding furiously at the dough on her kitchen table. 
 
    ‘I don’t see what use all those snow-covered mountains could be to Hitler or anyone else,’ Aline added for good measure. 
 
    ‘Well,’ said Mrs Queripel, wiping her wet hands on her pinny, ‘Mr Littlejohn says it’s only a stone’s throw from there ter ’Olland. ’E reckons this is only the beginning.’ 
 
    ‘And just what does the Laurence’s butler imagine he knows about it?’ demanded Marie, incensed. 
 
    Within a month she had her answer when Germany invaded the Netherlands. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘What’s on your mind, sweetheart?’ Greg reached out for Sarah’s hand across the dining table. ‘You’re very quiet. Baby uncomfortable? You are huge. I can’t believe you’ll go another six weeks.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, it is a weight to carry around. But it’s William who’s on my mind at the moment. Remember his last letter?’ 
 
    ‘You mean his worry about Annemarie and his in-laws being of Jewish origin?’ 
 
    ‘I know everyone says Hitler can’t break through the Maginot Line, but now it looks as though he is ignoring it and simply going round the north.’ She stared at the map printed in the newspaper beside her. ‘The BEF are with the French helping hold back the invaders, but supposing they can’t stop them? Just supposing they sweep down through northern France? They could be in Cherbourg in a week.’ 
 
    Greg spread his hands in a helpless gesture. ‘There’s nothing we can do at the moment. At least that idiot Chamberlain has gone. We must listen to the news tonight and hear what Churchill has to say.’ Not that he expected the new Prime Minister to wave a magic wand over William’s problems. 
 
    A great many people were uncertain what to think. Not so Marie. Pencil and paper on the kitchen table, she wrote extensive lists: Flour, sugar, tinned butter and cooking fat; tinned meats, bottled fruit, jam, Marmite and Bovril, chocolate and tea. ‘We’ll use the small bedroom over the stairs,’ she decided. ‘Aline, you and Mrs Queripel can start clearing it out today.’ 
 
    ‘But it’s perfectly clean, Ma . . .’ 
 
    ‘I know that,’ Marie snapped. ‘I want all the furniture out. You can put it in the spare double room, for now.’ She picked up her lists and headed for the door. ‘Hubert? Are you there?’ She needed to be driven in to Town to place in person her massive order for siege stores. 
 
    * 
 
    Reactions in Guernsey to the German advance had varied from panic to total indifference . . . until the final debacle at Dunkirk. While Mr de Garis had been worrying sick that the Germans might sink a cargo of his tomatoes, his next-door neighbour had crawled along each greenhouse path happily wielding a rabbit’s foot as was his custom, to make sure the tiny yellow tomato flowers were pollenating. But suddenly the drama of May 6th brought home the gravity of the situation. 
 
    There were serious meetings amongst Members of the States, the island parliament, regarding the military position of the island . . . whether it should be maintained as a stronghold, to be pulverized by enemy bombardment if Hitler so wished, or, in view of its total lack of military significance, it should be demilitarized, come what may. Several Members refused to waste time discussing such things, when everyone with any sense knew that Hitler’s army would never get this far. 
 
    When Le Riches’ sent a lorry with Marie’s vast order and Hubert saw the sacks and boxes piled in the hall waiting to be carried upstairs he was furious. None of the family, Aline, John, Mary and even Marie herself, could remember seeing him so angry. 
 
    ‘This is so unpatriotic!’ he stormed. ‘Just because we have the money, does not make it fair to deprive the poor of their share. It’s to go back!’ 
 
    ‘Never!’ Marie drew herself up to her full four foot ten. But she capitulated to a degree and half the goods were returned. 
 
    There were those of her family who would come to regret that decision. 
 
    Meanwhile, Sarah followed the enemy advance with growing trepidation. Repeatedly she tried to telephone William, but was unable to get a connection until June 8th when Rommel was already approaching Rouen. She had really given up hope and was going through the motions as a final gesture when, to her astonishment, a voice answered. 
 
    ‘Oui? Oui? Qu’est que vous voulez?’ 
 
    ‘William? Is that you?’ But she knew it wasn’t. 
 
    ‘Non. Non. Ees vis Sarah?’ M Rosenburg’s broken English crackled down the line. 
 
    ‘Yes, Monsieur. Is my brother there, or Annemarie?’ 
 
    ‘Non, non. Vey ’ave depart. Toutes . . . er . . . all of vem.’ 
 
    ‘Where to?’ 
 
    ‘Je ne sais pas. Sud, possiblement.’ Pause. ‘My wife come wiv me to make vair fings safe. Comprennez?’ 
 
    Yes. She understood. ‘If you hear from him . . . hello? Monsieur . . .?’ The line was dead. So, William and his wife and daughters had fled, leaving almost all they possessed in their home, in hopes that they could reach safety and his in-laws would take care of their belongings until their return. 
 
    * 
 
    Greg was sick with worry. Everywhere, people were debating whether to go or stay but he knew that he and Sarah had no option. The baby was due within the next week, and there was no way he could send her off to cope alone; she would probably give birth on the ship! Of course he couldn’t leave his parents or the tomato crop. His father was now totally incapable of doing anything for himself, and was proving a terrible trial to his succession of nurses. And Alice only made matters worse. While Mina, their antique maid, crippled with her rheumatics, hobbled about the house more useless than her employers. Greg found himself on constant call to sort out their daily problems, placating the new nurses and maids, and paying them off when he failed. Maureen helped as often as she could, but too frequently Greg had been faced with taking meals cooked by Sarah to Les Marettes and literally spoon-feeding his father. The old man should have been put into a home long ago, but Alice wouldn’t allow it. And Andrew, who seldom lifted a finger, refused to back Greg’s argument. 
 
    Blissfully unaware of the problems, Suzanne played with young Toby, taught him tricks and showed him off to her friends when they visited at week-ends. She dressed him up in dolls’ clothes and wheeled him out in the old pram from the garage. 
 
    Toby loved every minute of it. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘Hello? Hello? Who is there?’ Sarah shook the telephone receiver, stared at it, and put it back to her ear. ‘Hello?’ 
 
    There were hisses and crackles and finally a faint voice came through, as though from Mars. ‘Sarah?’ 
 
    ‘Yes!’ 
 
    ‘It’s me, William!’ Though the voice was scarcely audible he was obviously shouting. ‘Can you hear me?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Just,’ she shouted back. ‘Where are you?’ 
 
    ‘At Dielette. You know it?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ Not true but she’d find out where it was. ‘Are you coming over?’ 
 
    ‘We want to but there is no boat. Would it be possible to send someone for us?’ 
 
    Greg might know, but he had left for work ages ago. Who could she ask? Think about that later. Now, all she could say was yes . . . after all, what was the alternative? Apart from the unthinkable. ‘Yes, I will. How will they find you?’ 
 
    ‘There is a beach down by the breakwater. We will . . .’ more crackling ‘till dark . . .’ and the line went silent. 
 
    ‘William! William!’ she yelled. 
 
    ‘Number please,’ said the local operator. 
 
    ‘I was talking to my brother. He was calling from France. We were cut off.’ 
 
    ‘France! My word, he was lucky to get through at all. I’m afraid there is nothing I can do to help you.’ 
 
    ‘Never mind.’ Sarah replaced the receiver and sagged heavily against the wall, head spinning. Where, in heaven’s name, was she going to find someone prepared to fetch them? Well, at least it was a brilliantly fine morning. 
 
    She looked at the hall clock which said ten-fifteen, and reached for the phone again. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
    Chapter Six – LES CANONS DES ISLES 
 
      
 
    ‘Mina? Can you get Mr Gregory to the phone please? That’s all right, I’ll wait . . . No, I’ll hold on. It’s very urgent.’ Sarah gritted her teeth. ‘No, Mina. It’s not the baby. Please will you hurry.’ She tried not to think of the distress in William’s voice . . . his whole life collapsing round his ears. The waiting lasted hours, till she heard Greg’s voice. 
 
    ‘What is it darling?’ his voice was thick with worry. 
 
    ‘William.’ She explained the frantic phone call. 
 
    ‘Leave it with me. I’ll get back to you,’ Greg said, not having the faintest idea what he could do, but as soon as she hung up he got the operator to put him through to George at the boatyard. ‘Well? Do you know anyone who could go and get them?’ 
 
    ‘I can only think of two people. You and me,’ George told him. ‘You can’t ask anyone else at a time like this.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not asking you, either. Your boat’s far too small.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll borrow my father’s motor boat. We’ll be there in about three hours. That is if you get your skates on, or we’ll miss the tide here at the Bridge.’ George talked calmly, as though the decision had already been made. 
 
    Greg removed his tomato-stained beret and scratched his scalp. Well, in a way the decision was already made. If, as George said, one couldn’t ask anyone else, and one certainly couldn’t just leave William and his part-Jewish family to the mercy of the Krauts, there was no alternative. ‘Okay. I’ll be there in ten minutes.’ 
 
    ‘Make it fifteen and bring a flask of tea and some orange squash,’ his friend instructed. ‘Better grab some grub, too.’ 
 
    Greg knew before phoning back to Sarah, that she would have a fit. 
 
    ‘You are not serious!’ she wailed. ‘You can’t, Greg!’ 
 
    ‘Just put the kettle on for some tea. I’m on my way.’ 
 
    Andrew opened his mouth to protest as Greg waved goodbye, and closed it again as his young brother gunned the engine of the family Wolesley. 
 
    While Greg scrubbed the black stains off his hands, Sarah threw rugs into the back of the car, and placed a tomato basket of food and drink on the seat. 
 
    ‘Good girl.’ Greg gave her a hurried kiss and wedged himself behind the wheel. ‘Now no silly fussing and worrying. We’ll be back before dark.’ 
 
    George was standing on the jetty by the outer pool, the engine of the gleaming white yacht with polished wood superstructure, idling at the foot of a long, vertical ladder. He took the basket from Greg and carefully they climbed down, boarded, stowed the gear and cast off. 
 
    There was a small chart table in the saloon. Greg hunted through the stacked charts till he found the west coast of the Cotentin Peninsula. Clear of the harbour heads, Greg took the helm while George got to work with dividers and parallel rule to plot the course. 
 
    The seasoned sailor looked at his watch and at the pennant on the masthead to gauge the wind. ‘We should be there before two,’ he said, emerging into the cockpit, adding, ‘Hopefully before the Huns.’ 
 
    Greg grimaced at him, stepping aside from the helm. ‘That’s all we’ll need. But Sarah has had the radio on constantly and says they are still only at Rouen.’ At that moment they heard aircraft overhead, their heads swivelling up in alarm. ‘Don’t worry, they’re ours.’ And they both smiled nervously with relief, knowing the next lot might have black crosses on the wings and blow them out of the water. 
 
    ‘Perhaps we had better do a dummy run along the beach first, before going into Dielette,’ George muttered. ‘No point sailing straight into the arms of the enemy.’ 
 
    Greg agreed, though he didn’t believe they could tell if the place was overrun while remaining out of range of fire. 
 
    There was a brisk following wind giving a choppy surface, but the sun was warm. The men threw aside their caps and jackets and sat drinking bottled beer Greg had found in the galley. It might have been a delightful daytrip . . . 
 
    Several times Greg asked himself what the hell he was doing here. There had been such horrendous stories of Nazi brutality to their civilian prisoners, and this plague was advancing on them by the hour. What was going to happen to the islands, to his wife and family? According to the island newspapers, the British Government were assuring the local politicians that there was no threat to the islands: the Germans would have no interest in them as they held no strategic importance. But could one depend on that? Sarah was in no condition to attempt a getaway, with the baby due at any minute. Dear God, he should never have left her alone. William should have been allowed to sort out his own problems . . . shouldn’t he? 
 
    * 
 
    William was trying. The car had blown a tyre just a couple of miles north of Dielette, and inevitably, the spare was in the garage being repaired. He hadn’t chosen the little fishing village as his destination, but it was the end of the road for his tired and frightened family. He and Annemarie had carried Marivonne and Sarah, but little Josette had had to walk as long as her six-year-old legs could keep going. There had been frequent stops for drinks and other matters, Annemarie bravely holding back tears as she tended her daughters. Once in the village they had headed straight for the harbour, looking for a boat, any sort of boat, and someone willing to take them the twenty-odd miles to the island. The old salt he questioned on the breakwater said that all the boats were gone, sailing off down the coast away from the Nazis—obviously true, there wasn’t a boat in sight. William left his womenfolk sitting on the beach while he hunted unsuccessfully for a public phone, and in the end he had walked into a large, unlocked house and calmly picked up the receiver from a tooled leather desk and given the operator Sarah’s number. Of course he hadn’t got through, not for over an hour, and by some miracle no one came into the house: the obviously wealthy owner had fled, presumably. 
 
    He hadn’t the faintest idea if Sarah could help, and they were cut off in mid-sentence before any plans could be made. Though she tried once more, the French telephonist had failed to get another line through to the island before she, too, fled. So he had no idea if anyone would or could come for them. Hurrying back to the beach he supposed it was a bit much for him to have even asked Sarah to help. 
 
    Annemarie’s face was white and terrified as she looked up at him, silently questioning. 
 
    He gave her a big, confident smile and hugged Marivonne as she hurled herself at him. ‘I’ve spoken to Sarah. She’s trying to get someone over to fetch us.’ 
 
    ‘Es’ ce que possible?’ his wife asked cautiously. 
 
    ‘My sister can work miracles. She is that sort of person. I said we’d be waiting here. Now, how about something to eat? I managed to find the boulangerie and got some bread.’ 
 
    * 
 
    ‘Are you there?’ The question with which Marie always answered the telephone. 
 
    ‘Ma, it’s me, Sarah. I’ve had a call from William . . .’ 
 
    ‘About time. Where is he? What is he doing?’ 
 
    Sarah told her, adding, ‘So you’d better get Mrs Queripel to make up the spare beds.’ 
 
    ‘Hmm.’ Marie had not received her son back into the house since his betrothal to the French girl. However . . . ‘Yes. Well, there wouldn’t be room at your place. But I’ve heard there are several French boats arriving here with refugees. How is the island going to feed them all?’ 
 
    * 
 
    A rattling old bus came down from the main road into the village, and William watched in alarm as other people from the beach area scrambled up the bank with their bundles and boxes, trying to force their way on board. A horse-drawn haycart followed and quickly it too filled and departed, followed by bicycles and handcarts. Annemarie tugged at his sleeve, eyes wide with fear: they were the only people left in sight! 
 
    William looked at his watch. ‘It’s too soon. They couldn’t get here yet.’ He patted her hand. ‘At least it is summer and not raining!’ He bent over the food basket, ostensibly to remove the sand scattered over everything, but in reality to conceal from his family the dread which he knew his face betrayed. He should have got them onto that bus. 
 
    ‘Papa! Papa, regarde tu! Un jolie petit bateau!’ Josette jumped up and ran to the water’s edge. 
 
    They all turned to watch the yacht motoring across the bay. William gave it a forlorn wave, but Annemarie became quite excited, waving her coat frantically. ‘Regardez! C’est Anglais!’ 
 
    The Red Ensign was clearly visible. ‘By gosh you’re right. Yet why is it going north? Must be returning to England.’ But even as he spoke he saw it slowly turn, coming closer to shore. 
 
    * 
 
    There was not a solitary person in sight as cautiously they approached the breakwater. 
 
    ‘Is that a good sign or bad?’ Greg asked, binoculars firmly set in his eyesockets. 
 
    ‘Your guess is as good as mine. I imagine if there were Krauts around they would be patrolling the breakwater.’ 
 
    ‘All the boats are gone. Maybe those we passed an hour ago were from here. There are a few people on the beach,’ he added as they left the high granite wall astern. ‘Wonder what they’re doing there?’ 
 
    ‘They don’t show any interest in us?’ George asked. 
 
    ‘They’re not looking this way . . . ah, just a minute . . . yes, they’re waving . . . it could be them. Look!’ Greg handed over the binoculars. 
 
    George looked and handed them back before promptly reducing speed and turning the helm. ‘That was a man and woman and two children—as far as I could see. If it’s not them, we can at least offer whoever it is a lift.’ The boat listed to starboard. ‘Better prepare the davits to lower the dinghy.’ 
 
    George elected to row ashore. ‘You’re so darned heavy you’ll practically sink before getting anyone else aboard,’ he remarked, which was no less than fact. Greg was all of fifteen stones. 
 
    The family on the beach had assembled their gear at the edge of the water, waiting for their rescuers. ‘George! I didn’t dream it was you,’ William called. ‘Boy, is it good to see you!’ 
 
    ‘No Kraut pals with you I hope,’ George responded. 
 
    ‘Not yet. But we can hear gunfire.’ 
 
    The dinghy scraped on the shingle. ‘I’ll have to make two trips. Annemarie and the children first, you and the gear second.’ George waded up to them, painter in hand. 
 
    Annemarie, who had removed her shoes in readiness, waded to the tiny craft with the baby, while William carried Josette and George swung Marivonne over his shoulder. 
 
    Greg reached over the stern to grab the two little girls before relieving Annemarie of the baby and helping her aboard. The young woman was openly crying and he put an arm round her as George rowed off for William. ‘There, there. No need to worry now. You’re all safe,’ he said, comfortingly. 
 
    She shook her head. ‘Oui, oui. I understand. But it is for my parents and my brovver I am sad. I do not know what will ’appen to vem.’ 
 
    Nor did he. In fact he dared not think. Instead he showed his sister-in-law into the saloon and told her to make herself and the children comfortable. ‘We’ve brought you some tea and some food, look.’ 
 
    Annemarie smiled a thank you, knowing she couldn’t swallow a thing. 
 
    The moment the dinghy was slung up on the davits and the anchor raised, George gave the engine full throttle, heading west. 
 
    Annemarie remained tense, especially when aircraft roared overhead, even though they were British. But Josette and Marivonne were thrilled with their adventure, and had to be restrained from climbing onto the cabin roof for a better view. 
 
    William stood in the wheelhouse with George and Greg. ‘What is the general situation? We haven’t heard any news for days.’ 
 
    ‘You know that Rouen fell on Sunday, the same day as Norway capitulated.’ 
 
    William’s eyes closed, his head shaking wearily. ‘Oh God! Where will it end?’ 
 
    ‘And the following day Italy declared war on Britain and France,’ Greg added. 
 
    ‘That was to be expected. Mussolini’s been fawning over Hitler for some time,’ George remarked. 
 
    ‘What is the general feeling in the islands? Are people evacuating?’ 
 
    ‘There are more differing opinions than pebbles on the beach,’ Greg told him. ‘In the long run I’d say everyone is going to have to make up their own minds. No one, not the Governor, the Bailiff or Winston Churchill has a clue how to advise us. Meanwhile, life goes on as normal. The mailboat comes and goes daily, and the cargo boats are still collecting the tomatoes. Thank goodness. Long may it last,’ Greg spoke with feeling. 
 
    ‘I think I will try to get Annemarie and the children to England on the mailboat as soon as possible. They can always come back when things improve.’ 
 
    ‘If they improve,’ George grunted. He had little faith that anything was going to hold back the German advance, and even if the islands were not invaded, there would be terrible shortages until it was all over. 
 
    Hubert was on the jetty to meet them as they coasted into the outer harbour. And for the first time in living memory, he demonstrated affection for one of his sons, clasping William against him, briefly. ‘Good to see you, boy. Thank God you all made it.’ 
 
    Even Marie greeted them all enthusiastically as they staggered wearily into the house at Val du Douit. 
 
    * 
 
    The States of Deliberation, Guernsey’s noble government, duly deliberated on the situation . . . and dithered. Some were worried about the tomato exports, which annually topped 35,000 tons. The island economy was going to be hit hard enough with the loss of tourist trade; without the abandonment of the tomato crops, one Deputy observed. 
 
    ‘That’s rubbish,’ another declared. ‘Why, Jersey is still advertising in the English papers for tourists to come and enjoy wartime holiday breaks.’ 
 
    Some of the members laughed at the idea, adding that the more people who remained on the island the more mouths there would be to feed when supplies were cut off. Others derided the idea of ‘yellow rats abandoning the sinking ship’. 
 
    Notices were printed and posted up in shop windows: DON’T BE YELLOW. 
 
    * 
 
    William discussed his problems with his parents. ‘I cannot risk Annemarie remaining here on the island,’ he kept saying. 
 
    ‘Bah! Why not?’ his mother argued. ‘The Jerries aren’t coming here. For one thing the British won’t let them, and for another, there’s nothing here for them.’ She couldn’t imagine being proved wrong on both counts. 
 
    William was anxious to avoid family rows and simply shrugged and walked away, but when Paris fell two days after their escape from France, he hurried into Town to buy tickets on the next mailboat. ‘We’re going to Pa’s cousin in Cornwall,’ he told Sarah on the telephone. 
 
    ‘Does she know this?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve written saying we’ll be there the day after tomorrow. We’ll only stay until we can find accommodation and I can get a job,’ he added. ‘Have you considered coming, too?’ 
 
    ‘No. Greg can’t leave Andrew alone to do all the work in the greenhouses. And anyway, I’ve got a bit of high blood pressure and the doctor is keeping a close check on it. I might have to go into hospital before the baby comes.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I don’t suppose we’ll be gone for long. Churchill will soon get things moving.’ Having adopted France as his home, he was embarrassed to discuss the French failure to hold back the Germans, as his brother John claimed, leaving the British troops surrounded on the beach at Dunkirk in May. 
 
    Sarah didn’t doubt Churchill’s capability, but the whole situation did alarm her . . . sufficiently to raise her blood pressure even further . . . and worry the doctor who ordered her to bed. 
 
    * 
 
    Rommel entered Cherbourg on 18th June, 1940. 
 
    Suddenly the authorities were aware that the German forces were only eight miles from Alderney, part of the Bailiwick of Guernsey. Arguments raged in both London and St Peter Port: should the islands be defended or demilitarized? In Whitehall, the self-confessed military experts reiterated quite categorically that as the islands were of no strategic importance there was little point in defending them and thus inviting an enemy attack. On the other hand the Home Office pondered on whether or not the population of all the islands should be evacuated. 
 
    Finally Whitehall decided to demilitarize . . . evacuating only military personnel. And as a gesture of goodwill the British Government also offered to evacuate any civilians who wished to leave. 
 
    Greg felt physically sick with worry when he arrived home at lunchtime on the 19th, and read a copy of The Star, praying that Sarah was strong enough to face the headlines: 
 
    ISLAND EVACUATION 
 
    All Children to be Sent to the Mainland Tomorrow 
 
    Mothers may accompany those under school age 
 
    REGISTRATION TONIGHT WHOLE BAILIWICK TO BE DEMILITARIZED 
 
    Various instructions were printed under different headings: Immobilization of the Guernsey Militia and Voluntary Defence Force . . . The handing over of weapons . . . Car curfew . . . Coal restrictions . . . A report on the arrival of more boatloads of refugees fleeing from France . . . 
 
    But it was the column headed INSTRUCTIONS TO PARENTS which most concerned Greg and Sarah: 
 
    ‘Parents of schoolchildren are to attend their schools at 7 pm tonight to notify their willingness or otherwise for the evacuation of their children . . .’ 
 
    Suzanne! Sarah’s eyes were wide with horror and swam with tears. ‘Can we let her go without us?’ 
 
    ‘She’ll be with the school. And when you’re fit enough you can go across with the baby to join her.’ Greg patted her hand and felt utterly useless. 
 
    ‘We’ll have to let her choose whether she wants to go or not.’ Then another thought struck her. ‘What should she take?’ 
 
    ‘There’s a list here in the paper. Look.’ He tried to turn his head away so she would not see him wipe his own eyes. 
 
    After a list of clothing required, the instructions continued: 
 
    ‘Parents of children to be evacuated must take them to their school tomorrow, the 20th June, 1940, by 9 am for final instructions.’ 
 
    All colour drained from Sarah’s face. ‘I wonder what John and Mary are doing? Shall we phone them?’ 
 
    Mary answered: she was in tears. ‘Joseph will be with the school, but I’ll have to go with Charles and Margaret. John says I must go without him. He won’t leave the farm.’ She paused to blow her nose. ‘I’ve got a friend here who says she won’t go without her husband, but then her children are all school age. They can go without her but I don’t think they want to. Oh dear oh dear! What is one to do?’ 
 
    Sarah phoned Felicity next. ‘We’re all going,’ she said. ‘Gus and my brother intend to join up. Gus will leave me with his parents in Wiltshire. Can’t say I like the idea, but I don’t know what else to do.’ 
 
    In a way it was comforting: the knowledge that everyone in the island was agonising over the same problems did lessen the pain a fraction, though it offered no help in the solution. 
 
    ‘I’ll get some lunch on.’ Greg went into the kitchen. 
 
    ‘Not for me. I couldn’t eat a thing.’ Suddenly all Sarah’s strength drained away and she staggered back to bed. 
 
    Greg eyed the shepherd’s pie Maureen had made for them . . . and didn’t argue. Instead he went back to the bedroom. ‘Can you manage a cup of tea?’ 
 
    She gave a feeble nod. 
 
    ‘I’ll go into Town and collect Suzanne from school. Do you want me to talk to her or wait till we get back home?’ Greg stood at the foot of the bed, shoulders sagging. 
 
    ‘Whatever you want to do,’ Sarah muttered. 
 
    He dreaded the thought of the decisions facing them in the next few hours. 
 
    When Greg had given her a cup of tea and left, Sarah tried to concentrate on practicalities. But it wasn’t easy. Nothing seemed real. It was unbelievable that this newspaper lying on her bed, wasn’t some silly, practical joke. A very sick joke. Life had always been so sweet, happy, well-ordered. These things couldn’t happen in Guernsey! But it had already happened to William and Annemarie Ozanne and their daughters. It was all very well expecting people to make the decision whether to go or stay, but how could they decide when they had no idea how long the war would last? Weeks? Even months? One supposed the children would be reasonably looked after by their schoolteachers. 
 
    Sarah’s tea grew cold while she tried to focus her mind on assessing the pros and cons. 
 
    She picked up the newspaper again. If Suzanne did go off tomorrow with The Ladies’ College she would have to take this list of clothes. They were all in the dirty clothes basket! Drat! She slid her ungainly bulk off the bed and padded barefoot into the bathroom to sort them out. Better do them by hand . . . She filled the kitchen sink with hot water from the Ascot and sprinkled in the soapflakes. Her movements were in slow motion, like sleepwalking. Everything was unreal. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘Ooh! Yes please!’ Suzanne was predictably delighted with the prospect of such an adventure. Never having crossed to the mainland, she couldn’t wait to start. 
 
    Then her smile faded. ‘I can take Toby with me, can’t I?’ 
 
    Greg shook his head. ‘No, sweetheart.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ her voice rose an octave. 
 
    ‘Because if everyone in your school takes all their pets there won’t be room for the children on the boat! And there’d be the most awful fights between the cats and dogs.’ 
 
    Which tempted Suzanne to change her mind about going, after all. But the offer of adventure was too strong. ‘Okay. But you promise you’ll let him sleep on your bed? He’ll be so lonely, otherwise.’ 
 
    ‘You demon! All right, we’ll see.’ Which they both knew meant ‘unlikely’. ‘Now finish your tea, quickly, so you can help Mummy with your packing.’ 
 
    * 
 
    When Suzanne was finally in bed, with Toby curled up on her feet, Sarah and Greg came in and Sarah handed her daughter a little box. Inside was a silver locket on a chain. 
 
    ‘But this is yours, Mummy!’ 
 
    ‘I want you to have it. And I want you to promise me you’ll never take it off. Inside is your name and address, just in case you get separated from the other girls, or lost.’ 
 
    ‘Why can’t I just tell them?’ 
 
    ‘We . . . ell, you might be asleep . . .’ that sounded ridiculous ‘or they might speak a different language . . .’ How could you tell a child that it might be the only way to identify her if she was injured by enemy bombs . . . or worse? 
 
    They lingered at her bedside, loathe to put out the light and leave the room. Loathe to relinquish sight and sound of their adored only child in these last, precious hours. 
 
    But of course the separation was only going to last for two or three weeks . . . Wasn’t it? 
 
    Later, when she had her emotions more or less under control, Sarah got out of bed again to phone her mother. ‘What are you going to do?’ she asked. ‘Still planning to stay?’ 
 
    ‘I really don’t see the point in dashing off to the mainland, myself, but your father is worried about our money. He went down to the bank this morning and arranged for everything to be transferred over there. He says if by any chance the Huns do get here, the first thing they’ll do is empty the banks. As you know, I don’t think they will come, but it’s better to be safe.’ 
 
    ‘So you’re going?’ 
 
    ‘He’s got three tickets, for Aline and ourselves, for the day after tomorrow.’ 
 
    ‘What about the house? Who’ll look after it? And all your stuff?’ Don’t think about them leaving, about Val du Douit empty and abandoned; just concentrate on practical details. 
 
    ‘John will be around.’ 
 
    ‘But you can’t leave all your valuables there if the house is empty and you can’t take them with you.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve buried them.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve packed all the silver cutlery and smaller bits into biscuit tins and buried them in the front garden in the borders.’ 
 
    The picture in Sarah’s mind of her mother doing just that suddenly struck her as ludicrously funny. ‘That should give the hydrangeas a good colour next year!’ she laughed. Then she began to cry, silently. 
 
    ‘Next year? Huh, no wonder you laugh. Don’t you worry, I don’t intend spending Christmas anywhere but in my own home, thank you!’ Marie was laughing too . . . or was she? 
 
    * 
 
    None of them slept. Suzanne was too excited for one thing, and sensing something strange in the atmosphere, Toby kept crawling up over the covers to lick her face. She wondered which of her friends would be coming with school, and which book to take. 
 
    Sarah lay very still so as not to disturb Greg, but her mind was full of plans. She would pack clothes for Greg and herself and the baby, and maybe some extra for Suzanne, so that as soon as she was able to travel they could go over and join their daughter in England. 
 
    Greg was lying very still trying not to wake Sarah. His mind was running along similar lines, about preparing to leave once he’d found someone to work in the greenhouses in his place, and had persuaded Andrew to look after the old folk. Another worry on his mind was Suzanne’s dog. There was no way they’d be allowed to take Toby with them, but they couldn’t abandon him to starve and he knew Andrew wouldn’t even consider having him at their place. If there was no alternative, he might have to put the poor little devil down. Suzanne would never forgive him if she ever found out! Well, humans were more important than dogs; he had to face up to it. Better go to the chemist tomorrow and get some prussic acid, just in case. 
 
    Marie hadn’t even bothered to get undressed. She sat in her little sewing room, which had been her mother-in-law’s sitting-room till old Florence had died, ferreting through her jewellery box, making two piles, one to stay and one to take. And then she would go through her secret hoard of money, then tackle the boxes of family letters, photos and memorabilia. There was no time to waste going to bed! And she made a note to phone Sarah back in the morning to tell her to help herself to some of the tins of corned beef in the bedroom/larder. It was only after it was all delivered that she remembered Hubert had a strong aversion to it. 
 
    Hubert lay in the darkness calculating the possible income from his mainland investments, bolstered by the arrangements he’d made earlier in the day with the National Provincial. There would be ample enough for them to rent a decent place for themselves until such time as they were able to come home . . . the only question was how long a lease to take. The longer the lease, the lower the rent, but on the other hand it would be infuriating to take a three month lease and find themselves paying out for weeks after they got back! 
 
    Aline’s nocturnal thoughts were centred on her suitcase, and she decided to fill it mainly with jewellery and cosmetics. It would be amusing to buy a completely new wardrobe in London . . . or wherever there were no bombs dropping. 
 
    John Ozanne crept softly out of the bedroom, hoping Mary wouldn’t wake up, and went downstairs to light a pipe. Mary had spent the past twenty-four hours fussing around with piles of tinned food, writing instructions about what he was to do with it which he intended to ignore. What really worried him at the moment was what might happen to the island. In his own, quiet way he was fiercely patriotic and a loyal monarchist, had highly approved the States of Guernsey’s pledge to the King immediately war was declared. He would have enlisted in the British Army along with several of his friends had he not felt obliged to remain on the farm for the foreseeable future. Theirs was a milk herd, and milk was an essential food, especially important if communications with the mainland should be threatened and supplies cut. However, through all the current worry, panic and chaos there was one possibly pleasing factor—one he was trying not to admit even to himself—the prospect of a little personal freedom . . . 
 
    Mary was wide awake. She knew John had gone downstairs and she knew why . . . he was worried about what would happen to her and the children, and miserable about being left on the island on his own. A pity he was more conscientious about the farm than about his family but she supposed one had to admire him for it. She and the children would stay with her sister Nancy in Oxford. Her husband had joined up, so they would be company for each other. She certainly didn’t want to be stuck with her in-laws and that Aline . . . Just so long as they sent her enough money. 
 
    * 
 
    Next morning Greg had a hard time persuading Sarah to remain in bed and not come with him to deliver Suzanne to school. ‘We’ve enough problems to sort out at the moment without adding seriously high blood pressure and an emergency birth to the list,’ he said fiercely. ‘You’d do much better to say goodbye here, and stay by the phone. You never know who may need to get in touch with us.’ 
 
    Suzanne was aeriated and petulant. ‘I don’t see why we’ve got to wear winter uniform in the summer. And overcoats! It’s stupid!’ 
 
    Sarah didn’t know, either. England wasn’t much cooler than Guernsey, and they’d all be back home before the winter. ‘You have said you wanted to go with the school, so you have to obey the school rules. That’s why, darling.’ She kept eyeing the child, surreptitiously, loving the way her sunburnt nose tilted and her wide mouth pouted when she was cross. ‘I’ve put your stockings in your suitcase. It’ll be cooler for you to wear socks right now which don’t need a liberty bodice and suspenders. Oh don’t cuddle Toby against your uniform,’ Sarah groaned. ‘You’re covered in dog hairs!’ 
 
    Sue brushed her front. ‘Doesn’t matter. Not if I’ve got to have my coat on.’ She slid her arms into the sleeves, adjusted the label tied into her buttonhole and pulled the long strap of her gas mask box over her head. 
 
    ‘Ready?’ Greg carried the carefully labelled suitcase through the hall. ‘Time to get going.’ 
 
    Sarah wrapped her arms tightly round the child, kissing her forehead. ‘Look after yourself, darling. Remember to wash your teeth and say your prayers every night.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, of course. And I’ll soon be back.’ Suzanne gave her mother a quick squeeze before disengaging herself. ‘Come on, Dad!’ And with a happy wave she ran out to the car. When she was seated beside Greg she asked, ‘Mummy wasn’t crying about something, was she?’ 
 
    ‘She’s probably sad about saying goodbye. She’s going to miss you, you know.’ He tried to swallow but it was difficult because of the lump in his own throat. ‘You will write every week, won’t you?’ 
 
    ‘If I get time. Are you going to miss me, too?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, a lot. Will you miss us?’ 
 
    ‘I hope not because it would make me unhappy. I’ll try not to think about you too much, then I won’t.’ 
 
    Such was the logic of a practical child mind, it left Greg speechless for the rest of the journey. 
 
    Suzanne pretended not to notice. She chattered brightly about her friends and the prospect of seeing a real train for the first time. It bothered her that her parents were both so weepy: they had always taught her to be brave, that it was sissy to cry. So why weren’t they being brave? Or did she know? Perhaps they, too, had a horrid tightness in their chests making them feel odd. Or had she eaten her breakfast egg too quickly? 
 
    * 
 
    Sarah went back to bed, but it was impossible to relax so she gave up, got up and tidied Suzanne’s bedroom . . . crying all the time, Toby glued to her heels. Maureen’s shepherd’s pie was still in the pantry. She sniffed it, decided it was still edible and put it in the oven to recook thoroughly. Then it would only need warming up again when Greg came home. With a loose summer dressing-gown over her nightie, she wandered into the garden. It needed watering. Later. Bees elbowed their way in and out of the foxgloves: several hummingbird hawk moths hovered in front of the petunias, each with its long probiscus embedded in the purple trumpets. Distant gulls were screaming over Bordeaux beach. 
 
    Les Canons des Isles, she thought, as a rumbling sound reached her. Les Canons were often heard in Guernsey in summer and there were varying theories about them. Some believed it was caused by sea surging in deep, underwater caverns: others said it was mild earth tremors, the island being on a seismic fault. In her own mind, Sarah had always associated the sounds with fine weather. The next series of rumbles were stronger, louder. Louder than she’d ever heard before. And again. Then she gasped, realising that this was no natural phenomenon. It was war. Guns and bombs over the French coast. A few minutes later aircraft flew low overhead and she hurried indoors. What was happening? Would the island come under attack? And what of Suzanne! Had the school children’s boats got safely away? 
 
    * 
 
    Andrew assured his brother that he would look after the old folk . . . and the greenhouses, as Greg had definitely got someone to come in and help with the picking. 
 
    Greg drove back home, fast, to tell Sarah. He felt so relieved; he hadn’t been able to get that last picture of Suzanne out of his mind: standing in the middle of her form room, surrounded by friends, she was trying to look nonchalant, grown-up, as he walked out of the door. Her wide, toothy smile was almost genuine, but her lower lip was quivering, very slightly. 
 
    Now, as soon as Sarah was fit they could both get on a boat and join the child . . . wherever she might have been sent, all labelled up like a piece of luggage, with her gas mask slung round her shoulder, and suitcase clutched in her hand. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘I only wish this infant would hurry up,’ Sarah sighed, the following morning, as she clutched her vast abdomen. ‘The sooner it arrives the sooner we’ll be able to follow them.’ 
 
    ‘True! But in the meantime today is Friday so I’ll have to get on with the picking.’ 
 
    ‘Oh no! Must you? I hoped you could take me up to Val du Douit to say goodbye to the family.’ 
 
    Greg pulled on the old stained shirt he used as an overall. ‘I feel I must do as much as possible to help Andrew as long as I’m here. But I’ll try to finish by lunchtime and take you up this afternoon. Now, don’t go off the deep end,’ he went on cautiously, ‘but I’ve arranged for Mina’s niece to come and help in the house. You’ve been trying to do far too much.’ 
 
    Sarah grinned. ‘What makes you think I might go off the deep end? I’m only too happy to have help, but I hope this girl has a clue or two about housework. I don’t want to have to teach her how to wash a floor.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll soon know. She’s starting this morning.’ 
 
    Daisy knocked on the back door at nine o’clock. She had worked at home for her mother, she said, but it was obvious she hadn’t learnt much. However she could wash dishes and peel potatoes and Sarah decided she was better than no one at all. 
 
    After lunch Greg drove her out to St Saviour’s. ‘This might have to be the last trip out here in the car, old girl. There is a petrol shortage, remember?’ 
 
    ‘Well we’ll have to use bicycles, then. Ma may want me to look after things out here, and water Pa’s plants.’ 
 
    ‘Can’t John water them?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll ask him, but I imagine he’ll have his work cut out keeping up with the farm chores. We don’t know yet if Jean Quevatre is going or staying, nor any of the other men.’ 
 
    Unusually for summertime, the front door was bolted up. Sarah waddled round to the back door and though closed, it wasn’t locked. There were dishes on the kitchen table but no sign of anyone around. ‘Coo . . . ee! Where are you?’ 
 
    The only sound was the ticking of the grandfather clock in the hall. 
 
    On the dining-table were the remains of a meal. Upstairs, discarded clothes were scattered on the beds, but there were no signs of suitcases. 
 
    Sarah returned to the kitchen and sank onto a chair. ‘They’ve gone! We’re too late!’ 
 
    The back door opened and Mrs Queripel came in wearing one of her usual floral pinafores and carrying a bucket. ‘Ooh, Miss Sarah you did give me a fright! Mr John sent a message I was to come and clear up after them all has gone. It not being my usual day, you understand,’ she added by way of explanation. 
 
    ‘Good. Do carry on, Mrs Q. I didn’t know they’d gone.’ Sarah felt desolate. She drifted back through the house, through each of the rooms, trying to convince herself they’d be back within a few weeks; fighting down the dreadful, invasive fear that it could be a long time . . . that the days of big family meals, chatter, laughter, had gone forever. 
 
    The house felt horribly empty, eerily so and she couldn’t wait to get away . . . And yet there was a strange reluctance to say goodbye to the old family home. She doubted she could face coming back to water Pa’s plants very often. Maybe Mrs Q. could do them. 
 
    John was in the yard when they went outside. ‘I saw your car. Ma asked me to phone you but there was no reply. You must have left.’ 
 
    ‘Why didn’t they phone before going?’ 
 
    ‘When a boat came in they were told to get to the White Rock immediately, or their places would be taken by someone else.’ 
 
    ‘Is Mary in?’ Sarah asked. 
 
    ‘She went yesterday . . .’ he was saying, when an aircraft swooped overhead. 
 
    ‘Wow! That was low!’ 
 
    ‘They have been low, lately. With us being so close to the airfield I suppose.’ 
 
    They talked a little longer, promised to keep in touch, and then Greg helped Sarah back into the car. ‘He seemed a bit odd, didn’t you think?’ he commented as they drove up the lane. 
 
    ‘Yes. But I can’t say exactly in what way.’ John had almost appeared to want to get rid of them. ‘Let’s get home. I need to lie down again.’ 
 
    * 
 
    Next day, Greg went to a chemist and bought prussic acid. Toby spent the morning with him in the greenhouses because Daisy was nervous of dogs, and as the scruffy little fellow followed him up and down each path between the tomato vines, Greg became more and more worried: he knew he was going to funk it when it came to fixing the fatal dose. 
 
    The Bougourd family had graded and packed the Gaudions’ tomatoes for years. Every picking day Wilf drove his battered green lorry into the yard to collect the roughly loaded baskets, to take them back to his team in the packing sheds, where one of the men would unload and tip the fruit onto the old wooden grader for the women. Fresh wooden baskets were waiting, lined with soft, coloured paper: pink, pink and white, white, blue or green, each representing the grades. Most local growers laughed at the grades preferred by the English markets, who refused to take the big, boat-shaped ‘Potentates’, full of juice and flavour, so relished by the islanders; ‘the English housewives say they don’t fit into the sandwiches’ was the hilarious reason given. 
 
    Greg was feeling a bit peeved. Having done all the picking with only the help of Wilf’s sister’s boy, and finished loading the lorry, he was ready to give his brother a piece of his mind for not doing his share. Twice he had gone to look for Andrew in the house, then phoned him at home, but there was no reply. He washed his hands roughly under the outside tap and got on his bike to ride round to Andrew and Maureen’s house. The place was deserted, but as the door was unlocked he went in and called. No reply. There were breakfast things on the table . . . dishes that had been there a long time: a jug of milk curdled solid. Dried-up bread and cups decorated with congealed rimes of tea. An unpleasant feeling of déjà vu brought up the hairs on his neck: Val du Douit had looked like this last week . . . But Andrew couldn’t have gone, his bottom set were half-hidden under his saucer. A man wouldn’t set off on a journey without his teeth! 
 
    Upstairs, Andrew’s clothes hung in the wardrobe, though some of Maureen’s were gone. And of course Sybil had left months ago to join the ATS. He wandered downstairs again, looking for clues, and out into the back garden. 
 
    ‘Where’s your brother then?’ a voice called over the fence. 
 
    ‘Hallo, Mr Robin. I was hoping you could tell me.’ 
 
    ‘We haven’t seen him for a couple of days. Not since he drove Mrs Gaudion and her sister-in-law and the youngsters into Town.’ 
 
    Greg frowned. ‘With suitcases? Which day was that?’ 
 
    Mr Robin frowned and stroked his moustache. ‘Let me see. It couldn’t of bin the Tuesday . . .’ 
 
    ‘I saw him first thing Wednesday. He helped me with the picking for an hour,’ Greg cut in impatiently. 
 
    ‘Ah, yes. It would be a bit later, say half-past eight, then. That’s right. I was out here pulling my carrots and I said to the wife—’ 
 
    ‘Fine. Thanks very much, you’ve been a great help. I must dash off, now.’ 
 
    ‘How’s the wife, then?’ the old chap called after him. 
 
    ‘Fine,’ Greg shouted over his shoulder. But she wouldn’t be fine when he told her the news, that despite his promises, Andrew had jumped on board with Maureen, and gone. He pedalled furiously up the road. Damn. Damn. There was little chance of finding someone else to keep an eye on the old people, and they couldn’t be left . . . The nurse may have gone, too. Dear Lord! Should he tell Sarah now, or would it be safer to wait till after the baby was born? 
 
    * 
 
    ‘28th of June! Oh if only this baby would arrive, I reckoned it was due days ago!’ Sarah sat in bed listening to the worsening news bulletins on the wireless. Every day another disaster was announced. Marshal Petain had done a deal with the Nazis and Italians, selling their allies down the river. Sea and air battles raged everywhere. 
 
    The weather was oppressively close causing rivulets of sweat to trickle down her swollen body. She pushed back the damp sheet, swung her legs clumsily over the side of the bed and sat staring at the collection of suitcases in the corner of the room. They were neatly labelled. One for herself and the baby for the maternity home; one with extra things for Suzanne and the baby to be taken to England; one for herself and another for Greg, also for England. So the moment the doctor gave permission . . . 
 
    Daisy stood in the open doorway. ‘You all right, ma’am?’ 
 
    ‘I think so. I wonder when Mr Greg will be back? What time is it?’ She stared at the bedroom clock. ‘Four-thirty. Too early yet. Could you pour me a glass of lemon barley water before you go?’ 
 
    Greg’s mood was black as he cycled home that afternoon. The nurse had gone, telling Mina she wouldn’t be back. So instead of watering, he had spent a couple of hours trying to find someone to look after his parents, but the elderly Gaudions were well-known for being awkward, and no one who had actually decided to stay on the island seemed willing to take them on. 
 
    ‘Let’s go and sit in the car overlooking Bordeaux this evening,’ Sarah begged when Greg came in. ‘We could take some sandwiches with us for supper.’ 
 
    ‘You are supposed to be staying in bed. Doctor’s orders.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve been in bed all day!’ 
 
    Looking at her hot, swollen body he couldn’t help but feel sympathetic. ‘Okay, as our daughter would say!’ It was a wretched addition to the modern vocabulary. ‘You can come and sit in the kitchen and tell me what to put in the sandwiches.’ 
 
    It was a perfect evening. Across the Russel, Herm and Jethou were bathed in a pink glow as the heat of the sun waned. Seabirds strutted on the shore below them as Greg and Sarah sat, both car doors open, listening to their mewling. 
 
    ‘You’re frowning, darling,’ Sarah commented, stroking the hair on his bronzed forearm. 
 
    He had to evade mentioning Andrew’s departure. ‘I’m just hoping the cargo boats keep running. There’s a heck of a lot of fruit on the White Rock, tonight, waiting to be loaded.’ 
 
    ‘Big pick this morning?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. And worth a lot of money. We can’t afford to have it all rotting on the quay.’ 
 
    ‘Well there is nothing we can do about it, so let’s enjoy our supper.’ She opened the biscuit tin balanced on the bulge. ‘Sardine and tomato or cheese and pickle?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll start with sardine. But hold on a minute while I pour the drinks. Can you reach yours if I put it on the running board?’ 
 
    ‘No. You’ll have to keep mine your side and pass it over when I need it.’ She leaned towards him and kissed his ear. ‘I’m so glad you got home early this evening. Did Andrew say that Maureen and her sister-in-law got away all right with the kiddies?’ 
 
    Greg drew a hand across his forehead. This was all so ridiculous. Here they were, sitting with a picnic supper on their laps, overlooking this spectacularly beautiful and peaceful scene, trying to convince themselves that everything was going to be all right, when he knew perfectly well that everything was dreadfully wrong. How long was it going to take to drive the Germans back out of France? Make the English Channel safe? Get the islands running normally again? Surely, this whole thing must have cost the Guernsey States thousands . . . As for their personal problems . . . 
 
    He was framing the lie in response to Sarah’s question, when the evening was shattered by the roar of low-flying aircraft. So low they almost wanted to duck. He jumped out of the car, spilling his drink, to watch them swoop over the Town, and listened with horror to a series of thumps and explosions. 
 
    Palls of smoke rose from the White Rock. 
 
    Sandwiches and drinks were shoved aside as Greg started the engine and slammed his car door. Speeding up the lane he swung to a crunching stop at their front door and carried Sarah bodily into the bungalow. They had scarcely had time to draw breath. 
 
    Having dumped Sarah quite heavily on the dining-room floor and shoved her along on the linoleum until she was right under the dining-table, Greg rushed in and out of each room opening windows to avoid shattering glass, admitting all the terrifying, explosive noises. 
 
    When he returned, doubling up his huge frame to squeeze under the table with her, Sarah was laughing. ‘I feel such a damned fool!’ she wailed, helplessly. 
 
    Watching her freckled nose wrinkle up in silent hysterics, Greg caught her mood and his shoulders, too, began to shake. Which made the situation the more ludicrous. Waves of aircraft continued to roar over their heads while they sat huddled together laughing at the sight of each other half-enveloped in Sarah’s bobble-fringed tablecloth. 
 
    ‘Listen!’ Greg stuck his head out from their shelter. 
 
    ‘I can’t hear anything.’ 
 
    ‘Exactly. It’s stopped.’ He began to drag himself out. 
 
    ‘Don’t go,’ she begged. ‘They may come back.’ 
 
    The silence continued and five minutes later they both emerged. 
 
    ‘Good Lord. Look at my dress!’ A headless sardine was stuck on the bulge. ‘And your shirt is drenched in beer!’ 
 
    ‘Bed, woman,’ Greg ordered. 
 
    ‘What I need is a cup of tea.’ But she waddled obediently into the bedroom. Suddenly she realised she was shaking all over. 
 
    When he had taken the tea to Sarah, Greg went to the phone. ‘I’ve got to find out what is happening in Town,’ he said, but he was unable to get the operator. ‘I’ll have to check that the old folk are all right. I might be able to get through from there.’ 
 
    ‘You’re not going to leave me, are you?’ 
 
    ‘Only for ten minutes.’ 
 
    When Greg walked in, Edward Gaudion remarked that the steam boiler in the yard was acting up. His son didn’t argue; and of course Alice hadn’t heard a thing. Mina was banging dishes about in the kitchen, clearing their supper. She asked if Mr Greg knew what they was up to in Town . . . 
 
    It transpired, later, that having demilitarized the islands to protect them from unnecessary attack, the British Government had overlooked the small matter of notifying the enemy . . . who not unnaturally assumed that the long queue of tomato lorries waiting on the White Rock to transfer their loads to a waiting ship, were packed with munitions. Twenty-two people died and many more were injured . . . including Wilf Bougourd. 
 
    * 
 
    Next morning, when the telephone exchange was back in operation, Greg called the doctor. ‘Sarah hasn’t slept all night and she’s looking very flushed this morning.’ 
 
    ‘She would be better off in the maternity home where I can keep a close eye on her. I suggest you take her in as soon as possible,’ Dr Walker advised. 
 
    ‘I don’t think this child wants to come out,’ Sarah remarked in the car. ‘Probably thinks it’s safer inside.’ 
 
    ‘One can hardly blame it.’ Greg drove into Town the back way through the Capelles and the Baissieres: having made an exploratory trip towards Town early that morning, George had phoned and warned him that the normal route along the Front was in a mess and one couldn’t get through. 
 
    Sarah felt she should be telling Greg about food: what was in the house and what to buy. To cancel the milk . . . but she was too weary. ‘I hope they don’t make me wait too much longer. I’m sure I’m well over my time. I might ask them to give me something to start things moving.’ 
 
    Dr Michael Walker always wore a three-piece, pin-striped suit and a dark tie on duty. He spoke down to his patients from the dizzy heights of his medical knowledge, and treated all nursing staff like ignorant servants. Young patients regarded him in speechless terror, an attitude he encouraged, whilst older ones, like Sarah, thought he was a pompous ass, of which attitude he was blissfully unaware. Young nurses were reduced to jelly in his presence, while their experienced seniors, knowing their own medical knowledge to be infinitely superior to his, indulged him with apparent smiling deference while winking hysterically at each other behind his back. 
 
    ‘Just you sit back and relax, young woman,’ he told Sarah next day. ‘I’ll be the one to decide when this baby is due.’ He turned to Sister de la Mare. ‘Keep a close eye on her blood pressure, nurse. I doubt the infant will be with us before the middle of next week.’ 
 
    Sister de la Mare waited till he had gone, then sniffed. ‘Fat lot he knows! That baby will be here by tomorrow.’ 
 
    Sarah and Greg were sipping tea together, the following afternoon in her little, green-painted room, disappointed that the Sister was proving wrong, when the first pain came. It was vicious, and quickly followed by another. 
 
    Greg rang the bell. 
 
    An hour and a half later, having elected to stay at the nursing home, Greg was sitting in a small waiting-room reading a three-year-old magazine, when Sister de la Mare opened the door. ‘Well, Mr Gaudion, do you want the good news first or the bad news?’ 
 
    He jumped to his feet, mouth hanging open. ‘Oh my God! Is she all right?’ 
 
    ‘Your wife and son are both fit, strong and healthy,’ she declared. 
 
    ‘Then what’s this bad news you have?’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry to say I’ve just been informed that the Germans have landed at the airport and formally taken over the island.’ 
 
    He shook his head, trying to clear the mist. He was tired and confused, had been for the past two weeks or more . . . He didn’t know what day he was in but remembered seeing a small calendar with two furry kittens on, hanging near the waiting-room window: he stepped up to examine it. 
 
    It was Sunday, June 30th, 1940. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
    Part Two 
 
      
 
    ‘As it will be the right of all, so it will be the duty of some, definitely to prepare for a separation, amicably if they can, violently if they must.’ 
 
    Abridgement of Debates of Congress, 14 January 1811. 
 
    josiah quincy 1772–1864. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
    Chapter Seven – EVACUEES 
 
      
 
    Hubert Ozanne looked at his wife. She grimaced slightly, shrugged and gave the faintest possible nod. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Thank you very much Colonel Wellsey, we’ll take it.’ 
 
    The colonel grunted. Might not turn out too bad, after all, he thought hopefully. Ever since the fellow from the Town Hall in Cirencester had asked them to take in evacuees and they had been unable to think of an evasive excuse fast enough, they had lived in mortal dread of what might, one day, arrive on their doorstep. There had been such horrendous tales about ghastly children from London’s East End tearing people’s houses apart . . . but these people, he looked at Hubert’s engraved visiting card again for the name—Ozanne—didn’t look the sort to put coal in the bath. ‘You’d better come into the study,’ he invited, leading the way. ‘Where are you staying at the moment?’ 
 
    ‘We are at the Kingston Lodge Hotel . . .’ 
 
    ‘Really! I say, do sit down Mrs Ozanne.’ Impressed, he placed a chair for her, ‘And you, too, Miss Ozanne.’ He tugged a bellpull by the empty fireplace. ‘You will take tea, won’t you?’ 
 
    Two days later the three Guernsey evacuees were installed in the handsome, red brick and timbered house which stood in two acres of well-loved gardens. ‘I don’t suppose we’ll be here more than a few weeks,’ Marie commented as she unpacked, ‘so I suppose it will do.’ The sitting-room was rather small and the kitchen microscopic compared with Val du Douit. ‘What’s your room like?’ she asked Aline. 
 
    ‘The size and shape of a shoe box, and there is the smallest wardrobe I’ve ever seen in my life, but then,’ she sighed, ‘as I have hardly any clothes with me I don’t suppose it matters.’ 
 
    Hubert had been able to read Aline’s mind for years. ‘Well what on earth did you have in that cabin trunk, souvenir rocks from Cobo?’ 
 
    Aline laughed very heartily at his joke and went off on the prowl to see what she could discover. For a start, she wondered if there was a Mrs Wellsey . . . 
 
    There was a small dining-table in the sitting-room, and after an early supper the three sat down to write letters. Marie wrote to Sarah, asking her to do various jobs for her and relay messages to people she’d forgotten in the rush of departure. So concerned was she for the welfare of her possessions and irritated by her temporary exile, that the fact that her youngest daughter was on the point of producing a second baby had completely slipped her mind. She was mortified when she remembered, later. 
 
    Hubert’s letter contained instructions to his bank manager. 
 
    Aline wrote down measurements for the new suit she was ordering from Simpson’s of Piccadilly. 
 
    Letters were put aside at nine o’clock so they could listen to the news. Alvar Liddell was reading it, telling them that German Forces had occupied Guernsey that afternoon. They had known it could happen; the possibility being one of the reasons for fleeing the island, but it was a shock nevertheless. Stunned, Marie pictured jackboots stomping over her carpets, cigarette burns on the furniture and every item she had collected and treasured all her life being looted. Tears streamed down her face. Hubert prayed his milk herd would not be slaughtered to feed the troops, while his daughter sat gazing wistfully into space, visualising all those straight backs and handsome uniforms. 
 
    Hubert put his arm round Marie’s shoulder. ‘Come on. Come on, my love. It may not be that bad. The Tommies will soon shift the beggars.’ 
 
    Marie fished a handkerchief out of her sleeve and blew. ‘I know. You’re right. We’ll soon be home again.’ 
 
    * 
 
    Richard was not a very happy baby. ‘I suppose it’s because I’m all wrought up and on my nerves,’ Sarah said as she crawled back into bed for the fourth time. 
 
    Greg reached out and pulled her against him. ‘I don’t know why you’re het up. If Jerry goes on as he’s begun we’ve nothing to worry about.’ 
 
    ‘Except the fact he’s here in the first place and keeping us apart from Suzanne.’ Greg was right, of course. The Germans had issued a Declaration on their arrival, stating that providing people accepted the Conditions they laid down and obeyed the 11 pm curfew, the islanders would be treated with respect and allowed to keep their radios. They had of course added that if there was any form of resistance the Town would be bombed. So it was to be hoped that no idiotic young hotheads started anything; nothing could be achieved except death and destruction of islanders themselves. 
 
    Daisy was a boon. Her housewifery skills proved limited in the extreme, but she earned her keep by pushing Richard’s pram round the lanes, leaving Sarah free to wrestle with the mounting food problem. Already, after only five weeks of Occupation, Greg had cycled out to Val du Douit several times to raid Marie’s stores but they could not be expected to last indefinitely and as only a limited amount could be carried on the bicycle, the journeys were both tiring and time consuming. 
 
    Greg had been heartbroken to see the tomato crop going to waste. ‘When I think of the money spent on coal, steam-cleaning and feeder to produce it.’ He shook his head in despair. ‘And just to see it all being dumped in the quarry . . . it’s tragic!’ 
 
    ‘Well at least we needn’t run out of tomato soup and ketchup,’ Sarah had declared. ‘Remember all those jam jars and bottles you criticised me for keeping in the garage? Thank goodness I did. You can give me a hand fetching them all out and washing them.’ 
 
    They made sauce, ketchup and green tomato pickle. Then Sarah had another idea and telephoned John one evening. ‘Do you think we could borrow Luke and the farm cart? I’d like to collect all Ma’s old Kilner jars and bottles for preserving.’ 
 
    ‘What a good notion. But why don’t you come by car?’ 
 
    ‘George says he thinks we should keep it under wraps for the time being. He’s afraid our friends might commandeer anything they see!’ 
 
    ‘Heaven forbid! Well you’re welcome to borrow it. I think poor old Luke could just about haul the cart there and back in one day.’ 
 
    ‘Can one of the twins give me a hand?’ 
 
    ‘Of course. Then he can bring the cart back.’ 
 
    ‘Good. And you’ll be sure to have some of the jars back, full.’ 
 
    John laughed. ‘Thanks. We . . . I’d appreciate that.’ 
 
    We? Sarah shrugged. He must have been thinking his family was still with him. 
 
    Sarah was only sorry that her friend Margery wasn’t on the island, to give a hand with the bottling. She had had no intention of leaving without George, but her sister who taught at a private junior school, phoned to say that one of the teachers who had intended travelling with the youngsters had decided she could not leave, after all; and would Margery be willing to take her place? She could always return once a replacement was found. So Margery had gone . . . and was unable to get back before the Germans had arrived. Poor George was devastated. 
 
    * 
 
    Hubert’s cousin Dorothy had married Cedric Soames and settled in Cornwall soon after the end of the Great War in which he had been severely injured. Fortunately he had inherited property, and his tenants provided a reasonable income to supplement his meagre pension. Unable to have children, they lived for their home, garden, pets and books—a lifestyle Dorothy continued after being relieved of the burden of nursing, by Cedric’s death in 1929. When William and Annemarie had arrived with their children, all worried and weary after a tedious journey, the sight of the charming, stone-built house, set in a sea of hollyhocks and delphiniums and festooned with roses, lifted their spirits enormously. 
 
    Auntie Dot, as she insisted they called her, appeared to welcome them enthusiastically enough, showed them to their bright, sunny bedrooms and then summoned them into the kitchen for a huge, home-baked high tea with fresh Cornish cream. 
 
    In the weeks that followed, Josette and Marivonne fell in love with the two fat Labradors, three cats, the ducks and chickens and the elderly tortoise. 
 
    ‘This is heaven, Aunt Dot,’ William commented appreciatively, early in August. ‘However, we are hopelessly short of funds, and as one cannot see an early end to the war, I will need to get a job to support my family. You have been very kind, but we cannot live on charity.’ 
 
    ‘I agree. And I think we may have the perfect solution. If Annemarie could give me a hand in the house, while you helped me with the maintenance of my various properties, that would pay for your keep and I could afford to give you something extra besides.’ 
 
    They discussed the idea in more detail before William relayed the offer to Annemarie. 
 
    ‘Yes . . .?’ she responded cautiously. ‘What somefing extra has she in mind?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t like to ask. But I think the idea is good in principle, don’t you? She has various houses and cottages which need running repairs, and you can see this place takes a lot of maintenance and she is no spring chicken to be coping with it all by herself.’ 
 
    He looked so relieved, so boyishly enthusiastic, she didn’t want to voice the possible pitfalls that immediately came to mind. And after all, it was a lovely, safe haven . . . perfect for the children who had already enjoyed romps on the beach. ‘Yes. Yes I fink it will be good.’ 
 
    William grinned and went off to report back to Aunt Dot. 
 
    * 
 
    Mary Ozanne had taken her children to live with her sister in Macclesfield. Nancy’s husband was in the army, leaving her living in their semi-detached on Finsbury Drive with their two children, so although the house was a bit cramped, she welcomed Mary’s company; they had always got on very well together. Young Joseph, now nearly eighteen, took one look at the set up, at the tiny bedroom he was expected to share with his ten-year-old cousin, and decided to join the navy. He didn’t have to, Mary pointed out: Channel Islanders could not be called up, only volunteer. But her efforts to discourage him were only half-hearted: she had admitted years ago her total inability to discipline him and hoped the navy might be the making of him. If he didn’t get himself killed in the meantime. 
 
    ‘In September your Margaret can go to school with my two,’ Nancy said. ‘And if you like, Mrs Leadbeater next door can look after little Charles during the day and you can come and work at the munitions factory with me.’ 
 
    Mary hadn’t been out to work since getting married and wasn’t too sure. ‘What’s it like?’ 
 
    ‘A laugh a minute. The foreman’s a real card and the other girls are all for a bit of a giggle. You’ll love it.’ 
 
    She was proved right. Within a couple of months Mary had to admit she hadn’t enjoyed herself so much in years. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘Two large pinkers with a splash of soda,’ Colonel Laurence ordered over the shoulders of his fellow officers at the mess bar. He was in a celebratory mood having received his additional pip that morning. 
 
    ‘Cheers, Aubrey old lad. Here’s mud in your eye!’ His friend Grant Smudge (one of the Gloucestershire Smudges don’t ye know) raised his glass before draining it. 
 
    As it was Grant’s fifth double gin, Aubrey doubted he had any idea what the celebration was about, and in fact he was beginning to find the man embarrassing. He looked around for a familiar face, an alternative drinking companion and noticed a very short chappie who reminded him of someone he once knew . . . Leaving Smudge talking to thin air, he weaved his way through the khaki crowd. ‘Excuse me chipping in, my dear fellow, but haven’t we . . .’ 
 
    ‘Aubrey Laurence! Well I’ll be damned! How are you?’ 
 
    Colonel Laurence accepted the proffered handshake, totally mystified. ‘Er . . . er, hello. Er . . . fine thanks.’ 
 
    The short, bouncey fellow in front of him grinned. ‘I see you haven’t the foggiest idea who I am. Ozanne. Guernsey. Bertie Ozanne for God’s sake. Your brother married my sister!’ 
 
    ‘Great Scott. So it is! Afraid it was the pips that fooled me!’ Having joined the army before the war as a regular soldier, Bertie Ozanne had suddenly been elevated to the rank of major. 
 
    ‘Collected a few more yourself, since last I saw you,’ the Guernseyman commented. ‘Tell me about your folks. Did they get away?’ 
 
    ‘No, unfortunately. Victoria’s over here, in London; dunno what she’s doing. And Piers is flitting around, too. But Pater and Mater are stuck on the island.’ 
 
    ‘We have lots of news to swap. Would I be stepping out of line if I suggested lunch to a higher ranking officer?’ 
 
    Aubrey certainly considered Bertie Ozanne to be both his social and service inferior; however, as rumour had spread about his own little . . . peculiarities, it had become increasingly difficult to find anyone in the mess willing to be seen talking to him for more than a few minutes at a time, and no one ever accepted an invitation to dine a deux, let alone actually invite him. Except that dotty dipsomaniac Smudge. ‘Absolutely not, old chap. Be delighted.’ 
 
    * 
 
    Being an Englishman, rather than an islander, Augustus Warwick was keen to get into the services and ‘do his bit’ as fast as possible, so as soon as he had escorted Filly and the baby over to England, and settled them with his parents in Little Oakshott, a tiny village near Devizes in Wiltshire, he set off to sign on in London. He was well-satisfied that the arrangement for his wife was ideal. 
 
    Filly, who adored him and agreed with his every decision, allowed him to tease away her nerves and shyness, after all she had met his parents at the wedding. Anxious to please everyone, she smiled and gave the situation her best effort. 
 
    Gregarious by nature and full of fun, Filly made friends with people in the village. Nevertheless, her lonely pillow was often damp in the morning. 
 
    * 
 
    Auntie Aline had sent Suzanne enough money for her train fare from Wales to stay with them for Christmas. Lots of girls were going to relatives for the holiday: the teachers made all the arrangements and saw the girls off by rail, through the Moel Fammau mountain range at Bodfari, to Chester, where seniors transferred them to their connections. 
 
    Aline met her at Bristol to escort her the rest of the way, and Suzanne stared at her aunt for several moments before realising who she was. ‘You look different, Auntie,’ she said. 
 
    ‘Six months is a long time.’ 
 
    ‘Yes . . . But . . . I know what it is. Your hair is a different colour!’ 
 
    Aline had hoped the child wouldn’t notice, or at least have the grace not to comment. The fact was she had not been able to find a hairdresser with the right colour dye to keep the grey hidden. ‘It’s not polite to make personal remarks, Suzanne,’ she said sharply. 
 
    ‘Oh. Sorry.’ Her niece turned away to stare out of the window, hurt at being rebuked so soon. 
 
    Marie was sadly put out: after all this time away from home there was no sign yet of them getting back. ‘Never in my wildest nightmares could I have imagined we would be away for Christmas,’ she moaned repeatedly. 
 
    The novelty of Christmas shopping soon wore off, trailing round after Grandma and Auntie as they enjoyed criticising everything on offer. Grandpa seldom came with them, preferring to sit at home with his pipe and radio, mulling over his newspaper. Suzanne almost wished she might do the same, though she did enjoy visits to tea and coffee shops. She bought a china dog in Woolworths for Grandma, and a bowl with a cork stump in the middle for Grandpa’s pipe. For Auntie she got a little glass vase for her bedroom. And she made them each a Christmas card. 
 
    All of them found Christmas a sadly odd affair. They didn’t have a tree, but Suzanne had made an impressive length of paperchains which stretched right round the room. Grandma contrived to create a Christmas cake from ingredients she had collected up from their ration books for several weeks, but there was a strange sense of festivity-in-miniature as Grandpa tried to carve the capon. Where were the steaming piles of vegetables, sauces, and huge boiled ham? Where were all the family faces topped with hilarious hats? The wine, brandy-soaked pudding flaming blue? The port and cigars, the jokes and endless laughter? 
 
    After they had cleared away the lunch the presents were handed out. 
 
    ‘Ooh! Thank you Auntie.’ Suzanne was really pleased with the pony book. She said much the same to Grandma and Grandpa, though she didn’t feel quite so enthusiastic about the leather-bound Bible. Her aunt and grandparents kissed her for their respective presents and seemed pleased. Grandpa gave Grandma a new watch and she gave him a new pipe. 
 
    Aline had organised her own present. It was the suit from Simpson’s. She gave her parents a small mirror: there wasn’t one in the bathroom. 
 
    * 
 
    In Guernsey, Sarah was planning to cook her first ever Christmas dinner. It would not be the lavish meal they had always associated with the festive season at Val du Douit, cooked by her mother, or even like Mina’s at Les Marettes, because the food rationing was dreadfully limiting. Her speed round the tennis court had been severely hampered in the past few years by the extra weight she had put on since Suzanne’s arrival, so shedding just over a stone in the past six months was a bonus, and even Greg looked better after being pruned down to fourteen stones, but it was ridiculous being on such a restricted diet for the holiday. 
 
    In waiting for Greg to come in for lunch she had written her shopping list, and looked up, now, to frown at the clock. She was debating whether to phone Les Marettes when she heard him arrive. ‘What has happened?’ she asked. ‘Why so late?’ 
 
    Greg pulled off his coat and cycle clips, and draped his large frame over a kitchen chair. ‘It’s Dad. He’s had a fall and Mina came out to call me from the greenhouse to help get him up to bed.’ 
 
    ‘Has the doctor seen him?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. That’s why I stayed on. I had to wait till he’d been; Ma wouldn’t have heard half he had to say.’ 
 
    ‘Which was . . .?’ 
 
    ‘He reckons there is some concussion, but we’ll have to wait a few days to see how he goes on.’ He accepted the cup of tea Sarah poured for him and grimaced as he drank: he still hadn’t got used to taking it without sugar. ‘That’s not the worst problem, though. You remember Mina’s brother was injured in the bombing on the White Rock?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘He is coming home from hospital but in a wheelchair. He can’t do anything for himself and Mina says she will have to go and stay at his house to look after him.’ 
 
    Sarah frowned. ‘You mean she’ll leave Les Marettes?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    She stared at him, eyes wide with horror. ‘Not go to Les Marettes at all?’ 
 
    Greg nodded. They both knew that meant leaving their bungalow for a while at least, and moving back into the Gaudion family house. 
 
    She closed her eyes, covering her mouth with her hand. A saucepan began to boil over on the stove. She ran to it, just as the baby started crying. 
 
    Greg fetched Richard and returned, sitting him on his knee. 
 
    ‘When does Mina leave? When must we go?’ 
 
    ‘Friday. I would like to have asked her to give us more time, but one couldn’t expect the poor man to stay in hospital any longer. He has been there for months.’ 
 
    ‘Friday! That gives us four days to pack up and move our stuff over there.’ She circled the table to put her arms round Greg’s shoulders. ‘Never rains but it pours! So it looks as though I’ll be cooking Christmas dinner over there, instead of bringing them here. What about George? Will he still want to come?’ They had invited him to spend Christmas with them, but the thought of inflicting the old folk on him was a bit much. 
 
    ‘We’ll have to ask him.’ He bounced the baby on his knee to keep him happy while Sarah busied herself at the sink. ‘What’s for lunch?’ 
 
    ‘Potatoes fried with onions, carrot and swede mash, and cabbage. I’ve made up some gravy with the fat left over from yesterday’s chops,’ a rather inflated title for two pathetic pieces of scrag end, ‘and I stirred in a fraction of Marmite.’ The latter being a bit extravagant as there was only one more pot left in her mother’s store. 
 
    ‘Sounds delicious.’ Greg’s feigned enthusiasm fooled neither of them. 
 
    * 
 
    Christmas at Les Marettes could not be described as jolly even by the wildest stretch of imagination, but George and, following a last minute invitation when Sarah learned she would be alone, her friend Gelly Sommers, helped the Gaudions make the most of the comparatively frugal fare. The old man remained upstairs in bed, showing no interest whatever in coming down. His bad sight had deteriorated since his fall and his mind wandered more than ever, so he was perfectly happy sitting in resplendent comfort, chatting away to the wardrobe, believing it was a succession of visitors. 
 
    Alice proved to be even less of a problem. She concocted in her mind all she couldn’t hear of the conversations going on around her, as she had done for the past dozen or so years, and consequently her comments offered a source of much needed hilarity to the occasion. 
 
    Sarah had left their home two weeks earlier with profound misgivings; but she was older and wiser than the young bride who had moved into Les Marettes eleven years before, better equipped to handle her awkward mother-in-law. Daisy had come too, agreeing to move into one of the attic bedrooms, and Greg had tracked down a day nurse to help with his father, so the move wasn’t as traumatic as she had anticipated. 
 
    George brought a couple of bottles of wine with him, and once everyone had been served a slice of chicken and the inevitable pile of vegetables, Greg raised his glass and said, ‘To absent friends!’ 
 
    Everyone raised their glasses. ‘Absent friends!’ 
 
    Alice raised her glass, too. ‘And the sooner they go the better!’ 
 
    Gelly snorted into her glass, spraying wine over her blouse. 
 
    Sarah’s nose wrinkled ominously and she dashed out to the kitchen. She wanted to laugh . . . and cry. Her heart ached miserably for her family, but especially for her little girl: every moment of this day in particular, she wondered what Suzanne was doing. Was she with Ma and Pa? Did she have any presents? Christmas Eve had been hell with no stocking to fill, no cake to put out for Father Christmas. Not that Suzanne believed the fairy-tale any longer, but nonetheless they all wanted to preserve the ritual. And the child had never seen her little brother. Did she even know he’d been born? 
 
    When she returned to the dining-room there were more toasts. 
 
    ‘Ruination to the Reich!’ George declared. 
 
    ‘Kick the Krauts off the Continent!’ Gelly called. 
 
    ‘And may he soon come downstairs again!’ Alice nodded at her, smiling. 
 
    Sarah grinned. ‘Here’s to next Christmas with all our loved ones safely back home!’ 
 
    After lunch they sat in the living-room round the wireless, to listen to the King’s speech. The radios had already been confiscated once, but returned for Christmas as a special concession. Fortunately Alice had forgotten about the broadcast and had gone upstairs for ‘forty winks’, so the listeners would not be obliged to repeat every sentence. 
 
    The King spoke of the bravery and fortitude of both servicemen and civilians. He referred to the wonderful Merchant Navy bringing vital supplies . . . and the warships who protected them . . . The four friends devoured every word, waiting impatiently for mention of the only British territory to be overrun by the Huns. 
 
    But no mention ever came. 
 
    ‘Do you reckon they have forgotten we exist?’ Gelly demanded, bitterly. 
 
    Greg scowled. ‘They can’t have. But you’d think he could have sent us some message.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps he knows something we don’t. Maybe an invasion is planned to start any minute and he was warned not to draw attention to us.’ Sarah knew it was a forlorn hope: she just wanted to raise their spirits a little after the disappointment. 
 
    ‘How are you off for tea?’ George asked. ‘Got enough to make another pot?’ 
 
    Thanks to her mother there were still a few pounds left. ‘Yes, I’ll go and make it now.’ 
 
    Dear God! Six whole months of occupation! Enough was enough! How much longer was this confounded war going on? 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
    Chapter Eight – CAPTIVES 
 
      
 
    ‘Have you filled in your Registration Forms yet?’ George asked. He had called with a precious gift of Guernsey whiting. 
 
    ‘Greg’s just come in. He’s starting work on them now in the dining-room. Go through and have a word.’ Sarah finished folding the nappies which had been strung across the kitchen above the stove, before following him. 
 
    Greg was seated at the table with papers strewn in front of him. ‘I’ve filled in all the details about my date of birth and who my father is . . .’ he looked up at the other two and smiled, ‘. . . and now I come to the easy part. A description of me. Let’s see . . . tall, dark, handsome, attractive to women . . .’ 
 
    ‘Here, you better give me that . . .’ Sarah snatched playfully at the form, ‘. . . I think we should fill in the descriptions for each other, or the Krauts are going to deport us for lying. Let’s see . . . lanky, going grey, clothes hanging loose from malnutrition, that sounds nearer the truth.’ 
 
    ‘They’d love me for the malnutrition bit. Imprison me for offensive literature, most likely!’ But it was true, and especially so of Sarah herself: she’d lost much of her sparkle. 
 
    ‘I can’t think what they want all this information for,’ George grumbled. 
 
    ‘I suppose they need to know how many of us there are,’ Sarah suggested, ‘for food rationing.’ The perpetual problem. ‘But why the details about our parents, for heaven’s sake!’ 
 
    ‘To weed out the possible Jews? Thank goodness William and Annemarie got away.’ 
 
    ‘And I gather they are requisitioning all empty houses, either for themselves or for their Todt workers. The forms should help them.’ 
 
    Greg looked startled. The Organisation Todt, named after the Nazi military engineer Fritz Todt, who had designed the fortifications of ‘The Atlantic Wall’, had imported thousands of slave workers gleamed from all over Europe to construct massive defences all over the island. ‘Perhaps we’d better put our address as the bungalow. We don’t want them to know it’s empty.’ 
 
    George shrugged. ‘That’s up to you, but I wouldn’t do it. You never know who’s watching you. We get officials down at the careening yard, prowling round the boats and asking questions. Did you know that all the boats have to be re-registered? Even the blessed little skiffs and tenders. Do they imagine someone is going to sail off to England with all their military secrets in a six foot pram with a six inch draft?’ He snorted. ‘They’re nuts!’ 
 
    ‘Simon Baker was livid the other day,’ Greg told them. ‘They had taken away his Morris . . . well it wasn’t much use to him now with hardly any petrol available. He was walking across the road at the Bridge when a car came tearing up, blasting its horn for him to get out of the way. He had to jump back onto the pavement, only to see it was his own flipping car being driven past with a Jerry officer sitting in the back.’ 
 
    ‘That’s nothing,’ George laughed. ‘You know how obsessed Willy Owens was about his new car . . . well he decided the Huns were not going to get it. So he took the whole bally thing apart, took him days to do it, and buried each piece in the field behind his place. Silly ass forgot that they had the records of all vehicles from the States Road Tax Office. Next thing he knew he got a letter stating that all cars under a certain age were to be handed over, clean and in first class working order! It took him two weeks hard labour to dig it all up and put it together again.’ 
 
    All three were convulsed. Willy was a pompous fat peacock. 
 
    ‘They haven’t written to us yet,’ Greg wiped his eyes, ‘but Dad’s car is so old they probably don’t think it’s worth it.’ He went on to tell George of the repeated visits he had had regarding the greenhouses. ‘These Krauts reckon they know everything about raising greenhouse crops. I’ve got a pile of papers and instructions in the office, and most of it is only good for loo paper!’ 
 
    One had to laugh, of course. Otherwise one would have to go out and shoot oneself . . . except one wouldn’t have a gun. Everyone had had to hand over all firearms however ancient the musketry. 
 
    Sarah, responsible for all the catering, was constantly weary of trying to create something edible out of nothing. She worried about the baby. Milk was one of the first things to be rationed, and although her brother John had risked keeping back more than his quota from the milkings at Val du Douit, setting it aside for Greg to collect, fetching it was becoming increasingly difficult: carrying a concealed loaf of bread or well-wrapped fish about one’s person while riding a bicycle was hard enough, but concealing miscellaneous bottles of milk was something else. She was worried about Greg, too. He had lost over two stone already; she had had to alter the waistbands of his trousers, and still he needed braces to keep them up. 
 
    One thing of which there was no shortage early in 1941, was paint. George remarked on the fact one day after visiting a hardware shop and Greg immediately made a mental note. And it was with enormous glee that he and Sarah set about obliterating the nauseating colours of Les Marettes, transforming the house to cream walls and white doors and windows. His parents never noticed. 
 
    Whenever the weather was fine enough Sarah wheeled Richard in his pram through the lanes to Bordeaux Bay. Winter gave way to spring and though the March winds were cold, she risked sitting on a rock near the shore, one day, to gaze out over the Russel towards Herm and Jethou. She had sat on this same rock so many times in the past when Suzanne was small, even before the child was born, little dreaming that their idyllic life could ever be so shattered. There was no doubt that this had been a land of lotus-eaters: the winter parties, the summer picnics, the bridge, tennis and badminton and trips to Herm with George and Margery; the fun and laughter associated with being one of a large family, with their supportiveness during a crisis (well, most times, anyway). And now it was all swept away. They really must try to build up more of a social life: they had all the time in the world, now. The curfew made it a bit awkward, but why not invite friends for bridge and to stay overnight? Bringing their own supper and breakfast, naturally. She would put it to Greg. Gulls and terns wheeled over the rocks, sandpipers trotted along the edge of the receding tide, hunting food grubs. Did Suzanne ever think of Bordeaux? she wondered. Where was she? Who was looking after her? Why, after nearly nine months, had they had no word of her whereabouts? She swallowed quickly, trying to control the tightening in her throat, the lead weight in her chest. 
 
    An aircraft zoomed overhead, breaking into her thoughts. She didn’t know if it was a Hun or RAF, but if it was the latter the big guns would open up any minute. She hurried home with the sleeping babe. 
 
    * 
 
    Hundreds, thousands of messages were sent through the Red Cross Organisation, from the mainland to Guernsey and vice versa, but only a small number reached their destinations. The messages were of twenty-five words maximum and heavily censored. Sarah received notification that a message had arrived for her in the late spring of 1941, two weeks before one of her many messages to various members of her family arrived in Cornwall for William. As instructed, Sarah went up to Elizabeth College where she was allowed to read her message. It said little except that all the family, including Suzanne were well and happy and looking forward to seeing her again. On the way home she made a slight detour, propped her bicycle against St Sampson’s churchyard wall and went inside to kneel alone . . . and thank God. 
 
    Sarah felt a bit embarrassed about God, because since her marriage she had undoubtedly neglected her religion. St Saviour’s, at the other end of the island, had always been ‘her’ church but was too far away now to be practical. The Gaudions had belonged to Bordeaux Mission, but Alice had abandoned it years ago complaining that it was impossible to hear the minister because he mumbled into his moustache. From time to time she and Greg had attended the ancient church of St Sampson’s, comparatively near their home, but had never become an integral part of the congregation. 
 
    William telephoned his parents to relay the news that Sarah and Greg had a son named Richard and the three of them were well. Suzanne received Aline’s letter containing the good news a few days later. She was wildly excited about having a brother. 
 
    * 
 
    By this time, in fact, Richard was not well at all. Recurring high temperatures alarmed his parents and Sarah called Dr Walker. 
 
    Switching off the roaring engine of his motorbike, the GP strode upstairs in breeches and leggings. ‘So what have we here, little fellow?’ Sarah held the thermometer under the baby’s arm while the doctor sounded the little chest, took the baby’s pulse and then peered down his throat. ‘Very red down there. Could be tonsilitis. Keep him in bed and give him plenty of liquids. I’ll get the girls to put up a bottle of medicine at the surgery.’ 
 
    Two minutes later he was gone and Sarah wondered just how correct the brief diagnosis might be. It was to be the first of many similar episodes, each one worse than the last. 
 
    When Richard was well again, Greg and Sarah began their new social programme. It wasn’t easy at first because so many of their old friends had left, but those who remained developed a close bond of camaraderie. Newly-opened clubs brought people together quite quickly and one was the ballroom dancing club. Greg and Sarah had always enjoyed dancing together at balls and parties, chiefly because they were used to each others unauthentic steps. Now they learned to do foxtrots and tangos, waltzes and quicksteps correctly, with the experts. The intervals formed almost as important a part of the afternoon sessions as the dancing itself. People arrived with their own refreshments and settled in groups to exchange occupation news and information received in Red Cross messages. From these groups it was easy to pick out those who reflected one’s own interests and thinking, possible future bridge partners or opponents. 
 
    But, of course, there were others. One afternoon Greg and Sarah sat with different groups at separate tables. A large man Sarah had never seen before dominated her table, giving his unwilling listeners the benefit of his opinions. 
 
    ‘Dreadful the way the locals panicked last June; appalling bad show!’ he was saying. ‘Stand firm, I say. No need to let the Hun get the better of one.’ 
 
    Others at the table looked at each other, eyeballs rolling. 
 
    Sarah was seething but kept her voice cool. ‘What makes you think they panicked?’ 
 
    ‘Saw them with my own eyes, little woman.’ He glanced round at the other men, smiling. 
 
    ‘So you were on the White Rock yourself?’ 
 
    His bushy brows came together in a slight frown. ‘Yes! Yes I was.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘Eh? What do you mean, why?’ 
 
    ‘Why were you there? You must have had a very good reason,’ Sarah persisted. 
 
    His expression became aggressive. ‘What has it got to do with you, why I was there?’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure we’d all be interested to know. You’re English aren’t you? Didn’t someone say you had only settled over here last year?’ 
 
    ‘So?’ 
 
    ‘So as you were not a local grower trying to export his produce, one wonders what persuaded you to go down to the White Rock and get caught up in all this so-called panic.’ 
 
    The entire room was silent, every ear tuned in for his answer. 
 
    Blood rose up the Englishman’s neck suffusing his fat chins and cheeks. His eyes darted from one face to another. 
 
    ‘I know why he was there,’ came a voice from the back of the room. ‘I was seeing my wife and the baby onto the ship, and he all but pushed her into the harbour trying to scramble onto the gangway.’ 
 
    ‘So it wasn’t the islanders who were panicking, then?’ the dance mistress remarked. 
 
    The Englishman’s chair fell backwards with a crash as he lumbered to his feet. ‘It’s a lie. A damnable lie. I’ll sue, you know!’ And he stormed out of the room. 
 
    Within a year, while his fat belly remained and others shrank, he was to become notorious as a first-class collaborator, earning himself the nickname Herr Bootlicker. 
 
    Occupation stories abounded, some sad, some hilarious. A friend of Greg’s was a pigeon fancier, but unfortunately the Germans were neurotic about information being sent to England regarding the occupying forces. Nothing would convince them that homing pigeons will only fly home, not away, and the distraught man had to stand by and watch thirty of his beloved birds destroyed. However, justice was served. His next-door neighbours had fled the German advance leaving their home and chickens unattended, and the pigeon fancier, not wanting the birds to suffer, had made it his business to crawl through a hole in the fence each day to feed them, despite the irritation of being woken at dawn each morning by the noisy rooster. Only for a few weeks, though, until the house was requisitioned by the Germans and three officers took up residence and their batmen took over the duties of feeding the hens and collecting the eggs. Every week there was a great squawking and shouting as a batman caught a bird for the pot, but the rooster, largest of them all, continued his dawn reveille. 
 
    Christmas approached and the Guernseyman guessed who was destined to roast on the festive day. Two days before Christmas Eve, the hole in the hedge was used again; while the Germans were out and about their duties, their neighbour crawled through, with a fistful of corn, calling feeding noises. The batmen hunted and called next day, joined by their seniors. The neighbour was visited and questioned but his innocence was obvious so they never searched, never thought of looking in the clothes boiler. The pigeon fancier’s sister and her husband who lived in the Axce Lanes had a splendid Christmas dinner. 
 
    Greg had a close encounter one day. He had cycled out to St Saviour’s to fetch milk for Richard, and after a few words with John he decanted the milk into two screw-capped bottles Sarah had given him and stowed them in his jacket pockets, under his overcoat, for the ride home. He hadn’t gone far when it started to rain and he found himself wading through a river of leaves and mud at the roadside, as he tried to push the bike uphill against the current. The German soldiers often tried to be friendly—by missing their own families back home whom they hadn’t seen for years in some cases—while the majority of islanders, though sympathetic but having no wish to collaborate, politely but firmly rejected their overtures. It wasn’t easy, when a German tried to help in some way, not to seem churlish and possibly risk earning some angry, unpleasant reprisal. Soaked to the skin as he laboured up the hill, Greg heard a lorry approach and pull up beside him. In a flash two young German soldiers had jumped out of the cab, picked up the bike and heaved it into the back and, with charming smiles, invited Greg into the cab with them, asking in broken English where he was going. 
 
    There was nothing he could do about it. He climbed in and, freezing though he was, the two bottles of illicit milk burned holes through his pockets as he attempted to puff out his mack to conceal their shape. He tried to persuade the soldiers to drop him in Town, but nothing doing . . . they insisted on taking him all the way to Bordeaux and he felt an absolute worm at the sight of their disappointment when he failed to invite them into the house as they had lifted his bike down for him. 
 
    ‘Thank God they couldn’t speak much English,’ Greg told Sarah through chattering teeth. ‘If they’d started asking me where I had been and why, I would probably have given the game away.’ 
 
    Sarah folded up, laughing. ‘Too right. You’ve never been able to lie successfully. Now get those clothes off, you are frozen rigid.’ 
 
    ‘If you’re referring to my shakes, you’re wrong. I’m sheer, bloody petrified!’ 
 
    * 
 
    Leaving Richard with Daisy, early one sunny morning in May, Greg and Sarah cycled together to Val du Douit. No one was about as they propped their bikes against the wall in the yard, and as the doors of the old farmhouse were locked, Sarah wandered round to the back-door of John’s house. It was open so she called out and walked in, wandering from room to room hunting for him. Something seemed strange. Her forehead wrinkled as her eyes drifted round the sitting-room, seeking clues. What was it? Then she noticed a book on the arm of a chair . . . Precious Bane by Mary Webb? Not John’s type of reading, surely. And knitting . . . and flowers! 
 
    ‘Ahh! Oh, Sarah . . . Mrs Gaudion, you did give me a fright!’ A woman stood in the doorway in her dressing-gown, hand over her mouth in surprise. 
 
    Sarah stared at her. ‘And you are . . .?’ 
 
    ‘Edna. Edna Quevatre, Jean’s cousin.’ She blushed. 
 
    ‘Yes. I remember seeing you, somewhere. Probably at one of the hay picnics.’ But what was she doing here? Or wasn’t it just too obvious? 
 
    Edna read her thoughts. ‘I’m John’s . . . Mr Ozanne’s housekeeper, now,’ she began hastily. ‘He’s no good at cooking, you understand . . .’ 
 
    Sarah suspected she understood only too well. But John? Had it been Bertie or William, she wouldn’t have felt so surprised, in the circumstances. But serious, po-faced John? Then the funny side got to her and she had to turn away so Edna couldn’t see her trying to keep a straight face. 
 
    ‘He’s gone up to the top fields to fetch the cows down . . .’ the woman hugged the loose gown round herself. ‘I’ll go and get dressed. He’ll be back soon.’ 
 
    Sarah escaped back to Greg and collapsed in his arms, laughing. 
 
    ‘Come on. Tell me you idiot!’ He held her away, grinning at her wrinkled nose, white at the tip. 
 
    ‘It’s John! He’s taken unto himself a woman!’ 
 
    Greg dropped his hands to start tickling her ribs. ‘Try pulling the other one!’ 
 
    ‘Stop it, I can’t bear it!’ She sat on the grey granite mounting block. ‘No, honestly. I walked in and there was this woman pulling on a dressing-gown!’ 
 
    Greg snorted. ‘So your brother’s more of a man than we ever thought he was.’ 
 
    ‘But what about Mary? What would she say if she knew?’ 
 
    ‘She won’t know. And in the meantime perhaps he can get a bit of joy out of life,’ he said, adding, ‘for the first time in years! I would have done a runner many moons ago if I had to wake up with that misery next to me on the pillow every morning.’ 
 
    ‘Greg! I do agree with you but you shouldn’t say such things. Poor Mary can’t help it.’ 
 
    ‘Well poor Mary should help it. She casts gloom in all directions wherever she goes.’ 
 
    Sounds of shouting and mooing reached them. ‘Here is John, now, with the herd.’ 
 
    Greg slid off the wall and brushed the moss off his slacks. ‘Shall we go and meet him?’ 
 
    ‘Better wait here. We might spook the cows.’ 
 
    When he joined them, John had obviously seen Edna and been briefed. ‘Hallo! Knew you were coming today but hadn’t realised you’d be here so early.’ He was slightly flushed. ‘Gather you’ve seen Edna.’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Sarah said, grinning at him. 
 
    ‘She’s my housekeeper, now.’ He was trying to look serious. 
 
    ‘So she said.’ 
 
    The corner of his mouth twitched. ‘Truly,’ he insisted. 
 
    ‘Of course,’ his sister responded. ‘You need a housekeeper. In fact you thoroughly deserve one, and all the comforts she can offer.’ 
 
    John hunted her face to see if she was leg-pulling. ‘You mean that?’ A smile started to spread over his face. 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘And you don’t mind?’ 
 
    ‘Mind? Why should I mind? Nothing to do with me, except I like to think you’re happy.’ 
 
    He reached out to squeeze her arm. ‘You’re not a bad kid.’ Then he turned to Greg, raising a quizzical eyebrow. 
 
    Greg smiled back. ‘Let’s go and see if Edna can manage a cup of tea . . . or whatever.’ 
 
    It was the beginning of a totally new relationship between brother and sister. Between all four. For so many years Sarah and Greg, while not actually avoiding John’s company, had certainly not sought it. Now they all seemed to be on the same wavelength, and every week thereon, either John and Edna would cycle down to Bordeaux, or Greg and Sarah would find their way up to the farm. 
 
    After the seemingly total disintegration of the family, Sarah was delighted; as children the eight years’ difference in their ages had given John an insurmountable seniority—to him she had been a tedious and irresponsible irritation, to her he had been impossibly bossy, more of a disciplinarian than their father. Now the combined effects of maturity, crisis and a common enemy brought them into a closer unity than they might ever have known in normal circumstances. John remained serious but Edna had quickly developed in him a hitherto unnoticed sense of humour; lightened and brightened his outlook in a way Mary could only have opposed—whilst John himself was grateful for Greg’s and Sarah’s complete acceptance of his new domestic arrangements. Edna, learning to play tennis and bridge, and the source of some amazingly clever culinary ideas, was soon an integral part of the family. 
 
    * 
 
    Meanwhile, the overall situation remained critical. It seemed certain that Hitler would invade England soon—and then what? Greg and Sarah desperately wished that, after all, they had kept Suzanne here with them. However, the Führer was content to invade Yugoslavia and Greece instead, at the beginning of April 1941, though their capitulation by the end of the month only renewed fears of him turning next to England, especially with the intense bombing of Plymouth docks. To protect his invasion fleet from the Royal Navy? Everyone was holding their breath. 
 
    * 
 
    Food was the main topic of conversation. The bread ration of 5 lbs for men, 4 lbs for women and 3/12 lbs for children would not have been so drastic had other provisions been more plentiful, but the fact was that bread was the basic, staple diet for so many. A pitifully reduced ration of skimmed milk meant that people with children gave the little ones all they had, leaving none for themselves; fresh fruit was scarce and as for eggs . . . but for John’s help, Greg and Sarah would share one or two per week with Richard, the latter always getting the lion’s share. 
 
    If only there had been a reasonable supply of fish . . . a bone of contention among the locals. The Germans had made it abundantly clear that if anyone attempted to escape by boat, all boats would have to be laid up, including fishing boats. But a group of men did go. 
 
    George Schmit was furious. ‘If I could have got my hands on those mindless morons I’d have rung their bloody necks!’ he exploded. ‘No thought for those of us left behind. Now all the fishermen lose their livelihood and with the food rationed as it is, they’ve deprived us now, of our main source of protein!’ 
 
    ‘Confounded idiots!’ Sarah agreed. ‘You’d think they’d know better.’ 
 
    ‘Idiots nothing!’ Greg snarled. ‘Those bastards were a bunch of bored businessmen who knew damn well what they were doing to us. Yes, we’d all like to get away . . . we’re all bored . . . we all want to see our friends and families again, and there are lots of us with boats and the know-how to get up and go.’ He was looking at George the yachtsman as he spoke. ‘But we have respect for our fellow islanders! We are not all a bunch of selfish, irresponsible bastards!’ 
 
    ‘I can’t imagine how people who live in town are coping,’ Sarah regularly remarked as Greg brought in vegetables from the greenhouses. He had pulled up much of the tomato crop last summer and replanted with late beans, carrots and a number of things to be preserved or dried like butter beans and haricots. Together with a pig’s trotter, a nourishing Guernsey ‘beanjar’ could be produced if one could find someone willing to accommodate the jar in their furze oven. Most of the ancient furze ovens in the island had been obsolete and bricked up for years, but several were now unblocked and brought back into use. The principle was simple. From the many acres of common land round the coasts, wild gorse was cut, pushed into the ovens and set alight, burning fiercely until the bricks had absorbed optimum heat. Ashes quickly removed, the ovens were ready for baking bread, dough for each loaf piled on a cabbage leaf, and for Guernsey gache and biscuits. After they were all removed and the oven cooled slightly, they were replaced by well-identified ‘beanjars’ which cooked for several hours . . . preferably over night. 
 
    The family’s diet at Les Marettes did have its drawbacks. Having fed and bathed Richard and tucked him into bed, and settled the old folk one evening, Greg and Sarah welcomed Ted and Julia Martel for a good long session of bridge. They were comparatively new friends: though Ted and Greg had known each other vaguely at school, the age difference had been too great for close friendship, Ted having been an illustrious prefect while Greg was still a junior. But comparing notes in a food queue on the Bridge one day, Julia revealed to Sarah that their children, too, had been evacuated with the schools, that they had come to live with her aged parents in St Sampson’s and found it difficult to know how to pass the time, so far removed from their own home and remaining neighbours in Torteval. Sarah had immediately thrown out an invitation and soon they had been meeting quite regularly though as yet they remained on fairly stiff and formal terms. Ted was, after all, a partner in a firm of architects and always arrived in a three-piece suit. 
 
    On this particular evening they finished listening to the news and while the cards, pencils and score pads were laid on the table, Toby curled himself up at their feet, modestly contented after his meagre supper. 
 
    Half-way through the first rubber an appalling effluvia suddenly rose from under the table. ‘Toby!’ Sarah wailed. ‘Out!’ She got up and tried to drag the dog away, apologising to the guests. ‘I am so sorry! It’s all those vegetable peels and limpets I’m afraid.’ Toby gazed at her with liquid brown eyes. 
 
    Julia was an animal lover. ‘Oh poor lamb! Don’t put him out, he can’t help it.’ 
 
    Sarah looked round at Greg who shrugged. All agreed. 
 
    Ten minutes later it happened again. ‘Right, that’s it. He’ll have to go!’ Sarah exclaimed. She felt so embarrassed. 
 
    Greg scratched his scalp, blushing. ‘I cannot let the poor little beggar take the blame,’ he said. ‘I’m afraid it was me.’ Adding, by way of explanation, ‘We had beanjar for lunch.’ 
 
    The immaculate architect’s lip quivered, then he let out a bellow of laughter. ‘So did we. The first one was mine!’ He bent down to pat Toby’s head. ‘Sorry about that, old fellow. Letting you take the rap for me.’ 
 
    From that moment on, the friendship developed a new rapport. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘I don’t think I can darn these socks anymore,’ Sarah told Greg. ‘They are past redemption.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t buy anymore till the new coupon books are issued.’ 
 
    ‘Even then you’ll need all your coupons for shoes and new trousers.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll all be barefoot and grass-skirted if this goes on much longer,’ he joked, snatching an antimacassar from the back of a chair and skipping round the dining-room table. 
 
    Sarah put down her darning mushroom, frowning. ‘What about your father’s socks?’ 
 
    ‘Shouldn’t think they need mending, he never gets out of bed to wear them.’ 
 
    ‘Exactly. So why don’t you . . . borrow them?’ 
 
    ‘Good thinking. I’ll have a look in his chest of drawers when I go up to read to him tonight.’ They took turns on alternate evenings to sit by the old man’s bed for an hour, reading aloud from the newspaper or a book. Edward always told them exactly what he wanted to hear, but they learned long ago that they could choose the reading material for themselves; Edward’s concentration and memory had deteriorated so much he couldn’t remember the subject matter from one sentence to the next. 
 
    ‘Make sure your mother doesn’t see you, she’ll throw a fit!’ Sarah warned. 
 
    The borrowed socks were a bit small, but better than nothing. However, Greg felt guilty only a fortnight later when, quite suddenly, the old man’s heart gave out and he died in his sleep. His demise was not entirely unexpected: totally bedridden for over a year and ‘not himself’ as Alice put it, for several years before that, his health had steadily deteriorated. 
 
    George, and a ninety-year-old neighbour of Edward’s, were the only non-family to attend the funeral, and afterwards the old man’s Advocate came to read the will. Everything was to be evenly divided between his two sons, but Alice was to have life enjoyment of Les Marettes and an annual income from the greenhouse profits. What profits? Greg wondered. 
 
    Alice, who had criticised and grumbled at the old man for as long as Greg could remember, was grief-stricken at his death. She stumbled from room to room, weeping, picking up his long-discarded possessions and replacing them exactly where they were. 
 
    That evening of the funeral after they all went to bed, the entire household was thrown into chaos when the widow’s shrieks and screams echoed from attics to cellar. 
 
    Greg, Sarah and Daisy dashed in their nightclothes to Alice’s room. It was empty. They found her in Edward’s bedroom, standing at his chest of drawers, pointing into the open sock drawer. ‘Look! Look! We’ve had burglars! Call the police!’ 
 
    It took over an hour of constantly yelled explanations down the ear-trumpet to quieten her, but Greg was never totally forgiven. 
 
    * 
 
    The night the news broke that Hitler had turned his back on England and elected to invade Russia instead, Greg and Sarah gave a party. They telephoned everyone they could think of, with instructions to bring their own food, bottles and bedding. The Martels came with three precious bottles of beer. John and Edna turned up with a piece of illicitly-slaughtered pig which the latter had cured and cooked, and she brought two bottles of home-made elderberry wine. No one asked George where he had procured his bottle of brandy and Gelly arrived with him carrying a large, poached bass. 
 
    Alice was invited to join them, which she did, thoroughly enjoying herself until someone got through to her on the ear-trumpet that they were not celebrating the end of the war, only the fact that Hitler was ‘going the other way’. ‘Well!’ she exclaimed. ‘If only you’d asked me before I could have told you, and saved all the trouble!’ With which edifying statement she went off to bed. 
 
    Ham and bass notwithstanding, the food was not sufficiently abundant to counter the effects of the various beverages. After supper they congregated round Greg at the piano to sing ‘We’re Gonna Hang Out the Washing on the Siegfried Line’ and ‘Run Rabbit Run’, past caring whether any passing Jerry might hear them. Then Sarah produced three packs of playing cards which were shuffled together to start an uproarious game of rummy. 
 
    Not until four o’clock next morning, Monday June 23rd, 1941, had the strongest amongst them finally capitulated and collapsed onto a bed or settee. No one who didn’t have to get to work by nine o’clock had made the effort to rise, and it was Daisy, hammering on the bedroom door, who eventually roused Sarah. She was shaking like a leaf. ‘Mrs Gaudion! There’s Germans at the door. Ossifers!’ 
 
    Sarah squinted, yawned and, at last surfacing, shouted over her shoulder at Greg. ‘Get your clothes on, quickly, and get downstairs. Daisy, go down and tell them we’re coming.’ She fumbled with the buttons on her nightie, hunted for her brassiere, terrified all the time as to what crime, in German eyes, brought soldiers here to question them. 
 
    Greg dragged a comb through his hair, took the stairs two at a time, and tiptoed past the sleeping guests to the back-door. 
 
    He returned before Sarah had her shoes on. ‘We are to have a lodger,’ he announced, clicking heels and doing a Hitler salute. 
 
    ‘Not a German?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Very polite fellow. Asked if his batman could move his cases in tomorrow.’ 
 
    ‘Where’s he going to sleep?’ 
 
    Greg shrugged. ‘In Dad’s old room, I suppose.’ 
 
    ‘Your Ma won’t like that!’ 
 
    Alice didn’t. ‘Your father’s clothes will stay just where they are, in his wardrobe!’ 
 
    ‘But the German officer will need the wardrobe for his own things,’ Greg argued. 
 
    ‘German? What German? I thought you said they’d all gone to Prussia!’ 
 
    ‘Russia,’ he shouted. ‘And they didn’t all go. Not the ones who are here.’ 
 
    ‘Yes I can hear, thank you very much. And no German is going to steal your father’s clothes. We’ve had enough of that sort of thing round here,’ she added, with a meaningful stare at her son. A week later the true facts were still filtering through to her, slowly, but with much muttering and many dirty looks she gave in. 
 
    They called him Wolfgang, though they never did discover his real name. He was immaculate in dress and manners, clicked heels and bowed whenever he passed Sarah or Alice in hallway or stairs, and smothered himself in scent. Greg, Sarah and Daisy were polite in return, but no effort was made on either side to be friendly and the only indication of his presence in the house was his razor and toothbrush on the bathroom shelf. 
 
    Like most car owners, Greg had jacked up his father’s old car on blocks in the garage and removed the wheels and battery to preserve both vehicle and tyres from deterioration. He wasn’t sure whether Wolfgang discovered it and reported its existence, or if the German authorities were working their way through the registration lists, but a letter arrived two weeks after Wolfgang, stating that the car was to be handed over. Much later, Greg learned that most confiscated cars had been sent across to France, which was doubtless why Edward’s car was never seen on the island again. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘We really will have to get Richard christened,’ Sarah said over breakfast, early in July, a week after the baby’s first birthday. ‘We can’t go on waiting for the family to return before doing it.’ 
 
    ‘Do you want a party, afterwards?’ Greg asked. 
 
    ‘Of course. And a cake.’ 
 
    ‘Made of what?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll think of something.’ What, she hadn’t a clue. 
 
    ‘Where?’ 
 
    ‘How about an alfresco meal in the garden at the bungalow?’ 
 
    ‘Sounds good. And the garden is looking very colourful at the moment.’ 
 
    ‘So it should! I’ve been putting in hours of hard labour there every week.’ She loved tending plants, pottering, taking cuttings, particularly in the garden she had created herself. There was no garden to speak of at Les Marettes: two squares of gravel in front, with a diamond-shaped border cut in each for a pair of ragged-looking dracaenas. The backyard which was shared with the packing sheds, proudly sported an unhappy red geranium in a concrete pot. 
 
    It was a good idea. The service in St Sampson’s church was held on Sunday, August 24th and Richard laughed and gurgled all the way through. The weather was sultry, overcast but dry and, as usual, everyone brought their own ‘picnic’. It was Edna who produced the cake. She and Sarah had finally divided up the remaining food in Marie’s store, and at the back of a shelf had found a packet of mixed, dried fruit; very dry and gone hard and sugary. Undaunted, Edna had soaked it, rendered some pork fat, and using some of her own sugar ration as well as Sarah’s, cooked up a concoction which everyone agreed tasted superb. Whether they might have given the same verdict prior to the war was open to question. 
 
    * 
 
    Snug in the privacy of their own homes, or those of close friends, islanders dared express the horrors they felt following reports of Nazi atrocities against their continental captives. 
 
    ‘Do you think the BBC are relaying these news items as a kind of Allied propaganda against the Germans, or is it true?’ Julia Martel asked across the bridge table one evening at the end of a rubber. 
 
    ‘Certainly it makes one wonder,’ Sarah nodded. ‘If our families in England are hearing this, they will be worried stiff that the same is happening to us. But if the stories are true, then why haven’t we seen anything of it here?’ 
 
    ‘Because we are co-operating with the blighters?’ Ted suggested. 
 
    Greg grunted. ‘I don’t think I’d go so far as to call it co-operating. Just because there aren’t any lunatics keen to knock some Jerry’s teeth down his throat just for the hell of it, doesn’t mean we are all therefore collaborating.’ 
 
    ‘I said co-operating, not collaborating. There’s a hell of a difference.’ 
 
    ‘There is? What is it?’ 
 
    ‘Hold it there and I’ll tell you.’ Sarah pushed back her chair and reached up to the bookcase behind Greg’s head. Flicking pages she said, ‘The Oxford Concise Dictionary tells us, quote . . . “collaborating is co-operating treacherously with the enemy”, unquote.’ 
 
    ‘Treachery being the key word,’ Julia observed. 
 
    ‘So what is treacherous about not knocking the enemy’s teeth down his throat?’ Greg asked. 
 
    ‘Depends on your reason for doing it or not, surely,’ Ted replied. ‘I mean, if you are deliberately putting him out of action while your pal pours concrete down the barrel of the cannon the man was guarding, thereby saving the lives of British servicemen, then I suppose it is your duty to destroy his dentures if you can. However,’ he held up his hand as Greg tried to interrupt, ‘if you punch him just for the hell of it, knowing full well that it achieves nothing but reprisals against innocent fellow islanders, then it is my opinion that you are a mindless moron.’ 
 
    ‘What’s that to do with treachery? Unless you believe that by not hitting him one is making his life in the island more comfortable,’ Sarah argued. 
 
    ‘In other words co-operating?’ Julia asked her. ‘Is that what you mean?’ 
 
    Before Sarah could answer Greg put another question. ‘When is collaboration treacherous?’ 
 
    ‘When you shop your fellow citizens to the enemy.’ Ted was positive about that. 
 
    ‘What about those people who have chummed up with the Germans so they can get more food and cigarettes than the rest of us?’ Sarah wanted to know. ‘Could it be said that they are making life so easy for the enemy that they are enabling him to do his job better, fight the Allies more effectively?’ 
 
    Julia laughed. ‘You have Bertha le Huray in mind, I imagine.’ 
 
    ‘And Mildred Mahy! Both Jerry bags.’ 
 
    ‘Come now,’ Ted wagged his finger at the two women. ‘You are being a bit hard on them. They are missing their menfolk!’ 
 
    ‘So are a lot of others who are not behaving like low class tarts!’ Sarah retorted, eyes flashing. ‘It makes me sick to see those bags queening it over the rest of us with their privileges and smart clothes while being driven around in our stolen cars.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t get into a tizzy! I was only joking,’ Ted reeled back from the onslaught. 
 
    ‘It’s no joking matter,’ his wife admonished. ‘However, I don’t think we should lose too much sleep over the Berthas and Mildreds of this world. They’ll undoubtedly get their come uppance when the war ends.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s hope so,’ Sarah said, savagely. ‘At least we know who they are.’ 
 
    ‘And fortunately we can count them on the fingers of one hand.’ 
 
    Greg grinned at Ted. ‘I’m damned glad I’m not a Jerry bag, falling into the hands of these two!’ 
 
    * 
 
    The subject of collaborating came up again a few days later. George had been fishing from the rocks off Bordeaux and brought round a couple of small Guernsey whiting. 
 
    ‘My goodness, what a treat! Are you sure you can spare them?’ Sarah was delighted. Food became more of a problem every month: flour was almost nonexistent and as for meat . . . even half a pig’s trotter to flavour a big beanjar was a rarity. 
 
    ‘I kept a couple for our supper tonight . . . er, that is, Gelly said she’d come round and cook them for me. Felt I wanted a bit of company so I asked her. You see I had a bit of a shake-up this morning.’ 
 
    Greg came into the kitchen as George was speaking. ‘You did? How come?’ 
 
    ‘I was down at the yard when a carload of Jerries drove in. One of them, an officer, got out and asked me, in atrocious English, if I could help him.’ He hunched his shoulders. ‘Well you daren’t be rude. So I led the way to the office, you know the little shed at the top of the slip, and he opened his case on the desk and brought out several charts of local waters.’ 
 
    ‘Sit down, George,’ Sarah interrupted. ‘Want a cup of bramble tea?’ 
 
    He sat, leaning his elbows on the table, and grinned. ‘Yes please. Better than nothing I suppose.’ 
 
    ‘Go on,’ Greg prompted, sitting opposite him. 
 
    ‘I asked him what his problem was and he said that the charts were good, but didn’t show everything in detail. Well, I could have told him that. Then he went on that they believed I was an expert on local navigation, and would I take some of them out in my boat and show them the landmarks and marker beacons, and the ways through the channels and passages.’ He sighed, running his fingers through his bushy hair. 
 
    Greg and Sarah were alarmed. ‘What did you say?’ Sarah asked. 
 
    He shook his head. ‘I hadn’t the faintest idea what to say. I think I just sat there with my mouth open. And he smiled at me all nice and charming, waiting. You can imagine what I wanted to tell him to do with his blooming charts, but not being the suicidal type I held back . . .’ 
 
    ‘And . . .?’ 
 
    ‘. . . I decided I couldn’t. It would have been technical assistance, wouldn’t it?’ 
 
    Greg nodded. ‘No doubt about it.’ 
 
    ‘So I stood up, looked him in the eye and said, “You know that I cannot be expected to help in this matter, don’t you?” And I tell you, my knees were weak as water. I was all but wetting my pants.’ 
 
    ‘They don’t appear to have chopped your head off, yet,’ Sarah laughed. ‘So how did he react?’ 
 
    ‘Like a perfect gentleman! Explained that as my surname is Schmit he had hoped I might be sympathetic to the Nazis, but he quite understood. Bowed from the waist, shook my hand, and apologised for asking!’ 
 
    ‘Good Lord!’ Greg exclaimed, adding to Sarah, ‘What were we saying the other night about collaborating?’ 
 
    ‘So we ask again, are all those stories on the BBC of Nazi atrocities true?’ she mused. 
 
    * 
 
    Forms were frequently printed in the local newspaper for the islanders to complete and return to the authorities and the ones at the end of October were for householders to give all details of their homes and accommodation facilities: number of rooms, number of bathrooms, availability of water, gas and electricity services. 
 
    John telephoned Sarah. ‘I’m worried about the main house being empty,’ he said. ‘If I tell the truth, and frankly I do not intend to put my head in a noose by lying, then the Germans may well take it over. So what about the furniture and all their things?’ 
 
    ‘Ever thought of moving in there yourself with Edna?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. But it’s pretty big for just two people. Don’t you think they’d just tell us to move out again?’ 
 
    ‘Maybe, but what is the alternative? Move all their stuff into a depository, where the Germans will requisition whatever furniture they want?’ 
 
    ‘It may well come to that, unless we can find friends who will put various pieces into their houses and we’ll collect it all up when the war ends.’ 
 
    Sarah giggled. ‘Sounds horrendous. But there’s no point in meeting trouble half-way. Wait and see what happens.’ 
 
    So the forms were filled in with varying degrees of accuracy and pliable half-truths, handed in and hopefully lost amongst the millions of others. 
 
    * 
 
    Christmas 1941 was approaching. It had been awful enough to live through the Christmas of 1940 without their precious Suzanne—or the rest of the family, but no one had imagined they would have to face another festive season pretending to be happy and jolly for the sake of one’s companions. 
 
    Seeing Richard taking his first baby steps, Sarah had wanted to weep that Suzanne was not there to share the excitement. He was saying a few baby words, now, and loved looking at Suzanne’s first books kept so lovingly by her mother. At least they were assured that Suzanne knew of Richard’s arrival: her Red Cross message had said ‘Congratulations darlings. Am so delighted.’ So grown up sounding from their little girl. Where would she spend this Christmas? Certainly not in Guernsey; the war news gave no hope of that. In fact there was no end in sight. And then at the end of January it would be Suzanne’s twelfth birthday. If only they could even see a photograph. 
 
    Lying in bed in the darkness, one arm across Greg’s well-defined ribs, Sarah allowed herself a grim smile. Perhaps an exchange of photos would not be a good idea: the folks over there would be shattered to see how those who stayed were shrinking to skeletons. She couldn’t help but feel alarmed at how much weight Greg had lost: always a heavily-muscled sportsman, he had tended to overweight as his sporting activities lessened—he had even attempted to lose a few pounds before the war. But this was past being funny. He rolled over towards her, jabbing a bony knee into her shin, making her wince. She was becoming skinny herself: Greg had actually called her Spider Woman last week. 
 
    * 
 
    Apart from having to switch from tomatoes to growing as many vegetables as possible in the greenhouses for basic consumption, both for themselves, and to satisfy the German demands for food quotas, Greg had a great many other worries on his mind. One of them being his brother’s home. He and Sarah had cleaned it after Andrew’s unscheduled departure, and left it securely locked up, but there had been two break-ins recently: probably by people looking for abandoned tinned foods—which he had already commandeered. He had repaired the window and changed the locks both times, but it was obvious that all his brother’s and sister-in-law’s belongings were at risk. So leaving the toddler with Daisy, Sarah had gone with him to pack up all the crockery, cutlery, glasses and ornaments. Pictures were wrapped and stowed in tea-chests, clothes packed into cabin trunks and linen sorted, folded and tied in bundles ready to be taken by handcart and stowed in the attics at Les Marettes. Furniture was a bigger problem: it also had to be transported, some to the back of the packing shed but the more valuable pieces to be distributed in both Les Marettes and at the bungalow. It was sad to see the place so bare . . . soulless and silent, like so many other homes. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
    Chapter Nine – EXILES 
 
      
 
    ‘Hello Auntie!’ Suzanne waved frantically from the train window as it pulled into the station. 
 
    Aline was on the platform talking to a soldier in a smart uniform. An officer. ‘Ah! There is my niece. Excuse me.’ She hurried down the platform. ‘Suzanne dear! Lovely to see you!’ 
 
    The schoolgirl tumbled down the steps into her aunt’s arms and wrapped herself eagerly round the elegant camelhair coat. Aline might not be her very favourite aunt but it was wonderful to see a member of the family for the first time in three months. 
 
    Aline disengaged herself, checking that the girl’s hands hadn’t left marks on her coat. ‘Grandma and Grandpa are over the bridge on the other platform. We have our luggage with us and we are all going off to Cornwall to spend Christmas with your Uncle William.’ 
 
    Suzanne’s face glowed with excitement. ‘Lovely! And will Auntie A.M. be there, and my cousins?’ It sounded as though Christmas 1941 could be a much nicer Christmas than last year. 
 
    ‘Of course. But we must hurry. We don’t want to miss the next train.’ 
 
    Grandma and Grandpa were sitting on a bench seat surrounded with cases and Suzanne hurled herself at them. ‘Why are we going to Uncle William? Are you coming back to this place after Christmas? I wish I had a bicycle, Meggie’s mother says she can have one next term. Have you had any more letters from Mummy? I wish I could see a photograph of baby Richard.’ Her grandparents had to wait till she ran out of breath before they could get a word in. 
 
    Once aboard, Hubert sat watching the cold English countryside, its bare trees and empty brown fields rolling past the dirty carriage window, and thought how wet and bleak it all was . . . almost as bleak as the row upon row of blackened terraced houses that lined the approach to each station. Unlike Marie and Aline, who daily grumbled and criticised everyone and everything, he seldom voiced a complaint, but he hated it all nevertheless. He and Marie had holidayed in England many times over the years, visiting friends and relatives, staying in London hotels for shopping and theatres . . . and hurrying home after their week or fortnight, thankful to return to all things familiar. On those occasions the mainland had been relaxing, amusing, entertaining; now there was nothing but hassle and worry. 
 
    Hubert leaned his head back against the cushioned headrest and closed his eyes. Just for a moment he allowed himself to believe he was back in his own armchair in the sitting-room at Val du Douit, home of generations of Ozannes; the gramophone was playing, Marie was knitting and the children were gathered round the fire reading or doing their school homework. 
 
    He could hear his wife, daughter and granddaughter talking quietly in the background, briefly adding to the comforting illusion . . . Well, perhaps the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbour might prove a blessing in disguise. With the Americans involved at last, the end could well be in sight. 
 
    The train jerked and juddered, waking him to the reality of another soot-blackened station. 
 
    ‘Had a good nap, Hubert?’ Marie asked, smiling. She was worried about him, knowing how he fretted, living as they were like fish out of water. 
 
    He smiled back, nodding. ‘Yes, thank you. It’s the motion of the wheels, you know. Makes one drowsy.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, it does,’ she agreed, aware that it had no such effect on herself. Nor on Aline, but her grandchild looked tired, naturally so, having been travelling for four hours before joining them. She wondered what it would be like at William’s place. Because if it was good enough she had it in mind to see if the three of them could stay there in Dorothy Soames’ house. It sounded big enough for them all. 
 
    Aline’s eyes were fixed on the window but she had not noticed the rain. She was recalling the rather good-looking army major she had been talking to while waiting on the platform for Suzanne. He was quite obviously interested in her, and she was trying to fathom what it was about her that had first caught his eye. Was it her hat? She was very pleased with it, a smart, slightly military-looking trilby style which hopefully covered most of her grey hair. Or was it her figure, which compared very favourably with Betty Grable’s? 
 
    She wondered what it was going to be like staying with Cousin Dorothy and William and his brood. This idea of Ma’s didn’t sound too good: stuck out in the country would probably mean a dearth of attractive company. 
 
    ‘Hubert! Is this our station?’ Marie asked. 
 
    ‘No. Next one. We can start getting our luggage down, now.’ He got up and reached for the first bag in the overhead rack, the train lurched and he fell heavily against the door to the corridor. 
 
    Marie was on her feet immediately. ‘You all right?’ she grabbed his arm and pushed him onto the seat. 
 
    ‘Yes. Yes, don’t fuss me!’ He pulled his arm away and glared at her, glared at the evasive bag and slowly got back to his feet. 
 
    However, when they finally arrived at their destination, Marie found she had something else to worry about, too. 
 
    The three adults were shocked when William met them at the station; like his brothers he was a short, thickset man, though unlike John he had a thatch of dark, wavy hair which was now heavily streaked with grey. And he seemed a lot thinner, almost gaunt. Still his smile was as wide and sincere as ever, as he hugged the women and Suzanne in turn and pumped his father’s hand in a double grip. ‘It’s so good to see you,’ he told them repeatedly while an ancient porter loaded the luggage onto a trolley. ‘I can’t believe you are really here!’ 
 
    Annemarie was waiting at the front-door with Josette and Marivonne at her side and the two-year-old Sarah in her arms. 
 
    All past quarrels forgotten, Marie greeted her daughter-in-law affectionately, and delivered kisses to each of the young granddaughters. 
 
    Suzanne had forgotten Josette was only eight and Marivonne six, feeling a pang of disappointment that her cousins weren’t nearer her own age. 
 
    Dorothy was waiting in the drawing-room. ‘Thought I’d let you get your family greetings over first,’ she explained. ‘William, why don’t you take the cases upstairs to their bedrooms out of the way, then, Annemarie, I think we could all do with a cup of tea. The children can help you.’ Orders given, she turned to the guests. ‘Would you care to go upstairs to freshen up first?’ Polite commands all round. 
 
    For once, Marie felt lost for words. 
 
    ‘Funny set up,’ she whispered to Hubert, later, in the privacy of their bedroom. ‘What do you make of it?’ 
 
    ‘Make of what?’ he asked, bewildered. ‘I can’t say I’ve noticed anything out of the way.’ 
 
    Marie’s breath hissed out through her teeth. Men! She’d have a word with Aline, later. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘Shall we go outside and explore, now the rain has stopped?’ Suzanne suggested to Josette and Marivonne. 
 
    Marivonne, a diminutive six-year-old with a mop of unruly brown curls, glanced sideways at her sister with anxious eyes. Tall, blonde and skinny, Josette’s face was solemn as her head shook, very faintly. 
 
    ‘Why not? It won’t be too cold with our coats on.’ 
 
    Josette shook her head again. ‘We would have to ask Auntie Dot.’ 
 
    ‘Well let’s go and do that. Where is she?’ Suzanne persisted. The rain had continued for two days and she was longing to go out and have a look around. 
 
    Her cousins stared at her in alarm. 
 
    ‘Shall we play Snakes and Ladders?’ Josette said, almost willing the visitor to agree. 
 
    ‘No, not again! We played that all day yesterday.’ It was hard to understand why the little girls wanted to stay indoors. 
 
    * 
 
    After the shopping expedition to Lostwithiel for Christmas presents, and an orgy of crepe paper and string, Christmas Day was full of laughter and fun and by the time Boxing Day dawned the three children had lost their shyness and reserve with each other. 
 
    ‘Jolly good thing you were with us for Christmas,’ Josette mumbled to Suzanne as the girls bent their heads over a jigsaw puzzle. 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘It meant we were able to have our meals in the dining-room with you all.’ 
 
    ‘And got more to eat,’ Marivonne piped up. 
 
    ‘Shhhh!’ her sister held a finger to her lips, eyes swivelling to the door. 
 
    ‘There, that bit of yellow is part of her dress.’ Suzanne pressed the piece into place, then stared at Josette. ‘Don’t you usually eat in the dining-room?’ 
 
    ‘No. In the kitchen.’ 
 
    ‘P’raps Auntie Dot likes it better in the kitchen.’ 
 
    ‘She never eats in the kitchen. She always has her meals in the dining-room,’ Marivonne said. 
 
    ‘What? All by herself?’ 
 
    ‘’Cept when she has visitors. Then we have to wait till they’ve all finished.’ 
 
    Suzanne shrugged and turned her mind back to the puzzle . . . until later, when she went for a bracing walk with her grandmother and Aunt Aline and the subject of meals was mentioned. 
 
    ‘There’s something odd about William’s girls, I find,’ Aline was saying. ‘They are so quiet at mealtimes. Never say a word.’ 
 
    ‘Funny you should say that,’ Marie nodded. ‘I thought the same myself. Heaven knows, one doesn’t want children’s chatter all the time one’s at table but those two aren’t normal.’ 
 
    Suzanne was listening. ‘They’re all right. It’s just that they’re not used to eating in the dining-room. Auntie Dot always has her meals in there by herself.’ 
 
    The two women stopped in mid-stride. 
 
    ‘What on earth are you talking about?’ Marie demanded. 
 
    The child frowned at her. ‘Josette and Marivonne told me they always have to eat in the kitchen. They’re only allowed in the dining-room because we are here.’ 
 
    ‘Well!’ Aline stared at her mother, then asked Suzanne, ‘Do you think they ever eat with their parents?’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes. All the time. They all eat together in the kitchen, when Auntie Dot has finished her meal.’ 
 
    It was Marie’s turn to say ‘Well!’ 
 
    Back at the house in a strange armchair, Hubert’s thoughts were running on similar lines. This was a beautiful, well-kept place of Dorothy’s, and considering the rationing, the food over the holiday had been sumptuous. But there was a coldness in the atmosphere. Not like the Christmases they used to have at Val du Douit. Roll on next year when they’d all be back in Guernsey, everyone converging on the family home, hugs of greeting, exchanging loving presents and kisses. The sigh came up from the depths of his soul: how to get through the coming months till they could return? 
 
    * 
 
    Dorothy had gone out and William was seated at the baby grand, filling the sitting-room with a Chopin Etude, when Marie broached the subject of Hubert, Aline and herself moving into Dorothy’s house to live with them. She was shattered by his negative response. ‘Well! I would have thought you’d welcome the idea of your family staying here, providing Dorothy agrees, that is! But as you obviously don’t want us . . .’ 
 
    ‘Oh Ma! Stop it, please!’ William’s hands dropped to his knees, his face turned heavenwards in a silent plea for patience. ‘I am sure Annemarie and I, and the girls, would love you to stay but . . . you see it’s Dot . . .’ 
 
    Marie cooled down a little. ‘I can see there’s something odd going on. Why haven’t you told us about it?’ 
 
    ‘Because it would sound like a complaint, and that wouldn’t be fair on Dot. We are very lucky to have this place to live and work, in the circumstances.’ He put an arm round his mother’s shoulder. ‘Don’t say anything, will you?’ 
 
    ‘About what? You haven’t told me anything, yet! Now come on,’ she drew away, facing him arms akimbo, ‘tell me why, for instance, you all have to eat in the kitchen when we’re not here while madam eats in the dining-room? Being waited on by Annemarie, no doubt.’ 
 
    William frowned. ‘Who told you?’ 
 
    ‘Your girls told Suzanne. And, I gather, when she has guests you can’t eat till after they’ve finished. Is that right?’ 
 
    ‘There wouldn’t be room on the kitchen table till after their meal has been served.’ 
 
    Marie drew herself up, bosom quivering. ‘And you let your wife be treated like a servant? What’s got into you, William Ozanne?’ 
 
    William spread his hands in anguish. ‘Ma, you don’t understand. We are not in a position to call the shots; Dot is. This is her home and if we want to live here it has to be on her terms. Where else would I get a job paying enough to cover all we get in this house? Believe you me, we’ve discussed it, endlessly. But the fact is that Dot doesn’t care for children, never having had any herself, so we have to keep them out of sight as much as possible. But you do see, don’t you, that it would make things very awkward—’ 
 
    ‘If we stay and rock the boat!’ Marie finished off. ‘The thing is, are you happy with the situation?’ 
 
    William gave her a wry smile. ‘No. But we are content to weather it out till the war is over. Hopefully it won’t be too long. Tell you what, how about Pa trying to find a place nearby for you to live, possibly in Lostwithiel?’ He couldn’t honestly say he liked the idea; much as he would welcome having family in the vicinity, the chances of Ma resisting the temptation to adjust the situation with Dorothy to her way of thinking, were minimal. 
 
    Mollified, his mother sat on the window seat. ‘Play a little more if you have time,’ she begged. His music was so reminiscent of happier times. 
 
    Annemarie was amazed at the constant help her mother-in-law offered in the kitchen, even with the most menial tasks, until William explained. Poor darling girl, she was working so hard, and with the toddler to look after as well. Also he knew she was so very frightened for her Jewish parents and her brother Louis: she had heard nothing from them since leaving France two years ago. He drew her into his arms, ignoring the flour on her hands. ‘You are a very beautiful, capable and sensible woman, my love, and you are handling the situation with great forbearance.’ 
 
    She frowned up at him. ‘What is this . . . forbearance?’ 
 
    ‘Patience? Tolerance? Uncomplaining?’ he sought a word she could translate. 
 
    ‘Oui! I understand. Like you tolerate working all day and half the night, toute semaine, for less than the cost of one pair of shoes for Marivonne. Vis is forbearance, n’est pas?’ 
 
    In answer he kissed the tip of her nose. 
 
    * 
 
    Andrew had found a job in Scotland, working on Lord Rothsay’s Estate, after evacuating from the island. Then, early in 1942, the Estate was taken over by the military, and Andrew was summoned to his lordship’s study to be told that there would no longer be any need of his services. ‘Pity, but there it is. We cannot stand in the way of the army, can we?’ 
 
    Andrew inclined his head. ‘No sir.’ 
 
    ‘Any idea where you’ll go from here?’ 
 
    ‘None at all, I’m afraid. Frankly I don’t know where to begin looking.’ 
 
    ‘Fellow I know has just lost one of his commercial travellers. Joined the navy a couple of weeks ago. Wine and spirit merchant. Interested?’ 
 
    ‘Yes indeed. I mean, I’d join up myself, but apparently they think I’m too old.’ 
 
    ‘Aha! Have met the same problem mesself! Look, I’ll get hold of this fellow and see if he is still needing someone. I’ll let you know.’ 
 
    Between them, his lordship and the wine merchant came up not only with a job, but with accommodation as well. It was on the outskirts of town and Maureen soon found herself a job in a nearby canteen. 
 
    ‘We can’t complain about our luck,’ she remarked to Andrew, soon after they were settled in. ‘Moneywise, we are reasonably comfortable. And I love this cottage.’ It was very pretty, with dark beams and bottle glass windows. ‘And a spare room for Sybil when she gets leave.’ 
 
    ‘Hmm. Yes,’ Andrew grunted, adjusting his lower dentures with his tongue. He agreed he shouldn’t complain, all things considered, but he could not overcome the sudden pangs of resentment when he thought of Les Marettes, now entirely in Greg’s hands. Supposing anything happened to the old folk? In his absence Greg would feel free to sell the place, do whatever he liked. He really should have stayed to protect his inheritance. 
 
    * 
 
    Hubert had been rushed to hospital with a stroke. Fortunately it proved to be a mild one, but for the first few days not even the doctors could say if, and how well he might recover. 
 
    He hadn’t been well over Christmas, his digestion playing up as ever. So Marie had sent Aline off to Lostwithiel to see if she could find a billeting office or an estate agent who dealt with rentals. Aline returned very pleased with herself and with the fistful of details on various properties, ranging from a crenellated castle to a holiday chalet. 
 
    William had driven them to the local bus station from where they journeyed to view the holiday rental. Hubert had had to be persuaded from the start, he felt too tired and depressed even to contemplate the next move, and the little chalet, cold, bleak and uninviting was freezing as a gale swept up out of the panoramic view. 
 
    It was fortunate that the agent, an elderly woman with a horsey face, was still with them when, having climbed the narrow stairs to explore the bedrooms, Hubert appeared to trip and collapsed across a bed. And it was doubly fortunate that Horseface, who had once been a nurse, immediately recognised the problem and knew where to find a handy telephone for an ambulance. 
 
    When he was fit enough to leave hospital, Hubert found the two women already installed in the chalet, having felt obliged to take it after all Horseface’s help. 
 
    Holiday accommodation is invariably built for summer. Hubert and the two women sat huddled around a two-bar electric fire in the evenings, wrapped in blankets, repeatedly assuring each other how lovely it would be in fine weather. But Hubert was hoping for a miracle to get him home before the summer. His mind was on the farm constantly, wondering how John was faring, living there alone, Mary having left with the children. And what about the herd? One of Sarah’s Red Cross messages had said, ‘Gert and Daisy helping the Middletons’, knowing that the family had always politely referred to their stomachs as ‘Mr Middleton’: Gert and Daisy, named after the famous comediennes, were twin heifers he’d bred himself, so there must be some cows left. He listened to every news bulletin, eager to glean some hopeful indication that the end of the war could be in sight. 
 
    Small but tough, Marie worried about him, bullied and coerced him into eating things he loathed because she was sure they were good for him, begged and bribed for fresh eggs, butter and milk, and terminated his nightly tot. She insisted Aline should take over all the family paperwork, and Hubert’s health was not improved when, knowing his daughter’s weakness for extravagancies, Marie insisted Aline was put on his bank mandate. 
 
    * 
 
    Filly Warwick, and her little girl Anne had moved out of Gus’s parent’s house before Christmas, and were living in a small cottage in Little Oakshott, which they shared with Deirdre, the young widow she had made friends with soon after her arrival, and her little girl, Sophie. It had been an amicable parting with amazingly good results. Humphrey and Maud, possibly anxious about their son’s reaction to the move, went out of their way to be helpful and friendly thence forward, even arranging for Anne to spend a regular day every week with them. Three days a week, Filly and Deirdre left the kiddies with a willing neighbour and went by bus to the factory in Devizes where they made wireless components . . . their contribution to the war effort. 
 
    Gus was not worried, believing that Filly had moved only through the generosity of her heart to console the young widow. He was stationed in England but expecting to be sent abroad at anytime. 
 
    Filly had written to Aline a few times, with news of the messages she had received from Sarah, asking for any further news of their own and enquiring how they all were, including Suzanne. Information out of Guernsey was scrappy but undramatic, which had to mean the situation wasn’t as bad for civilians as news bulletins reported from the continent. 
 
    * 
 
    Post took forever from England. Ethel wrote regularly to her parents, but her most recent letter had been returned, ‘Gone Away’. Where to? Earlier, letters from Aline had relayed what little news they had had from the island, and the fact that Suzanne was with her school, but not much more than that. The Airletter card which had just arrived from William brought news of their father’s illness, but no current address for him; she couldn’t even send him a get-well message, other than through her brother. 
 
    She gazed out across the brown fields. The summer drought had been so bad this year that with Paul away in the New Zealand Air Force she was left with endless problems. Never mind, she was a farmer’s daughter and she would cope. ‘Come on, boys,’ she called. ‘Time to collect the eggs and feed the chicks.’ She thanked God daily for the blessing of her five sons: young as they were, David, Michael and the twins, Roger and Tim, were good for her morale and a great help around the place. Even little Sam was keen to do his bit, particularly in the kitchen with her. She begged God that her children would remain a loyal, close-knit family . . . not be fragmented even by war. Where were Paul’s brothers and sister now? she wondered. And what about her own siblings? Scattered hundreds of miles apart, were they able to keep up their spirits? 
 
    Putting William’s letter aside, she went out of the backdoor, picked up the pail and headed for the grain bins in the shed. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘By God, Vicky, it’s you!’ Aubrey immaculate as ever, his Sam Browne and brasses a continuing credit to his industrious batman, stared open-mouthed in amazement. ‘What the devil are you doing here?’ 
 
    Victoria Harcourt-Waites disengaged herself from the dark grey pin-striped arm pinning her to the plush club seating and stared back at her brother. ‘I might ask you the same question? Thought you were dashing off to put the fear of the Almighty into the Huns and Ities or the Japs.’ 
 
    ‘Our battalion is awaiting orders.’ He eyed her elderly companion. ‘Er, won’t you introduce me to your friend?’ 
 
    She straightened her dress and gave a brief smile. ‘Of course this is . . . er . . . Reggie?’ she gave the man an enquiring glance and received an affirmative nod. ‘Reggie, this is my brother Aubrey. Colonel Aubrey Laurence.’ 
 
    Reggie staggered to his feet knocking the table and spilling the contents of his glass. ‘Pleashed to meet you, I’m sure!’ and thrust out a sweaty hand. ‘Didn’t know Vicky had another brother. Where’ve you bin hidin’ him, love?’ 
 
    Aubrey withdrew from the revolting hand shake and tried to smile. ‘You know my brother Piers, do you? Haven’t seen him lately, myself.’ 
 
    Reggie collapsed on the seat again and laughed. ‘Bright lad, your brother. Always on the move. That way they’ll never catch up with him, will they?’ 
 
    Aubrey hadn’t the faintest idea what the man was talking about and turned to his sister. ‘How long have you been in London, Vicky? I imagined you’d gone to stay with your ex-in-laws in Berkshire.’ 
 
    ‘Terribly boring in Berks, darling. Felt the need to get back to Town.’ 
 
    ‘You’d better give me your phone number so we can get together sometime.’ 
 
    Victoria looked flustered. ‘What, now? Oh, very well.’ She fished a pen out of her handbag. ‘Got some paper?’ 
 
    Several days passed before Aubrey was able to speak to his sister again, and in many ways he rather wished he hadn’t made the effort. From their conversation he gathered that she was maintaining a gay lifestyle as some sort of escort girl to Reggie and his ilk, while his young brother Piers was running a lucrative business on the black market, and moving from town to town around the countryside, draft-dodging. 
 
    * 
 
    The view from the Cornish holiday chalet in no way compensated for the cold, wet Easter. Suzanne was not all that interested in views, anyway, she wanted to be out, doing things, exploring and making friends with other people her own age. 
 
    ‘May I go over to see Josette and Marivonne, please?’ she begged. 
 
    ‘One day, perhaps,’ Auntie Aline said. ‘Have you finished your book, yet?’ 
 
    ‘No, but I’ve been reading all morning. I’d like to go out and do something this afternoon.’ 
 
    ‘Well you can’t. It’s pouring.’ She felt a tinge of regret for not allowing Filly to have the child this holiday. Maybe the next one. 
 
    Later, when Suzanne was upstairs in her bedroom, drawing another pony in the lined exercise book which was already full of similar sketches, Aline came into the room. 
 
    She sat on the edge of the bed and said, ‘I think it’s about time we had a little talk.’ She was hesitant and looked embarrassed. ‘Has your mother ever spoken to you about—er—sitting on a nail?’ 
 
    ‘Eh?’ Suzanne was obviously baffled. 
 
    Aline sighed. ‘Oh. I see she didn’t. Well . . . I suppose I’d better . . .’ She studied her hands, blushing. ‘Er . . . as you get older you’ll find . . . a girl’s body changes. Yours will too—’ 
 
    ‘You mean like growing bosoms and starting the curse?’ 
 
    It was Aline’s turn to stare. ‘You already know about it then?’ 
 
    ‘Of course. I began the beginning of last term.’ 
 
    Aline swiftly dismissed the small twinge of guilt at not raising the subject with her niece until it was too late. ‘Oh well, that’s all right then.’ She stood up and smiled at Suzanne’s drawing. ‘That’s a good one . . .’ 
 
    * 
 
    ‘What has your John got to say, then?’ Nancy wanted to know when Mary came in with a Red Cross message. 
 
    ‘Part of it is a reply to one I sent last year, asking how and where everyone was. He says, “Sarah at Marettes with Greg. Baby Richard bonnie. Middleton well and happy after good Christmas. Gert, Daisy and their friends still with us. John.”’ Mary screwed up her forehead. ‘So if his sister is living the other end of the island, who is cooking for him? You know Middleton is the name the Ozannes give their stomachs, and he says his is happy.’ 
 
    ‘Can’t be cooking for himself then?’ Nancy asked, lighting a cigarette. 
 
    ‘John? You’re joking. He couldn’t boil water. Unless he’s living on milk, he is saying he still has the cows, Gert and Daisy.’ 
 
    ‘No he didn’t. He said they are still with us. Who’s us?’ 
 
    Mary leaned forward to light her cigarette from her sister’s. ‘Let’s think. Can’t be Jean Quevatre ’cause he left. Maybe the Batiste twins.’ 
 
    ‘Doing the cooking?’ Nancy laughed, which brought on a bout of coughing. 
 
    ‘Hey! Just a minute,’ Mary glared at her. ‘What are you inferring? That John’s taking a bit of comfort on the side? Never! Never, never, never!’ 
 
    Nancy recovered and gave her a sly look. ‘Come on, girl. We all like a bit of friendship with the opposite sex. Doesn’t mean we necessarily go all the way, does it?’ 
 
    Mary grinned, remembering the party down at the social club the previous evening. ‘We . . . ell, that’s as may be. But the fact remains I’m perfectly sure that John hasn’t got it in him. Takes life far too seriously.’ 
 
    Nancy choked and hastily pinched out the cigarette, saving it till later. ‘That’s really rich, coming from you!’ 
 
    Mary gave a little shrug. ‘I can’t deny you are having a bad effect on me. I’ve never danced anything like I did last night, not before coming here.’ She tried unsuccessfully to smother a giggle. 
 
    Nancy raised her eyes to heaven. Two halves of beer and a chat with a couple of soldiers and her sister reckoned she was a fallen woman! 
 
    * 
 
    Hubert was in hospital for three weeks after his second stroke. It had happened late in June and both Marie and Aline attributed it to the depressing war news. Not only were the Germans advancing deeper into Russia, but the disastrous British defeats in North Africa and the fall of Tobruk with massive Eighth Army losses, had made the chances of ousting the Germans from the Channel Islands recede into 1943 at the earliest. Returning home was Hubert Ozanne’s main ambition: he could think of little else, listened to and analysed every news bulletin and scoured every newspaper for a glimmer of hope. He was more than just a ‘fish out of water’; much more. Utterly lost in this alien environment, he physically ached for Val du Douit, dreamed of the salt wind coming up from the west coast, of the view from the top fields. He wanted to run a hand over the backs of his prize Guernsey cows, hear the hiss of warm yellow milk hitting the milking-pail. 
 
    But with the fall of Tobruk his hope of ever seeing, feeling and hearing it all again faded. 
 
    They brought him home, Marie insisting that despite his useless left arm and weak left leg, she and Aline could nurse him. They got William to come over from Dorothy’s to bring a bed down from upstairs and put it in the living-room window where he could see the summer view. 
 
    And there was another problem: Suzanne. ‘We can’t have her here for the summer holiday,’ Aline said very positively. 
 
    ‘Where will she go? William says they can’t have her there,’ Marie pointed out. 
 
    ‘Greg’s brother Andrew?’ 
 
    ‘Huh! We’ve asked them once before and he couldn’t wriggle out of it fast enough.’ 
 
    ‘I wonder if Mary might have her?’ 
 
    ‘We can but try. Drop her a line.’ 
 
    ‘Last time I wrote it took her three months to reply. I’ll try and send her a telegram.’ 
 
    Mary’s negative reply was delivered two days later. 
 
    ‘Well she’ll have to stay in Wales that’s all,’ Marie decided. 
 
    But Suzanne received that news with horror. Then she remembered Aunt Filly! Letter writing could not be described as Suzanne’s forte, but she wrote and posted two that same evening, one to Cornwall and the other to Little Oakshott in Wiltshire. 
 
    She was beginning to panic when at last two replies arrived in the same post. An invitation and travel instructions from Filly and Aline’s agreement together with train fares and pocket money. The thank you note was brief, but she did remember to send her love to Grandpa, telling him to hurry up and get better. 
 
    * 
 
    Marie sat by the bed hour after hour, knitting; watching her husband withdraw from the misery of life. She was desperately sad for him, feeling his despair and willing him to make the effort to survive, getting more and more angry with him for giving up and daring to even consider leaving her here in exile alone. Except for Aline. The thought of returning to Guernsey after the war without him was impossible. He had been everything to her. He was an integral part of Val du Douit. Without him there would be nothing. 
 
    Desperately she tried to explain all this to him, while he sat gazing through the panoramic windows into space, seeing and hearing nothing. 
 
    And on Monday, August 17th, 1942, the day General Alexander replaced Auchinleck as Commander-in-Chief in the Middle East, Hubert Ozanne murmured, ‘I want to go back to St Saviour’s . . .’ and died: a month before his sixty-eighth birthday. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
    Chapter Ten – PRIVATION 
 
      
 
    ‘We both think it’s time you came to us for a change,’ John told Sarah on the phone, one morning early in September 1942. 
 
    ‘Difficult with Richard and all our gear balanced on our bikes.’ Sarah didn’t want to sound negative, it was sweet of them to ask, but the thought of struggling all that way for the sake of an overnight stay was daunting. Nowadays one lacked the energy to do much, on so little food. ‘You understand, we couldn’t leave Daisy to look after him and the old lady. Alice would finish up with a nappy pinned round her head and the babe would have the ear-trumpet stuck up his bottom. She’s not the brightest maid one ever had.’ 
 
    John laughed. ‘True. But we were hoping that if I fetched you in the trap, you’d stay for two or three days.’ 
 
    ‘That’s very tempting.’ The idea of Edna relieving her of the catering burden for a few days was extremely appealing, though they would have to take some food with them. 
 
    ‘Well?’ 
 
    ‘Sounds marvellous. Yes please.’ 
 
    ‘When would suit you?’ 
 
    ‘George and Gelly are coming for bridge on Thursday. How about Friday after lunch?’ 
 
    ‘Splendid. I’ll be there. But what’s this about George and Gelly? They seem to be seeing a lot of each other.’ 
 
    ‘Yes. I rather think they are.’ 
 
    ‘Do they have a similar scenario to our own?’ he chuckled. 
 
    ‘Difficult to say. I am quite worried about it: they seem to be getting very close.’ 
 
    ‘So what? You didn’t seem too worried about Edna and me.’ 
 
    Sarah hesitated. How open could one be with one’s brother on matters of the heart? ‘I think this is different . . .’ 
 
    ‘In what way?’ 
 
    She took a deep breath. ‘You and Mary never seemed to have such a close . . . er relationship as George and Margery. Maybe it’s because they were so close that George misses her so much . . . feels the need to seek comfort . . . oh, I don’t know. Anyway, changing the subject, have you remembered that it will be Pa’s sixty-eighth birthday next Saturday? We can have a little celebration for him in his absence.’ 
 
    ‘Dammit, I’d forgotten. Yes we will. We’ll have to open another bottle of Edna’s elderberry wine.’ 
 
    Greg was pleased with the arrangement, and John turned up on Friday as promised, with Luke the cob between the shafts of the old trap. It was a typical September day, white puffy clouds hastening across an intensely blue sky, occasionally threatening to damp the travellers’ spirits but holding off until they were well settled into the farm. 
 
    Sarah wandered through the house from room to room, touching the familiar objects of her youth, absorbed in memories. ‘I haven’t been here for months. I’m so thankful you two have moved in, it would be tragic if this place was taken over, or broken into. Pa would be devastated to come home and find any of his old family heirlooms missing.’ 
 
    ‘Keep your fingers crossed,’ Edna made a moue. ‘Did you know that the Laurences have been turfed out of Les Blanches Pierres? They’ve had to move into the butler’s quarters.’ 
 
    ‘Arabella won’t like that!’ Greg hooted. ‘So where is Littlejohn?’ 
 
    ‘Mrs Queripel says he is still there with them. And Polly and Belle.’ 
 
    ‘Crumbs! A bit of a crush. Richard! No!’ Sarah grabbed the toddler as he chased an elderly cat round the table. ‘Poor Skittles. She’s a very old lady.’ She turned to her brother. ‘Where is Beer?’ 
 
    ‘Didn’t you know. He went the way of all flesh a couple of months ago. Those two cats were on the ark with Noah, remember.’ 
 
    ‘Yes. They must be all of sixteen years old.’ 
 
    Greg and Sarah were installed in the room she had once shared with Ethel, and it amused her to ponder on Ma’s reaction if she knew her eldest son was regularly committing adultery in the fourposter in the Ozanne master bedroom. 
 
    She went into the kitchen to offer Edna some help next morning, while Greg took Richard for a walk. ‘I’ve brought some potatoes and a few late tomatoes. And we can have the conger George caught on Thursday before coming to play bridge. It’s a lovely big piece. I baked it yesterday morning so it will only need heating up.’ 
 
    Edna peered into Sarah’s pyrex dish. ‘Wow! It’s huge. I have a small hen plucked but it will keep till tomorrow. Let’s have this for lunch with fried potatoes and toms. And it seems there must have been a very strong wind in the night, up in Les Blanches Pierres orchard.’ She gave Sarah an old-fashioned look. ‘I found enough windfalls to make an apple pie.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes?’ Sarah grinned. ‘And what did you use for the crust?’ 
 
    ‘I bartered some of the apples for half a pound of so called flour which I’ve had to sieve thoroughly to get the worst husks out.’ Both women were trying to make a joke of the food crisis; it helped the endless effort not to give in to acute anxiety. 
 
    A high chair was produced from the attic for Richard, so he could sit at the table for the birthday-celebration lunch. Greg uncorked the elderberry wine and Edna dished up the meal. 
 
    John raised his glass. ‘Here’s wishing Pa a happy birthday.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s pray he is home again for the next one,’ Sarah added. ‘I wonder what they are doing today?’ 
 
    ‘Probably lunching out at an hotel,’ John surmised. ‘He and Ma used to enjoy going to the theatre too, years ago. I wonder if the theatres are open over there.’ 
 
    ‘Can’t think why not, considering ours are thriving here. Did you go to see the Regal Players last week?’ Greg asked. 
 
    John looked at Edna. ‘Did we?’ 
 
    ‘No. We saw the Noël Coward one they did last month. Last week we went to see the Crazy Gang; have you seen Syd Gardner? That man is a born comedian, should have been a professional. And Ozzie Martin played the piano. Remember he used to play at Ma’s parties here, at Christmas?’ 
 
    They were sitting round the table, later, forcing themselves to drink revolting parsnip coffee, when they heard a horse’s hooves approaching at a canter. 
 
    Sarah rushed to the window, and exclaimed, ‘It’s Arabella Laurence. She’s in a mighty great hurry. I’ll go and let her in.’ She ran to the front door, Greg following. 
 
    The Gaudions had not seen the Laurences since the start of the Occupation; the three stood in the hallway staring at each other, mouths open, before finally giving way to gales of laughter. 
 
    ‘My God it’s Cassius of “the lean and hungry look”!’ Arabella boomed at Greg. ‘Didn’t recognise you for a moment.’ 
 
    Greg adopted a serious expression as he eyed her up and down. ‘Then the problem is mutual. I have seen more meat on a leg of mutton bone after my dog has finished with it.’ 
 
    John came out of the dining-room faking a frown. ‘I’m sure Mrs Laurence didn’t come down here at full gallop just to swap insults. What’s the problem?’ 
 
    Arabella looked around. ‘Mind if we sit?’ She marched unbidden into the dining-room, pulled out a chair and sank onto it with a sigh. ‘The opportunity to laugh is so rare, nowadays, one must not pass up the chance. However, yes, John, there is a problem. In fact several; so many that one hardly knows where to begin.’ 
 
    The others returned to their chairs, Sarah trying not to show how appalled she was by the woman’s appearance. Gaunt, yes: that she understood, but the dishevelled hair, the grubby jumper under a torn jacket, filthy jodhpurs . . . and black finger nails! What had happened to the proud, autocratic society woman? 
 
    ‘We are to be deported.’ 
 
    Edna clapped a hand over her mouth. ‘Oh no! All of you?’ She had heard the rumour about deportations of all men born in Britain, plus their families, but no one knew where they might be sent, or, for that matter, if they would ever be seen again. 
 
    ‘Yes. We are devastated. Well I mean, it will be bad enough for Peregrine and Littlejohn and myself, but I dread to think what will happen to Polly and Belle. From what one used to hear on news bulletins they are likely to be treated as “non people”.’ She leaned her elbows on the table, pushing the dirty fingernails into her hair. ‘I think we three may survive, but . . .’ she shook her head ‘. . . it will kill Polly. And I suspect Belle will die of fright, if nothing else. She’s a sensitive creature in her way.’ When she looked up her eyes were swimming with tears. ‘Goddammit! I may not have been the best mother in the world to the girl but I can’t bear to think of her ending up in some ghastly prison camp.’ 
 
    Instinctively, Sarah did the unthinkable: she got up and put her arm round the once-proud shoulders. ‘Let’s try to think this through logically. Here,’ she handed Arabella a handkerchief and waited while it was used extensively. ‘Could you swallow a cup of dreadful parsnip coffee?’ Arabella nodded and Edna poured. ‘Now, are you absolutely sure you have to go?’ 
 
    ‘Absolutely,’ Arabella asserted, stuffing the sodden hankie into a pocket. 
 
    ‘Well in a way one can understand the Germans wanting to take the able-bodied English people, but do they want to be burdened with anyone who has Polly’s problems?’ Sarah asked. 
 
    ‘What are you suggesting? That we leave her here on her own? Impossible!’ She picked up her cup and drained it in one. 
 
    Everyone else was silent, watching and listening. 
 
    Sarah looked up at Greg and raised a questioning eyebrow. 
 
    He gazed back, uncomprehending, until Sarah mouthed the name Polly pointing first at herself, then northwards. 
 
    He got the message, shrugged, and gave a reluctant nod. 
 
    ‘She needn’t be alone,’ Sarah said. ‘She, and Belle for that matter, could come and live with us.’ 
 
    John and Edna rolled their eyes at each other. 
 
    Arabella looked old, tired and pathetic as she smiled up at Sarah. ‘You really are awfully decent, you know. But their names are on the list and I can’t see Jerry removing them. However, that’s not why I came down here. What we were hoping, John, is that you might find one or two chaps to help us pack up some of the more valuable pieces we managed to get out of the house before the Germans moved in, and store them in your barns or somewhere. If we ever make it back, it would be too awful to find the enemy had purloined the lot.’ 
 
    ‘Of course we’ll help,’ John assured her. ‘I’ll get the Batiste twins to give a hand.’ 
 
    ‘They’ll do for the tougher things, but I’ll come and give a hand with your china if you like,’ Edna added. 
 
    ‘You’re so kind. All of you.’ 
 
    ‘Well I think you and your husband should try to get Polly’s name taken off that list,’ Sarah persisted. ‘I’d be quite prepared to go with you to German headquarters and tell them I’ll take responsibility for her . . . and for Belle, too. If you want me to.’ 
 
    Arabella bit her lip. 
 
    ‘It’s worth a try, isn’t it?’ Greg said. 
 
    ‘I’ll go back and see what Peregrine has to say. I’ll ring you, if your phone is still working.’ 
 
    Sarah nodded. ‘We’ll be here for the next couple of days.’ 
 
    ‘Good. So sorry about getting weepy. Never could stand wet females!’ She got up and attempted to smooth her jacket. ‘Afraid I look a ghastly mess. This is my hen-feeding outfit you know. ’Bye for now. I’ll be in touch.’ 
 
    ‘Bye bye,’ Richard called from amidst his pile of building blocks on the floor. 
 
    ‘Poor thing!’ Edna exclaimed as the sound of the horse’s hooves clattered out of the yard. ‘Can you imagine her feeding hens?’ 
 
    Greg grimaced. ‘She was such an impossibly arrogant creature when they first arrived here, remember?’ 
 
    John grinned at him. ‘Ma soon put her in her place!’ Then he turned to his sister. ‘But you’ve really let yourself in for it, haven’t you?’ 
 
    Sarah raised her hands in surrender. ‘Yes. But what could I do? I certainly couldn’t think of any alternative, at that moment.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t think of one now,’ Edna admitted. ‘Not without making our relationship public.’ She gave John a coy smile. 
 
    ‘There isn’t one,’ Greg said. ‘Now, shall we clear the table? It’s nearly four o’clock.’ 
 
    * 
 
    The Germans had made it clear to the Guernsey authorities right from the start that the civilian population would be respected and well-treated, providing that the new rules and regulations were observed. As there would need to be considerable liaising on behalf of the islanders, a local administrative board was appointed for the purpose. It was a thankless task. Some of the civilian population reckoned the board members were being too soft in their negotiations, while others loudly voiced the opinion that they shouldn’t be negotiating at all, neither faction aware of the degree of cleverness, deviousness and acting ability required of the members to achieve all they did. It was a constant balancing act, conceding a little here, to gain a bit more there knowing, for example, that if they pressed too hard for a higher food ration per head for civilians in ratio to occupying forces, the Germans could, instead, reduce it out of hand. 
 
    After endless enquiries, Sarah was given the name of a board member who might go with her and the Laurences to appeal on Polly’s behalf. The worried Guernseyman warned them they were on a useless mission, but he agreed to try and help after Sarah’s forceful entreaties. 
 
    The German officer and his lieutenant were charming, and much to the surprise of the appellants he agreed to remove Polly and Belle from the deportation order. ‘The Wehrmacht have enough problems on their hands without us sending people to the camps who need specialised attention.’ He spoke excellent English but with a very clipped, gutteral accent. ‘Mrs Gaudion, you will be held responsible of course and will be required to ensure these two women report to this office once a month. Is that understood?’ 
 
    ‘Of course. That will be no problem,’ Sarah agreed. 
 
    ‘That was amazing,’ the board member commented as they walked together into the street. ‘I’ve applied on behalf of a dozen others and been refused every time.’ 
 
    ‘The main problem is going to be feeding the five thousand,’ Sarah told Greg when she arrived home. 
 
    As though he didn’t know! ‘Sweetheart, just promise me one thing. That you won’t collect any more lame ducks?’ 
 
    ‘Tell that to Daisy! I came home from a walk with Richard this morning and found a queue of Todt workers by the back door.’ 
 
    ‘What! Why?’ Greg was startled. ‘And you didn’t tell me?’ 
 
    ‘I thought you’d be mad. Anyway, apparently yesterday while I was out shopping, one of these pathetic creatures knocked on the door and begged for food. I’d made some vegetable soup and left it on the stove, and the silly girl gave him a bowlful. So he brought all his pals round today for a helping.’ 
 
    ‘That girl is so dim! Where is she? I’ll have a word with her.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be cross with her. She was trying to be kind.’ 
 
    Greg opened the door and shouted, ‘Daisy! Where are you?’ 
 
    ‘Here Mr Gaudion. You want me?’ She was carrying a bag of potatoes, her cap was over one ear and her stocking was laddered. 
 
    ‘Daisy, have you any idea how dangerous people can be when they are starving?’ 
 
    Her eyes widened and her empty hand flew to her mouth. ‘Is it them men you’re on about? I only gave soup to one of them.’ 
 
    ‘I know. But those people are desperate. Some of them are so starved they are dying and they might do anything, anything to survive.’ Seeing how terrified she looked, Greg gave her a smile. ‘I don’t want to frighten you, but you must realise that they might even go so far as to hit you over the head to keep you quiet while they ransack the house for all the food they can find.’ 
 
    ‘Ooh!’ 
 
    ‘We all feel very sorry for them, but do you realise there are thousands of them in Guernsey? We cannot feed them all, and if we are kind and give food to one or two, well . . . you saw what happened. It could be dangerous. So don’t do it again, will you?’ 
 
    ‘No, sir!’ She backed out of the door clutching the potatoes to her chest. 
 
    ‘Now where were we?’ Greg sat back in his chair, stretching his long legs in front of him. 
 
    ‘Discussing the feeding of lame ducks.’ 
 
    ‘When are Polly and Belle arriving?’ 
 
    ‘In the morning, before Arabella and Peregrine leave. John is bringing them.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll get some more veggies in from the vinery tonight, after dark.’ Greg was breaking the law. Like all food producers, he was obliged to sell a vast proportion of his crops to the Germans, a fact much resented by the local community. ‘Why grow food to feed the Huns?’ some people demanded, while others argued ‘Why cut off your nose to spite your face? The more food we produce, the less we starve.’ Which was true. However no one wanted to feed the Germans, so Greg had decided to keep two separate ledgers—one ficticious to take to the depot for the Germans to see, and the other, a true record, to show Andrew when he returned. Of course it was risky and worried Sarah to death, but it meant providing not only more for their own table, but also for friends and neighbours who lacked the opportunity or ability to grow vegetables for themselves. Greg refused to accept more than the Germans paid, despising the profiteers who were enriching themselves on the black market, robbing the elderly and helpless. 
 
    Growing, in itself, was difficult enough: the lack of fertilisers, and chemicals for pest control, the problems of mixing crops which required varying degrees of heat, light or shade. Potatoes were disastrous under glass as they drained the soil of all nutrients to the detriment of subsequent crops. Also, there was the difficulty of retaining sufficient stock to supply seed for the following year. When you are struggling to survive on short rations, it is not easy to leave cabbages and cauliflowers to go to seed, tomatoes and beans on the vines to become dry or overripe, or trays of seed potatoes lying, shrivelling, waiting for the eyes to shoot; because as hope springs eternal, one cannot believe it possible that the situation won’t have improved dramatically by next year. Nevertheless, throughout the summer and autumn Greg had set aside seeds and seed potatoes, which he stored in the attics at Les Marettes. 
 
    Sarah had put Richard to bed and was attempting to make Toby’s dinner smell vaguely palatable, when Greg came in . . . empty handed. ‘Where have you put the veggies?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘I left them where they were. I was at the bottom end of number six when I heard a pane of glass smash in one of the other houses. I sneaked in and found some beggar cutting down a string of onions.’ 
 
    ‘No! You didn’t go after him I hope!’ 
 
    ‘Never gave it a second thought: just ran at him. Well the moment he saw me he dropped the onions and bolted . . . out the way he came in. Lucky for him he was just a little fella and could squeeze through, which was more than I could. And I was damned if I was going to smash any more panes, so I let him get away.’ 
 
    ‘And our veggies for tomorrow?’ 
 
    ‘Thought I’d better leave them where they were in case the chap or his pals were hanging around, watching. I just boarded up the hole and came back in.’ 
 
    ‘Good. We can wait.’ Sarah picked up the teapot. ‘Want a cup of tea?’ 
 
    Greg eyed her suspiciously. ‘Made from what?’ 
 
    ‘Bramble leaves. Do you know, Mrs Sykes was telling me that someone is selling real tea for twenty-five pounds per pound.’ 
 
    ‘That is disgusting! However, I get the message. Okay, I’ll have some of your bramble.’ 
 
    ‘And do you want to put any milk in it?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll have it without.’ Adults were now rationed to a quarter of a pint of skimmed milk per day, but Richard’s ration was so little in relation to his needs, that both Greg and Sarah supplemented it from their own. 
 
    ‘What’s for supper?’ 
 
    ‘Cabbage and swede with a cheese sauce.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll need to make sure the bedclothes are well tucked in or they’ll be blown off.’ He put an arm round her, hugging her against him as she poured the tea. ‘And for dessert?’ 
 
    ‘You can have one slice of bread with some of my carrot jam. Now when you’ve drunk that you can go and tell your mother the meal will soon be ready.’ 
 
    When he had gone, Sarah flopped onto a chair and yawned. She was constantly tired nowadays—they all were. Everyone complained of lack of energy but what was bothering her most at the moment was the very thought of coping with the extra work and responsibility, the extra mouths to feed when Polly and Belle arrived. And what a weird assortment of humanity they would be: Alice, ancient, deaf as a post and a trifle touched in the upper storey; Daisy, sweet and willing but daft as a brush; Richard, now going on two-and-a-half, lively as a cricket and with the appetite of a horse; Polly, sweet, lovable who smiled constantly and trusted everyone implicitly and Belle, big and black, the shy, sensitive capable nursemaid. And finally themselves . . . Greg, a huge strapping giant she had married thirteen-and-a-half years ago, now a gaunt and greying shadow of his former self, and herself much the same, skinny with little left of her once glossy brown hair amongst the predominating grey. 
 
    Wolfgang, as they had nicknamed their German house guest, had stayed with them only nine months. His departure had been a source of great relief and considerable speculation as to its reason: had he been posted to the Russian front? Promoted to bigger and better billeting? Or had he suffered a grave disappointment that, apart from a courteous nod in response to his ‘Gutentag’ as they passed on the stairs, no one had given him the least encouragement to become ‘one of the family’? Whatever the reason for his going, it did leave Edward’s old room vacant again, ready for the two women from the Laurence household to move in. 
 
    Despite the blustering, showery weather, they enjoyed the journey across the island as though it was a huge adventure. Polly became a little withdrawn as they entered the house, but she soon settled down, particularly when Sarah asked her to help keep an eye on Richard. From then on she became his self-appointed nursemaid-cum-playmate. As for Belle, Sarah was to wonder many times in the coming months why she hadn’t sought to establish this situation long ago . . . for her own benefit, for the black woman was to prove a tower of strength and a genius at inventing new ways of cooking and serving meals concocted from virtually nothing. 
 
    Greg and Sarah had both attempted to forewarn his mother of the peculiarities of the new lodgers and actually believed they had succeeded until Alice walked into the kitchen, saw Belle for the first time, screamed and fainted. Far from being offended Belle thought the episode was hilarious, but even when the old lady recovered and accepted her, she was never able to understand Belle’s accent, even with the ear-trumpet stuck firmly in place. 
 
    * 
 
    By the end of October the weather had become very cold and to conserve fuel everyone at Les Marettes except Greg, stayed in bed as late as possible, likewise retiring early—unless a good bridge session was in progress. Sarah had just got up and put on her dressing-gown and slippers one morning when Daisy ran upstairs. ‘Missus! Mr Ozanne is in the kitchen with a lady. Can you come down?’ 
 
    Mr Ozanne? That would have to be John. ‘Yes, of course. Ask him . . . them to wait in the sitting-room.’ What did he want at this hour, and why hadn’t he phoned before coming? Sarah dragged a brush through her hair and hurried down. ‘John! Edna! To what do I owe this . . .’ she was going to say ‘honour’, but her attempt at early morning humour was stopped by the grave expression on John’s face. ‘What on earth’s the matter?’ 
 
    ‘You’d better sit down. I’ve asked Daisy to fetch Greg from the vinery, so we’ll wait till he comes in.’ 
 
    She was overwhelmed by a sudden panic. ‘What is it? Not . . . not Suzanne . . .?’ 
 
    ‘No. Nothing to do with Suzanne. Ah, I think I hear Greg coming in, now.’ 
 
    Greg entered in stockinged feet, having hurriedly left his boots by the back door. ‘John! Nice to see you, but you’re a bit early aren’t you?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sorry about that but I didn’t want to phone that we were coming as Sarah would be sure to ask the purpose of our visit.’ He took out his wallet and withdrew the familiar paper of a Red Cross message. ‘I’ve just received this. It’s from Ma. Pa passed away on the fifteenth of August.’ 
 
    Sarah gasped. ‘Oh no, John!’ She left her chair to go to her brother, put her arms round him and bowed her head onto his shoulder. ‘Pa! Dear God, why? How?’ 
 
    ‘A stroke, apparently.’ He patted her back, trying to offer some form of comfort and feeling totally useless, totally devastated himself. 
 
    Sarah took a step back. ‘So the party we celebrated on his birthday last month . . .’ 
 
    John nodded slowly. ‘Yes. We were drinking his health a month after he had died.’ He drew a hand over his face. 
 
    Greg and Edna both moved to comfort their partners. 
 
    After a few minutes Sarah asked, ‘What do we do now, if anything?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll put a notice in the paper. Apart from that I don’t know what happens. I have been using farm money to run things, but I don’t know if that is legal any more.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll have to see Advocate Mahy and the bank manager,’ Greg said. ‘But there is no point in rushing things. Take your time. Presumably he has left the farm to you, anyway.’ 
 
    John shrugged. ‘I wouldn’t know. He has six children, remember.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose Ma and Aline will let Ethel know what has happened. And I wonder where Bertie is?’ Sarah tightened the girdle of her dressing-gown. ‘I’d better go and get dressed. Do you two want to stay to lunch?’ 
 
    ‘I brought a little piece of belly pork I cooked with some beans yesterday, just in case you asked us,’ Edna said. ‘There won’t be enough for a big helping for everyone but we can all have a taste.’ 
 
    ‘Marvellous. I’ll do some vegetables to go with it. I won’t be long,’ and she hurried up to her room for the long suppressed weep that was fighting to spill over. 
 
    There was a family photo on the bedroom wall, taken when Bertie was still a baby. Pa looked so proud, sitting alongside Ma with the children around them. Under his quiet, strict exterior, he was such a staunch family man; proud of his heritage, of the farm and his management of it. He loved the island, St Saviour’s, and Val du Douit—passionately. It had been such a wrench to leave it . . . but how much worse to die in exile, never having seen it all again. No doubt it was his exile that killed him. 
 
    When Sarah rejoined the others in the sitting-room, she said, ‘How about coming down here to spend Christmas Day with us, this year? Frankly, I don’t think I could face it at Val du Douit.’ 
 
    John shrugged. ‘We’ll talk about it nearer the time.’ 
 
    * 
 
    Captain Hubert Ozanne was in North Africa when Aline’s letter arrived. Bertie sat on the bed in his tent reading and rereading it, garnering every detail, trying to picture his parents in exile, and failing. He had left home ten years ago to train for a military career, living in a variety of barracks and billets, comfortable officers’ quarters and impossibly uncomfortable tents—as now, where sand penetrated every dish and glass and every body orifice. And always, wherever he was, Val du Douit was a vivid beacon in his mind, the central constant of his life. It wasn’t just a house or a farm, it was comprised of people, family gathered round a blazing hearth on wet Sunday evenings; laughter round the dinner table, teasing insults shouted across the tennis net . . . and Pa had been an integral part of it. Though as a fledgling Bertie could hardly wait to fly the nest, his sole intent on each leave was to return to Val du Douit, his Valhalla. A castle in the air? And now that Pa, its cornerstone, was gone, would the castle still stand? 
 
    He stared at the pen and writing materials on the upturned crate which served as table and desk. He knew he should write to his mother immediately, but decided that instead, it would be a good night to get quietly drunk. 
 
    * 
 
    March 1943 was cold, or at least it seemed so to islanders who had little food or fuel to warm them. It was automatic for Sarah to set a rug or blanket on each chair when preparing the bridge table so that everyone could wrap themselves up before the cards were dealt. Occasionally criticism of a partner’s bidding would start an argument which so heated the atmosphere that the rugs were discarded, but not for long. It was the evenings without cards that became tedious. Now that the radios had been confiscated, evenings listening to wireless entertainment were a thing of the past and they couldn’t even rely on books to occupy their minds, the electricity supply so bad that the poor light strained their eyes. Even the gramophone was sometimes useless, the turntable revolving irregularly, ruining every record. Greg and Sarah relied on George to pass on news from his illicit crystal set, which meant days would pass when they heard nothing, as the Germans intended. 
 
    ‘I’m going to get a crystal radio,’ Greg announced at breakfast one day as he picked unidentifiable objects out of his one slice of grey bread. It seemed such a waste to shrink it under the toaster. ‘Bert will make one for me.’ 
 
    ‘Where will you keep it? It’s no use bringing it here until you have planned somewhere to hide it.’ Sarah had come downstairs early with him—breakfast being the only meal they could have alone. 
 
    ‘There is a spot near the door in number three where old tomato boxes and grape trays have been piled up over the broken pipe. If I move a couple of boxes I can get the radio into the hole in the pipe. With the boxes replaced no one would dream there was anything there.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds all right but we will have to be jolly careful. Edna told me at Christmas about Mr le Boutillier.’ 
 
    ‘What about him?’ 
 
    ‘He saw a bunch of Germans coming up the path and he quickly hid his crystal set. The Germans knocked on his door and when he answered they asked if he had a radio. He said no, of course not, he knew it wasn’t allowed. So they asked him why he was wearing earphones.’ 
 
    ‘Silly ass! I hope you’re not suggesting I’d be that daft?’ 
 
    Three days after Greg brought home a crystal radio, he was listening in to the BBC when there was a knock on the door. He whipped off the earphones and said, ‘Quick, under your chair cushion,’ handing Sarah the set as well. 
 
    When Greg re-entered the room with a German officer and three soldiers, together with a Guernsey official, Sarah was relaxing in her armchair, knitting, while the lumps of radio felt as though they were burning through to her bottom. 
 
    Faces hidden behind expressionless masks, the Gaudions waited, hardly daring to breathe. 
 
    The officer spoke and the official interpreted. ‘The German authorities wish to inspect this house.’ He gave an embarrassed smile. ‘With your permission I will escort them.’ 
 
    Greg swallowed. ‘Yes. Yes of course. I had better come with you as my elderly mother may be frightened by the uniforms.’ 
 
    The Guernseyman cast an enquiring look at the German officer who, having understood sufficiently, nodded agreement. 
 
    Sarah stayed where she was, paralysed, sweat trickling down her back. What to do? Stuff the radio equipment up her jumper and pray she wasn’t caught dashing out to the greenhouse to hide it, or remain stuck where she was, fingers crossed that they wouldn’t ask her to move while they searched under the cushions? 
 
    She was still listening to the boots progressing through the house when Greg returned. He dropped into the opposite armchair, mopping his face with a handkerchief. ‘Relax. If you can,’ he hissed. ‘They’re not after radios. They want the house!’ 
 
    Sarah’s eyes widened. ‘The house! The whole house?’ 
 
    Greg nodded, still trying to get his breath back. 
 
    ‘But where would we go?’ 
 
    His shoulders lifted in despair. ‘Back to Les Mouettes, I suppose.’ 
 
    ‘The bungalow! But there isn’t room . . .’ she rubbed fingers over her forehead, as though trying to erase the additional wrinkles developing there by the minute. 
 
    ‘It’s not certain yet. But if they decide we have to go, that’s it. Do we have an alternative?’ 
 
    ‘Andrew’s place would be too small,’ Sarah mused, ‘What about Val du Douit?’ 
 
    Greg shook his head. ‘I’d never get my Ma out there. It’ll be hell trying to move her anywhere, but St Saviour’s might just as well be Timbuctoo, as far as she’s concerned.’ 
 
    ‘But how could we all possibly fit into the bungalow?’ 
 
    ‘Us in our room: Ma in Suzanne’s room: Richard in the box room . . .’ 
 
    ‘And Belle and Polly? And Daisy?’ 
 
    ‘Maybe Daisy can go back to her own home to sleep. And we’ll have to convert the garage into an extra room.’ 
 
    Which just happened to be in line with an idea Sarah had had in 1939, the moment she had discovered she was expecting Richard. The box room was too small for a bedroom and they would need a decent room for the baby, but when she had broached the idea to Greg he had said no, they couldn’t afford it and would have to leave things as they were for a few years . . . Now perhaps there was a chance of it materialising. ‘If you reckon we can, let’s do it!’ It was an exciting thought . . . but didn’t occupy her mind for long, not once the boots descended the stairs again and the lumpy radio sent waves of fear shooting up her spine. 
 
    The soldiers waited in the hall while their officer came in to click his heels and nod politely, and the Guernsey official said he would be in touch. 
 
    Greg saw them out, and returned to find Sarah still sitting rigid as a ramrod. ‘My darling, if only you could see your face,’ he laughed. ‘It’s a good thing those blighters can’t read you like I can! You look as guilty as if you’d committed murder!’ 
 
    A letter was delivered two days later. They were to vacate Les Marettes within two weeks. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘Impossible!’ Sarah had fumed. 
 
    But here they were. With the help of Messrs Vaudin and Roberts, the garage conversion was achieved within ten days and the men immediately started on a conservatory on the other side of the bungalow, leading out from the sitting-room, which would give considerable extra living space. 
 
    Sarah’s main problem had been packing up Les Marettes while fending off the hindrance of Alice’s ‘help’. Polly continued to be a marvellous nursemaid and playfellow for Richard and Belle was extremely strong and practical. Wilf Bougourd, the Gaudion’s packer who was injured on the White Rock during the bombing raid, was back on his feet though with a permanent limp. He brought a cartload of tea chests for the china and ornaments, and George offered to store much of the furniture in his boatsheds. 
 
    Meals remained alfresco for weeks: bedrooms were swapped around so that Sarah and Greg slept in the conversion until the decorating was finished and some of the furniture from Les Marettes moved in. The garage had been built originally to accommodate a workshop and clothes boiler at one end, plus ample room for a car, bicycles and fishing paraphernalia. The latter items were relocated in the garden shed, the car had been commandeered and the space was soon transformed into a comfortable double bedroom with its own bathroom attached. Access from house to garage had been along an open, roofed verandah from the kitchen. This was now extended and enclosed. 
 
    ‘Belle and Polly will have the best room in the house, now!’ Sarah exclaimed, admiring the combined handiwork. Edna had rummaged through packing cases from Les Blanches Pierres and found matching curtains, bedspreads and cushions in floral polished chintz for Polly, which looked lovely with the antique mahogany furniture from Les Marettes. 
 
    Some of Suzanne’s furniture had been squeezed into the box room for Richard, making way for a few of Alice’s treasured pieces. The old lady appeared delighted with the whole move, but Greg was worried about her. ‘I have an idea she thinks we’ve asked her to come on holiday with us. I don’t believe she has grasped the fact that the Jerries are in her house.’ 
 
    Two weeks later when the old lady disappeared, his point was proved. The whole household was in panic. Daisy had taken a tray of tea into Alice’s room and assumed from her absence the old lady had gone to the lavatory. When she returned to collect the tray and found it untouched, and Alice still missing, she reported it to Sarah, and the hunt was on. Greg was out, but the women all scoured the garden and lanes nearby. Then they moved farther afield . . . until Sarah remembered what Greg had said. ‘You all go back home and wait there for Mr Gaudion to return. I’m going to Les Marettes.’ 
 
    When she knocked, the door was opened by a German corporal who bowed his head politely, but with a big grin on his face. He said something unintelligible and disappeared, returning moments later to beckon her in. And there in the sitting-room surrounded by German officers was Alice, smiling happily and drinking real tea! 
 
    All the men sprang to their feet and clicked heels as Sarah entered. One said in tolerable English, ‘You come for Frau Gaudion, yes?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. I’m very sorry if she has been a nuisance . . .’ 
 
    Alice looked up and saw her for the first time. ‘Sarah! Come and sit down. Would you like a cup of tea?’ on which she picked up the teapot and proceeded to pour—playing the perfect hostess in her own home. 
 
    Before Sarah could reply, the English-speaking officer insisted she comply . . . which was how Greg found his wife and mother, ten minutes later. 
 
    When they eventually arrived back at the bungalow, having been driven home in style by a German soldier in a commandeered ‘staff car’, the whole episode had developed hysterical proportions. 
 
    ‘You should have seen the two of them,’ Greg told Belle, tears of laughter running down his face, ‘sitting there having a tea party with a battalion of Jerry officers!’ 
 
    ‘And real tea at that!’ Sarah added. 
 
    ‘It was kind of them to bring you here,’ Alice remarked, getting up and fastening her cardigan buttons into the wrong holes, ‘but I think I had better be getting home.’ 
 
    ‘You are home, Ma,’ Greg said, still grinning. 
 
    ‘Yes, it was a nice car, but it wasn’t ours.’ She headed for the door, Daisy and Belle dashed off to the kitchen ahead of her, laughter exploding in their hankies. 
 
    ‘No, Ma. But I’m trying to tell you that this is your home!’ he shrieked at the top of his voice, adding in normal decibels, ‘Where is her bally ear-trumpet? Don’t say she left it with the Krauts?’ 
 
    ‘There’s no need to shout, I can hear you perfectly well. Now,’ she looked around, frowning. ‘Where is my bally ear-trumpet.’ 
 
    It was Richard who saved the day. ‘Look, Gan Gan. Train!’ He tugged her arm for attention to his new toy. 
 
    Alice adored him and was soon persuaded into his room to admire the trucks which went with the gleaming red engine . . . which had once belonged to his cousin Joseph, while the other members of the household collapsed in giggles. 
 
    ‘Next time she goes there and I have to collect her, I’m taking a flask . . .’ Sarah began. 
 
    ‘I thought they gave you tea,’ Greg interrupted. ‘You don’t have to take your own, do you?’ 
 
    ‘No, you ass! I want to tip their tea into my flask to bring home! Do you realise I hadn’t had a real cup of tea like that for nearly a year?’ 
 
    * 
 
    It was old Mr Robin, Andrew’s next-door neighbour, who brought the news that Todt workers had moved into Andrew’s house. ‘They’ve cut holes in the walls for their stove pipes, and I’m afraid that every stick of wood they can tear out will go into that stove to cook their meals.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you for letting us know,’ Greg said, ‘but I don’t think there’s a darn thing we can do about it. One can’t blame the poor devils.’ 
 
    ‘Well that’s the way I see it, myself. They’re human beings, after all. Bill Mahy was telling me one of his cows on the Common was took bad. And while he was there one of these poor things came up and examined the animal. Well, Bill said, I didn’t know what to do but stand back and wait. And do you know, it turns out this bag of rags and bones was a qualified vet! Bill got chatting to him in French and the man said there was doctors and lawyers and all sorts of professions amongst them.’ He took off his cap to scratch his bald pate. ‘I dunno, but when one hears details about their original lives and all they’ve lost, one feels deep sympathy for them. The poor beggars don’t know what has happened to their wives and families, nor whether they’re alive or dead.’ 
 
    ‘Makes one want to help them, but what can we do?’ Greg sighed. 
 
    ‘Well we can’t spare them food, that’s for sure! But if there’s any old clothes we can pass on, I bet they’d be grateful.’ 
 
    Greg told him about Daisy and the soup, adding, ‘I wouldn’t want to attract them round here again.’ 
 
    ‘True. One has to be careful after what happened to the Fergusons.’ 
 
    Greg asked, ‘What did happen to them?’ 
 
    ‘John heard a noise one night and went down to investigate, and before he knew it they grabbed a brass candlestick and hit him over the head. Then upstairs they went and did the same to Rita before ransacking every scrap of food from the place.’ 
 
    ‘That is alarming. I suppose one ought to conceal the food.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, my boy,’ Mr Robin tapped the side of his nose with a forefinger. ‘I did that long ago.’ 
 
    Sarah got home from a long queue at the butcher’s on the Bridge, for a scrap of meat she would hesitate to feed to the dog, and found the sitting-room in chaos and Greg’s behind sticking up in the middle of it. ‘Oh no! Now what are you doing?’ she looked and sounded exasperated. 
 
    ‘Cutting a hole in the floor,’ was the muffled reply. When he emerged he called, ‘Where are your tins and bottled foods? Bring them in here, I want them.’ 
 
    Seeing the pitiful supply stacked on the floor, Sarah couldn’t help comparing it with the vast stock her mother had bought and hoarded away at Val du Douit . . . She was bitterly regretting the extravagant way they had got through it all in the first year. 
 
    Greg piled the food neatly on the dry sand under the floorboards, replaced the boards, relaid the carpet, and rolled the settee back into place. ‘There. Who’d ever guess what’s underneath?’ 
 
    Sarah wrapped her arms round his skinny frame. ‘How did you come to be born so clever?’ 
 
    ‘I inherited it from my mother, obviously.’ 
 
    ‘Obviously,’ his sombre-faced wife agreed. 
 
    * 
 
    The North Cinema at St Sampson’s had a centre aisle: one side reserved for the German officers and men, the other side for civilians. During their regular bridge evening on Friday at the beginning of September 1943, Greg and Sarah had arranged to go with George and Gelly on the following Wednesday, and duly walked down the aisle to their places that evening in particularly jovial mood. Everyone else on the civilian side of the cinema was also in jovial mood . . . Not to say, ecstatic. Having had all their radios confiscated, no one was supposed to have heard the news and all were attempting to hide the fact of their knowledge from the uniformed patrons on the other side of the aisle, not wishing to invite trouble. All save for one man. Andre was a well-known, popular figure in the Vale and St Sampson’s area, his late arrival no doubt due to the time it took him to hide his crystal set before leaving home. Alone, he walked the full-length of the aisle beaming, grinning from ear to ear and raising both thumbs in the air to the watching islanders. 
 
    They could no longer contain themselves and burst into laughter and applause . . . leaving the stony-faced Germans in no doubt of the fact they had all heard the news that earlier that day, September 8th, 1943, Italy had surrendered to the Allies. 
 
    As always, the evening programme included a Nazi propaganda film. It was the usual theme of glorious German victories, battles being won, the ‘liberated’ inhabitants greeting their soldiers with flowers and kisses. Endless British Tommies were shown falling to the hail of accurate shooting, while never hitting a target themselves; British tanks exploded in flames, German soldiers raised their successive Swastikas. The film ended with solemn music over a picture of two Nazi war graves, and as the music faded, Andre’s voice was clearly heard from front to back of the building saying, ‘I suppose those two buggers died of constipation.’ 
 
    Sarah, Gelly, George and Greg were still convulsed as they stepped out onto the pavement. 
 
    ‘Sarah! I haven’t seen you folding up like that for years,’ Gelly gasped, tears dripping onto her lapels. 
 
    Greg gave Sarah’s arm a shake. ‘Be serious, woman, or you’ll have us all locked up!’ 
 
    She presented him with a solemn mask but her nose was twitching and turned white again as they both collapsed. 
 
    * 
 
    The subjects of co-operating and/or collaborating with the enemy continued to be argued as the months became years. 
 
    Greg maintained that offering the Germans open defiance and insult was the act of a puerile and petulant mind: it achieved nothing except to worsen the conditions under which the civilian population lived. ‘Heaven knows, we are only bags of bones now! Far better to give the appearance of passive co-operation without servility, and gain the best possible concessions and rations for ourselves,’ he argued. 
 
    ‘You don’t think that that makes life more comfortable for Jerry?’ George suggested across the bridge table. ‘We don’t want him to think he’s got us beat.’ 
 
    ‘I know there are some collaborators, but the vast majority leave no doubt in anyone’s mind that though physically, by holding guns to our heads, they currently have the upper hand, mentally we will never submit.’ 
 
    ‘I’d like to think you’re right. I hate to feel they reckon we’re all ready to roll on our backs at their feet, waiting to have our tummies scratched.’ 
 
    George’s mind was entirely put at rest on that score in October when the bodies of twenty-one members of the crew of HMS Charybdis, sunk by a German E-boat, were washed ashore on Guernsey. The German authorities acceded to the request that the sailors should be given a decent burial, and were staggered when a mass funeral took place with full military honours attended by over five thousand islanders. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
    Chapter Eleven – STARVATION 
 
      
 
    Sarah and Greg were spending Boxing Day of 1943 with John and Edna at Val du Douit, together with several other mutual friends. After a convivial lunch, laughing hilariously at the ridiculously meagre fare on the table and swapping Occupation stories involving islanders secretly getting the better of the invaders, and having cleared away the damage and left the men to wash the dishes, the women announced they were going for a walk. Sarah was out in front and inevitably her feet led her up a now very overgrown path to the top fields. There was no breath of wind, though the air was icy cold with the threat of frost by nightfall. Climbing the hill they all needed to pause quite frequently to regain enough breath for the next few yards. Sarah was very aware of her decreasing strength: she had never been plump, but the way her skin had begun to wrinkle in folds round her neck and upper arms was horrifying. It didn’t look too bad when she was dressed, although the clothes hung on her as though they were on a peg behind the door—loose and empty. And what clothes! Every original garment was patched and darned, and now she and Greg had resorted to raiding Andrew’s and Maureen’s suitcases. And Edna was celebrating Christmas in one of Aline’s cocktail dresses! 
 
    Still way ahead of the others, she paused panting, staring out at the changing view. Way over to the left, the L’Eree headland had sprouted an ugly concrete tower. 
 
    ‘Awful eyesore, isn’t it?’ Gelly remarked as she caught up. 
 
    ‘Have you seen the one at Chouet?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, and I hope it won’t be too difficult to remove them when the Krauts go.’ Sarah hugged her coat across her chest. She hated the outbreak of these tumorous growths all round the island coasts, thinly-veiled with camouflage like make-up over the pock-marks on the ravaged features of a debauched film star. 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t bet on it. George says that judging by the amount and strength of concrete they’ve poured into these fortifications, they’ll last into the fourth millenium.’ 
 
    ‘Cheer me up!’ Sarah sighed. ‘I wonder how many O.T. workers died building it?’ She shook her head. ‘Come on, we’re nearly there.’ 
 
    But they never reached the top. A large notice hung from a wire stretched across their path. VERBOTEN! 
 
    ‘That’s it. We can’t go any further,’ Edna puffed from behind. 
 
    ‘Why not?’ someone asked. 
 
    ‘Because of Big Bertha.’ 
 
    ‘Who?’ 
 
    ‘They’ve got a massive gun up there. The biggest thing you can imagine. When they fire it, it sounds as though the whole world has erupted,’ Edna told them, shivering. ‘Dammit I’m cold. Come on, let’s go back and see what we can brew up for tea.’ 
 
    Sarah was last to leave; she felt totally desolate, as though bit by bit everything precious was being eroded. Her life, her world was being eaten away by this foul, Nazi canker. Suzanne, her parents, her brothers and sisters were all gone, except for John. At least they were safe, she hoped, but what of the people in the prison camps? The cars and radios had been taken, then their homes, and now the island, her island, was being defiled with these concrete monstrosities. 
 
    ‘Sarah! Are you coming?’ a voice came up over the hedges. 
 
    She lifted her chin and straightened her back. Don’t be a sissy, as they used to tell Suzanne. Be tough! They must all hang on, believing that one day they would be rid of the Germans and all things Germanic. They would be reunited as a family; return to the way they were. Yes, she was coming . . . a cheerful smile across her face, some jolly remark at the ready to brighten the party. 
 
    * 
 
    January 1944 brought wonderful news from Russia: after 872 days, and the death of a million and a half Russians, the siege of Leningrad was lifted. 
 
    ‘When one hears that only a fraction of those who died were military; that over a million civilians died of starvation, it makes one feel guilty for complaining,’ Greg said at lunch, eyeing his plate and the root vegetables which Sarah had tried to flavour with a little pork fat. 
 
    ‘I like swedes,’ Polly told him, soft eyes smiling. She had become very fond of him, and followed him round the greenhouses like a puppy. 
 
    ‘Then you’re very lucky!’ he responded. 
 
    ‘I like swede, too,’ Richard piped up from his high-chair. 
 
    ‘What is he saying?’ Alice wanted to know. 
 
    ‘That he likes swede!’ Sarah yelled. 
 
    ‘Well he’ll have to learn to wait till we’ve finished the first course,’ the old lady retorted. 
 
    Belle rolled the whites of her eyes. 
 
    ‘Swede . . . sweet,’ Greg explained. 
 
    The big bosom heaved at its owner’s effort to contain her mirth. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘I can’t believe our daughter is fourteen years old today,’ Sarah murmured, snuggling against Greg for warmth under the bedclothes. ‘The fourth year we’ve spent the 30th of January apart. She’ll be getting quite grown up, I suppose. Do you ever wonder what she looks like, now?’ 
 
    ‘Often. But I still picture her as she was the night before she left. I just can’t update the image.’ He rubbed a bristly chin on Sarah’s forehead. 
 
    ‘This must surely be her last birthday in exile. The Jerries are being defeated on all fronts. They’ve been kicked out of North Africa, and Italy’s all but lost to them. And from what one or two of the German soldiers have been telling people, they’ve lost hundreds of thousands of men in Russia.’ 
 
    ‘And the RAF is blasting away at their cities even more than the Luftwaffe did in London. Yes, it’s hard to believe they can last out much longer.’ Greg yawned, stretched and hugged Sarah against him. ‘Don’t worry, my sweetheart. Our daughter will be back home long before her next birthday.’ 
 
    ‘If only the British and Americans would attack Europe from the west,’ she complained. ‘I don’t understand what they’re waiting for.’ 
 
    ‘One has to presume they have good reason. Anyway, Mrs Gaudion, I’d better get up. It’s time to go and see how many thieves got into the greenhouses in the night.’ 
 
    ‘Isn’t there anything you can do to stop them?’ 
 
    ‘You mean like Harry and Martin le Conte?’ 
 
    ‘What did they do?’ 
 
    ‘They kept losing cabbages so they lay in wait one night determined to catch the beggars. It was pitch-dark when they heard someone and made a dash at him. During the mêlée Harry shouted, “I got him, Martin! I got him!” And immediately his brother’s voice growled from under him, “No you haven’t, you fool. You’ve got me!”’ 
 
    Sarah snorted. ‘No! That’s not what I had in mind.’ 
 
    * 
 
    Maureen Gaudion had arrived home first, and was standing at the window, waiting, as Andrew drove onto the concrete slope in front of the garage. She hurried to open the front door for him, dying to pass on the news. ‘Do you remember the rather stuck-up people who bought the big house near Sarah’s parent’s place in St Saviour’s?’ she asked, hiding something behind her back. 
 
    ‘You mean the ones with the son who put Sarah’s sister in the family way?’ He placed the two cases of samples on the hall floor while he shrugged out of his overcoat, hung it on the hall stand and placed his trilby on top. ‘I can’t remember the name, off hand.’ 
 
    ‘Laurence.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes. That’s right. Retired army colonel.’ He took the cases into the living-room, stowed them under the bureau and looked around for the newspaper. ‘So, what about them?’ 
 
    Maureen followed, wishing he’d keep still for a minute. ‘We’ve had a letter from Mrs Laurence.’ 
 
    ‘Eh! Why on earth would she write to us? And how can she? I thought they stayed on the island.’ 
 
    At last she had his attention. ‘They did, but they have been deported to a prison camp in Germany.’ 
 
    ‘Really? What did they do?’ 
 
    ‘Dared to be born British, I imagine. Don’t you remember hearing about the British being deported, some time ago?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, now you mention it.’ He found the paper and sat in an armchair beside his pipe rack. 
 
    ‘Aren’t you interested to hear what she says?’ 
 
    He laid the paper on his knee with a sigh. ‘Well?’ 
 
    ‘Your father died more than a year ago . . .’ 
 
    ‘How on earth would she know?’ 
 
    ‘Greg and Sarah asked her to pass on their news. And there are German officers living in Les Marettes.’ 
 
    ‘With mother!’ 
 
    ‘No. She is living with your brother in their bungalow, along with the Laurences’ daughter Polly and Belle, her nursemaid.’ 
 
    ‘All in Les Mouettes? Impossible!’ He was getting annoyed. 
 
    So was Maureen. ‘I’ll leave the letter here on the table. Read it for yourself.’ Not for the first time, she wished she was young enough to go off and join the ATS. She went into the kitchen, leaving Andrew screwing up the newspaper and churning up inside as he imagined his younger brother dealing with all their mother’s affairs, muscling in on what should be the eldest son’s duties . . . and inheritance. 
 
    * 
 
    George found Greg sitting on an upturned pot at the bottom end of number three, holding his head in his hands. ‘What’s up?’ 
 
    ‘Tired, for one thing. The RAF are being pretty attentive at night, as well as all day.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose it means the long-awaited invasion is imminent. The Jerries certainly think so; they’re running around like scared rabbits.’ 
 
    Greg managed a grin. ‘They’re not the only ones. Frankly, I’m pretty scared myself. From the amount of activity overhead one imagines the islands could well be included in the fracas: not funny with the kiddie and the old lady to look after. Did I tell you I’ve built a shelter in the garden? Pretty primitive, I’m afraid.’ 
 
    ‘Good idea,’ George nodded. ‘Should keep you safe from blast, anyway. Talking of which, did you hear the Big Bertha going off on the top of the Vale Castle last night?’ 
 
    ‘Hear it? You’re joking! Sounded as though they were firing it through the bedroom window. Any idea what they were aiming at?’ 
 
    ‘I bumped into Tom Mahy this morning and he said a German soldier told him there were a couple of British destroyers out there.’ 
 
    Greg got to his feet and straightened his gaunt frame. ‘Well that’s not my only worry. You’d better come and see.’ He led the way up the centre path in silence till they reached the gable end. ‘Look,’ he pointed at the broken panes and the dug-up trenches. ‘I’m wasting my time. Of everything I grow, two thirds of it is stolen before it is ready to dig or pick. There must be some terrible stomachaches, somewhere, from eating underripe fruit and vegetables.’ 
 
    ‘Obviously not as terrible as hunger pains,’ George suggested. 
 
    ‘Possibly not. But how can I explain that at the depot? The Germans demand the lion’s share of everything I produce.’ 
 
    ‘Well there are German officers living only a few yards away in your family house. Tell them to guard it.’ 
 
    ‘I always go in and tell them when it happens.’ 
 
    ‘What do they say?’ 
 
    ‘They came rushing out to see the damage the first time, and the police were called. The second time they made a note to report it to headquarters. But since then they have only shrugged—politely of course, and said it was a pity.’ 
 
    ‘It is nice having polite captors, isn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘Is it hell?’ Greg made the effort to smile at his old friend. ‘Come on, I’m not staying here. Let’s go and see if Sarah can raise a cup of hot, wet liquid.’ 
 
    George blew a raspberry. ‘Sounds delicious. But I wonder if we could have a quiet chat, first?’ 
 
    Greg gave him a quizzical glance. ‘We can go in the packing shed. There are some old chairs in there.’ 
 
    The place smelled musty, the dust of years dampened by the recent rough weather. Greg sat on a pile of old newspapers on a discarded dining chair. ‘So what’s on your mind?’ 
 
    His friend chose to remain on his feet. ‘Gelly. You must have realised by now that we are more than just good friends?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘How do you and Sarah feel about it?’ 
 
    ‘Personally, I’m very fond of you both and if you’re happy, then that’s all that matters.’ 
 
    ‘And Sarah?’ 
 
    ‘Frankly, she is worried about Margery. About the decisions and heartaches that will arise when she returns after the war is over.’ 
 
    George paced up and down the concrete floor behind the packing bench. ‘Yes. It worries me, too. You see, we never meant this to happen: Gelly was as lonely as I was; I’m no good at cooking, and she’s not brilliant at chopping wood. I caught the fish . . . she cooked it.’ He stopped pacing to stare at a spider dealing with a fly on a filthy window pane. ‘It was the day she got the news that her brother had been killed in action. She was in tears and I put my arms round her to comfort her . . . okay, I know what you’re thinking. How much comfort was in my mind at the time, and how much was I capitalising on a damn good excuse?’ He turned to face Greg. ‘If I knew the answer to that, I’d tell you.’ 
 
    ‘So you two are in love?’ 
 
    George grinned like a sheepish schoolboy, nodding. 
 
    ‘And what do you feel about Margery?’ 
 
    ‘Sounds crazy, but I still love her, too.’ 
 
    Greg raised an eyebrow. ‘So what’s your plan? To start a harem?’ 
 
    ‘It’s no joke!’ George protested. 
 
    ‘Sorry. But what do you want me to say?’ 
 
    ‘God knows! Just that you don’t condemn me as a bastard, perhaps.’ 
 
    Greg stood up. ‘Idiot! Would I ever? But at least you’ve got it off your chest. We’ll all have a think about it. And in the meantime, let’s go home, I’m parched.’ 
 
    As they rode their bicycles, side by side, down the lane and round to the bungalow, they kept looking up nervously at the planes which roared overhead, bringing noisy reaction from the German guns. ‘They’re busy today,’ George remarked. 
 
    ‘Yes. Better hurry. Young Richard gets nearly as terrified as his mother!’ 
 
    But as they pedalled up the drive they were horrified to see Sarah standing in the window, wearing the radio headphones. 
 
    ‘What the devil are you playing at?’ Greg stormed as she opened the front door. ‘We could have been anyone!’ 
 
    ‘It’s started!’ she shouted. ‘The Allies are invading France!’ 
 
    Both men dropped their bikes on the gravel and rushed indoors, Greg accepting the headphones from Sarah and fitting them over his ears while she and George stood in front of him, eagerly watching his expression. 
 
    Greg was grinning, nodding. ‘She’s right,’ he hissed. ‘British and American forces are landing on the Normandy coast . . . Thousands of them . . . At several different points.’ 
 
    ‘I thought I could hear more than just local gunfire,’ Sarah said looking anything but nervous. ‘Oh, George! Isn’t it exciting!’ she threw her arms round his neck and kicked up her heels. ‘They are only a few miles away! It can’t be long now before we’re free!’ She planted a smacking great kiss on his cheek. 
 
    When the news bulletin ended, Greg removed the earphones, wrapped them and the little radio in a towel and returned them to their ledge under a floor beam, replaced the floor boards and carpet, rolling the settee back into place. ‘Fancy a trip into Town?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Yes! Let’s do that. I want to see public reaction.’ 
 
    George shook his head. ‘The Gestapo will be in a bad enough mood. Gloating islanders could find themselves frog-marched home to be searched for the source of their information.’ 
 
    ‘What are you all looking so pleased about?’ Alice was standing in the doorway. ‘Is the war ended?’ 
 
    ‘Nearly!’ Sarah shouted. ‘The British have landed in France.’ 
 
    ‘That’s a good idea. Edward and I learned years ago.’ 
 
    ‘Learned what, Ma?’ Greg yelled the question as Sarah folded up. 
 
    ‘Learned to dance! That’s what Sarah said, didn’t she?’ 
 
    ‘You’d better check through all the windows that no one is within hearing before you reply,’ George told him. 
 
    When Alice finally understood, she too was excited. ‘Now we have something to dance about!’ And she pirouetted round the room till George caught hold of her before she fell into the empty coal scuttle. 
 
    The excitement was island-wide. Throughout the Occupation, rumours had sprung up like mushrooms overnight, usually due to the combination of wishful thinking and fertile imagination. ‘I wonder if . . .’ became ‘Have you heard that . . .’ in the batting of an eyelid. At first, some people received the news with scepticism, but by the end of the day of June 6th, all the islanders realised it was true. The only question now was, could the beach heads be held? 
 
    Everyone knew that they would be. They had to believe it: the food situation made it imperative. 
 
    Next day, Sarah stared at the family’s weekly meat ration which lay on a saucer on the drainboard, wondering how to stretch it between six people for seven days and how on earth to cook it without it shrivelling to half its size. Apart from the bright yellow fat which indicated it was probably from an elderly Guernsey cow who had ceased to produce milk, it was impossible to guess from what portion of the animal the damp heap of gristle and minimal flesh had originated. 
 
    Belle read her thoughts. ‘We could cut off some of the fat, ma’am, and roast it or fry it for a few minutes with an onion for taste.’ She picked it up, turned it over and grimaced. ‘And dice the rest into your big jar with some carrots and potatoes. If Mr Le Huray has enough room for the pot in his furze oven to cook it slowly overnight, the meat wouldn’t tighten up too much.’ 
 
    Daisy came in carrying a dustpan and brush. ‘Me mum says there’s long queues at Le Huray’s, now. People wanting to get their dinners in his oven.’ 
 
    ‘Well we’ll just have to join the queue. The question now is, do I dice it small so we have three little pieces of meat and gristle each, or a bit bigger and have one and a half pieces?’ She opened the cupboard under the sink and pulled out a bag of tiny, wrinkled potatoes. ‘Could you peel these for me?’ 
 
    ‘Sure won’t be much left if I do, ma’am,’ the black woman shook her head. ‘Want me to do the carrots too?’ 
 
    Sarah brought out two, huge horse carrots. ‘Perhaps we should boil these first. They’ll be tough as nails. Now the thing is, what do we eat today?’ 
 
    Almost as though she had heard the question, Alice came into the kitchen holding a carrier bag. ‘Here,’ she said. ‘See what you can do with this.’ 
 
    ‘Right, Ma, I’ll see to it in a minute,’ Sarah shouted. ‘I’m just trying to work out what we’ll eat today.’ 
 
    Alice sat on a chair. ‘Not too bad, but these shoes are getting too big. They must have stretched.’ 
 
    Belle and Sarah attempted to keep their faces straight. 
 
    Daisy fled from the room, choking. 
 
    ‘My guess is she thinks I asked how her feet are today,’ Sarah grinned, then picked up the end of her mother-in-law’s ear-trumpet. ‘We’ll get Greg to stuff them with paper for you.’ 
 
    Alice nodded. ‘Don’t worry. I’ll read it when he’s finished it.’ She got up and tottered out of the room leaving the two women smothering their giggles. 
 
    ‘She certainly gives us something to laugh about,’ Belle commented, wiping her eyes. ‘What’s that in her bag?’ 
 
    Sarah put the bag on the table, peered inside and frowned. ‘What . . .? Where on earth has she got eggs from?’ 
 
    ‘Eggs!’ Belle came to look. ‘And what’s in this packet?’ she withdrew a small roll of paper which she slowly unwrapped to reveal a little piece of rather dry and green-looking bacon. ‘Gold!’ she exclaimed. ‘And here, look, sugar!’ 
 
    Sarah was still frowning. ‘But where has it all come from?’ 
 
    Belle wasn’t the least bit worried. ‘Does it matter? Let’s just plan what we’ll do with it.’ 
 
    ‘But suppose she’s stolen it?’ 
 
    ‘We don’t know that.’ 
 
    ‘So you suggest we cook them up in blissful ignorance?’ Sarah’s mouth twitched. Suddenly she had an inkling of the food source. And the thought of using one of the eggs and a little of the sugar to make a few meringues for Richard, was too appealing to resist. 
 
    When Greg came in later, his mouth was soon watering. ‘That smells marvellous. What is it?’ 
 
    ‘Bacon, onion and swede quiche,’ Sarah announced proudly, adding, ‘Courtesy of your mother.’ 
 
    He stared at her, then looked at Belle who promptly threw her apron over her face to muffle explosive noises. ‘Mother?’ he repeated. ‘How come?’ 
 
    ‘We’ve no idea. She just walked in with a bag of food.’ 
 
    ‘Mother!’ he sat down, totally baffled. Then he smiled. ‘Did you know she was at Les Marettes today?’ 
 
    Sarah clapped her hands together. ‘Aha! I guessed as much. Do you think she’s been playing the starving waif?’ 
 
    ‘What’s the betting she simply walked into her pantry and took what she fancied?’ 
 
    All three gazed at each other trying, unsuccessfully, not to laugh. 
 
    ‘But it’s no laughing matter,’ Greg pointed out, seriously. ‘Suppose she does it again? She could make a habit of it, and we’ll all be in the soup.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps they gave it to her?’ Sarah suggested. 
 
    ‘Perhaps. But we cannot assume that. We simply must prevent her getting out again.’ 
 
    ‘How?’ Sarah wanted to know. ‘She’ll be livid if we lock the gate.’ 
 
    Belle cleared her throat. ‘Your Richard has shown an interest in the outside world, recently. He saw a little boy walk past the gate the other day and asked if he could go with him. Lucky I was there to divert his attention, but one day he’ll follow. If you were to explain that it was for her grandson’s safety, she’d be quite happy, wouldn’t she?’ 
 
    ‘Belle, you’re a genius!’ Greg exclaimed. ‘I’ll put a lock on it today. Anyway, it will only be for a month or so at the most. The Jerries will have to get out before they are cut off here, by the Allied advance.’ 
 
    * 
 
    The D-Day landings dominated the news and conversation all over Britain. Marie wanted to start packing immediately. 
 
    ‘Better wait a bit,’ Aline cautioned. ‘It might be weeks before we can get back.’ 
 
    ‘Bah!’ Marie exclaimed, unable to contain her impatience. 
 
    ‘Well you never know: perhaps Val du Douit has been full of Germans like Les Blanches Pierres and Les Marettes.’ They had realised it was possible ever since receiving Arabella Laurence’s letter. ‘We can’t move in if the place is a mess and there’s no furniture.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t care if everything’s gone and we have to sleep in a barn. All I want is to get home, and to take your father’s ashes up to St Saviour’s cemetery.’ It had been his dying wish. 
 
    Aline wasn’t at all happy with the thought of returning to an emptied house. After being limited by the extent of her Clothing Coupon book—plus some of Suzanne’s coupons of course—she longed to open the wardrobe doors in her bedroom and see all those clothes just waiting to be worn again. For instance, there was that elegant new cocktail dress she had abandoned, and her fur coat. ‘Of course, Ma,’ she said, maintaining her policy of agreeing about everything. ‘But it would be nice to get back to some of one’s own things.’ 
 
    ‘Possessions,’ her mother said, disdainfully. ‘What use are they if you can’t be in your own home and in your own garden. We haven’t exactly gone without here, but have we been happy or content?’ Of course she did have her jewellery, still, in the lining of her handbag; and the well-worn photographs and letters she’d kept with her. But those were not the possessions she was talking about. 
 
    Aline thought about all the charming retired army men they had met in England, whose attentions and compliments she had so enjoyed. Spinsterhood had held its advantages, but perhaps it was time to get married, while she was still young and attractive. Now what made me think of Piers Laurence? she asked herself, peeping into the mirror over the mantelpiece. She cocked her head to one side and exposed her teeth in a seductive smile. Yes, despite the white hair, and she could always do something about that whenever she wanted, she was wearing extremely well for forty-three . . . an age she admitted only to the mirror. Yes, he was well worth remembering. ‘No,’ she lied, ‘Not at all.’ 
 
    * 
 
    ‘I feel so sad to think Suzanne has missed all Richard’s babyhood.’ Sarah had laid on a picnic of sorts, in the garden, to celebrate his fourth birthday, including a precious meringue, just for him. Alice was in a deck chair under an ancient, tattered parasol, with Sarah, Edna and Gelly beside her on a rug, while Richard, Belle and Polly played ball with a wretchedly skinny Toby, and Greg, George and John fought a needle match at croquet. 
 
    ‘Yes, it is a shame, but at least she’ll be here for his next birthday.’ Her long-time friend cast her a consoling smile. Gelly had always been slim and elegant, sunning herself each summer to a golden tan. Now her once finely-chiselled features were skeletal, eyes deep in their dark, hollow sockets, the once glossy black hair dull and splashed with grey and her long legs like brown matchsticks. 
 
    Sarah smiled back, ruefully, because Gelly’s situation was another cause for sadness. She and George were obviously and irrevocably in love: they adored each other in a way far beyond normal, marital devotion and now, with the end of the war in sight, there loomed an emotional upheaval that would devastate them both. Poor Gelly. Poor Margery. Poor George. The eternal triangle! 
 
    ‘Shot!’ George shouted. 
 
    ‘You blighter, John. How did you manage it?’ 
 
    John beamed with pleasure. He had actually won! For the first time in his life he had pipped his athletic brother-in-law at a ball game! 
 
    ‘Well done, darling!’ Edna jumped to her feet and ran to congratulate him. 
 
    Sarah watched, happy for them for this moment, but terribly aware of another disaster in the offing. She wondered how both couples were viewing their respective futures. In her own view, she didn’t think Mary should ever have married in the first place. She would have made the perfect, schoolmarmish spinster. Though she had been if anything overprotective of her children, detrimentally so in the opinions of most of the family, she had never been a warm, caring, cuddly mother. Not like Margery, had she ever been able to have children. Fate, or nature, had certainly blundered in deciding their allotted roles in life. 
 
    ‘Mummy! Come an’ get the ball from Toby! He’s eating it!’ Richard called. 
 
    Sarah struggled to her feet, no longer the athlete she had once been. ‘Poor little devil is starving,’ she remarked to the other two on the rug. ‘I don’t know how he survives on his diet.’ 
 
    They discovered how the following week, when the dog raced up the garden path and in through the open door, closely followed by a canine adversary who was bent on relieving him of the rabbit clenched in his jaws. 
 
    Greg didn’t hesitate. ‘Gerrorf!’ he shouted at the stranger, grabbed Toby by the collar and cooed, ‘Good lad, then! Give it to Daddy!’ 
 
    Toby was no fool and hung on like grim death, but he was no match for his master. 
 
    ‘Can you boil up the skin and give it to him?’ he asked Sarah as he handed over the sodden lump. 
 
    ‘Of course. And if I boil the bones long enough you could pound them up for him, too? As long as there is no chance of them splintering . . .’ 
 
    ‘I’ll give it a go. You’ve got an old pestle and mortar somewhere, haven’t you?’ 
 
    The rabbit was in a disgusting state, half chewed and covered in dirt, but the flesh appeared to be healthy. Sarah shuddered, trying not to retch as she cleaned it up and commenced the skinning process under Toby’s accusing eye. However, he received a great deal of praise and petting when the household sat back after a really tasty, meaty meal. 
 
    ‘That was very good,’ Alice said as she helped clear the table. ‘Where did you buy the chicken?’ 
 
    Foolishly, without thinking, Sarah tried to explain. ‘It was rabbit. Toby caught it.’ 
 
    ‘Eh? Toby?’ 
 
    ‘The dog,’ Sarah shouted. 
 
    ‘Oh no! Poor little devil!’ the old lady put a hand over her mouth. ‘How could you! I think I’m going to be sick.’ 
 
    Not until Greg had located the dog and paraded him before his mother, was the old lady convinced of her mistake. ‘Your silly fault,’ Greg scolded his hysterical wife. ‘Why didn’t you simply say George had shot a rabbit?’ 
 
    ‘What with?’ she gasped, knowing all firearms had been confiscated years ago. ‘A bow and arrow?’ 
 
    * 
 
    It was a long, long summer, listening to the radio plotting the course of the war in Europe . . . waiting, hoping, speculating. While Greg and Sarah kept their map hidden away with the crystal set and earphones, Suzanne was sticking hers up on the wall of her grandmother’s and aunt’s flat, complete with her tiny, hand-made flags: green for the British, red for the Americans and black for the Nazis. 
 
    Marie, as ever, was impatient, especially after hearing the evening news on the 25th of August, of de Gaulle’s triumphant march through Paris at the head of the Free French Army. ‘Surely the Germans must surrender the islands soon. John and Sarah must be so excited.’ She paused, frowning. ‘They would know what’s happening in France, I suppose?’ 
 
    Her isolated family knew only too well. As the summer and the war progressed, two unpleasant facts were revealed: firstly, that Hitler had no intention whatsoever of relinquishing the only British territory he had managed to capture, come what may; and secondly, that communications and the transporting of supplies between France and the islands having been totally severed, existing food stocks would have to be meted out very carefully until such time as the Nazi Führer was annihilated. 
 
    By autumn, when home-grown supplies of fresh fruit and vegetables were finished, the prospects for winter were ominous. Even salt became a problem. All summer they had been denied access to the coast, thanks to mindless, selfish escapees, and salt water had to be purchased from licenced street traders, for cooking. 
 
    Malnutrition related illnesses were rife and resistance to ordinary coughs, colds and children’s diseases left most families constantly nursing sick members. After such joyful anticipation in June, of release from the Occupation, frustration and hunger were wearing down even the most resilient characters. 
 
    Greg was normally the most mild-tempered, tolerant man, but even his patience eventually gave way when he heard on his radio that the Allied countries were sending food parcels to Russia, Greece and Italy. ‘For God’s sake!’ he exploded. ‘Have the bloody British forgotten we exist?’ 
 
    And food wasn’t the only problem. Stocks of domestic coal were finished and likewise gas. Thousands of trees had been burnt for heating and cooking, and empty houses stripped of stairs, bannisters, doors and door frames. Lack of timber for greenhouse repairs had caused the loss of number six at Les Marettes during a storm, and Greg had had to recruit the help of George, John and the Batiste twins to salvage the wood before it vanished. 
 
    The civil authorities counted up, calculated, and put the dire facts to the German Commandant: all remaining food stocks, if very strictly rationed, would last only till the end of November. 
 
    When the facts were passed on to the German Chancellor, he asked the British Government to evacuate the entire civilian population—wanting to maintain his ‘nice guy’ image and not be held responsible for starving them to death. The British Government debated the idea but made the strategic decision to decline. 
 
    Greg brought home lengths of greenhouse timber on a handcart and sawed them into pieces small enough to fit in the living-room grate. The wood was hard, seasoned and bore many years’ layers of paint: the saw was soon blunted and his bony hands became sore and calloused. 
 
    Sarah worked endlessly to create meals from almost nothing. Throughout the summer she had preserved and bottled; with Belle’s help she had peeled the hard, coarse skin from sackfuls of sugar beets, diced them up and boiled them in the clothes hopper to make sugar beet syrup. Making more than sufficient for their current needs left enough over to use for barter; four jars and a woollen jumper of Andrew’s for a pair of secondhand shoes for Richard, one jar for a piece of soap and two ounces of washing powder. 
 
    Worrying about Polly, Belle’s tight curls turned white, in stark contrast to her skin. The Mongol girl’s child mind in the frail body of a woman, retreated further into a distant world, lacking necessary nourishment and stimulation. 
 
    Alice’s arthritis deteriorated, causing her to scream in agony when she moved incautiously, and she developed a nasty cough which refused to go away. 
 
    The healthiest member of the family was Richard, benefiting as he did from much of his parent’s rations in addition to his own. 
 
    They assumed that only the dwindling rabbit population was keeping Toby alive: they were eating the potato-peel puddings themselves. 
 
    Amongst the family, Sarah continued to make a joke of the appalling food she provided; in the privacy of her bedroom she knelt by the window clutching her Prayer Book, choking back tears of misery and physical weakness, pleading to God for a miracle. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
    Chapter Twelve – LIBERATION 
 
      
 
    William frequently suffered waves of guilt over not volunteering for the armed services, but the fact was he worried about leaving Annemarie and the girls. To say that Aunt Dot was difficult would be a hopeless understatement: she had become more and more exacting over the past couple of years. Nothing pleased her, nothing was right. Josette was now ten years old, Marivonne eight, little Sarah five and attending school with her sisters. They were normal, healthy and sometimes boisterous, but Dorothy Soames could never tolerate the sound of their laughter or excited squeals at play. Annemarie was obliged to keep them quiet while she acted the skivvy, at Dorothy’s beck and call at all times, and William continued to maintain the woman’s properties, the painting, decorating and repairs, collecting the rents, doing her errands and keeping her house, and particularly her vegetable garden, in order. He worked a seven day week which seemed an onerous price to pay, even though their accommodation was beautiful and they were kept clothed and fed. But Aunt Dot never actually paid them any money; if and when William wanted anything for himself or his family, a new coat or a bicycle for one of the girls, he had to ask for it, and if Dorothy approved she would tell him to order it and bring her the bill. An ignominious arrangement, and both William and Annemarie suspected that Dorothy was enjoying her hold over them. They had discussed finding somewhere else several times, but mysteriously, just as they braced themselves to make their announcement, Dorothy would be taken ill and they felt unable to leave her. 
 
    The fact that despite all her enquiries through the Red Cross and other wartime organisations, Annemarie had been unable to discover the whereabouts of her parents or her brother Louis since they fled Cherbourg, only added to her unhappiness. She could only pray they were all still alive. 
 
    However, when the D-Day landings brought hope of an early end to the war, the young Ozanne family decided to put up with the situation till they could settle in a home of their own. Of course they had no idea where that home might be eventually, either in France or Guernsey. Or even England. ‘If the Cherbourg apartment is gone and your father’s business no longer exists, we might go back to Guernsey and I’ll see if I can get a job again in the bank,’ William suggested. 
 
    Annemarie wasn’t enthralled by the idea: her in-laws tried to be nice when they spent one Christmas here with them in Cornwall, but they had never been exactly friendly towards her when she visited them in Guernsey, before she and William were married. She did not want William to be faced with split family loyalties. 
 
    Dorothy Soames was a large woman, recently tending to excess weight which put a considerable strain on her hips, one of which reacted painfully during cold, damp weather. Walking was often difficult and petrol rationing kept the car in the garage, but she managed to balance herself quite adequately on her bicycle. She would ride off to visit friends, deliver produce from the basket fixed to her handlebars, or perform her WVS duties, and it was not unusual for her to stay out for the whole day. One damp and drizzly morning in October she poked her head round the kitchen door to utter a brief goodbye, and disappeared. ‘A pity vis is a school day and ve girls are not ’ere to enjoy vemselves,’ Annemarie remarked to William. 
 
    ‘Did she say where she was going?’ 
 
    ‘No. But she ’ardly ever does. Lunch is nearly ready: just some soup and a sandwich and I’ll cook a proper meal for tonight when she gets back.’ 
 
    However, Dorothy didn’t get back. Six o’clock, seven o’clock came and went. By half-past seven Annemarie was getting worried. 
 
    ‘She’ll turn up,’ William said, adding with feeling, ‘It’s been a relief having a whole day without her nagging.’ But when another hour had passed he began telephoning those of Dorothy’s local friends whom he knew. No one had seen her. ‘She couldn’t have fallen off the darned bicycle, could she?’ He opened the back door and peered out into the dark misty night. 
 
    ‘Ver’ easily, I fink. She is so fat and wobbly.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll have to phone the police. And go out and search for her myself.’ 
 
    Dorothy was finally located in the cottage hospital outside Lostwithiel. She had indeed fallen off her bike on a narrow track, where she had lost consciousness after lying for several hours unable to move due to a broken pelvis, and was found by a farm dog on the way home with his master late in the evening. She came to for brief periods the following day but pneumonia developed. Within ten days she died. 
 
    William felt guilty that he hadn’t begun searching for her earlier. 
 
    Annemarie was more concerned with immediate practicalities. ‘What are we going to do? Where will we live? Do you fink you will find anovver job in Cornwall?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know, but there’s no point in worrying, yet. Whoever inherits her property will need to make their own arrangements, and it still has to be looked after until they do.’ As the shock wore off, sadness took over. ‘Poor Aunt Dot. I don’t think she ever really liked us living here, and she could be a dreadful harridan, but she could be very kind. I am sorry she died that way. What a terrible end to one’s life.’ 
 
    The undertaker came to arrange the funeral. ‘Did she wish to be cremated, do you know?’ 
 
    William had no idea. ‘I imagine she would have left instructions to that effect in her will . . . wherever that is.’ 
 
    ‘Have you contacted her lawyer and bank manager? They are most likely to be her executors.’ 
 
    It was Dorothy’s lawyer who had all the information. He made arrangements with the undertaker for her cremation, and after the funeral he came out to the house. ‘You will no doubt be anxious to know the terms of her will,’ he remarked as he sat on the living-room settee with a cup of tea. He opened his briefcase and extracted a sheaf of legal papers fastened with thin green ribbon. 
 
    William sat some distance away on the window seat, praying they would be given reasonable enough time to move and find somewhere else to live. 
 
    ‘I won’t read this right through, now,’ the elderly solicitor told them. ‘There are several instructions about her personal effects, and a few minor legacies to close friends and her favourite charities. But the major part of her estate, including this house, and all the properties with which I believe you are familiar, Mr Ozanne, are left to you and Mrs Ozanne.’ 
 
    William didn’t think he had heard correctly. ‘Er . . . would you mind repeating that, please?’ 
 
    ‘“In appreciation of all William and Annemarie Ozanne have done for me since coming to live here, I wish them to be joint beneficiaries of my—”’ 
 
    ‘Oh! Mon Dieu!’ Annemarie burst into tears. 
 
    Numb with relief and gratitude, William put his arms round his wife. ‘Perhaps she did like us being here, after all.’ 
 
    * 
 
    By the third week of November, the food situation in Guernsey suddenly deteriorated from bad to disastrous. Despite protests from the States Food Distribution Committee, the Germans visited all the local food depots and removed the entire stocks of potatoes for their own use. Rations were reduced to one carrot per head per week and one swede to be divided between three. Sea water in which to cook them had to be bought for the equivalent of tuppence ha’penny per pint paid in pfennigs, or washers as the locals called them. 
 
    ‘Which coffee do you prefer?’ Sarah asked Greg. ‘The acorn or the parsnip one?’ 
 
    ‘Both about the same. Which is easiest?’ Greg’s eyelids were red, the eyeballs overlarge and yellow, staring from dark hollow sockets. His face was emaciated above his scraggy neck, his chest sunk in and stomach distended from malnutrition. 
 
    ‘John collected some acorns for me at Val du Douit, but I haven’t done anything with them, yet. There is ajar of parsnip prepared, though.’ She had grated it, dried and toasted it and the result was passable. ‘You put the kettle on and I’ll set out the cups.’ She watched, heart aching, as Greg knelt on the rug by the grate to balance the kettle on bars he had arranged over the wood fire. Of all the family, Greg was suffering most from starvation. His huge frame needed so much more nutrition than a smaller person, but he refused to eat any more than the others in the household, and he often handed half his meal over to his ravenous son, who, apart from recurring tonsilitis, looked fit and normal. 
 
    Belle came into the room. ‘There. Both Richard and Polly are in bed. Now what can I do?’ 
 
    ‘Sit down and relax,’ Sarah ordered. ‘You’ve been working all day and you look exhausted.’ She was very concerned to see how Belle had shrunk, not only in girth but seemingly in stature, too. ‘I’m making parsnip coffee. Want some?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. I’m scared it might turn my skin black,’ the nursemaid replied, trying to keep her face straight. 
 
    ‘We can’t have that, Belle. You’d come in the room and we wouldn’t recognise you,’ Greg said, still on his knees. 
 
    The two women giggled and Sarah asked, ‘Did you ever trace your origins, Belle? Do you know what part of Africa your ancestors came from?’ 
 
    ‘No, ma’am. But my father, back in Georgia, reckoned we were of the Ibo tribes in Nigeria.’ 
 
    ‘Why did he think that?’ 
 
    ‘Because different tribes look different. Some have very wide noses, or very short, curly hair, and others a very pale brown skin. Now my skin, like my father’s, is black. Real black, as you can see. Like the Ibos. So maybe it won’t make too much difference if I drink some of your coffee.’ 
 
    Greg clambered slowly to his feet. ‘You’re a good sport, Belle,’ he grinned at her. ‘Do all Ibos laugh as much as you?’ 
 
    ‘No, sir! My family all reckoned there was something wrong in my head, because they all are real gloomy.’ 
 
    ‘Do you miss your family?’ 
 
    Belle shook her head. ‘It’s more than thirty years since I left the United States, since I saw my old family. Miss Polly is my family, now. She’s all I got.’ 
 
    * 
 
    George cycled up the path the following morning. ‘You two alone?’ he asked in a conspiratorial whisper. His appearance had changed dramatically in the past year: the shock of bristling, crinkly hair which had always resembled a badly-stacked hayrick, had thinned and now lay almost flat, reducing his limited height even more, while clothes hung on his once stocky frame like voluminous curtains. 
 
    ‘Belle is in the kitchen trying to do some washing, and Richard and Polly are helping her,’ Sarah told him. ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘Did you know that two chaps have got away?’ 
 
    Greg frowned. ‘Not again! It’s so darned . . .’ 
 
    George held up a hand. ‘Hang on a minute. They were asked to go, so I’m told. Seems they attended an emergency meeting of the Distribution Committee, when the remaining food stocks were listed. They’ve gone off with a copy of the list in the hopes of convincing the British Government that we’re getting a bit hungry.’ 
 
    ‘Sure they’re not exaggerating?’ Greg quipped. 
 
    ‘If that’s their mission, then all I can say is God speed. May they be successful . . . and in time.’ Sarah shivered and drew Aline’s fur stole tightly round her shoulders. 
 
    ‘Talking of food, have you got ajar of syrup you’d be prepared to barter?’ 
 
    ‘For what?’ Sarah countered suspiciously. 
 
    ‘This.’ George put a hand inside his jacket and withdrew a small parcel which he proceeded to unwrap. ‘I’m afraid it isn’t very much.’ He unfolded the paper and held out his hand, revealing a small piece of a foreleg from a piglet. A very small piglet. 
 
    A big grin spread over Sarah’s face. ‘Oh George! Where did you get that?’ then, seeing him place a secretive finger beside his nose, added, ‘Sorry. I shouldn’t ask.’ 
 
    ‘I have it on good authority that its mother rolled on it and smothered it,’ he added, careful not to reveal the name of the authority. 
 
    ‘But . . . one jar of syrup doesn’t seem enough. Are you sure there isn’t anything else you’d like?’ 
 
    He hesitated. ‘I haven’t a decent jumper left. You wouldn’t have something of your father’s you could spare, Greg?’ 
 
    When the deal was settled, Sarah and Belle discussed all the marvellous things they could do with the scrap of pork. It would flavour the family’s daily vegetable ration for at least a week. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘They say there’s a Red Cross ship arriving with food this afternoon,’ Sarah overheard a woman in the bread queue telling a friend. 
 
    The friend shook her head. ‘That’s the third time I’ve heard that yarn in the past two weeks. Trouble is, it’s like a mirage in the desert: you think you see an oasis, but every time you get near, it isn’t there.’ 
 
    Indeed the rumours about this mystery ship had been rife for ages. The Gaudion household had been excited about it a number of times, but gradually, one by one, the disappointments had made them very cynical about the ship’s very existence. Food, and the lack of it, had become an obsession: it was the main topic of conversation, the dominant thought in everybody’s mind, taking precedence over any other subject including the Allied progress across Europe. 
 
    Greg and Sarah’s chief concern was for Richard. They were long past dreaming of giving him a McVitie’s Digestive biscuit as a treat, or a piece of real Cadbury’s chocolate; nowadays all they could think of was how they could nourish him, however inadequately, for one more day. They scrounged and bartered, shamelessly, and thanked the Lord for John’s illicit supply of eggs and milk. 
 
    None of them bothered to apologise when they were alone, for the anti-social effect their vegetable diet was having on their digestive systems. In company, it was hard not to laugh. Unwittingly, Greg’s mother provided endless amusement with her prolific orchestrations. Her repertoire was magnificent, from short staccato works with each step as she walked, to impressive kettledrum deliveries when she bent to pick something up from the floor. Toby reduced them all to hysterics, when he accidently mimicked a squeaky door, because he never could understand where the noise was coming from, and chased his rear end round and round in a tight circle, trying to locate the source. Stomachs groaned their misery and Greg wanted to weep every time he looked at his beloved, emaciated Sarah. Her hair was quite white, now, and with her yellow, wrinkled skin and thin white lips she could have been in her late sixties, rather than merely forty-one. 
 
    Temporary relief arrived early in December. In filthy wet weather, John and Edna rode in one morning on their bikes, looking about furtively before hurrying into the kitchen. 
 
    ‘You are soaked!’ Sarah exclaimed. ‘Pleased as we are to see you, I think you must be cuckoo to ride all the way down here on a day like this. Here, let me take your coat.’ 
 
    ‘Careful!’ Edna warned. 
 
    ‘What on earth . . .?’ 
 
    ‘Let’s unload our goods first. Explanations can follow.’ From an old cotton shopping bag tied round his middle, John placed on the kitchen table a loaf, a piece of green cheese, a labelless tin, a bag of flour, a piece of butter, a small bag of dried lentils and some sugar in a screw of paper. Edna produced a slab of sugary dates, a small tin of sardines, a one-pound packet of rice, a rather smelly parcel of uncooked sausages and a small piece of unwrapped chocolate. 
 
    Greg stared at the luxuries with his mouth open. 
 
    ‘Get out of those wet things, both of you,’ Sarah ordered. ‘Greg, you’d better put this stuff under the floor, while I go and find some dry clothes for these folk. We’ll hear the story later.’ 
 
    Belle obligingly whisked Richard and Polly away for a game of Snakes and Ladders on a bedroom floor, so that Greg and Sarah could be alone with John and Edna in the living-room. Alice joined them, sitting by the fire in her usual chair, but as she could hear nothing unless it was shouted into the ear-trumpet, conversation was uninhibited. 
 
    When the kettle boiled in the grate, Sarah poured five cups of parsnip coffee and handed them round. Then settling herself on the floor by the fire she said, ‘Right. Let’s hear all about it.’ 
 
    Edna nodded at John, so he began. ‘You remember that old shed at the bottom of the hill before you turn left to go out to Pleinmont?’ 
 
    ‘Didn’t the Batiste twins’ father keep his fish pots in there?’ Sarah asked. ‘Timmy told me about it years ago.’ 
 
    ‘That’s the one. It’s been overgrown with ivy for as long as I can recall, and half the roof gone. Well I’ve been loathe to cut down any more trees near the farm, and decided to see if there was any timber left in that shed worth the taking.’ John paused to sip his coffee, warming his hands round the cup. ‘I went down there yesterday afternoon with a hand cart. There was nothing much left to remove; the door and doorposts had gone, and the window, too. But there were a few crossbeams under the rafters, with worm-eaten planking which I thought would burn well. I climbed up on a barrel to see how to go about getting them down, when I saw a sack . . . full of something. When I looked inside, well . . . you know what I saw!’ 
 
    ‘Weren’t you scared to take it?’ Sarah asked. ‘After all, it must belong to someone.’ 
 
    ‘And that someone sure is mad as hell, right now,’ Greg added. 
 
    ‘My guess is that it was stolen in the first place, and the thief doesn’t know yet that it’s gone,’ Edna commented. 
 
    ‘You took one devil of a risk bringing it down here!’ Sarah stared at her brother in awe. John! Her once so serious and proper elder brother . . . How he had changed. First he had acquired a mistress, then a great sense of humour no one had ever previously suspected, and now he’d turned criminal! ‘What possessed you to bring it down here?’ 
 
    ‘Abject terror? Panic? An urgent desire to shift the loot? Take your pick. I only knew I wanted to get rid of as much as possible as quickly as possible before anyone came looking for it . . . especially if they are armed.’ 
 
    ‘I can sympathise with that sentiment,’ Greg told him, grinning. ‘However, I hope you’ve kept plenty for yourself.’ 
 
    ‘Yes thanks,’ Edna assured him. ‘And it’s well-hidden. But what I can’t stop wondering is, who in the world put it there?’ 
 
    ‘There are only three obvious answers to choose from: a civilian, a German soldier or an O.T. worker. And the stuff could have come from a private home, a depot or a German kitchen. Only one thing is certain: it was stolen.’ 
 
    John nodded. ‘No one would dream of leaving it in there if they weren’t breaking the law, so I imagine there’s no chance they’ll report their loss to the police. However, I must confess I feel sorry for the poor blighter when he finds it has gone.’ 
 
    ‘Same here,’ Edna agreed, ‘But let’s face it: he has possibly saved our lives.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I hope it hasn’t cost him his,’ Greg remarked. 
 
    ‘We are all struggling to survive, now.’ John’s face became clouded. ‘It’s a case of “every man for himself and the devil take the hindermost”.’ 
 
    * 
 
    The starving civilian population of Guernsey became very excited and flocked to Town to see the Red Cross ship arrive. News had flashed across the island that a berth was prepared and barricaded off at the White Rock for her entry into the harbour on Monday, November 27th. The people waited . . . and waited. Some even returned, hopefully, the following day, but no ship arrived. Two weeks later, listening to their crystal radio one evening as they huddled under the bedclothes for warmth, Greg and Sarah heard a BBC announcer say that the Red Cross ship, S.S. Vega, would leave Portugal the following week loaded with food parcels for the Channel Islands. 
 
    Promises. Promises. They had heard it all before, and realised that Christmas 1944 would be very, very bleak. 
 
    ‘What are you giving people for Christmas?’ Greg asked. 
 
    ‘I decided weeks ago that it was senseless to keep in store, all the clothes belonging to family who went away, while the rest of us are perishing with cold. So I’ve gone through all the stuff at Val du Douit and what was put in boxes in the packing sheds, and made up parcels for everyone. Well, there’s nothing else, is there?’ 
 
    ‘True. I only hope that the others don’t all return expecting to find their clothes waiting for them!’ Greg wrapped his arms round her. 
 
    ‘If they complain I’ll hit them!’ she vowed, laughing. ‘But I know they would be only too glad for us to have them in the circumstances.’ 
 
    ‘The circumstances,’ he repeated with a groan. ‘I suppose we must simply concentrate on the good news we are hearing every day from the battle fronts.’ 
 
    Sarah sighed into his chest. 
 
    * 
 
    John and Edna joined the family party, if it could be called that, on Christmas Day—their first visit since delivering the surprise food stock. All long-distance trips were rare, now; few people had the energy to cycle far on their iron rations. George and Gelly came, too, making ten, to share the chilly hearth and add some extra much-needed body heat to the room. Edna brought her last, treasured bottle of parsnip wine, and they were all sitting round, delaying the start of their meagre meal, when there was a knock on the door. 
 
    Sarah frowned. ‘Who on earth can that be?’ 
 
    Greg shrugged and got up. ‘I’ll soon find out.’ 
 
    Two of the German officers currently lodging at Les Marettes were on the door step, each carrying a bottle of champagne. ‘Herr Gaudion,’ one of them clicked his heels, bowing his head. ‘Ve vish to offer you and your family ve greetings of ve season.’ 
 
    ‘And hope vat ve next Christmas iss a better vun for you,’ the other added. ‘Ve know ve German army is kaput. Finished. Correctly so. Vis war should never haf been.’ He gave a grim smile, holding out the bottle in his hand. ‘Ve haf kept vis to celebrate our victory. Now, ve vish you to take it to celebrate yours.’ 
 
    A million conflicting thoughts chased through Greg’s mind. He eyed the champagne, mentally licking his lips. But was it a trade-off . . . for his good references of their behaviour when the islands were surrendered? Or were these men genuinely regretting their part in the conflict, genuinely wishing to apologise for the situation? They stood there in front of him, waiting. For him to take the champagne and shut the door in their faces . . . or to invite them in? Poor devils, they had been separated from their own families for years . . . Would he be branded a collaborator? The hell with it! This was the so-called season of goodwill! ‘You are very generous,’ he said politely. ‘Would you care to join my family for a drink on Christmas Day?’ 
 
    He was nearly bowled over with the alacrity of their acceptance: the high peaked caps were whipped off in unison as they marched on his heels down the hall. 
 
    ‘Er . . . we have unexpected visitors,’ Greg announced . . . and dearly wished he had had a camera on hand to record the expressions on the faces of everyone in the room as the Germans entered. Quick as a flash, Sarah dropped the radio and earphones into Alice’s knitting-bag, her eyes large as saucers. Belle sat motionless, except for the rolling of her eyeballs. John and Edna frowned at each other in alarm, still very much aware of the loot under the settee where they were sitting. George was obviously highly amused by the situation and grinned at Gelly. 
 
    Alice looked up and said casually, ‘Hello! I hope you’ve brought some food with you.’ 
 
    ‘No!’ Greg shouted at her. ‘Something to drink!’ 
 
    ‘You don’t think? Why not?’ 
 
    It was Richard who broke the ice. ‘Happy Christmas!’ he yelled and hurled himself across the room into the arms of the nearest officer. ‘Santa Claus brought me a new coat!’ It was made by Mrs Tostevin—who had created Sarah’s wedding dress—from a grey tweed skirt Maureen had left behind, and the child was wearing it with great pride. 
 
    The German beamed, held Richard up to the ceiling and said, ‘It is a beautiful coat! You are so lucky. I vish someone would make so good a coat for me.’ 
 
    Greg summoned Sarah into the kitchen to fetch a tray of glasses. ‘Sorry about this, but what was I to do?’ 
 
    She blew him a kiss. ‘I think we can fraternise for half an hour on Christmas Day without too much fear of eternal retribution!’ 
 
    The champagne had a profound effect on empty stomachs. Alice drank more than anyone else and appeared impervious, but George and John were soon in hilarious mood. Much to the amazement of the surprise visitors. 
 
    ‘I think those two expected us all to be sobbing in our soup,’ Gelly whispered to Sarah. 
 
    ‘Where is your friend, the other officer who lives at Les Marettes?’ Greg asked. 
 
    The two Germans glanced at each other and one replied, ‘He is vorking today. But I fink he may not be pleased we come here. Possibly you would be so kind not to tell him?’ 
 
    Greg nodded. ‘Of course. We won’t say a word.’ He remembered that their tall, blond compatriot had always been most arrogant and off-hand. He would not dream of telling anyone that the Fatherland was kaput. 
 
    Suddenly Alice said, ‘What’s this?’ with her hand in her knitting bag. 
 
    Sarah grabbed an almost empty bottle as she leapt across the room. ‘You want a refill, Ma?’ she shrieked. 
 
    Alice smiled happily and removed her hand from the bag to pass her glass. ‘Lovely,’ she said, as Sarah slowly drained the bottle, giving Gelly time to sneak the bag away unseen to Sarah’s bedroom. 
 
    When the guests showed no inclination to leave, Greg prompted their departure with an apology. ‘I am so sorry we are unable to invite you to join us for lunch. Afraid there is barely enough to go round as it is.’ 
 
    The two men immediately stood up, bowing. ‘You have been most kind to invite us into your home on vis special day. We fank you.’ 
 
    Everyone except Alice heaved a sigh of relief when they had gone, and Sarah began dishing up the chicken and vegetable casserole, which was followed by date pudding. 
 
    ‘What a pity they couldn’t stay to lunch,’ Alice complained. ‘Such nice young men.’ 
 
    Everybody fell asleep after lunch except Richard; the latest injection of fuel inspiring him to play at being a fighter plane swooping low over the somnolent family, so Belle took him out for a walk with Polly. 
 
    Sarah’s sleep was troubled with bad dreams about food, or rather the nonexistence of it. Waking before the others, she tried to make herself think positively, concentrate on the fact that come what may this had to be the last captive Christmas; next year both her children would spend it together. 
 
    When Greg woke, he put on the gramophone, to play Beethoven’s Fifth yet again. It was the one symphony which raised his spirits, with its morse V sign, dit dit dit dah. All the other classics made him want to weep. 
 
    ‘Just as well you didn’t play that to the visitors, earlier!’ John remarked, opening one eye. Then he sat up, adding, ‘This symphony so reminds me of the sitting-room at Val du Douit before the war, when Pa used to put it on for the family.’ He sighed. ‘Poor old Pa.’ Apparently the Fifth didn’t have the same effect on everyone. 
 
    * 
 
    George and Gelly went home that night, but John and Edna stayed, sleeping on settee cushions in the sitting-room, so that they could spend Boxing Day with the Gaudions, as well. They left on the 27th, cycling home via Town, just for a change of scene . . . and what a scene! There, steaming very gently into the harbour was a ship marked with huge red crosses, clearly named S.S. Vega! They dashed into the nearest shop to borrow the telephone. ‘Greg! Bring the family to the harbour quickly. She’s come! She’s here!’ John’s voice broke and tears welled up in his eyes. ‘The Vega has come with our food parcels!’ 
 
    * 
 
    The news of the ship’s arrival was greeted with much relief in Cornwall. Everyone was aware that the food situation in the islands was serious . . . though fortunately none of the family had the remotest idea just how serious. 
 
    ‘What a lot of shilly shallying,’ Marie exploded. ‘Why didn’t it arrive for Christmas, I ask myself?’ 
 
    ‘Endless red tape, Ma, and Forms of Agreement to be signed by the different countries involved.’ It wasn’t easy to explain such details to a person who so despised bureaucracy, William concluded. 
 
    ‘Bah!’ Marie commented, predictably. ‘And I suppose the Jerries will have kept most of the parcels, anyway.’ 
 
    ‘They have said they will respect the Red Cross ruling that the food is only for civilians,’ he argued. 
 
    ‘Bah!’ his mother repeated. 
 
    Things were different, now that William and Annemarie were the property owners. The house rang with children’s laughter, all the rooms were open and the cats and dogs joined in the fun. William produced a young fir tree in a pot, and the girls festooned it with baubles they had found in the attics. Father Christmas surpassed himself, Suzanne playing along with the fairy-tale for little Sarah’s sake. Annemarie invited her mother-in-law to use her kitchen for whatever baking she chose, and everyone was thrilled to taste real Guernsey gache and biscuits again. 
 
    Friends and neighbours called, and the entire household trooped down to the village church on Christmas morning. The war news was so good, so positive, that the whole western world seemed to be singing in happy anticipation of an imminent German surrender. 
 
    * 
 
    The arrival of the first food parcels had been a source of great excitement. Moments after receiving John’s phone call, Greg put Richard into the child seat on the back of his bike and he and Sarah pedalled off together into Town, to see the ship for themselves. Town was packed with cheering, skinny, hollow-eyed civilians, many of whom looked as though they had just left their deathbeds. 
 
    ‘Look, Richard! See the big ship?’ Greg held the boy up on his shoulders for a better view. ‘That ship is called the Vega. Can you say that?’ 
 
    ‘Vega,’ Richard repeated. ‘Why is it here?’ 
 
    ‘It has brought parcels of food for us to eat.’ 
 
    ‘Why is Mummy crying?’ 
 
    How to explain to a child only four years old? 
 
    The arrival was also a source of immeasurable relief. Each parcel contained something different and opening one was like taking the lid off Pandora’s box. Sarah took charge of the Red Cross food immediately each recipient had taken their turn to unpack one, and was very strict in distributing the contents of each parcel. ‘We must be sensible,’ she insisted. ‘We don’t know when or if we’ll get another consignment so this must all be carefully rationed.’ She allowed only the thinnest scraping of butter on the one slice of bread each were allocated per day, with the addition of one teaspoonful of jam or marmalade . . . which improved the disgusting taste of the bread immeasurably. 
 
    One of the most precious items was Bovril. Richard adored it spread on bread. It flavoured the pathetic root vegetable casseroles, and all the family loved it as an alternative to parsnip coffee and bramble leaf tea. 
 
    However wonderful it was to receive the food parcels, and exciting to unpack the contents, there remained a huge deficit in normal, basic supplies. ‘If only they would send us some decent flour,’ Gelly moaned. ‘It would make sense to have proper bread, and to be able to thicken soups and gravies.’ 
 
    There was a great temptation during the very cold weather, to remain in bed. Cartloads of old greenhouse timber wheeled over from Les Marettes kept the living room fire going, but it barely heated up that one room. The rest of the bungalow was freezing. Greg felt they shouldn’t succumb to indolence, but remain as active as possible. Earlier in the Occupation he and Sarah had kept up their badminton in the winter, and tennis in the summer. The latter had continued long after the supply of balls had become soft and fluffy, making for hilarious tennis, but trying to play with featherless shuttlecocks was another matter. Anyway, by 1945 no one had the physical strength left. 
 
    The parcels did create another problem: they meant civilians had more food than the Germans, and far, far more than the Todt workers. Whilst the islanders were now facing possible survival, the rest were facing starvation. 
 
    ‘Greg! Greg wake up!’ Sarah whispered one night. ‘I can hear someone outside.’ 
 
    Greg was out of bed in a flash, dragging on his overcoat. ‘Where? What did you hear?’ He grabbed the stout walking-stick which was kept by the bed, and crept out of the room, Sarah, also in a coat, close behind. 
 
    In the kitchen Greg flicked on the switch for the outside light, and they were in time to see a startled face look up from the dustbin before bolting off into the night, clutching some filthy bit of refuse. 
 
    There were several reports of break-ins, and one elderly couple were found in their home, murdered. 
 
    ‘That’s it,’ Greg declared. ‘I’m not going out leaving you women here alone.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll be all right during the day,’ Sarah argued. 
 
    ‘We won’t take that risk. Either we all stay or we all go out, leaving the food well-hidden.’ 
 
    In January the island telephone exchange closed down all civilian phones. ‘I hate to feel cut off from John,’ Sarah complained. ‘He and Edna are so far away.’ 
 
    Greg suspected she was also loathe to be cut off from Val du Douit. 
 
    Since having the phone installed, Sarah had come to rely on it over the years, for contact, gossip and making social arrangements. It kept her in touch with friends and family even when she couldn’t get out. Suddenly she felt very isolated. Though Greg was at home most of the time, there were umpteen matters to occupy him; running repairs on the bungalow, jobs in the conservatory, potting and replanting. There would have been little to do in the greenhouses, even if he had gone to work: without coal they couldn’t steam-sterilise the soil or heat the greenhouses for early crops. And nowadays there was so much looting it hardly seemed worth the effort to grow anything. So he produced all he could in the tiny conservatory at home. 
 
    * 
 
    The war was obviously won, but the fighting continued. British, American and Russian troops surged across Europe towards each other, while bombers and Doodlebugs flew in opposite directions aiming to destroy cities and kill their inhabitants . . . and still the Channel Islands remained Occupied. 
 
    ‘The pity is,’ George remarked, ‘that the German Commandant ousted from Brest has taken over command here, vowing to fight to the last man!’ The Inselkommandant, Graf von Schmettow, who had established himself in Guernsey as a comparative gentleman, had been replaced at the end of February, 1945, by Vizeadmiral Friedrich Huffmeier, an avowed Hitlerite hardliner. 
 
    ‘When will he ever budge?’ Gelly asked, eyes filled with despair. 
 
    Sarah hunched her shoulders, sighing. ‘I cannot imagine why he is hanging on. What for, now France, Italy, all the European countries have been liberated? At this rate he could stay on forever.’ 
 
    ‘My Suzy has decided not to wait,’ George reported. ‘I think she must have elected to follow the escapees.’ Suzy was his elderly, moth-eaten tabby cat, noted for her lunatic adventures and anti-social behaviour. ‘What’s up?’ he asked, seeing Greg and Sarah glance significantly at each other. 
 
    ‘Well . . . I suggest you keep her in, when she does eventually turn up,’ Greg said. 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘A number of pets, chickens, and even a goat have gone missing round here, recently.’ 
 
    George’s eyes narrowed. ‘You don’t mean . . .?’ 
 
    Sarah spread her hands, a gesture of helplessness. ‘People are starving. Literally. We even keep Toby in our bedroom at night.’ 
 
    ‘That’s going a bit far, isn’t it?’ George laughed. ‘You’re not suggesting anyone would break into the house and snatch him from the kitchen?’ 
 
    ‘You might think it’s funny. But Mr Robin had his hens in his scullery, and two of them went in one night!’ Greg retorted. 
 
    ‘It was one of old Annie Bishop’s goats that was pinched,’ Sarah added. ‘Now she keeps the other two in her house. The place stinks, but at least she still has some goat milk.’ 
 
    George rubbed a hand over his chin. ‘Hell! I hope nothing has happened to poor Suzy. She was always a crabby old cat, even when she was young. But I’d hate to think she finished up in a pot.’ 
 
    ‘I’m told they taste quite like rabbit.’ Greg gave a sly grin. 
 
    ‘A blooming tough rabbit, in Suzy’s case,’ her owner growled. ‘If they have got her, I hope she breaks every tooth they possess!’ 
 
    Suzy never did return, and thereafter anyone who complained of toothache was suspect. 
 
    * 
 
    Islanders had been warned in the newspaper, that electricity would finally be cut off on February 25th, 1945, which meant long, dark evenings and no gramophone. 
 
    ‘There’s a wind-up gramophone in the attic at Les Marettes,’ Greg told Sarah. ‘Shall I see if I can get it?’ 
 
    ‘Depends on who is at home at the time,’ she said dubiously. ‘If our Christmas friends are still there, they might agree to you fetching it. But I wouldn’t fancy your chances with the big, arrogant blond. He looks the sort to put the boot in on the least excuse.’ 
 
    ‘You should try to stop making these judgements about people,’ he scolded. ‘You don’t know he’s like that.’ 
 
    Only two days later the officer in question arrived at the bungalow with three soldiers, knocked on the door and demanded to know whether they had an illegal radio. 
 
    Fortunately it was Sarah who answered the door: had it been Daisy or Belle they would have given the game away immediately, stammering, blushing and looking guilty as could be. ‘Radio?’ Sarah looked puzzled. ‘But we had to hand in our radios years ago. You don’t imagine we would break the law?’ 
 
    Blondie, whose hair was totally concealed at the time under his peaked cap, slapped his boots with his swagger stick. ‘It vill be necessary to search ve premises.’ 
 
    ‘Certainly. Do come in,’ she invited. 
 
    ‘Of course. I intend to.’ He swept past her into the living-room, directing his men to other rooms, and proceeded to peer behind pictures and the mirror over the mantelpiece, raising them from the wall with the tip of his stick. 
 
    Richard rushed in from his bedroom. ‘Hallo! Happy Christmas.’ And flung himself at the immaculate knees. The German frowned and disengaged himself. ‘What is in there?’ he asked, pointing his stick at the gramophone. 
 
    Sarah told him. 
 
    ‘Hmm. Ve vill take a look. Corporal,’ he called. 
 
    One of the soldiers came running, and opened up the cabinet, searching every corner. ‘Nein, Herr Lieutenant.’ 
 
    Alice was sitting in her chair, placidly watching it all happening, but she looked very alarmed when the swagger stick was directed at her knitting-bag. She snatched it up, holding it against her chest. ‘No! You can’t have it!’ she shouted. 
 
    Blondie nodded at the corporal, who held out his hand to Alice. 
 
    Greg came in from the scullery. ‘What’s happening?’ 
 
    ‘They want to search your mother’s bag and she’s not having any!’ Sarah explained. 
 
    He crossed the room and shouted at his mother. ‘Come on, Ma! They only want to look inside!’ 
 
    ‘No, I have nothing to hide!’ Then she hung her head. ‘Well only a little.’ 
 
    Greg frowned, took the bag from her and handed it over, terrified they might demand to take up the carpet next, disclosing not only the radio, but also the illicit food they had hidden with it. At least he could only be sent to prison here; they could no longer deport people. 
 
    The corporal emptied the contents of the bag onto the coffee table . . . and Alice began to weep, the evidence of her guilt plain to see. She had been hiding a secret cache of chocolate . . . four little squares from a bar which Sarah had distributed round the family. 
 
    Greg and Sarah stared, unsmiling, at the German officer. 
 
    He had the grace to look uncomfortable, but said, ‘Ve haf to do vis, you understand. It iss our duty.’ 
 
    One of the other soldiers had made a cursory and unsuccessful search of the upholstered furniture. 
 
    Blondie clicked his heels, gave the briefest bow of his head, and led his troops out onto the drive. 
 
    Belle’s head peeped round the door, eyes rolling in alarm. ‘They gone?’ 
 
    ‘Yes! Come on in,’ Sarah called. ‘You needn’t worry.’ 
 
    ‘No?’ Belle came in, checked the room was cleared of the enemy, then whipped up her jumper, shoved a hand down between her once ample bosoms . . . withdrawing the crystal set and headphones. 
 
    Sarah gaped, open-mouthed. 
 
    Greg let out a bellow of laughter. ‘There was I, praying they wouldn’t roll back the carpet, and all the time the perishing thing was concealed in your corsetry!’ 
 
    * 
 
    William and Annemarie decided, after much soul searching, that they should invite Marie and Aline to spend the remaining months of the war with them, in their house in Cornwall. It was a decision they were to regret many times, due almost entirely to Aline’s persistent agitating. 
 
    Aline was always sweet smiles, charming and affectionate towards the three girls, and eager to demonstrate her willingness to assist in the house in every way . . . when Marie was present to witness her performances. Alone with her mother she criticised endlessly. ‘What a pity the children are so badly brought up.’ ‘You would think Annemarie would have made more effort to speak proper English.’ ‘Now William has fallen in the honeypot, you’d think he could pay a maid to help in the house and not expect me to do so much.’ 
 
    Alone with Annemarie, Aline placed the onus of criticism with Marie. ‘Mother complains she cannot understand your accent. Can’t you do something about it?’ ‘Mother finds it impossible to nap in the afternoons because of the noise from the children.’ And to William, ‘It’s a pity you don’t get a maid for poor Annemarie. I know she would never complain but Mother thinks she is having to do far too much.’ 
 
    Petty tensions arose, like which day what items of the weekly wash should be done; the suitability of children’s menus for their grandmother. Even who should occupy which armchairs in the drawing-room. 
 
    When Suzanne arrived for the Easter holidays she was immediately aware of an uncomfortable atmosphere. Fortunately, during the number of holidays spent living in close proximity to her grandmother and aunt, she had become wise to Aline’s little ways. Some girls of fifteen might still be regarded as children, but Suzanne had had to grow up quickly; of necessity she was emotionally toughened, her eyes were opened to see the true thinking behind charming smiles. She was streetwise. Finding Annemarie in tears in the kitchen one morning, she didn’t mince words. ‘Aunt Aline been busy with her wooden spoon again?’ 
 
    The Frenchwoman stared at her in speechless amazement. 
 
    ‘You mustn’t let her upset you. She does it with everyone. That’s why they’ve had to move so often.’ 
 
    Annemarie blew her nose. ‘I’m sure she means well . . .’ 
 
    ‘Hah! Don’t you believe it!’ Suzanne shook her head. ‘You should just hear her stirring things up with Gran! I’ve sat through lots of evenings with them when they’ve had people in for a coffee and a chat. All smiles and sympathy, and telling the visitors how clever or how brave they were. Huh! No sooner had they left than the criticisms began, and whoever it was, they were torn to bits across the fireplace.’ 
 
    ‘Vis is true? But . . . you are very young. Perhaps you did not understand . . .’ 
 
    ‘I jolly well did! And one evening I blew up and said I thought they were wicked.’ 
 
    Annemarie’s eyes flew wide. ‘What happened?’ 
 
    ‘Gran didn’t speak to me for a week. It was hilarious. We had this tiny dining-table and she would say to Auntie, “Aline, tell Suzanne to pass the jam.” Of course I made it much worse by laughing!’ 
 
    Annemarie’s face lightened into smiles. ‘You naughty girl!’ 
 
    Thereafter, when Aline started her tricks, Annemarie, William and Suzanne exchanged secret smiles, and one of them would make a slight, stirring motion with one hand. The irritations continued but were easier to bear. 
 
    * 
 
    The western world was preparing to celebrate. Despite the heavy Allied losses at Arnhem, Germany was utterly defeated, the Russians, advancing westwards, had met the American forces on the Elbe and soon the link up between all the Allies was continued south through Austria. All Europe was liberated. 
 
    But sadly, not all the news was good. William happened to be in the house when the telegram addressed to his mother was delivered, and he elected to open the ominous envelope himself. Half an hour later, when he had recovered his composure, he assembled the adult members of the family in the drawing-room. 
 
    Marie, sensing tragedy, sat on the settee clutching a handkerchief. 
 
    Aline’s hair was a mess and she made no attempt to hide her irritation at being summoned right in the middle of experimenting with a new hairstyle. 
 
    Annemarie had been forewarned. 
 
    William’s face was white, grave, as he held the telegram significantly to his chest. ‘Mother. This was addressed to you but I took the liberty of opening it. It’s tragic news, I’m afraid. It’s Bertie. “Lieutenant Colonel Herbert Ozanne was killed in action.” At Arnhem.’ He passed the telegram to Marie. 
 
    She took the paper, face crumpled with pain. ‘First my home, then my husband. Now Bertie. Why must I lose everything, everyone I love?’ 
 
    Aline moved onto the settee to put an arm round her mother. 
 
    Annemarie got up. ‘I’ll put on ve kettle,’ she murmured, well aware of the English need for tea in a crisis. 
 
    Later they learned that Arnhem had claimed many lives. Aubrey Laurence was one, winning a posthumous V.C.; Mary Ozanne’s brother-in-law, Nancy’s husband, was another. Earlier, Joseph had survived the sinking of his ship, and spent the remainder of the war in a P.O.W. camp in Germany. R.S.M. Marcel Quevatre was decorated twice, with the M.M. and D.S.M., making his wife Emily, one-time maid at Val du Douit, and his parents Jean and Mabel, very proud. Augustus Warwick became a full colonel. 
 
    While personal news filtered through, exiles and captives alike listened impatiently to every news report, rejoicing at the announcement of Hitler’s death . . . irritated at the news that Admiral Doenitz was to succeed him as Führer. 
 
    Why? everyone asked at the beginning of May. Virtually all German forces had surrendered. What did he hope to achieve? 
 
    * 
 
    The signing of the unconditional surrender of Germany by General Jodl on May 7th, 1945 was greeted with unprecedented jubilation: church bells rang, blackout curtains were torn down, aggrieved neighbours hugged each other with joy. And on the following day the Victory in Europe celebrations were written into the history books. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘But what about Guernsey?’ Marie had demanded furiously. ‘It’s all very fine everyone celebrating V.E. Day, but we have nothing to celebrate!’ 
 
    ‘It’s this old fool, Huffmeier, refusing to surrender,’ William repeated. ‘Until he does the British cannot go ashore.’ 
 
    ‘Poor Sarah. She must be fed up!’ 
 
    Sarah was fed up, but for a different reason. Just when their attention was entirely fixed on the news bulletins, Alice had gone missing again. Greg had taken Richard out on his bike to St Sampson’s to see if they could see HMS Bulldog out in the Russel, so she had to go and hunt for the old lady herself. She went straight to Les Marettes, and sure enough, there was Alice in the kitchen, trying unsuccessfully to converse with one of the batmen. 
 
    ‘You coming home, Ma?’ Sarah yelled. 
 
    At that moment Blondie, the arrogant officer, came in, saw her and began asking, ‘Vot iss ve problem?’ But he stopped short, staring at the top of her dress, face a mask of fury. 
 
    Automatically her hand went up . . . and she burst out laughing as she encountered the earphones, hanging round her neck. ‘Oopsy-daisy!’ she exclaimed, then asked, ‘Well, are you going to send me to prison in Germany?’ 
 
    He gave her a cold glare. ‘Next time, perhaps?’ 
 
    She shook her head. ‘Something tells me there won’t be a next time,’ and taking Alice by the hand she led her out of the house. 
 
    Greg was waiting when they arrived home. ‘Come on, quickly. Get on your bike, we’re going into Town.’ 
 
    ‘What for?’ 
 
    ‘What for! To see the British coming ashore at the harbour.’ 
 
    ‘So soon?’ 
 
    ‘Some are ashore already.’ Richard was waiting, strapped in his cycle-seat as they wheeled the bikes out onto the lane and pedalled away. 
 
    ‘A pity we couldn’t bring Belle and Polly with us,’ Sarah puffed. 
 
    ‘Polly would not enjoy the crowds. She’ll see the Tommies soon enough.’ 
 
    Thousands of islanders lined the railings along the old harbour, and stood precariously close to the landties on the Albert Pier. A landing craft had coasted up into the harbour entrance and was still disgorging vehicles loaded with soldiers and equipment. People screamed with excitement, hugged the soldiers who were dishing out sweets, chocolate and cigarettes, and waved flags over their heads. 
 
    ‘Where on earth did they get all those Union Jacks?’ Sarah was incredulous. 
 
    ‘Someone had a stock of them hidden away. George says they have been selling them in Town for the past week, with Krauts looking on, helplessly. Like you and your headphones. I’d love to have seen Blondie’s face,’ he added. He had enjoyed her story as they cycled along the Banques. 
 
    The euphoria lasted for weeks but the emotional upheaval, added to advanced malnutrition, soon took its toll, and ecstasy gave way to total exhaustion. 
 
    As supplies flowed in from the mainland, warnings were issued publicly about not eating too much at first, and Sarah took them very seriously. She didn’t want a repetition of the incident Dr Walker told her about, when a ravenous young man had devoured everything in his first Red Cross parcel at one sitting . . . and his violently protesting stomach had had to be pumped out in hospital. Such a terrible waste. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘I can’t imagine many people eating normally again for ages,’ Edna remarked to Sarah when she and John visited Les Mouettes for a joint celebration. ‘There are soldiers camped on the top field by Big Bertha, and I invite them down for meals. Well! You should see the amount they put away at one sitting! More than we’ve been eating in a month.’ 
 
    ‘There are some Tommies camping at Bordeaux, too, and Richard is absolutely fascinated,’ Greg told her. ‘They come here with their washbags to bath and shave, and the boy loves to go back with them to their tents. Not least to share their chocolate, I suspect.’ 
 
    ‘Have you heard from Suzanne, yet?’ John asked. 
 
    ‘No. We’ve written, but heaven knows how long the letters will take to arrive.’ Greg smiled gently at Sarah: poor darling, she could scarcely wait to hear. 
 
    * 
 
    Suzanne had written on Guernsey’s Liberation Day. She found it extraordinarily difficult to know what to say, where to begin, what they might want to hear. In the end she decided to relate a condensed story of her time in Wales and the train journeys in the holidays to visit Gran and Auntie, and Aunt Filly. She remembered the photo that Filly had taken two or three summers ago at a picnic, and managed to unearth it to send in her letter. And she asked for them to send a photo of themselves—the locket Mummy had given her the night before she left the island was lost long ago and she honestly could not remember what either of her parents looked like. Now all she wanted was a reply. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘I think I will have to go across to England as soon as possible and tell Mary what has happened,’ John told Edna. ‘Better that than have her arrive here to face the situation not knowing anything about it.’ He was quite adamant that nothing his wife could do or say would make him resume his marriage to her. 
 
    ‘Perhaps I should be with you, staying in a hotel or somewhere in the background. Just to give you moral support.’ Edna was terribly concerned for him. 
 
    He patted her hand. ‘Don’t worry. She cannot change my mind, my love.’ He was feeling quite confident. Remembering how distant their relationship had always been, he couldn’t imagine Mary being anything but glad to end their marriage. She might even have formed another attachment herself. He hoped. 
 
    ‘Frankly, I’m more worried about your mother’s reaction to our relationship, than your wife’s,’ Edna laughed. 
 
    John didn’t think that was funny. He had absolute horrors every time he thought about it. 
 
    George, meanwhile, was becoming more and more agitated, daily. He and Gelly discussed the problem over every meal, regularly arriving at a different conclusion. Gelly had offered, more than once, to back out, gracefully, but George would not hear of it. ‘I’m sorry. I appreciate what you are saying but fond as I still am of Margery, I am not in love with her. You are my woman, now, and that is that.’ He wished it could be that simple. Visiting Greg at the vineries he told him the final decision. ‘I want her to be back here, in her own home before I say anything,’ he declared. ‘I think it would be awful for her to hear by letter, or even be told before returning.’ 
 
    ‘But she is with relatives, isn’t she?’ Greg was dubious. 
 
    ‘True, but I want her to know that the home we built together will always be hers. Gelly and I will move out.’ 
 
    Looking at him, Greg felt very concerned. George was obviously very upset by the situation. 
 
    * 
 
    On Thursday, May 17th, The Guernsey Ladies’ College girls assembled as usual for Prayers in the Lecture Theatre loaned them for the purpose by Howells’ School for the Duration. The brief service was always conducted by the Head, who arrived with a pile of envelopes, today, which she placed on the desk in front of her. When Prayers were over, she said, ‘You will be pleased to know that we have received mail for you from your families in Guernsey which I will hand out now.’ She proceeded to read the names, one at a time, for the excited recipients to go forward for their letters. Suzanne’s was the very last and she trembled with excitement. She recognised her father’s sloping script on the envelope, although she hadn’t seen it for five years, and the letter inside was covered with her mother’s familiar, spiky scrawl. The news centred around her brother Richard, and told about Grandma Alice living with them, and Polly and Belle! She wondered why, but there was no explanation. The photo which fell out from between the pages baffled her. She stared at the strange people who stared back at her through the camera lens, wondering who they were, until turning it over and seeing the names written on the back. Greg, Sarah, Gelly and Richard, 1943. 
 
    Sue continued to stare at the faces for several minutes, but she couldn’t honestly say she recognised anyone! She frowned, unable to believe it. Then decided the fault lay in the photograph itself. It was badly out of focus, surely. 
 
    * 
 
    All the problems awaiting George and John were forgotten on May 26th when they, together with Edna and Gelly, Greg and Sarah linked up with the Martels and other friends to attend the Victory Ball at the Royal Hotel. Not that they remained together for long . . . The girls were soon swept up by the liberating troops, and waltzed away from their partners, while the boys congregated in the bars, swapping stories of purloined provisions and secret hiding places for food, radios and even an unregistered vehicle. 
 
    Sarah and Gelly had raided their junk boxes to rake out some dresses, and had promptly dissolved in hysterics when they tried them on. 
 
    ‘That looks like a poor reproduction of a wigwam,’ Sarah giggled helplessly at the voluminous material hanging in folds from her friend’s skinny frame. ‘You’ve no bust and no bottom!’ 
 
    ‘Why don’t you take a look in the mirror, girl? Noah wore that thing in the ark!’ Gelly cocked her head on one side. ‘Except I think he probably wore it the other way up.’ 
 
    They laughed, stitched and tucked, not too bothered by the hilarious results. They knew it no longer mattered. They were liberated. Ma would soon be safely back home at Val du Douit with Aline; Filly would come back with Gus and Anne to their place at L’Ancresse, and best of all, darling Suzanne would be safely installed again in her bedroom. 
 
    Waves of excitement washed over Sarah every time she thought of her daughter. 
 
    * 
 
    Marie was first of the family to return to Guernsey. She and Aline took a cab, loaded with their belongings, straight from the White Rock to Val du Douit where Sarah, Greg and Richard were waiting to greet them. 
 
    Edna had returned to The Wing, John’s official residence, where she was introduced as the housekeeper, while it was explained that John had gone over to England to see Mary. 
 
    ‘John has been living here in the main house, Ma,’ Sarah said. ‘One couldn’t leave a house empty or it was taken over by the Germans or the Todt workers.’ 
 
    ‘Hmm,’ Aline commented, significantly. 
 
    Marie marched into the kitchen. ‘He seems to have been doing a lot of cooking!’ 
 
    ‘Edna comes in to do it for him.’ 
 
    ‘Hmm,’ Aline repeated. 
 
    ‘What do you think of your grandson?’ Sarah tried changing the subject. 
 
    ‘Fine boy,’ Marie nodded approvingly. ‘Have you got another kiss for your Grandma?’ She held out her arms to him. 
 
    Richard immediately ran at her for a hug. 
 
    Upstairs, the problems really began. 
 
    ‘Where are all my clothes?’ Aline demanded. 
 
    ‘I’m afraid we had to use most of them,’ Sarah told her. 
 
    ‘Wha . . . at! My clothes! Whatever for?’ 
 
    ‘To keep warm!’ Sarah frowned. This was not quite the reunion she had expected. 
 
    ‘But you had plenty of clothes of your own!’ 
 
    ‘Come on, Aline! Clothes do wear out. Do you mean to tell me you’ve had nothing new in five years?’ She said it laughingly, hoping Aline would understand. 
 
    But Aline was furious. ‘I didn’t steal them. I bought and paid for them!’ 
 
    ‘But don’t you realise, there were no new clothes to be bought, here. There was nothing in the shops.’ 
 
    ‘Does that give anyone the right to steal?’ She opened all the wardrobe doors, rummaging through long evening dresses. ‘And where is the lovely cocktail dress I bought just before we left? That couldn’t possibly have kept anyone warm!’ 
 
    ‘I haven’t the faintest idea,’ her sister lied, well remembering Edna wearing it at Christmas time. ‘And you obviously haven’t the faintest idea of the suffering and privations on the island throughout the occupation.’ She was beginning to feel very angry. 
 
    ‘Huh! You don’t know what you’re talking about, does she Ma? You have no idea what Ma and I have suffered, wandering homeless all that time, losing Pa . . . and Bertie.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right,’ Marie agreed. 
 
    Sarah wanted to weep. Was it possible that after all the years of separation, they could be arguing within the first half-hour, about who had suffered most? Well, she certainly wasn’t going to ruin the day by furthering the argument. ‘Let’s go downstairs and join Greg and Richard. We hoped you might come down to Bordeaux for lunch.’ The celebration table was already laid at Les Mouettes, and a bird roasting in the oven. 
 
    ‘All right. We might as well,’ Marie agreed. ‘I don’t suppose there’s anything in the cupboards, here.’ 
 
    Sarah knew Edna had stocked up the cupboards, but thought the less the ‘housekeeper’ and the returned exiles saw of each other, the better. So she didn’t correct the assumption. 
 
    Greg frowned when he saw her come down the stairs. Her transparent joy had suddenly disappeared. 
 
    * 
 
    John wasn’t faring much better. 
 
    Mary had enjoyed the war. After quitting the factory which was rather hard and unrewarding work, she had been ‘adopted’ by a charming, older gentleman for whom she now worked as housekeeper. The job did not entail quite the same arrangements as John and Edna had, which suited her very well. But it was a great improvement on the factory. After a suitable show of grief and mourning for her husband, her sister Nancy had invited her paramour to move into her house, which had led to the termination of Mary’s stay. With tragedy etched on her face, she told her employer how she was now left without a roof over her head . . . and he responded predictably with an invitation for her to live in his house, agreeing to have young Margaret and Charles as well. An ideal situation. 
 
    However, when John arrived and suggested they should divorce, she was incensed. ‘How dare you even think of it? How dare you tell me you want to marry someone else? You . . . you adulterer!’ She shouted, wept, told him she loved him, hated him, would sue him for every ha’penny she could get. In reality she was only indignant that he should prefer another woman. Moneywise, she knew her ‘employer’ would take care of her for the rest of her life. He was a very wealthy man. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘I’m jolly glad we don’t have to be in school uniform to go home,’ Suzanne’s friend Alison declared. ‘What are you going to wear, Suzanne?’ 
 
    ‘My grey suit, with a white blouse.’ She was very pleased with the outfit she had persuaded Aunt Aline to get for her at Easter. Not without difficulty. She realised her aunt had been using her clothing coupons for years, and it had required all Suzanne’s powers of persuasion to prise the remainder out of her. 
 
    It was to be hoped she wouldn’t grow anymore—at five foot seven in her socks she was more than tall enough, and the pinstriped suit looked so smart with cuban-heeled court shoes and flesh-coloured stockings. Her hair had grown quite long, and was fixed in the nape of her neck with a rubber band covered by a smart, tortoiseshell clasp. She had become remarkably like her father, inheriting his tall, wide-shouldered and athletic frame, green eyes and dark, almost black hair, but she retained a look of her mother about the mouth which was wide, generous and full of laughter. The nails she had bitten to the quick in the early years away from home, were now long and neatly filed, and she wore a small silver ring of entwined leaves, given her by David Morgan, her steady boyfriend for the past several months. 
 
    He was a problem. She was dying to get home and see her family again, but it would be agony parting from David. He had made her promise to return as soon as possible, and she extracted a guarantee from him to come over to the island on holiday next year. Till then, they would write every week. 
 
    Suzanne looked at the calendar. Just two weeks to go. 
 
    * 
 
    Margery had her arms round Geraldine Sommers. ‘Please! Please don’t be so upset, Gelly!’ 
 
    ‘You are so understanding, Marge! Why? I think it would be easier if you shouted at us!’ George’s mistress sat laughing and crying, alternately, being comforted by his wife. 
 
    ‘Maybe I’m being selfish,’ Margery said philosophically. ‘I have to admit that the bond between George and myself has been broken by the five years apart. We have gone our separate ways and frankly, I have been dreading trying to pick up the pieces and stick them all together again. I have been mistress of my own destiny for so long: come and gone as I wanted. I eat when I like, what I like. I met loads of friends over there when I left the school and joined the Land Army. I feel quite a part of the farming community now. I love gardening, which George hates, and I’ve taken up art: I do quite a lot of painting. I intend holding an exhibition in Birmingham next Christmas. So you see, I am not devastated!’ 
 
    Both George and Gelly could tell that she was not being wholly honest. She was upset: this was not how she had envisaged the ending of her exile. But they blessed her from the bottom of their hearts for trying so hard to make the transitions in their lives as smooth as possible. 
 
    * 
 
    The sea was dead calm, smooth as glass, as the mailboat rounded St Martin’s Point off Guernsey on August 4th, 1945. Already, at just after six in the morning, the sun was rising behind Sark, spreading a silvery path across the Russel and bathing St Peter Port in a rose-pink haze. 
 
    Many of the original Guernsey Ladies’ College girls had left school on attaining their seniority, to join the British forces, and were replaced by girls from other schools evacuated from the island in 1940. 
 
    The ship’s rail was lined with excited pupils, pointing, laughing, chattering . . . impatient to arrive at the dockside so they could search the sea of waiting faces for their respective families. Unfortunately, during their occupation of the island, the Germans had elected to construct a barrier across the Town end of the White Rock, to keep all unauthorised personnel off the dockside, and this had not yet been removed. So there was no sea of faces. 
 
    The girls checked their hair, straightened their clothes and, suitcases in hand, allowed themselves to be herded down the gangways; the White Rock seemed endlessly long as they rushed towards the barrier at the far end. 
 
    Suzanne’s eyes flickered over the crowd behind the wire fencing. Where were they? It shouldn’t be hard to see her father, who would be standing head and shoulders above the rest. 
 
    Greg and Sarah had left Richard at home: the meeting between just the three of them would be emotional enough. They saw the girls approaching . . . and recognised none of them. ‘Are you sure she is coming on this ship?’ Sarah asked anxiously. 
 
    ‘Definitely,’ Greg confirmed, the official notice safe in his pocket. ‘Look, they’re coming through the gates now.’ 
 
    Sarah saw her first. Saw Greg’s eyes, height, colouring . . . and waved. 
 
    Suzanne spotted the wave and stared. Was it? Could it be . . .? Yes, it was the man and woman in that photograph! ‘Daddy! Mummy!’ 
 
    Greg and Sarah gasped as the elegant young woman in a grey, pin-striped suit and court shoes approached them. ‘It’s her!’ 
 
    They hugged, and kissed. She was home at last! She might look different . . . very different indeed, but their daughter had come back to them! 
 
    Suzanne’s mind was spinning. She was with her father and mother again! In Guernsey! What did one say? ‘How are you both, then?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘Pardon? What did you say?’ Greg and Sarah stared at her, then laughed. ‘No doubt where you’ve been all this time.’ 
 
    Their daughter had a very pronounced Welsh accent. 
 
    Greg picked up the suitcase and led his womenfolk back home. 
 
    * 
 
    They went swimming that afternoon, Greg and Sarah, Suzanne, Richard and Toby, from Bordeaux beach. It was the first sea bathe that Suzanne had had for five years and she thought she would have forgotten how it felt. But as she sank into the cool water, the buoyancy, the smell and taste of it was strangely, deliciously familiar. The air was hot and still, the sea a sheet of glass reaching all the way to Herm and Jethou. 
 
    Suddenly there was a rumbling sound and Suzanne stood up in the water, frowning. 
 
    ‘What is the matter, darling?’ her mother asked. 
 
    ‘I thought I heard the sound of thunder.’ 
 
    Sarah smiled and shook her head. ‘No, not thunder. Quite harmless. Just Les Canon des Isles.’ 
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    These things shall be! A loftier race 
 
    Than e’er the world hath known shall rise, 
 
    With flame of freedom in their souls, 
 
    And light of triumph in their eyes. 
 
    hymnjohn addington symonds 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter One – Land of Freedom 
 
      
 
    The wind tore the shed door out of her hand, slamming it wide against the wall with a crash. She hesitated a moment, listening, then grabbed her old bicycle and manoeuvred it out. Another crash. Still no sound from inside the bungalow. Perhaps they’d think it was the wind alone that had caused the noise. Hitching herself onto the saddle, she pedalled down the drive, praying that the gale would drown out the sound of scrunching gravel; the lawn would have been quieter but too slow. This had to be a quick getaway. 
 
    She had reached the gate when she heard Sarah’s voice. “Suzanne? Is that you? You can’t go out now, it’s time for supper!” 
 
    You haven’t heard that, girl. Or rather you wouldn’t have but for the westerly gale. Keep going. Toby squeezed through the gate, passing her rear wheel a split second before it clicked behind her and they were away, the old James cycle which had accompanied her everywhere for the past three years, bouncing and clattering over the narrow, cobbled road with the dog panting along in pursuit. At least she had made her escape. By the time they left the road to follow a rough path through brambles and gorse to Fort Doyle, her heartbeat had returned to normal. 
 
    But the misery continued to claw at her stomach. 
 
    Leaving James propped against a large boulder, she clambered down over thick, springy tussocks to the rocks and out to the point where the gale carried salty spume over her head as each gigantic roller burst at the foot of the rockface below. They sat together on her usual granite shelf, Toby leaning against her, tongue lolling, both watching the breakers building higher and higher, waiting for the legendary seventh one, the biggest of all. Sue often held her breath, scarcely daring to believe the approaching mountain of water wouldn’t surge right over them and drag them away. It was scary but terribly exciting. Turbulent. Passionate. Deeply emotional . . . or was it just her state of mind at present? 
 
    Toby scratched his ear before moving away to explore, leaving her sitting alone, arms wrapped round her long, bare legs, dark hair pulled away from her face by the salty wind. 
 
    Suzanne Gaudion’s parents were both tall and she took after them, with her father’s sea-green eyes and mother’s dark brown hair. Though at fifteen she was still skinny, physically immature, mentally she was not. In years to come her type of maturity would be described as ‘streetwise’, developed the hard way. Born and raised an only child, up until the birth of her brother during the war, evacuation from the island of Guernsey just days before the Germans landed had cut her adrift from the love and security of home and family, into a strange world where people were kind and polite, at least most of them were, but obviously indifferent to one’s existence. The transition from being a loved only child to just a name on a list, one of X number of children to be counted, checked, taught and accommodated, had been bewildering. For five years she had belonged to no one, had had no one to confide in, to hug, to love or be loved by. It had been bewildering and painful, too painful for conscious thought, so she had deliberately ‘switched off’. 
 
    In retrospect that might have been a bad mistake. She had felt guilty about it many times, wondering if that was why she had long ago forgotten what her parents looked like. It would have been interesting to know if other girls were the same, but the guilt made her too ashamed ever to ask. At school prayers every morning they had prayed for the war to end soon, and for their families to be safe and well. They sang patriotic hymns about winning battles, conquering evil and freeing the beloved homeland. Freedom was the key word: they prayed for it, extolled it, dreamed of it . . . the great moment when they would all be free to return home. 
 
    Like her love of Guernsey, love for her parents never wavered throughout the five years of separation. Love and loyalty had burned fiercely and continuously . . . or had it? Had she been idolising a mythical couple who bore no resemblance to reality? She hadn’t recognised them in the crowd of parents waiting as the schoolgirls disembarked and walked down the quayside; it was a shock to realise the grey-haired couple who looked like someone’s grandparents where actually her mother and father. And she had sensed a strained atmosphere, from that first reunion. Despite the smiles and anecdotes it was irritating to be constantly corrected on table manners, diction, clothes and ‘respect’. Her parents seemed to expect to be revered like gods, correct in all things, wise and omnipotent, whilst in fact, cut off from the outside world for the past five years, they had retained the attitudes of the Victorian era. 
 
    And they treated her like a child. A ten-year-old child! 
 
    * 
 
    The shock at their reunion had been mutual. Greg and Sarah had stared in disbelief as the tall, self-possessed young woman in a tweed suit and high heels stopped in front of them and said “Halloo, luvs!” in an almost unintelligible Welsh accent. Suzanne? Was this the little girl to whom they had waved goodbye for a week or two . . . weeks which had stretched into five long years? The label on her suitcase said so, so it had to be. Hearts plummetting and swallowing hard, they had fixed smiles across their mouths and tried to remember all the things they had planned to say. 
 
    Matters hadn’t eased since. 
 
    “We will have to give her more time to adjust, that’s all.” Greg held Sarah against his chest and planted a kiss on top of her grey hair. “Try to be patient, sweetheart.” 
 
    Sarah sighed, pulling away. “For how much longer? She’s been home more than a month, now, and shows no sign of settling down. She’s rude, unco-operative, won’t do a thing she’s told.” 
 
    “I’m sure she is trying . . .” 
 
    “You might be sure, but I’m not. Look at the way she ignored me just now, when I called her for supper. I’m getting fed up with it. It’s bad enough—” 
 
    “All right! I’ll try having another word with her. You must remember, though, that we are like strangers to her.” 
 
    “Strangers! We’re her parents, for heaven’s sake.” Sarah’s voice rose in exasperation. “She’s the stranger, if anyone is. She went away a child and only five years later she thinks she’s an adult. Comes back wearing grown-up clothes and high-heeled shoes . . .” 
 
    “One inch high.” 
 
    “That’s right, take her side!” 
 
    “I’m not taking sides. We’re all in this together.” 
 
    “First it was Ma and Aline coming back making trouble. Now this . . .” Sarah turned to stare, unseeing, across the kitchen sink and out over the garden, shaking with sobs. 
 
    * 
 
    Family! All those years dreaming of getting back to family, only to find there wasn’t one. Years of living in billets where no one cared, of longing to be loved and part of family life, being comforted when one was sick or miserable . . . 
 
    Suzanne had felt dreadfully sick on the evacuation boat. And no one had cared so long as she didn’t mess up her clothes, or anyone else’s. She and Joan and Priscilla had sat on their shared bunk in semi-darkness, having a midnight feast on the sandwiches their mothers had made for the journey, which, with the excitement and emotional exhaustion, combined with the heat and smell of oil and paint, had had disastrous consequences. Even after being ashore for hours, floors and walls continued to pitch and roll with sickening effect. The Dutch cargo boat Batavia III was never the most stable of vessels and, after the Channel crossing, the long wait outside Weymouth for a pilot boat to guide them through the minefields had completed the children’s discomfort. 
 
    It was also unfortunate that their English hosts imagined they had all arrived carrying fleas and diseases, incarcerating the children in a cinema requisitioned as a clinic, where they waited their turn to be certified clean by a team of doctors and nurses. A nice WVS lady with the best of intentions, offered Suzanne a cup of tea and an iced bun, unaware that the ten-year-old had never drunk tea in her life and did not have a sweet tooth. Out of politeness Suzanne tried to drink the tea but it was so strong and bitter she began to retch again. 
 
    The train journey north was a novelty: Suzanne had never been on a train before. All the girls were exhausted and Suzanne’s legs were nearly buckling. 
 
    Miss Watson, their form mistress, aware she would be required to play a dual role for the time being of both teacher and parent, smiled with unusual frequency and referred to her charges as ‘my children’. Well past middle age her tall, bony frame draped in long, drab colours, she wore her iron-grey hair drawn tightly back into a thin bun in the nape of her neck, exaggerating a terrifying beak of a nose and thin lips stretched over huge, long yellow teeth. 
 
    Aching with weariness, Suzanne assimilated the unspoken message. “Are you going to be our mother until we get home?” she asked. 
 
    The yellow teeth flashed. “That is correct, dear.” 
 
    All the girls in the carriage flinched: Old Watty had never called anyone ‘dear’ before. 
 
    The woman was no beauty, in fact compared with Mummy she was positively ugly, but her coat was furry and cosy. Suzanne desperately wanted to be cuddled and comforted: Watty would have to do. She shuffled along the seat until she could lean against the coat. 
 
    Touched by the move, Miss Watson put her arm round the child. 
 
    Suzanne snuggled up. “Can I call you ‘Mummy’?” she asked sleepily. 
 
    The arm was swiftly removed. “No! I am not your mother. You must call me Miss Watson.” 
 
    Suzanne wanted to cry but she was too tired. Moments later she fell asleep. 
 
    * 
 
    “Where on earth have you been, Sue?” Greg glared across the dining table, trying to look fierce to satisfy Sarah’s sense of justice. 
 
    Suzanne glanced at her mother’s stony face, the eyes glued to her plate. Oh hell! You could cut the atmosphere with a knife! “Out,” she snapped, flouncing onto her chair. 
 
    “How dare you speak to your father in that tone!” Sarah almost shouted. 
 
    “Well, it’s my business where I’ve been and nobody else’s,” the girl retorted in her heavy Welsh accent. “If he was that interested to know where I was, why didn’t he ask nicely?” 
 
    Greg, as ever wanting to avoid a blazing row, shook his head sadly. “Sue, Sue. We are only concerned about you. You knew it was supper time before you went out. Didn’t you? So why did you go?” His voice was soft and conciliatory. 
 
    Poor old Dad: he was always the one trying to keep the peace. He was much more understanding than Mum. “Because I wanted to get away from the house,” she whispered. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    She glanced briefly at her mother. “I was upset. I wanted to be by myself to think.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “Herself, of course,” Sarah snapped. “That’s all she ever thinks about. Self, self, self. To think we have spent five years grieving at not being with her, longing for us all to be together again, and all we get is tantrums and selfishness. She uses this place like an hotel, expecting to be waited on hand and foot—” 
 
    “Oh, for goodness sake, Mum, give over. I keep telling you, if you want me to do something, then ask. Surely the house is your responsibility. You’re the one who plans what’s to be done. What, where and when we eat. When the beds are to be changed and things like that. I’ve got plenty of things to occupy my mind without doubling up on your responsibilities. But I keep telling you, I’m always willing to help. But I’m not psychic, so don’t expect me to read your mind all the time and know what you want done.” 
 
    Sarah had sat wide-eyed and open-mouthed throughout Sue’s outburst. As her daughter finished she gasped for breath and shouted “Ask! Are you incapable of seeing when a table needs laying? Don’t you know what a tea towel is for? I cannot believe—” 
 
    Sue pushed back her chair. “I’ve heard all this before, several times. If you must repeat it yet again and ignore everything I say, then carry on. But don’t expect me to sit here and listen.” And with a furious glare but head held high, she left the room, gently shutting the door behind her. 
 
    Sarah gasped, shaking her head in disbelief. “This is ridiculous. She cannot be allowed to get away with it!” 
 
    “And just what do you propose to do about it?” Greg pushed his half-finished meal aside and sat back. “You know, I did warn you before she came in. But you would go on nagging at her.” 
 
    “I – what?” Now she was furious with him. “I was nagging? Rubbish! I was simply pointing out the truth . . .” 
 
    “. . . As you see it. Not as she does.” 
 
    “What has that got to do with it? This is our home!” 
 
    “And hers. But she has had a very different upbringing and background for the past five years from what it would have been if she’d been with us and you really must try to understand that.” 
 
    “On the contrary. She’s the one who has got to learn to obey the rules of this house and comply with the family.” 
 
    Greg sighed. Sarah was becoming more like her mother than ever, he thought, remembering Marie’s tight, Victorian attitudes even before the war. Why couldn’t she see it and be warned? Unfortunately, it looked as though Sue was inheriting her grandmother’s obstinacy, which was going to make the situation in the house totally unlivable. “Well? What do we do? Tie a rope round her neck and tether her down? Or let her have her head?” 
 
    “What about boarding school?” 
 
    Greg frowned. “You mean kick her out again when she’s only just got back home?” 
 
    “Don’t come the dramatic with me. Can we afford it?” 
 
    Greg’s mind was spinning. If he said no, then Sarah would have to drop the idea. But it would be a lie and he had never lied to his wife, ever. 
 
    Sarah read the hesitation with perfect accuracy. “You don’t have to lie to me. If you are dead against the idea, say so. But I do think we should talk about it. And even ask Sue how she feels. She might like the idea.” 
 
    * 
 
    Richard was a cute little boy. Sue was sitting on a rug on the lawn with him, reading him a story while he watched her every dramatic facial expression, designed to suit each fictional character. Aready she was becoming very fond of him: well, he was the only one in the family she could trust not to misconstrue her words or turn on her for no reason she could fathom. Like dear old Toby, stretched on the rug beside them. Amazing how affectionate he was towards her. She was convinced the dog could remember her. Watching from a window, Sarah smiled. There were occasions when she felt confident that Greg was right, that given time Sue would eventually settle down. It was lovely to see their two children enjoying each other’s company. She picked up her sunhat and went outside. 
 
    Richard looked up when he heard her steps on the gravel. “Come an’ hear the story, Mummy,” he commanded. 
 
    Sue smiled and moved up to make room for her. “We’ve got to the bit where Pooh knocks on Eeyore’s door.” She loved her mother’s smile, and enjoyed the warmth that reached her through their thin cotton dresses. 
 
    When the story was finished Sue closed the book and stood up. 
 
    “Where you going? I want another story,” Richard wailed. 
 
    “Perhaps Mummy’ll read to you. I must hurry, now. I’m meeting the girls at four-thirty at the Gaumont.” 
 
    Sarah’s eyebrows shot up. “You’re not going to the cinema, are you?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “But . . . we’re playing bridge at the Martel’s tonight at seven-thirty and you’re sitting in.” 
 
    “Since when? You didn’t tell me.” 
 
    “Do I have to tell you every time we are going out?” 
 
    “Well . . . yes, if you want me to sit in with Richard. I told you on Wednesday that I’d arranged this with the others.” 
 
    “No you didn’t!” 
 
    “I did! Don’t you remember? You were in the kitchen with Dad . . .” 
 
    “Will you stop arguing! We are going out tonight and you are to be home by seven.” 
 
    “But the film doesn’t end till seven-thirty!” 
 
    “Then you’ll have to telephone one of your friends to say you can’t come.” 
 
    “I can’t. They’ll all have left home by now and if I don’t turn up they’ll be left standing around waiting. When did you arrange this bridge game, anyway?” 
 
    “This morning. But what has that to do with it?” Why did this child have to argue so persistently? Sarah ground her teeth. 
 
    “I told you before!” Sue’s voice rose an octave. “I promised last Wednesday, and I told you. So you’re the one who’ll have to cancel.” She ran across the lawn towards the house. 
 
    Richard burst into tears. 
 
    Sue stood in her bedroom, shaking with tears and anger. For a few precious minutes the atmosphere had seemed perfect, out there on the lawn. Then her bloody mother had to spoil everything. Damn her. Damn, damn, damn! She dragged a brush through her hair, rubbed a flannel over her face and grabbed her purse. 
 
    The cycle shed was locked. “Mum! Where’s the shed key?” 
 
    “In my pocket.” The reply came from the kitchen. 
 
    Sue ran to the back door. “Can I have it, please?” 
 
    “May I have it, you mean. And the answer is no, you may not.” 
 
    “But I’ve got to get my bike out. I’m going to be late!” 
 
    “I’ve told you, you’re not going.” 
 
    Sue’s temper snapped. She strode up to her mother and glared in her face. “Oh yes I am. Hand it over.” 
 
    Sarah promptly yielded to the urge she had only suppressed with difficulty since her daughter’s return. She raised her hand and slapped the girl across the face. “Don’t you ever speak to me in that tone—” 
 
    The sentence was never finished, cut short by a resounding return smack from Sue. 
 
    “Aah!” Sarah shrieked. “That is definitely that! It’s boarding school for you, my girl. Your father and I have discussed it. We don’t want to send you away but you leave us no alternative. I’m not putting up with this a minute longer! Go to your room and stay there.” 
 
    Suzanne stared at her, speechless. She realised she had overstepped the mark, hitting Mum back. But Mum had asked for it! Bloody hell! She had sat in for them three times in the past week, anyway. And she hadn’t been offered a penny extra pocket money. 
 
    * 
 
    Sue lay on her back on the eiderdown, staring at the ceiling, deeply shocked, her breath coming in short gasps. Was this really the mother she had longed for, the home and family she had craved and cried for for years? Family members were supposed to love and support each other to be tolerant and understanding. Maybe it was necessary for parents to be strict with their children but not use them whenever they felt like it for their convenience. Anyway, I’m not a child. Haven’t been since . . . the last time she had belonged to a family? 
 
    * 
 
    The train journey north to Oldham had ended at four in the morning, and through darkened streets the children were driven to a Baptist Chapel schoolroom where they slept on the floor on horsehair mattresses. Oldham was strangely dark and horrible with high buildings and no bathrooms so one had to walk to the public baths which were streets away, and most of the toilets at the chapel were outside in a smelly tent. Three weeks later, another bus journey took them into the Derbyshire hills which was much better, but despite all the girls and sharing rooms it was dreadfully lonely. Suzanne managed not to get weepy like some girls did, except when the staff discovered an outbreak of head lice, and her head had been bandaged up with paraffin for three weeks. The blisters it made on the back of her neck were so painful it was hard to sleep properly – and things always seemed more miserable at night in the dark. 
 
    The lice were gone and the scabs healed when yet another bus trip took them to Denbigh in North Wales. The driver stopped at several places in the town before Miss Watson finally called “Suzanne Gaudion!” and the Billeting Officer helped her down with her suitcase and stood at a front door which actually opened onto the pavement! 
 
    An old lady opened it and said, “Hallo, love! Have you come to stay with us, then?” in a very strange, sing-song voice. And while the grown ups talked Sue was coaxed past them by a nice, smiling lady, through a tiny hallway into a cosy room. Even on this warm September evening the fire was lit in the black range alongside its two ovens above which, under the mantelshelf, was a brass rail hung with freshly ironed shirts. Keeping sentinel on top of the shelf sat two china dogs, one each side of a big ebony clock. 
 
    “I’m Mrs Ellis,” the nice lady told her, “and this is my son, Bryn, and here’s Myfanwy, my daughter.” The boy was older, the girl younger than Suzanne. They said hello, shyly, but didn’t attempt to shake hands. “Now this is Taid, my father,” she said, leading her to the old man sitting in an ancient, plush-covered chair, “and it was Nain, my mother, who opened the door.” 
 
    Suzanne smiled politely, struggling to understand the accent and remember what was told her. Much later they explained that Nain and Taid were Welsh for Grandma and Grandpa. 
 
    The front door slammed and Nain came in. “You must be tired after your journey, my love. We’re just about to have our tea. Are you hungry?” 
 
    Suzanne nodded. “Yes, I am.” 
 
    The table was large, occupying most of the room, which was just as well, for more people appeared from upstairs, and Suzanne found herself wedged between two soldiers who Nain explained were also billeted in the house. Bread and butter, jam and Marmite, stewed fruit and custard were carried in from the kitchen. 
 
    “You take sugar ’n’ milk?” Nain asked. 
 
    “No sugar, thank you,” the newcomer replied, anticipating a nice big glass of cold milk . . . then her heart sank as a cup of tea was placed in front of her. The question had not been “sugar in milk” but “sugar and milk”, in tea. She didn’t like to say anything, she would have to force herself to drink it, unsweetened! 
 
    The meal was a very jolly affair. Everyone was nice to each other; they asked her questions, told her about themselves and soon a warm, family atmosphere wrapped itself round her. 
 
    That night she slept soundly in her comfy bed, in her own little room, the first time she’d slept alone since leaving Guernsey. There were drawers to put her things in, and a curtained corner to hang her uniform and overcoat. These people were so warm and friendly. Loving. Taid was head of the family, like Grandpa Ozanne had been, and everyone obeyed him. It was a proper household and felt like a home. Not her home, but a real home for all that. She felt safe and happy, belonging to a family again. 
 
    The loneliness quickly disappeared as she was adopted into her new surroundings. The first day Bryn and Myfanwy showed her the way to her school. It was a huge, splendid school where the Guernsey girls were accommodated in their own form rooms with their own teachers. The girls compared notes, some, like Suzanne, loving their billets, others near tears with disappointment. 
 
    During the light evenings, after school, her adopted siblings took her uptown, showed her the fish and chip shop in Back Street where you could get a bag of soft, vinegary chips for thre’pence. On Saturday mornings they went to the cinema to yell with excitement when the goodies chased the baddies out of town, and in the afternoon they explored Graig Woods. Saturday nights provided the weekly bathing novelty. A galvanised tub was set in the middle of the flagstone floor in the kitchen and filled with kettles of hot water in which the children took turns in ‘first wash’. Naturally, Bryn was not allowed in when the girls were bathing. 
 
    Sunday mornings there was church parade in school uniform at St Mary’s Anglican Church, and after lunch she went with Bryn and Myfanwy to Sunday School. 
 
    The only time she ever saw Taid angry was one Sunday afternoon just before tea when she had tried to catch up with her beastly stitching for needlework class next day. 
 
    “What is that, may I ask?” he had roared. 
 
    “My sewing!” she replied innocently. 
 
    “Sewing! Sewing on the Sabbath! What did the Lord say? Eh?” 
 
    She quailed. 
 
    “He said ‘thou shalt do no manner of work on the Sabbath’!” 
 
    “Sorry,” she whispered, and put it away. It was a good excuse to tell Miss Watson. 
 
    She had soon discovered that Sunday was the most important day of the week in that house. It was the one day that Nain took her curlers out and put her uncomfortable false teeth in, for the evening service which they all attended at Capel Mawr. Sue didn’t understand a word of the service, but sang lustily reading phonetically from the hymn book. 
 
    Sometimes, when extra family or friends came to stay, bed space was at a premium. Myfanwy would spend a night in Suzanne’s bed, leading to much chattering and giggles and not much sleep, and on one occasion the evacuee was ousted from her single bed for a whole week by a visiting couple, whilst she shared the big bed in the front bedroom with Nain and her daughter, Taid having been sent upstairs to share with Great Uncle Dai and Bryn. 
 
    Christmas was approaching when Uncle Andrew, Daddy’s brother, came to visit. Suzanne had never liked him very much, but she was pleased to see him and delighted to show off her new family, so much so that she failed to notice his grim disapproval. It was disappointing in a way that she couldn’t share Christmas with the Ellises and Nain and Taid, but the thought of seeing Grandma and Grandpa Ozanne again was very exciting. She kissed and hugged her Welsh family and promised to see them again in three weeks, and Bryn helped carry her suitcase down the road to the station. 
 
    Auntie Aline met her at the other end, after a tedious journey with several changes of trains which were all full of soldiers. Grandma and Grandpa were waiting in the little flat they were renting and there were lots more hugs and kisses, but all three seemed cross and grumpy. Everything was wrong – the rationing, the flat, Hitler, the butcher, their landlord and the government. Only Mr Churchill had their approval. 
 
    Grandma contrived to create a Christmas cake from ingredients she had collected for months, and between them they enjoyed a sense of Christmas-in-miniature, so very different from the big family parties they were used to. The Christmas dinner Grandma declared a travesty, though it seemed perfectly all right to Suzanne, and after they had cleared away and listened to the King’s Speech on the wireless, they exchanged presents. 
 
    “Ooh! Thank you Auntie.” Suzanne was thrilled with the pony book. She said the same to her grandparents though she didn’t feel quite so enthusiastic about the leather-bound Bible. 
 
    Several times during the holiday Suzanne was disturbed by questions asked about her billet: they were worded in a critical way, as though her grandmother wanted her to say something was wrong with the place or the people. Then the truth came out. They had had a letter from Uncle Andrew saying the billet was totally unsuitable. 
 
    Suzanne was furious. “It’s not true!’ she stormed, eyes flashing incredibly like her mother’s when roused. “It’s a lovely, cosy house and they are very nice, kind people. I don’t want to leave there and go somewhere else. Some of the billets are awful: my friends say so.” 
 
    However, Marie Ozanne had the bit between her teeth and ordered a taxi to drive them all the way to North Wales to ensure that the headmistress wasn’t allowed to make the same mistake again. 
 
    That cosy home was the last in which she would enjoy family life for the next four and a half years. 
 
    * 
 
    Not that home and family in Guernsey was proving in any way comparable with her dreams and yearnings during those years. And now the threat of boarding school was hanging over her head. 
 
    Sue sat up, looked around the room and grinned. Draped over the mirror on her dressing table, the head and foot boards of her bed, and one corner of the pelmet were socks, a vest, a blouse and her face flannel, exactly where she had flung them in her fury half an hour earlier. Flinging clothes about always relieved tension and anger. Nearly five o’clock: Dad would be in soon to calm Mum down, thank goodness, but in the meantime she’d keep out of sight. Try not to think about boarding schools and babysitting. She slid off the bed and picked up a pencil from the desk to add a few more hairs to the forelock on the pony she’d drawn. 
 
    She thought about David Morgan’s recent letter from Denbigh, the love and kisses at the bottom, remembered the real kisses they’d shared in Graig Woods and the back row of the cinema and she wondered how long they would have to wait for more. Then her mind switched back to ponies again. 
 
    Greg came home early in answer to Sarah’s tearful summons, and listened to her alternating anguish and anger for nearly an hour. Then he stood outside Sue’s bedroom door, forcing himself to knock and commence the dreaded interview. Nothing upset him more than discord and now he was stuck in the middle of the worst he’d ever known, understanding both sides but aware that both his wife and daughter expected him to support their respective arguments. 
 
    “Who is it?” 
 
    “Daddy.” 
 
    Sue unlocked the door. “You’re late today.” 
 
    “Not really. I’ve been in the garden with your mother.” 
 
    “Oh. So you’ve heard.” She closed the door behind him and crossed to the window, looking out so he couldn’t see her misery. 
 
    “Honestly, Sue, you have gone too far this time.” 
 
    “I know. I shouldn’t have hit her back; it was just instinct. No one has ever hit me like that. Not ever.” A sob caught in her throat. 
 
    He saw her shoulders heaving and hurried to put an arm round her, which opened the floodgates. Sue turned and buried her face in his shirt and cried. 
 
    Dammit it! he thought. It was Sarah’s lack of understanding that was creating the trouble. The poor kid had had no one but the Welsh lad, David, to care about or care for her for years; she could not be expected to slot back immediately, emotionally and physically, into the obedient little daughter role of pre-war. He stroked her hair. “Calm down, old thing. We’ve got to talk this through.” 
 
    “What is there to say? You and Mummy have already decided to send me away again.” She shuddered, accepted his proffered handkerchief and blew noisily. 
 
    “We have done no such thing!” 
 
    “Mummy said . . .” 
 
    “I know what Mummy said in the heat of the moment, but I’m quite sure that if you were to tell her how sorry you are and that you promise to try much harder . . .” 
 
    “I don’t know if I can!” she gasped. “I thought I was doing okay. Everything was so super this afternoon when we were sitting in the garden . . .” another noisy blow in the soggy hankie, “. . . and honestly, Dad, I had told her I was going out this evening.” 
 
    “I’m sure you did, darling, but she had forgotten. The Martel’s are going away on holiday tomorrow, you see, and it was our last chance of a game for three weeks.” 
 
    “Oh. I didn’t know.” Looking up at him she asked, “Do you think I might not have to go to boarding school?” 
 
    “Let’s go down and talk to Mummy about it.” 
 
    Sue grimaced, then smiled. “Okay.” 
 
    Greg smiled back. “That’s my girl. But one word of advice: try to remember not to say ‘okay’ in front of you mother. You know how she hates the word.” 
 
    “Ok . . . er . . . all right.” 
 
    Sarah hugged her daughter, who tried to respond with as much enthusiasm as possible. Over the supper table they drew up a sitting-in rota, and decided on the limited number of times she could go out in the evenings and till what time. Everyone was making an effort to be sweet and affectionate, but it was not easy for Sue to hide her aggravation at all the new restrictions that were suddenly being introduced into her life. 
 
    “Look at the time!” she exclaimed. “Aren’t you going to be late for your bridge?” 
 
    “I cancelled,” Sarah told her. “We felt it was important to get this all sorted out.” 
 
    The subject was discussed again the following evening, when Greg and Sarah went out to St Saviour’s to visit John, her brother, and Edna. 
 
    “Maybe she’ll settle down better once school starts again,” John suggested. They had all strolled up to the top fields where Sarah had loved to wander in her youth, before marriage took her away to live in the north of the island. 
 
    “We can only pray she does,” Greg grimaced. “How about you? How are things working out with your Ma and Aline?” 
 
    “Appalling! Ma won’t speak to Edna, and because she and Pa had had a marriage contract, everything here belongs to her. So she, or rather Aline, has decided to sell the farm, lock, stock and barrel . . .” 
 
    “What!” Sarah, had been walking a few yards behind with Edna. She stopped, flabbergasted, mouth hanging open. “She can’t! She wouldn’t do it!” 
 
    Edna put a hand on Sarah’s arm. “It’s my fault, I’m afraid. John won’t tell you but there was one hell of an argument with them, Aline shouting that if he took over the farm and anything happened to him after we’d married, then their family property would pass into the hands of ‘that baggage who’s no better than she should be’! There was no way your Ma would tolerate that!” Some time after John’s sour wife, Mary, had been evacuated with their children, Edna had moved in with him, transforming the once solemn and unhappy man into a jolly, laughing one. But Marie Ozanne could not be expected to countenance an adulterous relationship, however tedious she had found her daughter-in-law. 
 
    Sarah shook with anger. “I thought it was bad enough when they came home and accused me of stealing their clothes: I think they would have preferred that we all died of pneumonia while the stuff all rotted in their wardrobes.” She stared sadly out over the fields to the west coast, over a lively, September sea which melded into the sky on the blue horizon, a panorama that had provided her happy, contented childhood with an ever-changing, magnificently colourful backdrop. “John,” she sighed, “what has happened to our family? Why has the reunion proved so disastrous?” 
 
    The four looked helplessly at each other, searching their minds for easy answers – but there were none. 
 
    “Where will you go? What will you do?” Greg asked. 
 
    John shrugged. “Edna and I haven’t had much time to discuss it, yet. But there are one or two ideas knocking around.” 
 
    Edna smiled affectionately at him. “We might as well tell them,” and, when he nodded, went on, “I’ve been to see my advocate. I’ve got a bit of money of my own and some property my aunt left me which I could sell, and I’ve suggested that he might put in a bid for Val du Douit on my behalf.” 
 
    “Really!” Sarah was immediately delighted at the idea, plus more than a little astounded that Edna Quevatre, sister of her late father’s herdsman, was worth that sort of money. “Well, that would be wonderful. But would Ma consider selling to you?” 
 
    “I’m so glad you approve of the idea. The advocate said that if we set up a company to buy it, she needn’t know until after the contracts were signed.” 
 
    Greg laughed. “Brilliant! But, isn’t the place going to be a bit big for you, or were you planning to start a large family?” 
 
    “Not on your life!” Edna exclaimed. 
 
    “No fear of that!” John added. “No. Edna’s dead keen to start a guest house and maybe a tea garden in the summer months. We would have plenty rooms if we use The Wing, and maybe we could expand by turning the coach house and barn into an annexe. That is if things work out well.” 
 
    “Well that would certainly sort out your problems,” Sarah said enthusiastically. 
 
    “But it doesn’t do much for yours! Any ideas how you are going to help Sue settle?” John asked. 
 
    Sarah told him about the boarding school idea and Sue’s horror at the very thought of it. “We’ve all kissed and made up for the moment. Long may it last.” 
 
    “What are her interests?” 
 
    “Some boy she’s keen on in Wales. And horses. She longs to work with them.” 
 
    “She’s welcome to come and help out here with ours, if she wants. She could pick up a bit of pocket money that way. Do you pay her for sitting in?” 
 
    Sarah glanced at Greg. “No. Do you think we should? I mean, well, family and all that. Can you imagine Ethel ever getting anything from Ma and Pa?” The subject of Ethel, her adored older sister, remained a sore point. Having helped in the upbringing of her younger siblings, and much of the cooking and house chores for many years for a mere pittance, the older girl had allowed herself the luxury of a fling with the son of a neighbour, which resulted in pregnancy. The shamed couple had had a hasty wedding and, on the insistence of both mothers had been banished to New Zealand. Sarah never forgave her mother, despite the fact that Paul and Ethel adored each other and produce five healthy sons to help their father on his highly successful sheep farm. 
 
    “Ethel was Ma’s slave!” John growled. 
 
    “A fairly willing one, though,” Greg added. “She was always so calm and easy going. Super girl.” 
 
    “I wonder if she’ll ever come back for a visit?” Sarah mused. “I’ve written and asked them, you know.” 
 
    “Good. And if they all come and we have Val du Douit we can put some or all of them up here,” John raised a querying brow at Edna who nodded her approval. 
 
    * 
 
    The Michaelmas Term started very late in 1945. 
 
    Greg and Sarah were not pleased to learn that Sue was a year behind in her school work, but agreed to say nothing, for the time being. Also, they had decided to pay her one shilling and sixpence a time for sitting in. 
 
    It was great fun to be back amongst all the girls again, comparing notes on homecomings, but Sue was disturbed. Everyone gave glowing accounts of their reunions with their families, their homes and their happiness at being back in Guernsey. Of course, she said the same, guilty at the lie, and wondering if the others were telling the truth . . . or also lying. There was no way of knowing, and no way of finding out without revealing the shameful truth. The atmosphere at home had improved, slightly, to a state of unarmed truce. But no way could it be described as happy home life, with Mum constantly complaining about something – Gran and Auntie Aline mostly, but also about the Guernsey States (the island parliament) and their political decisions; also about the wartime black-marketeers and ‘Jerrybags’, those women who had capitalised on the German soldiers’ loneliness; about the strain of looking after Richard who was indeed very lively, and, most of all, about Sue herself. Try as she may, she felt she could never be right, so inevitably there were many occasions when she made no attempt to co-operate at all. 
 
    In her end of term school report, the only good comments were on her drawing and cooking, the latter being extremely limited by the strict food rationing. 
 
    Greg laid the report on the supper table one night, having studied it with Sarah, and asked Sue what she wanted to do with her life. “What sort of a career do you want? There is nothing here to show any likelihood of a future in academics. Would you like to go to an Art College? Or follow up on cookery?” 
 
    “I’d like to work with horses,” she replied. 
 
    “You mean, be a stable girl?” 
 
    “To begin with. But then I could become a children’s riding instructor. Perhaps go on to have my own riding school.” 
 
    “Do you think there is the call for it in the island?” 
 
    “I’m not thinking of the island. I was hoping to find an opening in North Wales.” 
 
    Sarah pursed her lips. “You mean near that boy. I think we have enough problems to overcome already, without adding him to the equation.” 
 
    Sue’s eyes flashed. 
 
    But before she could work up a retort Greg cut in. “Well, not in the short term. Maybe when you reach eighteen or nineteen you will have had sufficient experience with horses over here to go off to the mainland. In Wales, if that is what you still want.” 
 
    Sue shrugged. 
 
    So the unarmed truce continued. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Two – Family Ties 
 
      
 
    “No!” Richard pulled his hand away as Sue tried to grab it, and continued strolling along the edge of the water, saturating his shoes and completely ignoring her. 
 
    She ground her teeth, looked at her watch and lunged again. “Mummy said we had to be back by half-past-five and it’s nearly six o’clock. It’s almost pitch dark. You’ve got to come. NOW!” This time she held tightly to his wrist. 
 
    The five-year-old had never been a child to kick, scream or throw tantrums: he simply made up his mind what he wanted and refused to budge. Like now. 
 
    Sue tugged, but he had dug his heels in. If she tugged any harder he would fall into the freezing water and wet sand, soaking his coat and trousers. Anyway, she couldn’t drag him all the way home on his backside by one arm, and he was far too heavy to carry that far. She resorted to bribery. “If you’re very good and do as I ask, you can have some of my chocolate.” 
 
    He smiled sweetly. “Where is it?” 
 
    “At home.” 
 
    “I want it now. Then I’ll come.” 
 
    “I’ve told you, it’s at home. So will you come?” 
 
    “No.” The little beggar was still smiling. 
 
    It was nearly six-thirty when they walked into the kitchen at Les Mouettes. 
 
    “Where on earth have you been?” Sarah demanded. “I told you to be here by half-past-five at the latest.” The day had been bad enough so far, what with the clothes line breaking and then the Ascot refusing to light. And they were due at the Schmits’ at seven. 
 
    “Richard refused to leave the beach . . .” Sue began. 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous! Are you telling me you can’t handle a five-year-old child?” 
 
    “Yes. What was I supposed to do? Pick him up and carry him all the way?” Sue was thoroughly peeved. 
 
    “Don’t answer back! If I’d been there I’d have made sure he—” 
 
    “How? You can’t control him.” 
 
    Sarah banged her fist on the table. “I have warned you not to answer back! Once more and you’ll be punished.” 
 
    Sue turned on Richard who was watching the row develop with interest. “See what you’ve done. You wouldn’t come when I told you, and now I’m expected to take the blame without being allowed to say one word to defend myself!” 
 
    Sarah was halfway down the hall. “Your suppers are in the oven. I’ll have to leave you to see Richard eats his. Then you can bath him and put him to bed. I haven’t got time now.” 
 
    * 
 
    Later, much later, when her brother was finally asleep looking quite angelic, Sue mooched around the house trying not to think, thinking made her feel so miserable. She turned on the wireless, and switched off again. She wasn’t interested in gardening, and music only increased her depression. Dirty dishes were stacked on the drainboard, waiting. Was Mum right to expect her to ‘play her part’ by babysitting, washing dishes and changing beds when they were paying Daisy, the maid, to do it? Was this what being part of a family was all about? It was certainly nothing like the scenario she had dreamt of through the war. Home and family . . . like her first billet – not the second. 
 
    * 
 
    There was no denying that Clwyd Hall was splendid: way out in the country, it was vastly different from Nain and Taid’s little home in the town. There were horses, a pony and dogs, stables and an old caravan they could use as a den in Beech Wood. 
 
    When Lady Matherson learned that Suzanne could ride, she gave permission for her to saddle the pony and join her granddaughter when the girl rode over on her skewbald in smart riding clothes. Unfortunately the saddle room was unlocked only for those rides – which failed to deter the evacuee who was perfectly happy to mount bareback, oblivious of her numerous tumbles but worrying Meggie to death. 
 
    Suzanne was so thankful that she and Meggie were billeted together. She had become very fond of her somewhat serious, bespectacled friend who, of necessity, frequently curbed some of their wilder escapades, and couldn’t imagine how awful it would be at Clwyd Hall without her. She had overcome her anger at Grandma’s journey of complaint which, as far as the old lady was concerned, had proved well worth the enormous taxi fare, satisfying her sense of snobbery despite Suzanne’s refusal to complain to the Billeting Officer about the home she had been living in: the one with the lovely, affectionate family. Suzanne had been unable to withstand Marie Ozanne’s determination to move her, but they couldn’t stop her going back to visit Nain and Taid and Myfanwy and Bryn, except that it was a terribly long way from the Hall. She could only run down the hill in her lunch hour for a quick “hello” and a hug. Nain always looked so pleased to see her, unlike old Appleby. 
 
    “Appleby! See the girls have Scott’s Emulsion,” Lady Matherson’s voice would boom instructions to her personal maid, “Appleby, see the girls have Wellington boots.” And the girls were well aware of the old retainer’s reaction. Long and bony, with a twisted neck and always draped in black, she was not unkind; it was just that she didn’t really like having to look after children at her age, especially homeless refugees. They ate with her in the Servants’ Hall, along with Mrs Sands the fat, jolly cook and her son who was very nice, and the starchy parlourmaid Ellen, who was not. Maisie the kitchenmaid was fun and giggly, but there was no family, no one to hug and praise you for good arithmetic marks or an essay like Mummy used to, like Nain had done. Only Appleby to scold if you got your feet wet, or forgot to wash your hands before tea. 
 
    One of the good things about Clwyd Hall was it’s proximity to the river. The Clwyd was narrow and shallow but excellent for small fish and eels. Billy Sands showed them how to make a fishing line, and how to cut eels’ heads off before they wriggled away back to the water . . . which made Meggie feel sick. Suzanne demonstrated how she caught cabous back home, sneaking up on them round the rocks and scooping them into her hands. Where the river meandered around shelves of shingle, forming tiny islets draped with silver birch saplings, they played at kingdoms going to war against each other. That game had had to be modified after a particularly good battle when they arrived home sopping wet and spattered with mud. Appleby had been very angry and made poor Maisie clean their clothes. 
 
    Sometimes, on dark nights, Meggie and Suzanne drew back the curtains and sat on the latter’s bed to watch the bombardment of Liverpool docks. Not that they could see any detail, the docks being over twenty miles away, but the sky would be criss-crossed with searchlight beams and speckled with ack-ack fire, all the horizon bursting red and orange. Was this, they wondered, the way it had been in Guernsey? Had the Germans bombed and killed all the people? Suzanne was worried this might be the reason why she hadn’t heard anything from Daddy and Mummy for more than six months. Auntie Aline had told her at Christmas that she knew of someone in England who had had a Red Cross message from a person in the island saying they were all well. But was it true? 
 
    There were many times when Suzanne had the urge to reach out for Meggie’s hand, but she restrained herself. She was afraid her friend would think she was soppy. 
 
    * 
 
    Perhaps she was soppy-sentimental. Perhaps it was babyish of her to want the same demonstrative affection she had enjoyed before the war. 
 
    The Ascot still wasn’t working so Sue filled the kettle to heat water for the dishes. 
 
    She was in bed when her parents got home but the next morning she hurried to join them at breakfast to receive acknowledgement of her effort. Unfortunately Daisy assumed her mistress had washed up for once, and Sarah assumed Daisy had done it; breakfast conversation was entirely dominated by a post-mortem of the previous night’s bridge. No pat on the back from Dad, no appreciative smile from Mum. 
 
    Suzanne continued to make what she considered to be a huge effort to please her parents: worked on keeping her bedroom moderately tidy, tried to remember to set the meal table without being asked and even visited Grandma Gaudion, voluntarily. This was a very tedious chore as the old lady, not far short of ninety, was deaf as a post and got everything muddled. 
 
    Sue was always asked what she had done that day. 
 
    “I’ve been trying to teach Richard to count. He’s not learning well at school,” she replied one day. 
 
    Alice stared at her in horror. “How did you get him out?” 
 
    Sue frowned. “Out of where?” she yelled into the ear trumpet. 
 
    “It must have torn as he was pulled up. Who rescued him? He must have been frozen stiff.” At that moment Greg walked in and Alice demanded, “Have you had the doctor for Richard?” 
 
    “What for?” Greg raised a querying eyebrow at Sue. 
 
    “Not Dr Whitmore! Dr Walker. He’d better give the boy something so he doesn’t get pneumonia.” 
 
    Sue wanted to giggle. “I have no idea what she’s on about.” 
 
    “And what’s more, you’d better get the school authorities to close the blessed thing up! Fancy letting him fall down a well. Was it in the playground?” 
 
    “Richard! Down a well?” It was Greg’s turn to look horrified. 
 
    Sue got up and walked to the window so the old lady wouldn’t be offended by her uncontrolled laughter. “No, Dad. He isn’t.” 
 
    “Good grief! How the devil did you get us into this one?” Greg asked. 
 
    But at least visiting Grandma Gaudion was better than going to Grandma Ozanne, and Auntie Aline, who spent the whole time she was with them complaining about her parents stealing their things during the German Occupation. She remembered the pre-war hay-picnics and happy family Christmases; the beach picnics, and the way everyone gathered round to help if anyone was sick. What had happened? Why had everything had to change? Of course she realised that as a young child she wouldn’t have been aware of the various undercurrents of ill-feeling – if there had been any, but now, in spite of all her efforts, the atmosphere didn’t seem much better than in the Evanses house in Llewellyn’s Lane . . . 
 
    * 
 
    After the 1941 Christmas holidays, Old Watty was waiting at Denbigh station for the girls to arrive on the train from Chester. “Come on. Come on!” she called. “Priscilla, where is your suitcase? Marjorie, put your hat on, please.” 
 
    The bus headed straight up through town and much to Suzanne’s surprise her’s was only the third name to be called. “But this isn’t where I’m billeted, Miss Watson! I’m going out to Clwyd Hall.” 
 
    “Hasn’t anyone told you? Clwyd Hall has been closed and taken over by the War Department.” The elderly teacher examined the list in her hand. “You have been moved to a Mrs Evans, up here in Llewellyn’s Lane. Let me see, yes, this is it. Number twenty-five. Hurry up now. Everyone wants to get settled into their billets.” 
 
    Suzanne opened her mouth . . . and shut it again. She and Meggie had become used to the big, country mansion. For what it was worth it represented home. She peered out of the bus window at the pebble-dashed semi-detached house, wondering if they’d be a nice family like her first billet. Heaving her suitcase down the aisle after Miss Watson she asked, “Is Meggie here yet?” 
 
    “Mrs Evans has room for only one girl. Meggie has gone somewhere else.” She thumped the door knocker. 
 
    Before the awful news had sunk in, Mrs Jones opened the door. A large, thin-lipped woman with a sharp nose, she gave a brief smile and a nod. “Come in then, love. Thank you, Miss. We’ll look after her now. Goodbye.” 
 
    The narrow hallway was dark, smelled of carbolic and led into a small, ill-lit room at the back, bursting with brown furniture, on brown lino, a brown rug by the hearth, and endless ornaments bearing place names. The front kitchen. 
 
    “This is Mr Evans,” the woman said, and a tiny man with a bald head peered round the wing of his armchair. “Elwyn, this is Suzy.” 
 
    The man held out his hand and Suzanne shook it, wincing at the introduction. Suzy! That had been the name of Aunt Margery’s awful cat. 
 
    “You can bring your suitcase upstairs right now and get it unpacked out of the way. Then come down as soon as you’re done and have your tea.” Mrs Jones marched up ahead and opened a door at the end of the narrow landing. “This will be your room.” 
 
    Tiny, it was dominated by a very high brass bed with knobs that rattled; a bentwood chair was crammed between the foot of the bed and the window, and a small chest of drawers stood opposite it under a spotted mirror hanging from a nail. It was getting too dark to see much out of the window. 
 
    There was no space for a wardrobe so Suzanne hung her clothes from the two hooks behind the door. The books at the bottom of her case presented a problem: if she stacked them on the foot-square bedside table there would be room for nothing else, while standing them in a row on the chest of drawers would mean having to keep her hairbrush and comb in the top drawer with her stockings and knickers. Settling on the latter she pushed the empty case under the bed, trying not to think. Intent on keeping her mind numb. 
 
    “Here you are, then. You must have brought a lot of stuff in that suitcase, to take so long to unpack it. Sit down. That will be your chair while you’re here. Rhiannon will be here in a minute.” Mrs Evans left her sitting alone at the table, while she continued banging saucepans in the back kitchen. 
 
    Much to Suzanne’s surprise, Rhiannon proved to be female. Tall, with a mass of frizzy red hair, she smiled, said, “Hallo,” and proceeded to talk with her parents in Welsh. From then on, apart from when someone was speaking directly to her, Suzanne never heard English spoken in that house again. 
 
    ‘Tea’ consisted of watery soup with lumps in, bread and butter, cheese and pickles, and a piece of hard chocolate cake with a cup of strong tea. She sat silent, unable to understand the unceasing conversation between the two women, until Mrs Evans offered her another cup of tea, which she refused. She hadn’t been able to finish the first one, so bitter with its meagre splash of milk. 
 
    The meal ended when Mrs Evans stood up and carried her dirty plates into the back kitchen. Rhiannon did the same, followed by her father. Suzanne wriggled out of her chair which was wedged into a corner and collected up her own dishes, which earned her a nod of approval. Without a word, Mrs Evans put a dish towel into her hands and proceeded to wash up while Rhiannon stood by, impatiently, waiting to put away. Mr Evans returned to his newspaper. 
 
    Later, when they were all seated in the front kitchen again, Rhiannon asked, “Who was you billeted with before comin’ here?” 
 
    “With Lady Matherson at Clwyd Hall.” 
 
    “Oh ho! All posh then! Well you won’t find any servants waitin’ on you hand and foot round here, will she, Mam?” 
 
    This caused her Mam’s face to stretch into a rare smile. 
 
    “We weren’t waited on at all,” Suzanne corrected her, politely. “We had to clean our own shoes and make our own beds.” 
 
    “I should think so too! Can’t come here scroungin’ off people and expectin’ somethin’ for nothin’.” 
 
    “I thought you were paid billeting money.” The child frowned, upset by the older girl’s tone. 
 
    “Now you listen here, young lady,” Mrs Evans cut in, “we’ll have none of your back-answers, thank you very much. The billetin’ money isn’t a half what you cost in food alone. And any road, isn’t it time you went up to your bed?” 
 
    Though it was only seven o’clock, Suzanne thought it a good excuse to get out of the room. She muttered “Yes. Goodnight.” 
 
    No one responded as she groped her way upstairs alone in the dark. If only she could have had Meggie to talk to . . . 
 
    The room was freezing: it was necessary to spread her overcoat on the bed for extra warmth. 
 
    She cried herself to sleep. 
 
    But crying had always been taboo at home. A stiff upper lip meant you were tough, self-controlled, and earned praise from Mummy and Daddy. Tears, she had always been told, only proved you were weak, soft in the head. Gormless. Thereafter, Suzanne often chose to go to bed early, to read. “There’s nothing else to do and no one to speak to,” she told Meggie at school. “It’s absolutely horrible.” 
 
    “My billet isn’t too bad but I wish you could have been with me instead of Marigold. All she ever wants to do is mess about with her stamp album.” 
 
    “I wonder if she’d swap billets with me?” 
 
    “Would she want to? What will you tell her when she asks what your place is like?” 
 
    Suzanne laughed. “Lies, or she would never go. Anyway, we’d have to get permission.” And she knew there’d be no chance of that. “It wouldn’t really be so bad, I suppose, if only they’d speak English. I feel so . . . out of it. Oh well, let’s hope things improve in the house as we get to know each other better.” 
 
    Things didn’t improve. Till the day she died, Suzanne would remember Friday the 30th of January 1942, as the worst day of her life. It was her twelfth birthday and for a start no cards had arrived the previous day, for her to open before leaving for school. It crossed her mind that Mrs Evans might have hidden them, meaning to put them on the breakfast table with their own card. Teeth and hair had minimal brushing; she raced downstairs, eyes darting to her place at table . . . but there was no post there. Unlikely as it seemed, she presumed Mrs Evans was having a leg-pull so she waited, straight-faced, eating the lumpy porridge and spreading margarine and jam on dry doorsteps of bread. She dawdled, but nothing happened. 
 
    “You’d better hurry up or you’ll be late,” her landlady called from the back kitchen. “And don’t be late for dinner, I’m goin’ out this afternoon.” 
 
    School beret and coat on, and clutching the brown paper carrier bag of school books, Suzanne popped her head into the back kitchen. “I’ll be off then. ‘Bye.” She waited. 
 
    “Ta-ra.” Mrs Evans didn’t look up from the sink. 
 
    Suzanne coughed. “Er . . . have you got anything for me?” 
 
    “Eh? You still here? What you talkin’ about?” It was quite obvious she had no idea of the importance of the date. 
 
    The evacuee’s heart sank. “Nothing. ‘Bye.” Never mind, there’d be plenty of post when she came back for lunch. Correction, dinner. 
 
    But there wasn’t. Not one card or letter, let alone a parcel. And it was the same at school: Meggie might have remembered if she hadn’t been absent with a cold, but no one else knew it was her birthday and one simply couldn’t go round telling people, it would look as though she was asking for presents. 
 
    The house was empty when she got back to Llewellyn’s Lane that evening. There were no cards or parcels waiting, but still she dared to hope that something would materialise when the Evanses returned. 
 
    They had had a successful visit to Elwyn’s sister in St Asaph and tea was delayed while Rhiannon was told all about it when she came in from work. In Welsh. 
 
    It was the first time that Suzanne had received no card or present, no good wishes on her birthday. She had never felt so lonely, lost and unloved. 
 
    Sleep was impossible that night in her trough of misery and self-pity. Trying to distract her mind she immersed herself once more in Exmoor Lass, her favorite pony book. It was a lovely story with especially good pen and ink illustrations which she liked to copy. Twice she closed the book and turned out the light, but still sleep wouldn’t come; so twice she sat up again, school cardigan on over her nightie to fend off the cold in the icy room. 
 
    Suddenly the door was flung open and Mrs Evans stormed in, furious. “Do you know what the time is? It’s gone ’leven o’clock and here you are still readin’ an’ burnin’ my electricity.” 
 
    “You never told me I wasn’t to . . .” 
 
    “Tell you! Haven’ you got any sense? You should know better! Well, we’ll make sure it doesn’ happen again.” She grabbed the chair, stood it under the light and using Suzanne’s towel to avoid burning her fingers she twisted the bulb from its socket. “There. That’ll remove temptation, won’t it?” 
 
    * 
 
    Now, in retrospect, Suzanne reckoned that was the day she grew up. She had been too angry that night to cry, but lying in the darkness, boiling with rage, a vague realisation developed that she was totally alone: no one in her life gave any indication that they cared a jot about her, whether or not she was happy, healthy, or even existed. She was on her own. 
 
    Though she was not aware of it at the time, that day had marked the beginning of her independence – mentally, physically and emotionally; an independence she might have hoped, subconsciously, to be temporary, just to help her survive till she returned to her loving family. Till life regained its pre-war normality. 
 
    Unfortunately that ‘normality’ was a long time coming; she would have to extend her independence a little longer. 
 
    * 
 
    It was not too difficult. 
 
    Joseph Gallienne had run a taxi service in Guernsey until the Germans overran the island and commandeered all the cars and petrol supplies. However, having been born with the stubbornness of the traditional Guernsey Donkey, far from going out of business, he acquired a number of horses and ponies, and a weird collection of antique traps, gigs, broughams and landaus and carried on as near normal as possible. Unfortunately, apart from weddings and funerals, trade was not brisk and by the time the Germans were finally persuaded to depart the animals had eaten all his capital leaving nothing with which to buy new motorised taxis. Nor was he able to liquidate his antique assets. Undaunted, he put up a sign on his gate announcing Gallienne’s Riding Stables. Horses for hire. Lessons charged by the hour. Quiet ponies for beginners. 
 
    Sue was thrilled when her father took her to the stables in the Axce Lanes, a short cycle ride from home, and introduced her to his old schoolfriend, Joe. The latter agreed he had far more work to do than he could handle and was pleased to offer her a job as part-time stable hand, on a month’s trial. A month that stretched indefinitely. Joe and Mrs Joe liked Sue, she liked them and the job, and she loved all the horses and ponies. Sarah had no need to call her in the mornings: Sue was at the stables by six every morning, mucking out before changing for school. Likewise she worked in the evenings, and for much longer on Saturdays and Sundays. A happy and satisfying arrangement all round. 
 
    Meanwhile, there were lots of new girls at school, as well as those who had been evacuated or joined the school in Wales during the war. Sue maintained friendships with the latter and made some new friends amongst the former, but no one quite replaced Meggie. She missed her a lot . . . 
 
    * 
 
    She would never forget the day when, returning for the summer term in 1943 after a miserably boring Easter listening to Gran and Auntie’s endless grumbles and criticisms of everyone with whom they came in contact, she met Meggie on the train from Chester to Denbigh. 
 
    “Had a good time?” Meggie asked, happily. 
 
    “Super!” Suzanne lied, valiantly. “How about you?” 
 
    “Lovely. Mummy and Daddy have moved to a nice big house. There’s a gazebo in the garden where we all played when it was raining.” 
 
    All! “You mean you and your little sister?” 
 
    “And the boys next door. In fact there was a whole gang of us about the same age. I’ll be leaving at the end of this term to go to their school with them.” 
 
    Suzanne was dumbfounded. When she found her breath again she said, “Going! You won’t be coming back?” 
 
    Meggie shook her head. “I’ll miss you, but it will be nice to live with my parents again. And I’ll be with a super crowd of friends.” 
 
    Already depressed at the prospect of returning to Llewellyn’s Lane, the news could have reduced the old Suzanne to tears. Not any more. Stiff upper lip, girl! She swallowed, smiled and said, “I’m so pleased for you, Meggie. Though I will miss you, too.” A massive understatement. 
 
    However, she was met at the station by one good bit of news: “You are not going back to the Evanses, Suzanne. They found you didn’t fit in very well,” Miss Watson told her. “I don’t know what you’ve been up to but you must try not to be difficult.” 
 
    “The only trouble was I couldn’t speak Welsh . . .” 
 
    “That’s not the impression Mrs Evans gave the billeting officer. And we don’t want to hear excuses, just an assurance that you’ll try to behave better in future.” 
 
    The unfairness of it! The girl boiled. There were so many angry answers waiting to erupt that in the end she was speechless. Emerging into Station Road she eventually asked, “Where am I to go now?” 
 
    “To the hostel, until another place can be found for you.” 
 
    Anything had to be better than the Evanses, especially if there were other girls for company; the only pity was she had not had a chance to tell those Evanses how horrible, bad-mannered and unkind they were. 
 
    Suzanne had a quick, furious temper but she had never been able to maintain it for more than a few minutes, even when she felt it necessary to make a stand. Long before she reached the hostel her anger had evaporated. 
 
    And within a few days she was thoroughly enjoying herself. When Kathy Welbeck moved in a week later, the matron forgot to ask her for her ration book. So five of them pooled their pocket money and used the week’s coupons to buy Spam, bread and other goodies for a midnight feast. Lacking plates and cutlery, they dug the Spam out of the tin with knitting-needles, making a dreadful, sticky mess, while smothering hysterical giggles in their pillows. All a great improvement on Llewellyn’s Lane. 
 
    Ordinary friends, in general, were fun, but of course nothing quite made up for the loss of one’s best friend, like Meggie. 
 
    * 
 
    Watching the demonstrative affection between her parents, Sue was reminded of David: dear, darling David. If only he was here, with her. If only she had someone to confide in, share secrets with, enjoy similar interests. Mummy and Daddy were keen for her to play tennis, which she had done with enthusiasm in Wales. But she saw the disappointment on their faces when she attempted to demonstate her skills! They made no effort to conceal their opinion that she’d never play a ‘decent’ game. Yet partnering David, had been such fun. They had won countless friendlies together. 
 
    The States of Guernsey, the island parliament, well aware that commerce and industry in the island had ground to a halt during the Occupation and that few islanders had the financial capital to re-start, decided that past and prospective businessmen should apply for States’ grants: offices must be bought or rented, plus furniture and equipment, rolling stock for hauliers and buses for public transport. Many greenhouses had become derelict, or were destroyed during the war for firewood. Hotels had been commandeered by the Germans for administration offices. 
 
    Greg immediately applied for money to repair Les Marettes greenhouses, the heating boilers and piping, and cash would be needed for sterilising and feeding the soil before next season’s tomato seedlings were planted. The application was granted shortly after Greg’s brother, Andrew and his wife Maureen returned from Scotland where they had spent the war years. They stayed at Les Marettes with Alice, his mother, because their bungalow had been gutted by the Organisation Todt slave workers who had squatted there. Those poor devils who survived the starvation and ill-treatment had been returned to their own countries, France, Russia and Poland mostly, leaving the concrete shell without windows, doors or frames. Floorboards had been ripped up and ceilings torn down as firewood; who could blame them as they shivered in their rags? Except Andrew. 
 
    “Why the devil didn’t you put padlocks on to keep them out?” he stormed at Greg, having been told several times that his brother had done so, and been obliged to replace them twice before finally giving up and rescuing and storing all the contents before the squatters moved in. 
 
    When Greg told him that the States had notified him that a grant had been made available to restart the business, Andrew breathed a sigh of relief and said, “Thank goodness. I’ll get hold of Mr Rabey straight away to repair our bungalow.” 
 
    “But . . . I thought I’d explained; the money is for the vinery. For repairing the greenhouses and starting us off next season.” 
 
    “Fine,” Andrew smiled. “We’ll use what’s left over when our place is finished.” 
 
    “No! If you can’t afford to fix the bungalow yourself, now, then you’ll have to remain at Les Marettes with Ma till you can do it out of income.” Greg was adamant. 
 
    So was Andrew. “Look here, young Gregory. I am the elder and if I say that my home needs are more important, then so be it. Where is the money? How do I get hold of it?” 
 
    Greg had lost several stones in weight during the Occupation, living on starvation rations, while his brother had become quite stout, but he still towered over Andrew by several inches. He had already regained some weight, though his face remained gaunt and lined. Gazing down with tired eyes at the older man, he shook his head. “This grant is purely for the business – to use it for anything else would be breaking the law.” 
 
    “Rubbish. Anyway, at least half the money is mine by right.” 
 
    Greg frowned. “I don’t follow your reasoning. You had an excellent, well-paid job throughout the war, along with free housing. Surely you must have saved enough at least to make a start on your place?” 
 
    “What I may or may not have in the way of assets is none of your business. But I’m warning you—” 
 
    “And I’m warning you,” Greg cut in. “If you attempt to use any of this grant for anything but our tomato business, I shall report you to the authorities,” and he turned away to continue his list of necessary repairs. 
 
    Andrew’s colour went from pink to purple, then he stamped out of the office slamming the door, viciously. 
 
    “What was all that about?” Sue had just cycled up the drive to visit her grandmother. 
 
    Greg thought a moment, then decided to confide in her as an adult. 
 
    Sue listened to yet another tale of family discord and was puzzled. What was the matter with everybody? It was never like this before the war . . . was it? 
 
    The following weekend, Aunt Aline and Grandma asked her out to Val du Douit for lunch; having invited her to spend some of the school holidays with them in England during the war, they wanted to maintain the affinity they felt they had established with her. After all, had they not played an important part in her upbringing, in the absence of her parents? 
 
    They would have been amazed to learn Sue’s thoughts on that ‘affinity’. True, the fact that members of her family were within reach had relieved the emotional isolation she had felt in Denbigh; to be able to talk about ‘going to spend Christmas with family’ at school, and receive post and pocket-money from them, helped. But the fact was that during those holidays her aunt and grandparents seemed almost too involved with their own problems to notice her. Grandpa was never very well and his health was a constant topic of conversation, punctuated by endless complaints about their landlords – who always seemed to Sue to be quite charming – the neighbours and other more distant family members. Listening to their grumbles was a source of constant irritation to the girl. And worst of all was when they were entertaining friends and Aunt Aline would put on a demonstration of cloying affection for her, silently demanding that Sue show the audience how much she loved her aunt. She had responded as required, for the sake of politeness and peace, but with her fingers crossed behind her back. Fortunately, her rapid maturing brought understanding and acceptance; it became easier to see how devastating their situation was at their age: the thought of the home they had spent their lives building being overrun by Nazis, and Grandpa’s herd of pedigree Guernsey cows probably being slaughtered to feed them. So that gradually, over the five years, she had learned to excuse them, especially after Grandpa died. And now, not yet sixteen years old, she had a tolerant affection for them, and made the double bus journey out to St Saviour’s quite happily. 
 
    Sue loved the old pink granite farmhouse and the rambling garden, remembering how it all used to be when she was a child: the horses nuzzling her hair with velvet noses, the smell of saddle-soap in the stables. She loved the walk from the bus which took her past the fields where, for generations, the Ozanne family had held hay picnics. The fact that the fields were full of weeds went unnoticed, but she grimaced at the monstrous concrete gun-emplacements and towers the Germans had had erected by their Todt slave-workers, to defend the prized, sole piece of British territory they had ‘won’. 
 
    “Hallo, here you are. We expected you earlier.” Marie Ozanne greeted her granddaughter in the kitchen. 
 
    “I just walked down past the top fields. It’s lovely up there.” 
 
    “Hmm. Don’t tell me you’ve inherited your mother’s habit of daydreaming,” Aline remarked as she joined them. “It was her way of dodging the chores,” she added with a forced laugh. 
 
    Sue gritted her teeth and changed the subject. “What’s for lunch?” 
 
    “Freddie Batiste brought us some mackerel, luckily. The meat ration this week was such a pathetic little square. Bah! I could hardly be bothered to cook it.” Marie opened an oven door and peered inside. “They’re nearly done.” 
 
    “I was saying to Grandma, we ought to change butchers. I don’t think we’re getting our proper share,” Aline said. 
 
    A constant stream of criticism followed the baked mackerel and vegetable dishes into the dining room, and across the table Aline prompted her mother every time Marie appeared to run out of victims. Sue was convinced the pair of them were getting worse. Over coffee, they started on Uncle John and ‘that baggage’, then Uncle William and his family were slated. 
 
    Sue tried hard not to react but when, having demolished all other members of the family plus a few ‘friends’, they attempted to coerce her into agreeing that her parents had had no right to steal the clothes they left in the wardrobes at Val du Douit when they evacuated, her good resolutions snapped. “That’s enough,” she said sternly. “I love coming up to see you, but if you’re going to spend the time accusing my parents, and all the family, of all sorts of wickedness, then I’m not coming any more.” 
 
    “Well!” Marie huffed. 
 
    “Fancy speaking to your grandmother like that!” Aline looked pained. “We only feel you ought to know the truth of the matter.” 
 
    “As you see it. Not as anyone else does!” 
 
    The inevitable argument finally ended with Aline saying “Well really. After all we did for you throughout the war,” and Marie refusing to speak to her at all. 
 
    Sue was aware that she was the only person in the world that Aline cared a fig about, other than herself, and before leaving was able to wring out of her aunt a reluctant promise not to criticise any of the family, when and if she visited them again. 
 
    Wind tore across the top fields as Sue climbed the hill back to the bus stop, and clouds threatened a drenching, all matching her mood. Naturally gregarious, she enjoyed people and was quick to forgive and forget, as she had done with Auntie and Gran during the war. And would again. After all, they had been bricks when she became ill from living in that awful billet . . . 
 
    She shuddered at the memory. 
 
    * 
 
    There were not many people Suzanne avoided except Melanie. Not that she actively disliked her, but the tall, gangly girl had no go: she was limp and insipid, her only conversation a continuous attempt to make people laugh by telling dirty jokes learned from her older brother. So Suzanne was not amused to learn she was to be billeted with the girl. Mrs Hughes was very short, very fat and very proud of her little semi-detached. The front parlour, which was never used except to impress a teacher making a once-per-term inspection, was immaculate with its pristine three-piece suite, neat half-moon hearth rug and three china ducks flying across one wall in perfect formation. The lino shone in the hallway and stairs, leading to the three bedrooms and the gleaming bathroom . . . well, as Mrs Hughes proudly boasted to her neighbours, she only went on payin’ the extra two shillings and sixpence on the rent for a bath after her husband died, for the evacuees to use. She couldn’t fit into it herself. 
 
    However, the evacuees soon discovered that the rooms at the back of the house were not so clean. Anything but: the long-eared cocker spaniel with matted, flea-ridden coat saw to that. Daily he traipsed in from the back garden covered in mud which was mixed into a paste of long, black dog-hairs and grease from Mrs Hughes’s frying pan. Children are not normally quick to notice such things, so it was not until the incident of the porridge oats that they realised just how disgusting the floor was. Reaching up one day to put her saucepan on a shelf, the lady’s vast stomach dislodged a bag of oats from the drainboard, which burst as it hit the floor. The girls watched in disbelief as, having swept the oats up into her dustpan, Mrs Hughes tipped the lot into a used paper bag and put it away in the food cupboard. 
 
    Alone in their room, Suzanne and Melanie speculated on what possible use the woman could have for the oats. They discovered next morning at breakfast. 
 
    “Ugh!” Melanie exclaimed. “What’s happened to the porridge?” 
 
    “Eh? What are you fussin’ about?” 
 
    “It’s full of grit and dog-hairs!” 
 
    “Pah! It won’t hurt you.” 
 
    “I’d rather have toast, please.” 
 
    “Not until you finish that porridge!” Under a thatch of white hair the incongruous black eyebrows met in a terrifying frown. “There’ll be no wastin’ of food in this house.” 
 
    She sounded so fierce and angry that both girls reluctantly stuck their spoons into the grey mush. The grit crunched in their teeth, and pulling the long hairs out of their throats made them retch. They left as much as they dared on their plates. 
 
    “Shall we tell Miss Watson?” Melanie asked on the way to school. 
 
    “I think we should,” Suzanne said. “But . . . suppose she sends the billeting officer down to tell Fatty not to give us any more dirty food? She’ll be flaming mad and take it out on us.” 
 
    “Mmm. P’raps we’d better leave it, this time. I suppose it could have been worse: the dog might not have been house-trained.” Melanie dissolved into giggles. 
 
    * 
 
    The bus to Town arrived at last and Sue climbed aboard, just as the rain was starting. 
 
    * 
 
    Fatty Hughes had decided to economise on laundry, Sue recalled, and when the girls had returned home from school one day they found they were to sleep in the best bedroom . . . sharing Fatty’s double bed. 
 
    The two had an argument on the first night, hissing at each other in the bathroom against the dubious honour of sleeping in the middle. “I bagsy the outside,” Melanie demanded. 
 
    “Not likely!” Suzanne retorted. “I’m not sleeping next to her.” 
 
    But it was Fatty herself who made the decision. “I’m not havin’ that Melanie next to me in bed,” she confided, removing her teeth and dropping them into a glass of water on the dressing table, to sink through a sea of decaying food crumbs. “She’s always complainin’. I don’t like her. She’s not nice like you.” 
 
    Suzanne attempted a feeble smile at the unwanted accolade. 
 
    The chocolate cake incident brought Melanie’s final downfall. One evening at the end of their meal, Fatty got out the rusty, round cake tin and cut three wedges of cake, conveying each to their respective plates with fat sticky fingers which she licked clean after each serving. 
 
    Suzanne took a large bite and nearly gagged – it tasted revolting. 
 
    Melanie, meanwhile, was fumbling with her portion over her plate, removing a layer from the base. 
 
    “What you doin’, then?” Fatty glared at the girl. 
 
    “Er . . . nothing.” Melanie picked up the cake and nibbled a little from the top. 
 
    Suzanne glanced up at the proud cook, at Melanie and then, for the first time, at the underneath of her piece . . . at the colourful blue, green and yellow whiskers growing there. Ugh! 
 
    “Yes you are. Why are you cuttin’ it like that?” 
 
    Melanie, red in the face, was nearly in tears. “Because it’s gone mouldy,” she muttered. 
 
    “Mouldy!” The three chins which concealed the collar of Fatty’s blouse, quivered. “Rubbish! My cakes don’t go mouldy. That’s good food, that, all made fresh last week before I went to Bodfari.” Both girls knew she visited her cousin in Bodfari three weeks ago. Fatty planted her vast bosom into the remaining slices on the bread and butter plate as she leaned across to grab the cake from Melanie’s plate and cram it, whole, into her own mouth. 
 
    In the instant that Fatty’s attention was diverted, Suzanne grabbed her cake and held it in her hand inside her skirt pocket. “Will you excuse me, please? I need to go to the bathroom.” And without waiting for an answer she dashed upstairs to flush the offending object down the lavatory, waiting to check that every crumb had disappeared before going back to the table. 
 
    Fatty Hughes was still ranting. “Why can’t you eat up the good food I give you like Suzy does? Look, she’s finished all of hers.” 
 
    The price of popularity was to be kept at Fatty’s house as ‘favourite’ while Melanie was removed to the hostel. 
 
    * 
 
    Arriving at the town terminus, Sue was relieved to see the Bordeaux bus had not yet left. Dashing through the rain she leapt up the steps as the engine rumbled into life, and took a rear seat where she could be alone with her thoughts. 
 
    * 
 
    A week or so after Melanie left, Fatty had gone to the doctor. She had been scratching a great deal, lately, particularly at the sores between her fingers. “Can’t remember the name of the trouble what he says I got, but he gave me some ointment,” the landlady told Suzanne over tea. “He says it has to be rubbed all over my body every night,” adding, “O’ course I can’t do it all, I’m too big to reach. So you’ll have to help me.” 
 
    The thirteen-year-old choked into her teacup. 
 
    Fatty undressed in front of the fire while Suzanne cleared the table. Returning from the scullery she tried not to show any reaction to the vast acreage of mottled, pimply flesh; she had never seen a naked grown-up before and this was a pretty grotesque introduction. 
 
    “Here,” the woman said, handing over a flat tin of pungent-smelling paste, “You do my back and I’ll manage my front.” 
 
    Thanking heaven for small mercies, the girl commenced pasting, her brain busy counting how many nights were left of the school term before she could escape to her grandparents for Christmas. 
 
    * 
 
    Suzanne knew she would be grateful for the rest of her life, for the way Auntie and Gran had cared for her. Looking back she could only guess at how horrified they must have been on her arrival. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Three – Escape Plans 
 
      
 
    Sue rubbed the condensation off the bus window and screwed up her eyes, trying to see the islands of Herm and Jethou across the Little Russel. They were just vague shadows through the thin blanket of rain. Even so, they were beautiful; the whole of Guernsey and its surrounding rocks and islets were beautiful, a glorious place to claim as home. A paradise, except . . . was it home any longer? 
 
    Surely the animosity, the misunderstandings between Gran and Auntie and her parents could soon be resolved: despite her threat this afternoon, it would be awful not to see her grandmother and aunt, simply to keep the peace with her parents. 
 
    * 
 
    “What in Heaven’s name is the matter with you?” Auntie had demanded on the station platform when she sat heavily onto her suitcase to wait for the dizziness to wear off. 
 
    “Just that I’ve been sitting in the train for a long time, I suppose.” 
 
    “You’re very skinny,” Gran remarked later at table. “Aren’t you eating properly in Denbigh?” 
 
    “The food isn’t very nice at Mrs Hughes’s.” 
 
    Marie Ozanne studied the blue circles round her granddaughter’s eyes, the thin wrists protruding from dirty cuffs. “Aline, you’d better take her to Dr Phillips tomorrow. Look at her hair – it’s a mess. Looks as though it’s been chewed by mice.” 
 
    “I think I’ve got nits, again. Mrs Williams says I haven’t when she checks every week, but I’m sure they’re there.” 
 
    Marie was appalled. “And why are you scratching your hands all the time?” 
 
    “They keep itching.” 
 
    * 
 
    Dr Phillips looked rather like a bloodhound with his long, droopy chin and perpetually sad expression. “There is a new and quite effective treatment for head-lice. You can buy it from your chemist,” he commented after fastidiously parting Suzanne’s hair with a wooden spatula which he hastily dropped into a sterile bin before pulling down her lower eyelids adding, “and she is very anaemic, too.” Then he picked up her hands and held them under his desk lamp, peering at them through a magnifying glass. “Hm. This will be the worst problem.” 
 
    “What is it?” Aline asked. “Surely not eczema?” 
 
    “No. Scabies.” 
 
    Aline nearly fainted. She had heard of it before, a dreadful type of microscopic bug like a crab which burrowed in channels under the skin and was found only in the unwashed classes. “You must be mistaken,” she shuddered. “That is impossible!” 
 
    The bloodhound raised his head, casting a watery eye over the woman who dared to question his diagnosis. He didn’t utter a word; his expression silenced her. Sitting back in his chair he made notes on a pad, then smiled at Suzanne . . . which was not a particularly encouraging sight. “Well, young lady, you will have to take Parrish’s Food three times a day for your anaemia. The scabies will be more difficult.” He turned to Aline. “She must bath every day in permanganate of potash and then every inch of skin must be covered with sulphur ointment. And of course, her clothes and bedlinen must be changed and washed every day.” 
 
    When Aline had got her breath back she asked in a strangled voice, “For how long?” 
 
    The heavy jowls shook despondently. “It varies. But in Suzanne’s case it shouldn’t take more than six weeks.” 
 
    Six weeks of non-stop laundry! Aline’s knees felt weak. 
 
    Six weeks! Suzanne’s first thought was that she wouldn’t be returning to school, or to Fatty, till well into the next term: the best bit of news she’d had in ages! However, at nearly fourteen she was well aware of the dreadful nuisance this must be to her aunt and grandmother. She felt guilty and embarrassed about it and said so when they got back to the flat. 
 
    Her grandmother’s response had been immediate: she put both arms round the girl, who was already a head taller than herself, and said, “Don’t you worry yourself about it. Your aunt and I are going to look after you and see you thoroughly fit before you go back. It’s not just the scabies, either. You are completely run down and I intend to find out why.” 
 
    The first clue came when Aline started applying the ointment. That’s funny,” Suzanne remarked. “It’s exactly the same stuff that Fatty Hughes has.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Aline exchanged glances with her mother. 
 
    “I should be!” and she went on to explain how she coated her billetor with it every night. 
 
    Aline was kneeling on the floor at the time. She rocked back on her heels, mouth hanging open, eyes wide in horror. 
 
    Marie gasped. “What did you say? Well!” Her face turned puce. “What in the devil is your headmistress playing at?” 
 
    “She doesn’t know.” 
 
    “Why not? Didn’t you report it straight away?” 
 
    “No,” Suzanne shook her head. 
 
    Marie opened and shut her mouth twice before allowing herself to reply. “You didn’t know that the woman had no right asking you to do such a thing? Weren’t you disgusted?” 
 
    Her throat tight, the girl simply nodded. 
 
    Marie’s eyes narrowed. “Were you frightened of her?” 
 
    Suzanne nodded again. 
 
    “Didn’t the teachers ever inspect your billet?” 
 
    “Yes. But not when I was putting the ointment on.” 
 
    Marie’s shoulders heaved with anger. “And what else did this woman get up to?” 
 
    “Wait till she’s back in bed,” Aline reached out a steadying hand as her niece swayed. “She’s not fit to be up.” 
 
    By the time Marie and Aline had heard about the porridge oats, mouldy cake and the two girls sharing the billetor’s bed, Aline’s fountain pen was already busy drafting a fierce letter of condemnation to the headmistress. 
 
    “No wonder the woman never told you you had head-lice,” Marie observed. “She knew you had caught them from her. Like the scabies. Thank heavens your mother doesn’t know. She’d have fifty fits.” 
 
    Mummy. Suzanne had closed her eyes and tried to visualise her mother. But despite the irregular, twenty-five word Red Cross messages which arrived, months apart, the three and a half years of separation had dulled the mental image of her parents. If only she had had a photograph to remind her. Of course none of this would have happened if Mummy had got away in time before the Germans landed; no head-lice, no scabies . . . no Fatty Hughes for that matter. Mummy would have made a home and been there when she got home each day from school . . . 
 
    * 
 
    Like now? No, surely it would never have become like now! All the interminable family rows, no one seeing anyone else’s point of view. Mum constantly complaining and criticising Gran and Auntie. And Gran and Auntie going on about Mum whenever she visited them. 
 
    They had been so kind and protective, after the Fatty Williams affair, cooking up tasty meals to tempt her appetite, playing rummy to entertain her, sharing her favorite wireless programmes. They never complained about the extra work, their self-righteous anger given plenty of targets amongst school authorities, billeting officers and billetors, quite apart from Hitler and the Nazis. 
 
    “You getting out here, young miss?” the bus driver called down the aisle. 
 
    Sue peered out into the darkness. “Gosh, yes! I didn’t realise where we were. Seems to have stopped raining.” She paid her fare and hurried home down the dark lane. 
 
    “Some boy was on the telephone for you,” Sarah told her as she took off her mac. 
 
    “That’ll be John.” He of the black, wavy hair, soft, smiling lips and madly attractive blue eyes. 
 
    “John who?” 
 
    “Harper.” 
 
    “Where from? What does his father do?” 
 
    “They have a pub in town.” 
 
    “You don’t mean Busty Harper from the Kings Arms?” 
 
    “That’s right. I’ll phone him back before supper.” 
 
    Later, when Richard had fallen asleep and Sue was sitting at the supper table with her parents, Sarah asked, “What did that Harper boy want?” 
 
    “For me to go to the pictures with him next week,” Sue replied. 
 
    “I presume you said no?” 
 
    “No. I said yes.” 
 
    “Then you’d better phone him again and tell him you can’t.” 
 
    Sue sighed, very loudly. “Why ever not?” 
 
    “The Harpers are not the sort of people we mix with.” Sarah sounded quite adamant. “Anyone want another helping of pudding?” 
 
    “Why on earth not? John is very nice. He’s a prefect at college,” she added for good measure. 
 
    “Nevertheless he is not from the sort of family your father and I want you mixing with. Pass your plate.” 
 
    Sue glanced at her father, who remained silent. “That’s old-fashioned rubbish: went out with the ark. People don’t think like that any more.” 
 
    It was Sarah’s turn to look at Greg for support, but none was forthcoming. She pursed her lips. “Well we do!” 
 
    “That’s only because you were stuck here all through the war, out of touch. You don’t realise how society has changed.” 
 
    Greg felt obliged to jump in before Sarah exploded. “I don’t think it has changed all that much. There has always been a social ladder throughout history; wars have never altered that.” 
 
    “This last one did. Everyone in Britain worked and fought together. They became close pals with everyone else, rich and poor alike.” 
 
    Sarah was pleased, in a way, that Sue’s thinking had developed sufficiently to make such observations; on the other hand, she did not approve of precocious children arguing with their parents. “That may have been so in a time of crisis. Now the war is over and we must return to normal as soon as possible. Now, let’s hear no more about it. Just telephone the boy and tell him you’d forgotten you had already made arrangements to do something else.” 
 
    “But that’s not true!” 
 
    “No, I know. I only suggested it so he wouldn’t be offended.” 
 
    Sue was furious, not that she was much interested in John Harper though he did give her the opportunity to get ‘in’ with his crowd. No, what really annoyed her was having her life, her decisions, interfered with. She glared at her mother. “What you are actually asking me to do is tell a lie to suit your social aspirations!” 
 
    Even Greg was shocked, so before Sarah got her breath back he ordered Sue to her room. 
 
    She marched out of the dining room carrying her plate of shepherd’s pie and slammed the door behind her. 
 
    * 
 
    The problem of Suzanne was discussed between rubbers over the bridge table with the Martels, at badminton with George and Gelly, Greg’s and Sarah’s old school friends, and with John Ozanne, Sarah’s brother, and Edna. Nothing was said to Marie and Aline – Sarah could imagine her sister saying “Really! Of course we had no trouble with her at all. Such a sweet, co-operative child. Would you like me to have a word with her for you?” She could do without that! Nevertheless, with all the observations and advice, plus pressure from Greg, Sarah was forced to concede that her daughter was understandably resentful of sudden parental authority. “You must give the girl more rein,” they all said. 
 
    So Sarah said nothing more about the Harper boy, and for the sake of peace Sue cancelled her date with him. Lots of parties and dances were to be held to celebrate the first Christmas since Liberation, and Sarah took Sue into town to buy her first long dress. “We want you to join us at as many functions as you want, dear,” she announced. 
 
    Sue was duly excited. She took Richard to the shops at St Sampson’s to buy presents for their parents and kept him amused making decorations for the Christmas tree. 
 
    Marie and Aline accepted Sarah’s invitation to Christmas lunch but elected to spend that evening at home. Which enabled Sarah to invite John and Edna to come to supper that night. 
 
    “I wonder what the Laurences are doing for Christmas?” Greg said one day at breakfast. Colonel and Mrs Laurence had been deported to an internment camp in Germany during the war where the Colonel had died. Greg and Sarah had offered to look after their younger daughter Polly, sadly born disabled, and her black nursemaid, Belle, till the end of the war, a hugely successful arrangement all round. 
 
    “Nothing much, I imagine. They seldom go out. Let’s ask them,” Sarah suggested. 
 
    “Aren’t they related to us, somehow?” Sue asked. 
 
    “Yes. Paul Laurence married your aunt, Ethel.” 
 
    “You mean your sister in New Zealand?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “I remember playing with Polly before the war. She was sweet, but I was scared stiff of Belle. There were other brothers and sisters, weren’t there? Wasn’t the eldest one a nancy boy? What’s happened to him?” 
 
    Sarah studiously avoided catching Greg’s eye. Their daughter was even more worldly-wise than they’d reckoned. “Aubry was killed during the war,” she said with a straight face. “And Piers and Victoria live in London, I believe.” 
 
    “Yes. I remember Auntie Aline saying they both ‘had bad blood’. Her lovely, old-fashioned way of saying they were rotters. Grandma Alice will be with us, won’t she?” 
 
    “Of course. And Uncle Andrew and Aunt Maureen.” 
 
    “And Sybil?” Sue asked hopefully. She had always hero-worshipped her beautiful, blonde cousin. 
 
    “I doubt it. You know she married that brigadier she was driving for during the war? They have a vast mansion in Wiltshire and a flat in London. Maureen says she is committed to entertaining his family over there.” 
 
    “What a shame. I’d so love to see her again.” 
 
    “You will, but not this Christmas thank goodness,” Greg laughed. “Your mother has twelve to cook for on the day without them.” 
 
    * 
 
    Christmas was a huge success, for everyone, or so it seemed. Marie Ozanne was delighted to announce the sale of Val du Douit to some company represented by an advocate, unaware that the surprisingly happy smiles they had encountered from John, denoted the fact that he and Edna owned the said company. A fact which would have ruined her Christmas, had she known. 
 
    Sarah had never been noted for her cooking: pre-war, her enthusiasm for sport had precluded any interest in culinary skills and the past five years of desperately trying to concoct meals from seaweed and horse carrots, cooked over pieces of timber burnt in the sitting room fireplace, had done little to improve matters. However, everyone congratulated her on producing a splendid Christmas dinner, especially the pudding. She lacked the courage to admit that her friend, Gelly, had made it and given it to her as a present. 
 
    Greg was happy with the repairs to the greenhouses, and had bought an agency for special pots for tomato plants. Andrew considered it a waste of good money, but realising that Greg did an immense amount more physical work than himself in their greenhouses, had wisely refrained from pressing the point. 
 
    Richard was very excited with his second-hand Meccano set and all the books from Santa Claus, and Sue gave him a wooden garage with cars in. Her mother was so pleased with her present of glass bowl and matching sundae dishes, that she insisted on washing them out and using them for lunch. Greg thanked her very much for the book of rude limericks, although some of them raised his eyebrows. 
 
    Quite apart from the lovely evening dress, her parents gave Sue a new bike to replace the rattly and rusty old James. But her best present came at teatime. The family was in the sitting room, balancing cups and saucers on the arms of their chairs and plates of Christmas cake on their knees, when the telephone rang in the hall. 
 
    Sue hurried out to answer and nearly wept with excitement as David Morgan’s voice wished her happy Christmas. 
 
    “David! Where are you?” 
 
    “Denbigh. Where did you expect?” 
 
    “You sound so close.” 
 
    “I wish I was.” 
 
    “Same here. When are we going to see each other? It’s been five months . . .” 
 
    “Well, it’ll be a bit longer yet. But I think I might be able to come to Guernsey in the summer.” 
 
    “Ooh! Super!” 
 
    They talked about their respective Christmases and presents, mutual friends, and how much they missed each other. Then blew kisses goodbye. 
 
    “Who was it?” Sarah wanted to know. 
 
    “David,” was the gleeful reply. 
 
    “David! You don’t mean the Welsh boy, phoning all the way from North Wales?” 
 
    “Yes!” Sue hugged herself with happiness. “Wasn’t that the most perfect present?” 
 
    Sarah raised her eyes to Heaven and nearly said, “A shocking waste of money,” but managed to stop herself in time. Better not upset Sue unnecessarily. 
 
    * 
 
    Gradually as the weeks and months passed, more and more time elapsed between the disagreements and arguments at Les Mouettes. Greg and Sarah were both relieved but Sue, pondering on their relationship, felt this was purely because she gave in to her parents demands all the time. She did it partly to earn their approval, something so obviously lacking from the moment of reunion. She wanted to love them, like she loved David, and for them to love her in return. But her obedience was also to stop Mum’s perpetual nagging. And when she elected to disobey, she invented magnificent fairy stories, especially to cover her dates with various boyfriends, even stopping her bike on the way home to run up and down a field, muddying her legs and developing a hot, sweaty look as though she had been playing hockey. Not that she was particularly keen on any of the boys: David was her real boyfriend. 
 
    * 
 
    They had met playing football in a cul-de-sac on a housing estate near the railway. At least he was playing with some boys including the one who lived next door to Fatty Hughes, Brian. Piles of coats marked the goalposts, a source of animated arguments about the score, frequent changes of end being demanded as the gradient definitely favoured those playing towards the coats at the bottom of the road. 
 
    Suzanne was feeling somewhat adrift, now that Meggie had left Denbigh to live with her parents in the south of England; plus the fact that, after four months of a sort of family life with her aunt and grandmother, she was back in the hostel while the billeting officer looked for an alternative billet after Mrs Hughes was removed from his list. She knew several of the girls at the hostel, though none were particular friends of hers; there was no one she could feel close to, chum up with. Having spent the first ten years of her life in a warm, demonstrative atmosphere where people touched, walked arm in arm or put a friendly arm round one’s shoulders, even hugged and kissed in a genuinely affectionate greeting or farewell, it was hard never to have anyone to touch or be touched by. 
 
    “Going to play, Sue?” Brian called, kicking the ball in her direction. 
 
    David, tall, blond, blue-eyed and devastatingly attractive, laughed. “Her! Girls don’t play football!” 
 
    Suzanne, hackles up immediately, stopped the ball with her left foot, dribbled it round two of the other boys and kicked hard with her right. By pure luck it sailed straight through between two piles of coats. She turned to face David, demanding “Who says?” 
 
    “Bet you couldn’t do that again!” he grinned. 
 
    “Could you? Show us.” 
 
    All the boys laughed. “Come on, Dave, might as well let her play.” 
 
    “In whose team?” 
 
    Thereafter Suzanne joined in quite regularly, making a fair contribution to the games and feeling generally accepted. 
 
    Despite David’s initial coolness, she was fascinated by him, though she wouldn’t have dreamt of showing it, matching his seeming indifference. So it was David who made the first move towards a casual, totally platonic friendship, unaware that a word from him, or a smile, quickened her pulse rate, made her heart thump. The group of teenagers met up most evenings and at weekends, occasionally setting out for picnics on their bikes or taking the short train journey up to the coast at Rhyl. There were other girls in the group both from the County School and from Suzanne’s class, and inevitably there was a gradual pairing off, riding together, walking or sitting side by side. David often found his way to Suzanne, though much to her chagrin he sometimes deliberately moved to one of the other girls, invariably the beautiful Welsh girl, Marianne. 
 
    It took nearly a year before their relationship developed into something more than casual. Purely by chance the two were the only ones to arrive at the customary meeting point one Saturday, and after waiting awhile they set off on their bikes towards the river. David had heard it was flooding and they wanted to see it cascading under the stone bridge on the Bodfari road. The weather was cold and windy as they stood leaning over the lichen-covered parapet and Suzanne shivered, pulling her scarf tighter round her neck. 
 
    The next moment David’s arm was round her. “Too cold for you? Do you want to go home?” 
 
    That was the last thing she wanted! “I’m okay,” she whispered breathlessly, and snuggled closer against him. 
 
    His arm tightened. 
 
    The pair stood in silence, the river roaring under their feet unnoticed, neither able to think what to say. Then Suzanne felt David’s breath on her forehead and the next minute he was kissing her cheek. 
 
    She was very late for supper at the hostel. “I punctured my back tyre,” she lied, red in the face, having let the tyre down before coming in, just in case anyone decided to check. That night, lying in bed in the dark, she relived every moment, every touch, every kiss, hardly daring to believe that the most handsome boy she had ever met should be interested in her. 
 
    David Morgan was interested in several girls, and several subjects; he worked hard and played hard, studied, was keen to become an architect and had no intention of becoming seriously involved with any particular girl for years. Suzanne, on the other hand, had at last found someone on whom to centre her affection, to care about and who apparently cared about her, and as the Allied armies swept the German forces back across Europe, she became increasingly concerned about her impending separation from David on her repatriation to the island. 
 
    In the event she had been caught up in the general euphoria. Denbigh celebrated VE day in much the same way as cities, towns and villages throughout Great Britain: with services of thanksgiving, parades and, most of all, singing. 
 
    Suzanne and David went up the hill to the town square that evening to join their friends and, it seemed, the entire population. Coloured lights lit the area from end to end and loudspeakers relayed patriotic music and hymns. It was a scene Suzanne would never, ever forget. Every detail was etched vividly on her memory, but it was the glorious sound of thousands of Welsh voices raised in harmony, with Guide me Oh Thou Great Redeemer and Rock of Ages, which brought tears running down her face as she joined in, arm-in-arm with David on one side and a complete stranger on the other. 
 
    As long as the euphoria lasted, David figured little in Sue’s mind. Letters arrived from her parents, with photographs; she felt guilty that her memory of them failed to match up with the new pictures. Was that long, thin man with a stoop really her father! And who could the white-haired old lady be, with the little boy on her lap? She found difficulty starting her replies – there was so much to tell it was hard to know where to begin – but once she began, her letters went on and on. So with her mind fully focused on getting ‘home’ again, David took a back seat. 
 
    * 
 
    Until now. There was no doubt the homecoming and reunion, however exciting it had been at the time, had not proved an unqualified success. The worst of the problems had been ironed out but Sue could not feel the degree of affection she wanted, between herself and her parents. Sometimes she felt guilt, that it was all her fault: she was certainly criticised enough. Then at other times she blamed Greg and Sarah for their old-fashioned attitudes. So the warmth and affection she had shared with David blossomed in her own mind, becoming the dominant factor in her life, her desire to be with him overriding her love of Guernsey, and her desire to remain in the island. 
 
    Therefore, when John Ozanne, her uncle, offered her a full-time job as stable hand at Val du Douit, starting at two pounds a week, she immediately accepted. The offer was more than she could hope to get from Mr Gallienne and was an opportunity to save up, so that within two years she could get a similar job in North Wales. Near David. 
 
    “Can I start at Easter?” They were having breakfast at the kitchen table. 
 
    “May I,” Sarah corrected. “And no, you may not. You must wait till the school year ends in July, and give Mr Gallienne ample notice.” 
 
    Sue bit back an irritable response. Her mother constantly interrupted conversations to correct her grammar – as if it mattered – and also invariably refused all Sue’s requests, or so it seemed. 
 
    “I agree,” Greg said. “What’s more, I think it would make more sense for you to study towards a career. Surely you don’t want to spend the rest of your life mucking out stables?” 
 
    “I don’t want a career! I just want to earn a nest egg for my bottom drawer and then get married.” 
 
    “But you may not find anyone who wants to marry you,” Sarah argued. 
 
    “I have! David!” 
 
    “Don’t be silly! You’re only sixteen. You can’t imagine what you feel for that Welsh boy is anything more than a childish infatuation!” 
 
    Sue banged her porridge spoon into her empty bowl and pushed back her chair. “I see there’s no point in discussing it. You have no idea what I feel, or what David feels either.” She strode out of the room. 
 
    Sarah and Greg stared at each other and sighed. “What are we going to do with her?” she asked. 
 
    Greg’s eyebrows drew together. “I wonder if Edna could use her in the kitchen, in August and September? She’s a jolly good cook and Sue could learn from her.” 
 
    “What a brilliant idea! I’ll phone Edna and see what she says.” 
 
    Edna was happy to comply, and, much to her parents surprise, Sue promptly agreed. As soon as she left school she would work part-time in the stables and the rest of the day in the farm kitchen, where Edna prepared the cakes, gache and scones for her tea house. 
 
    * 
 
    “So you’ve come,” Marie remarked, glancing up from her knitting as Sue walked in to the sitting room of the little town house her aunt and grandmother had bought. 
 
    “Yes, of course. I said I would.” The girl slumped into an armchair, hot and tired from bicycling up the hill. “What are you making?” 
 
    “A bed jacket. And what have you been doing, apart from working for that woman? We don’t want to hear about that!” 
 
    “I can’t think why not. It’s super fun and I’m learning to cook,” Sue responded, her square chin, a replica of her father’s, uptilted. “I thought you would be pleased.” This was a fib. She was well aware of the fury in this house against Aunt Edna and the fact that she and Uncle John had secretly bought the farm. 
 
    “What makes you think there is anything the woman can teach you? She can’t cook to save her life.” 
 
    Sue also realised that though Aline was saying nothing, it was she who had made such remarks to Gran in the first place, goading her to repeat them. Much as she enjoyed working for her uncle and new aunt and was angered by these spiteful comments, Sue was determined to keep cool. “If that’s what you want to think, that’s okay. But I don’t agree with you. Anyway, I’m going to see if Auntie needs any help in the kitchen with tea.” 
 
    Over the teacups and hot Guernsey biscuits, the two ladies were regaled with stories about David Morgan, and the fact that he was coming over to stay in two weeks’ time. It was obvious that he didn’t meet with their approval either, despite never having met him, but seeing the girl’s excitement they wisely resisted the temptation to make adverse comments. 
 
    * 
 
    Sue stood on the dockside waiting as the Isle of Sark was drawn gently towards the land ties by the huge hawsers being wound onto her capstans, fore and aft. The small, cross-channel ferry was loaded with holidaymakers and it took Sue several minutes before she spotted David and his parents. She was suddenly feeling rather nervous: would they both feel the same about each other after more than a year of separation? 
 
    She need not have worried. After the first shy greetings, he took her hand in his to walk back down the White Rock, Guernsey’s main harbour, to Greg’s car, where both her parents were waiting, and it felt good as they kept turning to smile at each other adoringly. 
 
    Sarah had seen Sue’s photos of David, several times, but was still dismayed at the sight of the large, handsome boy: how could any normal girl resist him? In the privacy of their bedroom, she and Greg had often discussed Sue’s ‘infatuation’, and each had assured the other that it was ‘just a passing phase’. They considered their daughter far too young to form an attachment, and when she finally did they wanted it to be with a Guernsey boy, not one who lived hundreds of miles away. They had even hoped that this meeting would bring an end to the friendship, but seeing them walking together hand in hand, gazing lovingly into each others’ eyes, Sarah’s heart sank. Though the mother-daughter relationship had been virtually severed by the wartime separation, she was sure the worst problems were over and, given time, all would be well again . . . unless Sue was determined to return to Wales as soon as possible, for good. She turned to smile sweetly at Mrs Morgan. 
 
    Apart from their accent which was hard to follow, the Gaudions could not fault the Morgans or their son: the boy’s manners were perfect and his keenness to please earned their grudging admiration. 
 
    Their reunion was all Sue could have wished for, and more. Strolling along the shoreline at Bordeaux, arms round each others’ waists, she had no doubt in her mind that ‘this was it’. True love, in all its glory. 
 
    “Did you wonder how it would be, meeting again?” she asked. 
 
    “Yep. I was scared to death. Our parents seem to hit it off, thank goodness.” Then he added, “I thought you might have changed completely.” 
 
    “But I haven’t.” 
 
    “Your hair’s different. You’ve had it cut.” 
 
    “Mum laid down the law. I didn’t want to. Is it all right?” 
 
    “It’s okay but I prefer it longer.” 
 
    “Then I’ll grow it.” 
 
    “Don’t do it just for me,” he said hurriedly. 
 
    “Of course I will. I want it to be the way you like it, darling.” It was the first time she’d used the term of endearment and she loved the sound of it. “Shall we sit here for a bit? The ground is quite dry.” 
 
    It was an invitation to the passionate necking session that followed. 
 
    Darkness was complete by the time they returned to Les Mouettes. “You’re very late,” Sarah commented with remarkable restraint, due to the presence of David’s parents. 
 
    Sue glanced at the clock on the mantlepiece. “Oh gosh, yes. Didn’t realise the time. Sorry about that. Don’t let us interrupt your bridge game.” 
 
    “That’s all right, just this once. Now, would you like a cocoa before going to bed?” 
 
    They weren’t late again, David saw to that, but they didn’t need to be. Every day they set off on bikes with bathing suits and sandwiches, spending most of the time on remote stretches of L’Ancresse Common. David was very interested in the German fortifications. The area was alive with them; they would go into the cab of the huge radiolocator on top of a hill and wind the wheel to make it revolve; searchlights still stood on the miniature railtracks on which they had been wheeled out each night. Great gun emplacements were built against large natural outcrops of rock and covered with camouflaged netting, below which were the storerooms, arsenals and gunners’ living quarters. And all these battlements were linked by an endless network of tunnels and trenches criss-crossing the Common, hidden under gorse and bracken. 
 
    Sue, familiar with these relics of war, considered the explorations an awful waste of time and soon the pair would be lying in the bracken again, necking, surfacing only to eat and finally cool off in the sea. 
 
    And the days flew by. “Oh David, I’m going to miss you so much, I can’t bear it.” 
 
    “And I’m going to miss you, too, my love.” He was kissing her hairline, a hand feeling the shape of her breast through her cotton dress. 
 
    “Am I truly?” 
 
    “Truly what?” 
 
    “Your love.” 
 
    “Yes. Of course. You know that.” 
 
    “You’ve never actually said you love me.” 
 
    “Well, I thought it was obvious.” 
 
    She sighed. “And I love you far more than I can find words to tell you.” Her fingers combed through his hair. “Do you suppose we’ll get married one day?” 
 
    “I imagine so, one day.” 
 
    Sue sat up, suddenly. “I’m learning the care of horses, and how to cook, professionally. Then, as soon as I’m eighteen, in sixteen months, I’ll come over to North Wales, find a job doing either one or the other, and get a flat so we can be together.” 
 
    “Eh!” David gasped. “But I’ll be in university.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter. I’ll make sure I’m not too far away.” 
 
    “You realise it will be years before I can think of marriage.” 
 
    “Why?” Sue was disturbed by the tone of his voice. 
 
    “Four years at university, then two years National Service, for a start. After that I’ll need to find a job and even then I won’t be earning enough to buy a house and keep a family.” 
 
    Sue’s heart sank. Not only was her dream of a home and family of her own receding by the minute, but David seemed to be trying to talk her out of the idea. “Dad always says, ‘Anyone can do anything they make up their minds to do’.” 
 
    David found a last, squashed sandwich in the bottom of the haversack and began to eat. 
 
    Sue watched and waited but he remained silent. When he had finished she asked if he’d like another swim. 
 
    “Good idea.” Suddenly he grinned and put both arms round her. “It’s not that I don’t love you. I do. But I don’t think it would be right to make plans which could prove expensive when neither of us has any money.” 
 
    “I would have, once I got a job.” 
 
    “And what happens if you get sick or . . . well . . .” 
 
    “Pregnant?” 
 
    “If we are together for years, necking like we’ve been doing, well, it won’t be long before we go all the way.” 
 
    The thought caused a wave of happiness to wash over her. She had only the vaguest idea what ‘going all the way’ would be like, but she was longing for their relationship to reach that stage. However, for now she would have to be careful not to seem too keen; David was obviously worried. 
 
    Window shopping together next day in town, Sue stopped in front of a shop full of imitation jewellery. “Look! Isn’t that ring pretty,” she exclaimed, “and only seven and sixpence.” 
 
    “Well it is only glass,” David eyed the metal ring set with a green stone without much enthusiasm. 
 
    “But it is attractive and I love the colour. Shall we get it?” 
 
    “As long as you don’t think it’s a waste of money.” He apparently did. 
 
    Sue was determined. “We can go halves. Look,” she extracted her purse from the pocket of her skirt, “Here’s my three and ninepence.” 
 
    “What makes you think it will fit?” 
 
    It didn’t. But Sue was not to be deterred. Nor did it warrant a ring box: the assistant wrapped it in a piece of tissue and put it in a little envelope. Sue hoped David might insist on paying for it all himself, but he didn’t. She picked up the tiny package and slipped it into her pocket. 
 
    “Are you going to put it on my finger?” Sue asked when they were sitting in the back of the bus on their way home. 
 
    “Okay. Where is it?” 
 
    She opened the envelope, handed him the ring and held out her left hand, indicating the fourth finger. 
 
    He smiled at her indulgently. “You want us to be unofficially engaged, do you?” 
 
    She grinned and nodded. 
 
    “Well it will have to remain unofficial for a very long time.” 
 
    Never mind. Now at last she was sure of her man. Her mate, married or not, for the rest of their lives. 
 
    * 
 
    Mary Ozanne, John’s humourless wife who had evacuated to England in 1940, and who had never had any intention of returning to him afterwards, sued him for divorce on the grounds of adultery. Edna was named as co-respondent, but the case was not contested, and just before Christmas of 1946, they were quietly married at the Greffe, Guernsey’s register office. Marie and Aline Ozanne, John’s mother and sister, were conspicuous by their disapproving absence, but Greg, Sarah and Sue were there with Greg’s great friend, George Schmit and his new wife, Gelly, who were in much the same situation. They had a reception at the Old Government House Hotel for more than fifty friends and relatives who were all delighted to see John so happy at last. 
 
    John and Edna had plans. Following the great success of the tearoom and garden at the farm, already renowned throughout the island, they intended expanding to small hotel status. More bathrooms were added and the kitchen extended, and Sue was asked to go on a short catering course in England. She was thrilled to accept. The job interested her greatly, she thought it would be good for her intended role of housewife and, not least, it meant being just a little nearer David. Her nest egg was growing, slowly. She continued to exercise some of the six horses John now kept for his riding school and was often beset by the yearning to take an instructor’s course, rather than catering – it was bound to be more useful. 
 
    On her seventeenth birthday Sue passed the simple driving test in Greg’s car, which resulted in a rise in the total of weekly arguments, but gave her parents an added lever for her to accept their rulings: otherwise she was not allowed to use the car. 
 
    “I’ve half a mind to spend my savings on a car of my own,” she wrote to David, frustrated by the situation. 
 
    “Why not?” was his response. 
 
    As though he didn’t know it would mean a longer wait for her to go and live in North Wales! He did puzzle her, sometimes. 
 
    The catering course in London, during which she stayed with Aunt Gelly’s sister in her flat in Fulham, proved extremely successful. Not that Sue got her diploma with exactly flying colours, there were far too many distractions to be enjoyed in the big city, but nevertheless she did learn a great deal. 
 
    The ten-week intensive course ended in time for the beginning of the tourist season in Guernsey, where the alterations were nearing completion at Val du Douit. John and Edna insisted Sue should be on a bonus scheme throughout the summer, so that by the end of September her deposit account at Lloyd’s was far better than her wildest dreams. 
 
    “Thank you, thank you, darling Edna,” she squealed, hugging her. 
 
    “Not at all. Thank you! You really have earned every penny. I couldn’t possibly have coped without you!” 
 
    “Well, now that the last of the visitors have gone, Edna, do you think I might borrow Sue to help out at the stables, while young Ben is on holiday?” her husband asked plaintively. He had had to take on a boy to cover the extra time Sue was spending in the hotel. 
 
    Sue arrived next morning in jodphurs. “Who needs exercising today?” she asked hopefully. She had not had more than half a dozen rides throughout the summer. 
 
    “Thunder hasn’t been out for a few days.” John began. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Oh, haven’t you met him yet? I bought him from a riding stable in the Vale two weeks ago. They said they had more horses than they needed, but I suspect they found him too skittish for beginners. You’ll need to be careful.” 
 
    Thunder, a sixteen-and-a-half hands chestnut, took some persuading to allow this stranger to mount, but was perfectly docile and responsive as they walked up the lane to gallop across the top fields. The wind was gusting to gale force, blowing a confetti of leaves from the tall elms and flattening the drying bracken on the hedge banks. Hatless, Sue’s hair streamed out in the wind, like Thunder’s black mane and tail, horse and rider enjoying every moment. 
 
    “Would you like to go down to a beach for a sand gallop, old chappie?” she asked, patting his neck and standing in the stirrups as Thunder’s gait slowed to an easy canter. It would be a fairly long ride, but she was sure Uncle John wouldn’t mind. 
 
    Thunder tossed his head high and whinnied. 
 
    “Okay. We’ll go through that gap and join the lane farther down.” Fortunately it was unnecessary to worry about gates as cows in Guernsey are always tethered and there is little fear of them wandering, so Sue and Thunder would be able to rejoin the lane below the bend without her having to dismount. 
 
    Jim Cotterill was having a hard time with the bread delivery van that morning. Three times it had failed to start so, after leaving the Queripel’s loaf on their kitchen table, he elected to coast the rest of the way down the lane in the hope of building up sufficient speed to start her in gear. 
 
    Thunder was negotiating the muddy slope from the field down onto the quiet lane when a huge, brown monster leapt round the bend at him, jerked, roared and hooted. The horse reared in fright and fell back onto his hocks as his hooves slid in the mud. Sue slipped off over his tail and rolled flat on her face while, in his frantic effort to get up, Thunder’s large, iron shoe was planted in the small of her back as he sprang to bolt away. 
 
    Until that moment the entire ludicrous incident had seemed to Sue to be happening in farcically slow motion. She had wanted to laugh as she slipped helplessly out of the saddle over his rump, and imagined Edna’s amusement when she returned with mud all over her face. 
 
    Then an agonising crash of pain in her back swamped her body, and thoughts and vision blurred through clouds of increasing darkness as she lost consciousness. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Four – Trapped 
 
      
 
    There was no question of slow motion in Jim Cotterill’s mind: it all happened so suddenly it was difficult to explain to anyone what had occurred. Admittedly, he had only been thinking about trying to spark the van engine into life when the horse slid into sight as he rounded the bend in the lane. The reason he hooted, which he wouldn’t normally do near a horse, was that he was anxious not to stall the van again as he braked and the wheels slewed off the track. Watching John Ozanne’s wild niece slide off her mount, he muttered, “serve her right” under his breath, half amused at the sight, half angry as his motor died away again. However, when he saw the animal’s iron-shod hoof smash into the girl’s back, humour and anger turned to horror. “Aw my Gawd!” he shouted, wriggling out of the van into the hedgerow, dashing across to Sue’s inert body. Better not to turn her if her back’s damaged, he thought. But she’s got to breathe. Reluctant to touch her, he drew the mass of tumbled hair back from her face, buried in mud. “Aw my Gawd!” he repeated, looking desperately up and down the lane for help, but not even the horse was in sight. Gingerly, he slid a hand under her head to lift it slightly, then seeing the mud-clogged lips drew a well-used red handkerchief from his pocket and attempted to clear both nose and mouth. He felt a faint puff of air against his fingers and gasped with relief. He was loathe to leave her lying there but after minutes of indecision he elected to hurry down to Val du Douit Farm to the Ozannes. 
 
    Edna was in the kitchen, baking, when she heard boots clomping across the yard and a voice shouting, “You there, Mister Ozanne? You there? You better come quick, it’s your niece!” and the baker almost fell through the open door, puce in the face and panting. 
 
    John was in the stables; Edna rang the emergency bell they’d fixed up from the kitchen and within half a minute he was dashing across the yard, and while Edna called St John Ambulance, John raced up the lane ahead of Jim’s fat legs. 
 
    * 
 
    Sue opened her eyes and stared at her mother in bewilderment. She began to draw a breath to ask what was happening but stopped, screwing up her face in pain. “Uh! I can’t breathe!” Her voice was barely a whisper. 
 
    “Don’t try,” her father ordered. “You’re just waiting to go into X-ray to see what damage you’ve done.” 
 
    Sue tried turning to face him, but winced again. Then someone stuck a needle in her arm. 
 
    Later, Sue heard her mother saying, “You have a badly bruised back and a fractured disc, but they can’t find any sign of bone fracture. They will keep you here in hospital overnight and bring you home in the morning, if all is well.” Which manoeuvre proved equally as painful as the X-rays had been, despite the injections. 
 
    And almost as bad as the ministration of the physiotherapist. Long and sinewy, brown and bouncy, he skipped into the house a few days after her return and called her “My poppet”. She learned afterwards that he gave all female patients the same title as he was hopeless at remembering names. Two weeks after the accident he ripped the huge strapping of adhesive plaster off her back, creating even more exquisite agony, and declared, “There, my poppet! Your uncle Joe says you may now sit up with your feet over the edge of the bed, just for a few minutes.” 
 
    Listening from the hallway, Greg and Sarah raised their eyes to heaven. ‘Uncle Joe’s’ jolly visits were becoming increasingly hard to take. 
 
    Sue didn’t manage to sit up for more than thirty seconds before pleading to lie back again. “However long is this going to take?” she demanded. 
 
    “Until all the gel from inside the fractured disc has been drawn back into place or dissolved, it will continue to press against your spinal cord causing pain through all the nerves in your torso, my poppet. You listen when your Uncle Joe tells you how lucky you are that no vertebrae were broken.” 
 
    “But how much longer will I have to lie here? A week? Two weeks? I’ve got to get back to my job.” 
 
    “And what is that?” 
 
    “Partly stable work and exercising horses, and partly helping in the tearooms and guesthouse.” 
 
    ‘Uncle Joe’ shook his head. “Well, the disc seems to be mending quite quickly, they usually do, which means you should be back on your feet, in the next week or so. But, my poppet, I am not satisfied that the disc itself is in its correct position.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “That the least jerk, or even standing on your feet for more than a few minutes at a time, could force it right out of position and put you on your back again for several months. We must not run the risk of this becoming a chronic condition. So,” he gave her a friendly wallop on the side of her leg, “No riding, no mucking out stables and no standing up for more than five minutes at a time until I tell you you may.” 
 
    “When will that be? Not another two or three weeks?” 
 
    A quiff of long, brown hair flopped over his face as he shook his head. “No. Absolutely not. You’ll have to wait a minimum of six months.” 
 
    Sue grinned up at him. “You’re pulling my leg!” 
 
    Solemnly he shook his head again. “Seriously. I mean it.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you!” 
 
    “If you want to be sure of ever leading a normal life again, my poppet, you had better start believing me,” he said, “right now!” 
 
    She did. But it wasn’t easy. She felt so trapped! 
 
    Sarah continued to feed her with an invalid cup, both desperately trying not to laugh, knowing the pain it would cause. Sarah would gaze out of the window to avoid catching Sue’s eye and consequently produce a fit of choking or spill soup down the patient’s neck. Sarah’s shoulders would start to shake, Sue would splutter, trying to laugh backwards to ease the pain and Greg would bound in from the kitchen with a stern face to tick them both off . . . with hilarious results. 
 
    It was a time of family unity and happiness. Despite Sue’s pain and frustration, she revelled in her parent’s constant, loving attention: Sarah was delighted to have total charge and control of her daughter; Richard had his big sister lying helplessly at his mercy, ever available to invent stories for his amusement; and Greg, who loved peace and tranquillity above all things, came in from work each day, no longer dreading another feud, ready to enjoy his family. 
 
    Tentatively at first, mother and daughter began to talk. In rebuilding their respective lives after the war, they seemed to have had no time to discuss the previous five years in depth; incidents had been related, glossed over and forgotten, neither willing to admit, let alone share, the other’s emotional traumas or physical deprivations. Sarah knew that Sue had had some good billets and some bad, but now she had time to probe for details she began to comprehend the loneliness and unhappiness Sue had suffered. Her eyes filled with tears, and seeing them, Sue held out her arms to hug her mother, as she hadn’t done for years. 
 
    Lying, listening to Sarah explaining how she cooked tiny, wrinkled potatoes over bits of burning greenhouse timber in the sitting room fireplace, and bought seawater from a tank on a handcart because there was no salt and the public were no longer allowed on the beaches to collect their own sea water, Sue was able to picture it all in detail and understand her mother’s worries about feeding her family, especially little Richard; no wonder her hair had turned white, and Dad had become so thin. 
 
    Sarah passed on some of the details to Greg, at night when they were in bed. “Poor child. At least we had each other and Richard, she had no one.” 
 
    “No wonder she came to centre her affection on David,” Greg whispered. “She had a big void to fill in her heart.” 
 
    “Yes,” Sarah sighed. “I dread her going off to live in Wales again, especially now we are getting to know each other so much better.” 
 
    “Do you reckon she’ll be able to go, after this accident?” 
 
    “Not for some time, according to ‘Uncle Joe’. I dread to think how she’ll react if she is told she has to wait more than year.” Sarah reached up to switch off the light. “Anyway, I don’t believe she has dared think about that, yet.” 
 
    * 
 
    Sarah was wrong. Sue had thought about David, the effects of her injury on her job prospects, and the additional waiting time involved. She had also noted the ever lengthening times between his letters, though he had written very promptly on hearing about the accident. 
 
    The next letter didn’t arrive for an interminable two weeks and the one after that took four, by which time she was up and about, walking quite normally though she tired very quickly. She was watching through the sitting room window as the postman, draped in oilskins, hurried up to the front door through driving rain. The envelopes were wet as she picked them out of the letter cage behind the door and sorted them, and her heart leapt as she recognised David’s writing. 
 
    “Post!” she called, carrying the bills into the kitchen. 
 
    “Hm,” Sarah grunted. “Doesn’t look very interesting.” She glanced up from the teapot and saw the happy grin on Sue’s face. “Though I imagine yours is?” 
 
    Sue waved the envelope triumphantly. “At last!” 
 
    “Good! Want a cup of tea?” 
 
    Alone in the sitting room, Sue settled back in an armchair, carefully slit open the damp envelope then took a few sips of tea before allowing herself to become immersed in David’s letter. 
 
    Her grin soon became a frown. 
 
    ‘. . . and so after a great deal of investigation and discussion, Dad has decided to take the job offered in Canada. 
 
    The initial contract is only for two years, so Mum and Dad won’t sell the house, just let it, until we decide whether we want to remain there. The firm says they will provide a place in college for me there, which is very exciting, don’t you think?’ 
 
    No! She did not think it at all exciting! Disastrous, more like. She shook her head in disbelief. What on earth was he thinking about, contemplating setting off to the other side of the world without even speaking to her about it. About them. And they were supposed to be engaged . . . well, unofficially. She scanned the remaining pages, then reread the whole letter, twice. 
 
    “Your tea has gone cold, Sue,” Sarah pointed out when she stuck her head round the door. “Nice letter?” 
 
    Sue stared up at her, her face a mask of misery. “No.” 
 
    “Darling! What is it?” 
 
    Sue told her. “And apart from starting ‘My Darling Sue’, saying they would return in a couple of years at least for a holiday and he hopes we’ll see each other then, and ending ‘with all my love’,” Sue stared into her lap, twisting the pages, “he doesn’t mention anything about us.” The only scrap of comfort lay in the fact that since the accident she and her mother had become close enough for her to talk about David more openly. 
 
    Sarah tried to be practical. “Well, you are both very young to be thinking about a joint future. Though this move to Canada need not necessarily mean a break-up, it could give you the chance to meet other nice boys, over here.” 
 
    It was not what Sue wanted to hear but she bit back the retort on her lips, accepting that Sarah meant well. She got up and wandered across the room to gaze out at the rain. Two whole years! And no mention of their future! Suddenly she felt angry: how dared he treat her like that? Where was his loyalty and commitment? “Yes,” she swung round to face Sarah. “You’re right, Mummy. I’m not going to sit around moping for the next two years! I’m going to enjoy myself!” 
 
    * 
 
    Post-war Guernsey was full of social fun and laughter. Ten thousand young islanders had joined the British forces and now many were being demobbed, returning to the island in their Government issue de-mob clothes with post-war gratuities burning holes in their pockets. The local British Legion and RAF Clubs were fast enrolling new members; tennis, badminton, cricket, soccer and athletic clubs were swinging into action. The Guernsey Amateur Dramatic and Operatic Society, whose few remaining members had kept going during the war with willing new recruits as The Regal Players, was bolstered anew with dozens of would-be actors and an army of enthusiastic stagehands, scenic and make-up artists; the Choral and Orchestral Society produced concerts. There were dinners and balls, and the cocktail bars did a thriving trade. 
 
    Felicity Warwick had been at school with Sarah and remained a firm friend, despite the five years’ separation during the war. She had returned with her husband Gus and daughter Anne, to restore their home at L’Ancresse after Todt workers had left it uninhabitable. Sue was her goddaughter; she visited her frequently after the girl’s accident, and now, knowing that Sue’s activities were still restricted by ‘Uncle Joe’, asked if Sue would give her a hand with the wardrobe for the next GADOS production. Sue was dubious, especially when she realised that a great deal of sewing was involved, but being extremely fond of Aunt Filly, and with time on her hands she agreed to ‘have a go’. At first the sewing and dressmaking lessons seemed tedious, but Filly’s natural sense of fun and ebullience soon took over and Sue was well pleased with her achievements as well as enjoying herself. 
 
    The biggest bonus proved to be social. She found herself amongst a large group of new friends, young and old, and enjoyed meeting a crowd of people slightly older than herself, who had recently been demobbed. Norton and James had been in the army; Penny was in the WAAFs and Tiny, large, fat and jolly, whose father was a well-known local hotelier, had been an army cook. Sue was fascinated by their casual repartee, their cameraderie and their acceptance of everyone as equals. James, at twenty-one, was youngest, and Penny, who had risen to sergeant, was twenty-five and oldest. Their dry, straight-faced humour was puzzling at first, but soon she was joining in the ribbing, giving as good as she got. 
 
    Seeing the leading lady in costume and make-up for the first time, Tiny remarked to her that in the semi-darkness of the auditorium she looked reasonably attractive. 
 
    Unfortunately, the fact that the lady did not appreciate the accolade had an explosive effect on Sue, who was adjusting the hem of the gown. “Oh dear, it must be the dust on the floor,” Sue apologised, turning the explosion into a sneeze. Then she accidently caught James’s eye and had to ‘sneeze’ again. 
 
    The end of play party, attended by everyone concerned in the production, turned into a near riot, once the older and stuffier members had left. “Always improves once we are down to the nucleus,” James remarked. “Now we can get down to some serious drinking.” 
 
    “Well I’m afraid we have to go, now,” Filly said. 
 
    “Oh, must we?” Sue complained. 
 
    “Certainly not,” Tiny insisted. “The party’s just beginning.” 
 
    “I promised Gus I’d be home before midnight,” Filly told him, “And—” 
 
    “How tiresome. Never mind, Sue isn’t married to Gus,” Tiny put a persuasive arm round Filly’s shoulders, “She can stay and we’ll see her safely home.” 
 
    “Super! That’ll be okay, won’t it Aunt Filly?” 
 
    “Come on, Aunt Filly!” James joined in. “Don’t be stuffy. Sue’ll be safe with us!” 
 
    Filly snorted. “That I doubt!” But she gave in with a grin. 
 
    * 
 
    Christmas and New Year were fabulous, followed by a wonderful eighteenth birthday party with her new crowd of friends. Sue was ecstatic: her parents approved of ‘the crowd’ – they all came from suitable backgrounds – though Greg and Sarah had no inkling of the level of liquor consumed nightly. They raised a slightly admonishing eyebrow when Sue produced a packet of Balkan Sobranies from her handbag, and lit up, but as the happy atmosphere in the house prevailed they agreed to do nothing that might disturb it. 
 
    They also agreed that there was safety in numbers. “It is amusing to see so many different escorts bringing her home each evening,” Greg remarked, “Even if it is sometimes rather late.” 
 
    “True. But I think we should insist on her being home by eleven,” Sarah suggested. 
 
    Greg grimaced. “Or eleven-thirty, perhaps?” 
 
    “Before midnight,” Sue said persuasively when the subject was broached. Which was finally agreed. 
 
    The very next day Norton announced yet another demob party. “It’s for Jonathan Martel. He’s just come out of the Royal Navy. Arrived home yesterday.” 
 
    “Where will it be?” Sue asked. 
 
    “At the Palm Court. Want a lift?” 
 
    For her birthday, Grandma and Aunt Aline had given Sue a gorgeously sophisticated cocktail dress in shot, turquoise silk taffeta with a swathed, off-the-shoulder top and princess-line waist flaring to a full, ankle-length skirt. Sarah thought it was far too grown-up and low-cut for her and guessed, correctly, that her mother had had no hand in choosing it, but short of a massive family row there was no way to stop Sue wearing it to the party. Sue also wanted to put her hair up, but not wishing to push her luck too far, simply curled it and swept it back with combs to the nape of her neck. 
 
    “You look terrific, old girl,” Norton commented as she got in the car. 
 
    Sue knew it was the best she had ever looked but was still delighted when even Penny, in her mannish pants suit, gave a nod of approval. 
 
    Jonathan was leaning on the bar counter as they walked in, listening to someone talking in the group round him. 
 
    “Here we are,” Norton announced. “Sue, this is the rogue we’ve all been telling you about. Jonathan, this is the infant we’ve taken under our wing.” 
 
    Jonathan stood to attention, held out his hand and shook his head, solemnly. “My dear Sue, I hope we meet in time for me to save you from the clutches of this horrible crew. They are not to be trusted, you know, especially with beautiful young ladies.” 
 
    Sue quickly summed up the soft blue eyes under long dark lashes, the sun-bleached hair slicked back with Brylcreem and exquisitely chiselled features, weathered bronze. She felt the strong, slender fingers grasp her hand, and equally solemnly replied, “Jonathan, you don’t know the half of it. Night after night I have battled for my honour, just waiting for you to arrive and protect me.” 
 
    Tiny snorted and the rest exploded as Jonathan’s eyebrows shot up. “That bad! My dear, come to Uncle Jonty,” he put an arm round her shoulders, “He’ll fend them off.” 
 
    It was a lovely party. A sort of on-going party, in that day after day arrangements were made to congregate at somebody’s house, or in yet another cocktail bar. 
 
    “What do you all do every evening?” Sarah asked her bleary-eyed daughter who was slumped over a late breakfast. 
 
    Sue smiled happily. “Talk about the war and what we’ll do now. Play bar billiards or liar dice. Eat, drink and be merry!” 
 
    “You must bring some of them home, sometime. We’d like to meet them.” 
 
    “Of course. Sometime.” Though she couldn’t imagine what for. Mum and Dad didn’t drink much. Or play liar dice. They wouldn’t relate to the fast service repartee. Good grief, they were almost a different breed altogether. Their world revolved at a totally different pace. Anyway, no one else’s parents were ever introduced. 
 
    But, she had to admit, there was an even stronger reason to put off bringing them home. Back in her bedroom, sitting at her dressing table, Sue searched her reflection for a clue to her new problem. Opening the top drawer she stared down at David’s latest letter and repeated the question in her mind. How could the feelings she had for David possibly be true and eternal love, when the mere sight of Jonathan had such a violent effect on her, both mentally and physically. When his glance, his smile, sent waves of weakness down her thighs. It was a reaction which Sarah would instantly recognise . . . yet how, being so old, could she hope to understand? 
 
    Sue lay in the bath, easing the ache in her back. She couldn’t get Jonathan out of her mind; pictured his lean, sensitive face in repose, when he was unaware anyone was watching. For all his bravado, laughter and joking, she guessed there was probably a shy, sensitive man underneath. 
 
    Sarah was not a fool. She watched her daughter go out that evening, hair immaculate, a little too much make-up but studiously applied, wearing a smart dress and jacket she had made herself with a bit of help from dear Filly, and she knew the effort was not for a mere, casual friend. Then, a week later when their long-time friends Ted and Julia Martel came round for an evening’s bridge, Julia remarked that Ted’s brother’s boy, Jonathan, recently demobbed from the Royal Navy, had been asking a lot of questions about Sue. 
 
    Sarah closed her fan of cards. “What sort of questions?” 
 
    “‘Did we know of her?’ ‘What’s her family like?’ ‘Has she a steady boyfriend?’ The usual sort of things.” 
 
    “Are you going to take this trick, sweetheart, or spend the rest of the evening gossiping?” Greg demanded. 
 
    Sarah obliged, played a small Club, then grinned at Julia. “What did you tell him?” 
 
    “Very nice girl. Charming family but totally committed to a chap called . . . David. Right?” Julia played the nine. 
 
    “Er . . . yes. Well, not totally.” 
 
    Greg frowned at his hand and threw the Jack, which Ted promptly covered with the Queen. Greg’s frown deepened. “As soon as this rubber is over, I suggest you girls go off into the kitchen to yatter while the kettle’s boiling.” 
 
    Julia put a hand over her mouth, signifying silence. 
 
    * 
 
    “I’ll go into the hotel business,” Jonathan said, in answer to Sue’s question. “Mother has this great barn of a house where she rattles around like a pea in a drum. She says she’d be happy to move into the old cottage beyond the paddock, if it were done up a bit.” 
 
    They were sitting in his MG overlooking Lihou Island, trying to fend off the freezing draughts whistling in through gaps in the canvas top. It was the first time he had asked her out, “just for a spin”, and their conversation was politely stilted. 
 
    “Have you had any experience or training in hotel management?” 
 
    “I’ve had a year of keeping things ship-shape below decks. That should be sufficient, I imagine.” He had risen to Sub Lieutenant. 
 
    Impressed by his confidence, Sue was sure he was right. 
 
    A week later he kissed her, long and tenderly . . . and next day he phoned to apologise. “Terribly sorry about that. Shouldn’t have had that last ‘one for the road’. Quite made me forget myself. Hope you weren’t offended?” 
 
    “Why are you sorry?” She had enjoyed it; it was only the apology that offended her. 
 
    “Well, I mean, you already have a boyfriend, haven’t you?” 
 
    Sue took a deep breath. “Had. But that was over some time ago.” Like two and a half minutes? 
 
    “I’m taking Toby for a walk,” she called to her mother as she dragged on her coat and boots, hoping the cold sea air at Bordeaux would clear her head. The gale tore at her headscarf and flattened the dog’s ears against his neck as they stood above the shoreline watching breakers bursting into clouds of spume over the rocks. It wasn’t hard to analyse her feelings. It was simply a matter of fitting all the pieces of life’s jig-saw into place. And suddenly they all did fit, very neatly. Fate, God or whatever, had obviously taken a hand. Her accident had seemed like a major tragedy at the time, yet it had brought her a much closer and more comfortable relationship with her parents. Still, the problem of split allegiance, between her family and Guernsey, or David and Wales, had remained. Her parents had told her often enough how sad they would be if she left the island, and what a pity it was she had a Welsh boyfriend. Then Fate removed David to the other side of the world. She had been so miserable, left behind, pining for him . . . failing to understand the obvious. Now it was all so clear. Jonathan, not David, was the man intended for her. Her dearest, darling Jonathan. Mummy and Daddy liked the family and he was a nephew of their great friends. Now, at last, the puzzle would be solved. 
 
    * 
 
    Jonathan proposed three weeks later and Sue had no hesitation in accepting. She had sensed it coming and had quickly written her ‘Dear John’ letter to David, convinced he would be relieved; he had never shown much enthusiasm for a permanent alliance. 
 
    “Darling, that’s wonderful. But you are only eighteen,” Sarah responded cautiously. 
 
    “And Jonathan hasn’t got a job, yet, has he?” Greg said. 
 
    “Oh yes. He’s going into the hotel business.” 
 
    “Really! Well I would like him to come and see me to discuss it before we give our official approval.” 
 
    “Daddy! That sounds so old-fashioned!” 
 
    Fortunately Jonathan didn’t share her opinion. “Of course I must see him. I only spoke to you first to be sure you wouldn’t be repulsed by the idea!” 
 
    The bucket seats in his car were not designed for lovers, but Sue managed to get her arms round him and indulge in a prolonged kiss. “I’m not entirely repulsed,” she assured him. 
 
    It was a very relaxed meeting lasting five minutes before Greg and Jonathan joined their womenfolk in the sitting room. 
 
    “I told Jonathan we thought they should wait till they had got a home together. But it seems there is a home ready and waiting.” 
 
    Sarah’s mouth formed a large O. “Waiting?” 
 
    Jonathan explained about the old family house he planned to turn into an hotel. “And naturally it will be marvellous having Sue to help, after her experience at Val du Douit.” 
 
    Sarah tried to feel as happy and confident as the young couple, and failed. It was all so sudden! Only weeks ago Sue had been anxiously watching for the postman to deliver letters from David; not that either she or Greg wanted the childhood romance to continue . . . the thought of Sue going off to live in Wales was bad enough, but when the thought occurred of her going to live in Canada the whole concept was appalling. The Martels were a nice family and Jonathan an ideal prospect . . . hopefully. But Sue hardly knew him. He was so much older, a man of the world. Dare she say anything, risk upsetting the relationship between Sue and herself? She looked helplessly at Greg. 
 
    Reading her thoughts, Greg said, “Yes. I think it all sounds splendid. Nevertheless I’m sure my wife and I both feel it might be best to announce your engagement on Sue’s nineteenth birthday, next January, with a possible summer wedding to follow.” 
 
    “Oh Daddy! Why? What is the point of waiting a whole year?” 
 
    “We want you both to be absolutely sure . . .” Sarah began. 
 
    “We are! Aren’t we, darling?” Sue, sitting on the arm of Jonathan’s chair, gazed adoringly down into the compelling blue eyes. 
 
    “I’m sure Jonathan won’t mind giving us a week to consider the options, will you?” Greg asked the young man. 
 
    “Of course not. Whatever you want.” He was most effusive. “But as far as Sue and I are concerned we would like to regard ourselves as engaged, even if unofficially.” 
 
    Receiving a fractional shrug from Sarah in response to his glance, Greg nodded. “Very well.” 
 
    * 
 
    The engagement announcement was in the Guernsey Evening Press the day before the annual Liberation Day Celebrations on 9 May, but only after a great deal of argument and arm-twisting from Sue. She was ecstatic, not only because she was well aware of being the envy of most girls in their crowd for landing the most attractive fish in the pond, but also because she was about to realise her dream – soon to start a home and family of her own. 
 
    Too soon, Sarah thought, secretly. However Sue’s lively enthusiasm was infectious, sweeping everyone along with her in preparation for an August wedding. Clothes were still rationed, so coupons were gathered and hoarded. Mother and daughter paid several visits to Lovell’s for bed and table linen and towels for the trousseau. Mrs Tostevin, who had made Sarah’s dress in 1929, was too crippled with arthritis to sew anymore, but she had taught her daughter, now married and living at St Sampson’s, who accepted the commission to produce dresses for the bride and bridesmaids. There was a very limited range of materials available: Sue fell for a heavy white satin to be made up into a slim, straight pattern with ample train but Sarah and Aunt Filly talked her out of it. 
 
    “Far too old and sophisticated for an eighteen-year-old.” 
 
    Which had actually been exactly what Sue wanted. However she was far too happy and excited to argue, and allowed herself to be talked into a white silk taffeta, with the same material in very pale blue for the bridesmaids – Aunt Filly’s daughter, Anne, and Sue’s cousins who lived in England, Josette and Marivonne. 
 
    “Mummy, do you still have your own wedding veil?” 
 
    “Why yes, I think so. Up in the attic, somewhere.” 
 
    “Let’s get it down, then. I’d love to wear it if it hasn’t been chewed up by mice and moths.” 
 
    Sarah was thrilled at the idea. 
 
    Filly had managed to obtain two silk parachutes through a friend in London; these were being sold off in hundreds, no longer required by the RAF after the war, and women everywhere were cutting into the precious panels to make nightdresses and luxurious lingerie. 
 
    Hand in hand, Jonathan and Sue wandered round his old family home, making plans. “We’ll need a decent-sized dining room and residents’ lounge,” Jonathan said, “and a cocktail bar, too. But that could be quite small and intimate. Possibly Father’s old study.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” Sue agreed. Of course she agreed with virtually all his ideas. They all seemed so good. “What about the guest bedrooms? And our own quarters?” 
 
    “I thought we might use the dower wing for ourselves. It hasn’t been lived in for years, only used for storage, but it would be fun to do it up, don’t you think?” 
 
    “I’ve never seen it. Can we go and look now?” 
 
    It smelled musty and was festooned with cobwebs, but the bride-to-be was enchanted. “Oh, darling! It is completely perfect.” She waltzed from room to room picturing cretonne curtains and chair covers, a dark oak, gate-legged table and log fires; a brass bedstead and patchwork quilt, and copper pans on the kitchen wall. “When can we start work on it?” Her very own home! 
 
    Thereafter, they spent every available minute cleaning the place out, painting, hanging wallpaper and scrounging furniture from their families. Sarah went back to Lovell’s with Sue, to help her choose curtain materials. The beautiful wooden floors were repolished and scattered with miscellaneous rugs. Sue loved old, traditional styles, Jonathan preferred modern, but it didn’t matter as everything was mixed together in haste. Sarah’s sensibilities were offended by the medley, but Sue didn’t care, it was their home and she loved it. Wedding presents began arriving in the shape of crockery, glass and cutlery. These were assembled at Les Mouettes for display after the reception. 
 
    Greg opened the bills with horror, but Sarah didn’t bat an eyelid. “We only have one daughter, darling.” She kissed his cheek. “This is a one off. When Richard marries it will be someone else writing the cheques.” 
 
    “Thank God for that!” He landed a playful smack on her behind. “I know it isn’t Sue who is stripping the shirt off my back. You are thoroughly enjoying your spending spree, aren’t you?” 
 
    The crow’s feet at the corners of her eyes deepened. “Yes, sweetheart. I am. And I believe you are too.” 
 
    * 
 
    Every post brought congratulations on Sue and Jonathan’s engagement: Sue developed a sixth sense for timing its arrival and dashed to the door to take it from the postman, prancing back through the house to show her mother. “Oh look! A lovely card from Meggie. You remember, my best friend in Denbigh. And a letter enclosed. I’ll read it later.” 
 
    Near the bottom of the pile was a letter with a Canadian stamp – addressed in David’s handwriting. Sue hadn’t told him of her engagement so it couldn’t be congratulations, just a late reply to her ‘Dear John’ letter. 
 
    Sarah watched as the envelope was slit open and waited, hoping the boy had taken the jilting well. Then she bit her lip as a scarlet flush crept up Sue’s neck. 
 
    “Oh no, Mum!” The girl looked up from the letter, eyes swimming. “I can’t believe it. He says he’s devastated! He’s coming back to talk it over!” 
 
    Mother and daughter stared at each other in horror. 
 
    “You’ll have to send him a cable, telling him about the engagement,” Sarah muttered, adding, when she saw the colour drain from Sue’s face, “There is no point in blaming yourself. These things often happen when alliances are made so very young. And he would be wrong to expect to you to wait for him for years. Plus the fact that people do change; there is no saying you would even have liked each other when you met again.” 
 
    “Quite.” Sue desperately wanted to believe it, but later, alone in her bedroom, she gave way to tears. Poor, dear David. If only she had known how strongly he felt . . . but would it have made any difference? Could anything have stopped her falling in love with Jonathan? She looked at her fiancé’s photograph standing on the bedside table, and smiled. No, nothing. Yet she knew that deep down she would always love David, in a way. She drifted over to the window, watched petunias nodding at each other in the warm wind, and blew her nose. If only she hadn’t had to hurt him so, she wouldn’t be feeling so guilty. 
 
    Back in the kitchen, Sarah handed her a piece of paper. “Just a suggested wording for your cable.” 
 
    Sue read it and gave a half smile. “Thanks. Yes that looks fine.” 
 
    “Like me to phone it through for you?” 
 
    “Please, Mum. And let’s pray it gets there before he leaves.” 
 
    The click of the garden gate had always prompted happy anticipation, of visiting friends, of exciting mail and, latterly, of Jonathan’s arrival. Now the sound filled Sue with alarm that David might turn up, unannounced. Gradually, day by day, she managed to eliminate him from her mind, most of the time, but it was during those moments when she was tired, or couldn’t sleep that she remained vulnerable to waves of guilt . . . which she would deliberately turn into anger. After all, it was his fault for not showing more interest in their future long ago. 
 
    Apart from which, everything was progressing very smoothly, and best of all there were few disagreements over the wedding preparations, largely because Sue was too happy to be bothered arguing. What did it matter whether Mummy chose a finger buffet reception or a sit-down meal? So long as there was ample champagne. 
 
    * 
 
    It had been an excellent season for the tomato trade that year, so, despite the mounting stack of bills, Greg was very happy, especially when the sun rose on the day of the wedding, to shine non-stop until it set over the west coast, and even more so when he climbed into the beribboned taxi beside Sue; she had never looked so beautiful and his chest swelled with pride under his morning suit. Sarah finished arranging Sue’s dress so that it wouldn’t be crushed and gazed at her daughter for a brief moment before the door was shut. A moment long enough for the picture to be etched on her memory for all time. The low neckline of the dress was gathered into a lace-edged, stiffened ruff, with ruffs on her elbows below puffed sleeves. The fitted bodice met the full, gathered skirt under a wide sash, tied in a bow at the back with ends down to the flounced hemline, from which peeped dainty satin shoes. Sarah’s veil was held in place on Sue’s head by a cap stitched with seed pearls, matching the graduated pearl necklet and earrings given to her by her groom. Her dark hair lay curled on her shoulders, her green eyes were enhanced with a suspicion of eyeshadow, her lips reddened and her summer freckles dusted with powder. She held her bouquet of summer lilies and stephanotis very carefully, so that the front of her dress would not be creased. 
 
    Sarah’s mind flashed back to the car in which she herself had been driven to her wedding at St Saviour’s Church, Pa sitting beside her, trying to calm her nerves. She sighed. Had that been a million years ago . . . or only yesterday? Of one thing she was sure, she had never looked as lovely as Sue did today. 
 
    She hurried back into the house to collect Richard, who was bored stiff at having to be dressed up in a smart suit during the summer holidays. “Can’t I take the coat off? It looks stupid in this weather,” he grumbled. 
 
    “You look splendid,” Sarah assured him, adjusting his carnation buttonhole. She paused to check her reflection in the hall mirror; the matching floral edge-to-edge dress and coat were of pale amber and green polished cotton, the dark green, wide-brimmed straw hat decorated with silk flowers to match. The corsage of orchids hardly showed up at all against her coat, but it was too late to worry about that now: the taxi was at the door, waiting to rush them to the church ahead of the bride. 
 
    There was no way Grandma Gaudion could be left at home, so Andrew and Maureen had brought her, no enviable task. Sarah glimpsed the tight-lipped irritation on Marie’s face, no doubt at finding herself in the pew behind the older woman whose sotto voce queries to her son Sarah coud hear reverberating round the church, though she couldn’t actually see her. William and his wife Annemarie, who had brought their bridesmaid daughters over from Cornwall for the wedding, were sitting with Marie and Aline, and soon distracted them with complimentary comments about their outfits. Wisely, John and Edna sat further back than was their right, for fear that his mother and sister would stage an embarrassing scene. 
 
    Alone with Richard in the front pew, Sarah saw Jonathan glance at his watch before looking anxiously over his shoulder towards the door. She caught his eye and winked, a reassurance that the bride was on her way. 
 
    * 
 
    The bridal car had driven very slowly round the Vale Castle to St Sampson’s harbour, allowing Sarah and Richard to overtake. The pace made Sue restless. She fidgeted with her bouquet, adjusted the veil, smoothed her dress, until Greg took her hand and squeezed it. “Try to relax, my sweet. Only a few more minutes.” 
 
    Sue smiled at him through the veil, hoping he couldn’t read her mind; she didn’t want him to realise that she had a recurring nightmarish thought . . . that when the rector asked if anyone knew of any just cause or impediment why these two persons should not be joined together, David would jump up at the back of the church and shout I do! Might he have left Canada before the cable arrived? Could he know which church? What time? Her chest pounded. Her mouth was dry. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Five – Teenage Bride 
 
      
 
    Gathering up the folds of her dress, Sue stepped out of the wedding car, feeling almost faint with excitement. The months since meeting Jonathan, their ‘courtship’ as her mother insisted on calling it, and their short engagement had all flashed by too quickly to be fully assimilated. She hardly dared believe it was actually happening. Why, only six months ago she had still believed herself to be committed to David! The sudden thought made her glance anxiously at St Sampson’s Church door. 
 
    St Sampson had been Bishop of Dol in Brittany. In the sixth century AD he crossed to Guernsey, landed in the natural harbour which was to take his name, and was believed to have been the first Christian preacher in the island. The church which bore his name was built subsequently on the site of his chapel, in the eleventh century. 
 
    Ancient, lichen-covered gravestones stood to the right of the path which curved its way to where the three bridesmaids were waiting in the church doorway. They helped Sue straighten her dress, arranged the ribbon-edged veil and, led by the choir, followed the bride down the steps to the aisle to the sound of Purcell’s Trumpet Voluntary. It was a beautiful church, the long, main aisle leading under what had once been the high organ loft and choir stalls, up to a magnificent triple set of stained-glass windows. Sue’s hand gripped Greg’s arm as she glanced to left and right at the congregation, appreciating their smiles, but with a niggling fear of finding David amongst the sea of faces. That she failed to see him could have been due to the fact that the church was filled to capacity, so with a conscious effort she put him out of her mind and focused on her beloved Jonathan, who was standing a head taller than Norton, his best man, gorgeous enough to turn a girl’s knees to water. He was smiling at her, watching as she handed her bouquet to Anne Warwick, and came to stand at her side as they waited for the service to commence. 
 
    Sue could hear her heart thumping until they had passed the ‘impediment’ bit without interruption; then she relaxed. 
 
    After the signing of the register the organist gave full throttle to the fanfare opening of Mendelssohn’s Wedding March. David completely forgotten, Sue walked in stately procession, her fingers laid on the back of Jonathan’s hand, out into the midday heat. 
 
    Photographs seemed to last forever, all the usual groupings plus a succession of extras including Sue with her two grandmothers. Though Marie had shrunk even smaller with advancing years she looked very dignified in dusty pink draped with numerous ropes of pearls and a pearl-grey straw hat. Alice was in a soft blue georgette dress and jacket chosen by Sarah and Maureen. Unfortunately, at the last minute the old lady had discarded the expensive midnight blue hat her daughters-in-law had selected, replacing it with a weird concoction she had found squashed in a dress-box in the attic, looking like a large pile of pancakes and much the same colour. 
 
    Sarah had not seen it as she entered the church and now stared at it in dismay. “What on earth happened?” she hissed at Maureen and Andrew who had accompanied Alice. 
 
    Maureen grimaced. “I nearly had a fit when I saw her on the doorstep! I tried to make her go back inside and change it for the one we bought her but she’d have none of it. Said the new one was too dark for a wedding and if she couldn’t wear the one she had on she wasn’t coming.” 
 
    Sarah shrugged. “Well at least it should inject plenty of humour into the proceedings!” 
 
    A buffet lunch was spread on a long table down the centre of the Royal Hotel ballroom. The bride and groom stood near the door with Sarah and Greg and Jonathan’s mother Jessica, greeting the guests and receiving their congratulations, while the bridesmaids and ushers and other members of the family milled round the room talking to the guests, sipping champagne and eyeing the food. 
 
    There was an early hold-up in the queue of guests when Sue was surprised to see her mother and father leap forward to hug and kiss a middle-aged couple she had no recollection of ever seeing before, together with a line of youths in tow. At last the newcomers were freed to approach the newlyweds. 
 
    “Do you remember your Aunt Ethel?” Sarah asked, dabbing her eyes. 
 
    Sue stared at the tall, bronzed woman and shook her head. “No, to be honest, but now I think of it I have seen photos of you in one of Mummy’s albums. Have you come all the way from New Zealand to be here today?” 
 
    Ethel hugged the bride. “I reckoned it was as good an excuse as any for the black sheep to return. And you won’t remember your Uncle Paul, either. And these are your cousins David, Michael, the twins, Roger and Tim, and Sam.” 
 
    After a feast of hugging, kissing and handshaking, the Laurence family moved on into the room where they were set upon by Ethel’s brothers William and John with their respective wives. Sarah had invited Paul’s mother, Arabella who, together with Marie, had been responsible for banishing their erring young to New Zealand in 1932. Now the two grandmothers, Arabella, tall, beak-nosed and angular, towering over the diminutive Marie, greeted their grandsons and gave the couple an enthusiastic welcome, all the harsh words of the past forgotten. Sarah and John winked at each other as they spotted their sister Aline standing by, tight-lipped with disapproval. 
 
    One of the day’s highlights for Sue was finding herself face to face with Andrew’s and Maureen’s daughter; she squealed with excitement and flung her arms round the statuesque blonde beauty. “Sybil! No one told me you were coming! How wonderful. Jonathan, darling, this is my gorgeous cousin I told you about. My childhood idol.” 
 
    “A child of sweet innocence!” Sybil’s laugh was a low gurgle. “Hallo, Jonathan. I see my little cousin has done very nicely for herself!” 
 
    The bridegroom bowed over her hand. “Madam, you are too kind.” 
 
    “Ah! Do I note the touch of His Majesty’s Royal Navy?” Sybil arched an exquisite eyebrow. 
 
    “Indeed. The senior service,” was his prompt reaction to recognising an army type. “Where were you stationed?” 
 
    “Wherever the action was. Meanwhile would I be correct in assuming that you were still in your rompers at the time?” 
 
    “Yes, indeed. So much easier to swim ashore when the Krauts removed the deck from under one.” 
 
    Sue loved the repartee but thought she should chip in. “Sybil was driving a general during the war.” 
 
    “To distraction?” Jonathan enquired, straightfaced. 
 
    “Absolutely. But via the altar. Gordon! Come and meet the happy pair.” 
 
    A man with a white moustache and red face, his immaculate uniform stretched to the limit over his middle, bounced up to the group, grinning. “Hello. So you are Sue. I’ve heard so much about you!” 
 
    “General Banks! Super to meet you, at last.” 
 
    “Now look here, young lady. None of this damned formality if you don’t mind. The name’s Gordon. And you, Jonathan, are to be congratulated on landing such a splendid catch.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” The groom clicked his heels and bent his neck slightly. 
 
    The general scowled. “Remember, we are both members of the family, now. Gordon, please. Tell me, do you play cricket?” 
 
    “Yes, si . . . Gordon. Or rather I did, before the war.” 
 
    “Got a job?” 
 
    “Sue and I are preparing to start up in the hotel business . . .” 
 
    “Good. Let us know when you open and we’ll risk coming over to try you out.” 
 
    “You’d better bring a jar of Maclean’s with you, just to be on the safe side.” 
 
    The general eyed him from under lowered lids. “Remind us when we book, right?” 
 
    “What a great pair they are,” Jonathan commented when they had moved away. 
 
    “Daddy says he fields quite a good army cricket team. If you could get a team together we might invite them over for some matches. Now I suppose we should circulate.” 
 
    Greg had invited George Schmit, who had been a family friend forever, to propose the toast to the bride and groom. The amusing speech was received with cheers and clapping, but this was nothing to the noisy acclamation in response to Jonathan’s reply which even the loquacious raconteur, Norton, could not cap when he spoke on behalf of the bridesmaids. 
 
    The three-tiered cake was cut up and served by waiters and waitresses, together with even more champagne. 
 
    A simple yellow cotton dress formed the basis of the bride’s going-away outfit, worn with a white straw hat and sandals. They had not told anyone except their parents where they were going for fear of dreadful practical jokes, so after Sue had tossed her bouquet to Anne and the wedding car was driven away in a cloud of confetti, they went only as far as the Regal car park where they jumped into the anonymous, waiting taxi, and were driven back down St Julian’s Avenue to the White Rock where they boarded the Sark boat. 
 
    “Satisfied with your wedding, my darling?” Jonathan asked as they leaned over the gunwale watching gulls swooping and screaming after the scraps thrown overboard by a crewman. 
 
    “Super. I thought it all went off very well, apart from one or two minor matters. Like Uncle Andrew getting plastered.” 
 
    “And your dear little brother stuffing himself with sausages before the meal even began.” 
 
    “Mmm. It has been marvellous but exhausting.” Sue leaned her head against his shoulder. “I’m glad it’s all over.” 
 
    “Over! As far as I’m concerned the best part hasn’t even started.” 
 
    “You lecherous beast, you!” 
 
    * 
 
    If Sue had had her way during the preceding weeks, she would not have been a virgin on her honeymoon. Jonathan’s bachelorhood had been by no means virtuous but he was adamant: “I have always vowed I would marry a woman virgo intacta and I’m not breaking that vow for want of a few weeks waiting.” 
 
    And at breakfast on the first morning she admitted she was glad they had waited. “I might have been put off marriage for life, otherwise!” 
 
    “It will get better, my love. We do have ten days in which to practice.” 
 
    They had borrowed the Schmit’s holiday cottage, tucked away at the top of a valley, with wonderful views across to Jersey. It smelled of musty wood and creosote, but when the big French windows were opened onto the verandah, the salt-laden breeze fluttering the curtains, there was a sweet scent from the surrounding trees and from the roses which were determined to climb up to the verandah roof. 
 
    “Won’t you want to continue practicing when we get home?” 
 
    “That won’t be necessary. We’ll be perfect by then.” 
 
    Sue laughed. “Poor Mummy. If only she realised how inadequate her ‘little chat’ on the subject has proved. Do you know, she told me it took her and Daddy weeks and weeks before they managed to make love properly.” 
 
    “Her mother’s ‘little chat’ must have been even worse!” 
 
    “Grandma has always boasted that Grandpa never saw her without clothes, or at least a nightdress on.” 
 
    “All I can say is that you are bloody marvellous, considering your background!” 
 
    * 
 
    It only rained once while they were in Sark. They walked up to the main ‘street’ to buy provisions, rambled on the cliffs, ate, drank, made love and slept, adoring every minute, but before the ten days were up they were itching to get home and start work. 
 
    Jonathan’s mother had moved into the Old Cottage on the property, not far from the farmhouse which stood a few hundred yards inland from Port Grat. Though she appeared at first to be rather fragile, she was in fact tough as nails having survived five years of nursing in a military hospital in England during the war. The couple arrived home to find their dower wing windows open, flowers on the table and a casserole in the oven. “Shan’t make a practice of this, mind,” Jessica warned from the back door. “But do remember that if you can find anything practical for me to do when you start renovating the house, I’d love to help.” Then she disappeared in her neat little slacks and floppy hat. 
 
    “Hope you don’t mind her coming in as soon as we are back.” Jonathan was a little sceptical. “But she’s not a bad old stick. She knows jolly well that if she starts interfering I’ll tick her off.” 
 
    “Heavens no! I think she’s awfully sweet. And very kind to fix our first meal here.” 
 
    The builders had finished work on Jessica’s cottage in record time, then completed the lesser tasks on the dower wing ahead of the wedding date. Now they started on the alterations in the main house, moving non-load-bearing walls to make four bedrooms into six with an extension into the reroofed barn for two more bedrooms and two extra bathrooms. 
 
    “Well have to tap the bank manager for a loan, I’m afraid,” Jonathan said, “I hate asking, but it makes more sense to do the job properly from the start.” 
 
    “Why don’t we get the carpenters to make built-in wardrobes? It would save on buying all the furniture.” 
 
    “Good idea. I’ll get them to quote. Would you like to draw up some ideas for them to work on?” 
 
    So one wall in each bedroom became a continuous unit with a dressing table set between two cupboards. Sue prowled round auctions and second-hand shops to pick up little antique tables for the bedsides, and a variety of chairs, many of which she renovated and covered herself with the help of Aunt Filly, leaving only the beds to be bought new. They stitched curtains and bedspreads and scatter cushions, and Sue also bought miscellaneous old ornaments and pictures to lend the rooms individual character. The woodwork in all the rooms was white, and the cabbage roses on the curtains and covers matched the pinks and greens of the lightly patterned carpets. “We cannot have plain carpets,” Sue insisted, “They’ll show every mark.” 
 
    Meanwhile, life was sweet. First of their group of friends to be married, their home immediately became a focal point for gatherings. Jonathan soon drummed up enthusiasm amongst them to form a cricket team for the following season, and arrangements were made for use of a pitch. Jessica was very popular with the group and was secretly chuffed to be included in several of their parties. The young couple joined a badminton club and played once a week throughout the winter on the courts above the Market Halls. 
 
    Having obtained the necessary permission, the lower floor of the barn was turned into a cocktail bar, with store rooms behind. It was duly stocked and officially opened on Sue’s nineteenth birthday, 31 January 1949. Filled to bursting with family, friends and licensed traders, it was a fantastic party which a hardened nucleus continued for two days and nights in the dower wing, with fierce liar dice sessions interrupted only by forays into the stores for more beer, and into the kitchen for cans of baked beans, scrambled eggs, bacon and coffee. 
 
    * 
 
    Sarah gazed out at her drenched garden through a haze of rain. It had rained steadily for over a week, lowering even further her already depressed state of mind. Greg’s additional business with tomato pots kept him busier than ever through the winter months, months during which they had spent most time together in the past. Richard was at school all day and busy with homework in the evenings. Sue was married. 
 
    The rift between Sarah and her mother and sister had never healed; Ethel and her family had returned to New Zealand; William and his family were back in Cornwall and John and Edna, at the other end of the island, were busy preparing for next season. And of course her youngest brother, Bertie, had been killed in the war. Their wonderful, big happy family had disintegrated. 
 
    Dear God, why? Why did it have to happen? Wasn’t war said to unite people against a common enemy? On the other hand, had she even hesitated before marrying and coming to live as far from Val du Douit as was possible in Guernsey, to become part of the Gaudion family? If they could be called a family. Alice was now nutty as a fruit cake, and Andrew regularly drank himself stupid, with poor Maureen haggard with worry and desperately pretending it wasn’t happening. 
 
    The phone interrupted the inventory of her miseries. She jumped up, eager to talk to someone, anyone. Maybe it was Sue? 
 
    It was a wrong number. She paused to look in the hall mirror, recoiling with shock from the grey, wrinkled image of a woman she scarcely recognised; a creature with drooping shoulders and a sour expression. 
 
    “Hello Mum. What’s for tea?” Richard came through the kitchen grinning, soaked to the skin. 
 
    “Don’t stand there dripping all over the hall floor! Go and take your things off by the back door. The trouble with you is you don’t think! Don’t you realise someone has to mop up all the mess?” 
 
    Richard backed away, disappointed. “I’ll do it.” 
 
    “No you won’t. I know you, you’ll just spread it over the floor. Like you do with the clothes in your room. It took me half the morning to get it sorted out, so just make sure you don’t go and mess it up again.” 
 
    The lad, who looked so like his mother with his dark hair and amber eyes, retreated, mentally and physically. 
 
    His mother watched him go, hating herself. Why had she turned into such a bitter old hag? “Richard, darling,” she called after him. 
 
    His bedroom door slammed. 
 
    * 
 
    “I’m off to the bank. Want anything from the Bridge while I’m there?” Greg shrugged into his mac. 
 
    Andrew looked up from his desk, scowling. “Have you finished replacing the stakes in number four?” 
 
    “The boy is doing that. So if there’s nothing you want I’ll be off.” 
 
    “‘Bye,” his brother grunted. Always going off to the bank, running round selling those damned pots. He’d love to know just how much Greg was making off them; there had to be a fair profit for Greg to afford to employ a boy to do the greenhouse chores. When he heard the car go down past the side of the house, he opened a drawer and pulled out a flask of gin. Damn, it was nearly empty. 
 
    * 
 
    In fact Greg was making a very substantial profit. Hundreds. Thousands. But it wasn’t bringing him much joy. There were three fat cheques in his paying-in book to swell their private account even more, but for what? He wanted to take Sarah away on holiday, to see parts of the world he had only dreamed of till now. But he couldn’t see any joy in taking her while she was in such a gloomy, nagging state of mind. It didn’t seem to take anything noticable, logical, to set her off; he had only to set foot in the house and she started. And Richard was becoming so withdrawn, argumentative, even belligerent, one had to wonder if she was having a go at the boy when he himself wasn’t around. 
 
    He sighed, and pulled into a parking space. There wasn’t much he could do about it, anyway. 
 
    * 
 
    “There you are, Sue, still working! I’ve been hunting for you. Here,” Jessica handed her daughter-in-law a steaming mug, “thought you might like a shot of cocoa.” 
 
    Sue left her brush on the top of the paint tin and pushed a strand of hair off her face, leaving a streak of white across her cheek. “So kind of you,” she took the mug and sipped cautiously, “Oh, super. I needed this.” 
 
    “I honestly don’t know how you two keep up the pace. I never would have believed you’d be finished in time for the beginning of the season, but it seems you’ll make it easily, with time to spare.” Jessica strolled across bare boards from one end of the new bedroom to the other, remembering how the place used to be before the war, when Jonathan was growing up. 
 
    “There is still an awful lot to do, yet. Carpets to lay, curtains to hang, furniture to bring in. I just pray everything fits.” 
 
    “I bet it will. But it’s the catering that would daunt me. Thank heavens you have had some experience at your aunt and uncle’s place.” 
 
    “Mmm.” Sue grimaced. “I’m hoping it will be sufficient for me to cope. It’s one thing following someone else’s instructions, but quite different when you have to make all the decisions yourself.” She handed the mug back to Jessica. “Thank you. Now I’d better get this room finished by tonight if I can.” 
 
    Jonathan’s mother hurried back to her cottage through the icy March wind, smiling. She was well satisfied with her son’s choice of bride. She only hoped that all the hard work the young couple had put into La Rocque Hotel would earn the success they needed. 
 
    * 
 
    None of them need have worried. Every room in the hotel was ready in time to receive the first visitors, who were full of praise for the attractive comforts like ample, big fluffy towels, details like fresh flowers in each room. 
 
    Edna had helped Sue draw up a month of menus, to be repeated throughout the season. “Judging by the ratio of criticism to praise, you two seem to have chosen very successfully,” Jonathan remarked in early June. 
 
    “I’d rather not have any criticism at all!” 
 
    “Well it certainly hasn’t been worth recording; only three people have registered disapproval and all were obviously professional complainers.” 
 
    “I hope Gordon’s cricket team will be satisfied. Have you ordered a bus to fetch them from the boat tomorrow?” 
 
    “Indeed, and to take us all to the field for our matches.” 
 
    The Bluebird coach just managed to squeeze through the granite gate pillars next morning, with a cricket team of mixed ages from twenty-five to over seventy, all ex-army ‘types’. Jonathan’s local team were waiting with a big welcome and a hugely successful weekend followed. There were pavilion teas organised by local wives, cocktail parties in homes of host team members and, on the last night there was a gala dinner at the Royal hotel. 
 
    “We want to reserve our rooms in advance, now, for next year,” Gordon declared as they checked out at the reception desk. “May not be all the same names, but the number will remain at roughly twelve. Now you lot will have to come and visit us. I’ll be in touch. But I have to warn you there is no way we can compete with this weekend. It has been truly stunning!” 
 
    * 
 
    It was a windless afternoon of blue skies, open windows and doors and the sound of bees humming in the flower beds. Lunch was long finished and cleared, the visitors had dispersed to the beach with buckets and spades, or to nap away the midday heat in their rooms, while Jonathan and Sue kicked their shoes off on their sitting room carpet and lounged back with the token newspapers which never got read. 
 
    Sue smiled. “You have always been a severe critic of restaurant food. What do you think of our fare?” 
 
    “The cricketers certainly enjoyed it! Plain, simple and good, just like we planned. In fact, I thought the stuffed mackerel today was first rate.” 
 
    “Did you? I’m glad. I wondered if it might be too strongly flavoured for most people’s taste.” 
 
    “Emmy said the dirty plates came into the kitchen with all the bones picked clean.” Emmy, who had worked for Sue’s grandmother Ozanne at Val du Douit before the war, was first to apply for the job of kitchenmaid when it was advertised in the Guernsey Press. Sue thought she might be unwilling to take on some of the heavy work involved but Emmy had smiled at her indulgently and said, “Try me.” And after the first day there was never any question of her not staying. 
 
    Jonathan fanned himself with an old menu card. “Feel like a dip?” 
 
    Sue yawned. “Yes, but I’m not sure I can raise the energy.” 
 
    He stood up and grabbed her arm. “Come on, Mrs Martel, you’re getting lazy in your old age!” 
 
    Wearing swimsuits under their towel wraps, they walked down the hill to Port Grat, crossed the road to the grass and climbed down over the rocks onto the sand. The tide was quite high, warm enough for them to sink into the water without a shiver, and float on their backs, hand in hand, watching the gulls overhead. 
 
    Sue could not stop smiling: the happiness was tangible. Solid. And this, the ultimate feeling of unity, was only the beginning of the rest of their lives together. The bliss, the freedom of which she had dreamed for so long. 
 
    * 
 
    By the end of August ‘49, there was no longer any doubt in Sue’s mind. She wondered if it had happened that day in late June, when they returned from a swim at Port Grat and it had seemed so natural when they got home, to stretch out on the bed after they had showered the sand and salt out of their hair . . . 
 
    “Are you okay? You look green as grass!” Jonathan studied her face with concern. 
 
    “I’m fine, thanks. Apparently nausea is often a symptom of my condition.” It was the first time she had said anything. 
 
    He had begun to turn away but swivelled, blue eyes goggling with excitement. “Honestly? Are you sure?” 
 
    “Well, along with the fact that I haven’t had the curse for three months, I imagine the nausea confirms it. But I’ll go along to old Dr Collard when I have time.” 
 
    “Time! It’s time you eased up, old girl. Put your feet up for Heaven’s sake! And you get Collard to come and see you, tomorrow.” 
 
    “Whatever for? I’m not ill. The only thing that is troubling me is whether we’ll be able to afford someone to take over my duties next April when I produce.” 
 
    “You can put your mind at rest on that score. We are already way up on our estimated profit for the year. A lot of it from bar takings of course, largely due to local trade which will continue year round. So, my darling,” he pulled her into his arms, “we can well afford to employ an assistant manager for next season.” 
 
    * 
 
    Flight Sergeant Terry Simon’s family had had a small hotel in St Peter Port before the war. His father, being elderly but a forward-thinking man, had sent Terry down to Jersey to learn hotel work at the Pomme d’Or in St Helier when he left school in 1937. He enjoyed both the work and his workmates, and when a group of them decided to enlist in the RAF early in 1940, Terry went with them, became a rear gunner and survived the conflict without so much as a torn fingernail. Grounded in 1945 when Germany surrendered, he volunteered for work in a catering unit until his demob. Unfortunately, in the meantime the family hotel had ceased to exist, so he returned to the Pomme d’Or for two seasons until, on a day visit to Guernsey at the end of August, he saw an advertisement for Assistant Manager at La Rocque Hotel. 
 
    Dressed for his interview that same day, in dark grey suit and spotless white shirt, black hair oiled flat and moustache neatly clipped, he made a favourable impression on Sue and Jonathan, and his apparent knowledge of the catering industry influenced their decision to offer him the job, starting as barman that autumn until taking up full duties next season. A legal contract was drawn up and sent through the mail for signatures, all finalised by the third week of September. 
 
    Their minds filled with these business details, building improvements to be completed before the start of next season, and preparations for the baby’s arrival in April, neither Jonathan nor Sue had given much thought to the British Chancellor of the Exchequer’s current problems. So it was with utter disbelief and horror that they listened to the news at breakfast on the 19th of September and Sir Stafford Cripps’s announcement of a thirty and one half per cent devaluation of sterling. 
 
    All colour drained from Sue’s face as she stared at Jonathan. He gave a long, troubled sigh, then forced a smile. Taking her hand in his he said, “Don’t let it upset you, my sweetheart. We don’t know yet how this is going to affect us, or even if it will at all.” 
 
    “But we’ve just signed a contract with Terry Simon . . . we might not be able to afford him, now.” 
 
    “Let’s wait and see before throwing in the towel.” 
 
    * 
 
    It was a cliché Sue repeated at Les Mouettes the following week when she visited her mother. 
 
    It was almost as though Sarah welcomed the news as a good excuse for another moan. “Really, this government is totally useless! Why do the English people put up with them? They must have been mad to oust Mr Churchill: he would never have got us into this mess.” 
 
    Sue tried to divert her mother onto other topics. “Do you think I could have the baby at home, or would you advise . . .” 
 
    “Book yourself into the Maternity Hospital as soon as possible. But make sure you explain you want Dr Collard for the actual delivery. It’s no good depending on midwives. Some of them are so old-fashioned in their methods . . . really bossy and cruel. I remember poor Mrs Mahy from the—” 
 
    “Hallo Richard,” Sue interrupted. “Like your new class this term?” 
 
    Her brother gave her the latest news from school. Then asked, “Can I have a sandwich, Mum, I’m starving.” Sarah sighed, and the boy added “I’ll do it.” 
 
    “No thanks. You’ll only leave the kitchen in a mess.” She started to pull herself out of her chair. 
 
    Sue leapt up. “You stay there. I’ll go and do it. What do you want, Rick, Marmite or jam?” 
 
    “Both together, please.” 
 
    “Good decision . . .” 
 
    “Absolutely disgusting,” Sarah commented. 
 
    Richard followed Sue into the kitchen. 
 
    “Is she always like this?” 
 
    The boy nodded. “Or worse.” 
 
    “Must be horrible, some days.” 
 
    “Every day.” He slumped onto a chair. “Sometimes I wish I could board at school.” 
 
    “Ever talk to Dad about it?” 
 
    “I tried, once. He wouldn’t listen. Said I should try harder to please her.” 
 
    When Sue arrived back home, she had no idea of which route she had taken, being so distracted over her brother’s dilemma. “Thank goodness I’m not living there any more,” she remarked to Jonathan. “I think I would go crackers.” 
 
    “I do feel sorry for Richard . . . poor little beggar.” 
 
    Sue had developed a close relationship with Edna, during the time she worked for her. She decided to drive up to Val du Douit and discuss the problem. “Do you think Mummy might be sickening for something?” 
 
    “It’s possible, but how are you going to find out? You can’t very well suggest she asks the doctor for a tonic to cure her moods.” 
 
    Sue laughed. “True. But I might suggest to Daddy that he talks her into it.” 
 
    “Huh! Knowing your father I can’t think you’ll make much headway there. But you can try.” 
 
    Sue drove to Les Marettes greenhouses and found Greg telling his ‘hand’ what he wanted done next morning. “I’d like a word with you, if you can spare a few minutes,” she said. 
 
    Greg raised one eyebrow and guided her out of the greenhouse into the office. 
 
    “Phew! What a stink of stale booze in here!” She opened the window wide. “Is Uncle Andrew still at it?” 
 
    “‘Fraid so. But I’m sure that is not the reason for this visit. What do you want to talk about?” 
 
    “Mummy.” She hitched her rear onto the edge of the desk. “Have you wondered if she might be sickening for something?” 
 
    “No. Why?” 
 
    “She seems so irritable all the time. Can’t say anything nice about anyone or anything. We had become so close when I had my accident, but now we’re back to square one. As for poor Richard, he’s having a hell of a life.” 
 
    “Now look here, Sue, that sort of talk is very disloyal to Mummy,” he said severely. “And I’m sure Richard is perfectly happy.” 
 
    “Oh Daddy! Do you think I would have come here today if I wasn’t honestly worried about him, and Mummy? It may be partly due to the change – I know she is having a bad time with it. And perhaps the fact that Richard is away at school all day, I’m married and you are busier now, what with your pots as well as the vinery, well, all that could be making her feel depressed and useless.” She shrugged. “Whatever. She’s making herself miserable and Richard, too.” 
 
    And me, Greg thought. But he didn’t say so. Instead he said, “Mmm. She doesn’t seem to be quite her old self, lately. But I cannot imagine what anyone can do about it.” 
 
    “Get her to see the doctor.” 
 
    “She’d be furious if I suggested it!” 
 
    “Not if you put an arm round her and tell her you are worried that she hasn’t been looking very well lately. Ask her to have a check-up, for your own peace of mind.” 
 
    Greg smiled at her concern. “I can try.” 
 
    “You might even give the doc a ring and brief him, first.” 
 
    Greg nodded, then asked, “What about you? How is junior coming on?” 
 
    Sue smoothed her skirt over her slightly protruding stomach. “Couldn’t be better. Never been fitter in my life.” 
 
    They strolled out to her car, together, discussing the state of sterling and prospects for the coming growing and tourist season. 
 
    * 
 
    Doctor Walker told Sarah she was very anaemic, gave her some pills and ordered her to rest. Greg was very attentive and Richard was persuaded to be a little more understanding. 
 
    “Your father is being so sweet; won’t let me lift a finger,” Sarah told Sue at Christmas time. “Anyone would think he had been given a good talking-to.” 
 
    “Oh Mummy! What an awful thing to say! You know he adores you.” 
 
    Sarah eyed her daughter for a moment, then smiled. “I had even wondered if you had said anything.” 
 
    Sue contrived a seriously shocked expression. “As though I would!” Adding, “But I do think you should both take a holiday. Why don’t you fly off to somewhere exotic like Spain or Italy?” 
 
    “We have thought about it, but I’m not keen on the idea of going by air.” 
 
    “Oh there have been a few accidents, but not as many as on the roads. Everyone is travelling by air, now.” 
 
    * 
 
    When news of the plane crash near Cardiff broke on 12 March the following year, it finished any chance Greg might have had to get Sarah into an aircraft. “Eighty people dead!” she exclaimed. “I thought the authorities had banned all those Tudor planes.” 
 
    “Only the Mark fours. This was a Mark five,” Sue told her. “I suppose they should have grounded them all. Now, changing the subject, anyone like a cup of tea? I’ll go and put on the kettle.” They were in the Martel’s sitting room at La Rocque, where Jessica had joined them. 
 
    The two prospective grandmothers leapt up as they saw the girl struggle to her feet, saying “I’ll do it!” with one voice. 
 
    “Why? I’m strong as a horse. Just a bit awkward, that’s all. But you can come out to the kitchen and talk to me while I set the trolley.” 
 
    “Do you ever have problems with your back, now?” Jessica asked, following. 
 
    “Occasionally if I’m on my feet too long.” 
 
    “She really shouldn’t be working in the hotel . . .” Sarah began. 
 
    But Sue interrupted, afraid Jessica would take this as a criticism of her son. “The hotel has nothing to do with my back, Mummy. I just find myself reading the paper standing up or forget to use the kitchen stool to prepare the vegetables.” She filled the kettle and then set tray cloths on the trolley. “Would someone like to butter the gache, please. And I made some little coffee cakes, this morning. They can go on this plate.” 
 
    Crisis averted, the women returned to the sitting room, Sue wheeling the trolley. 
 
    * 
 
    Jonathan tried to make Sue rest. “It cannot do your back any good, carrying that huge load around all day.” 
 
    “True, it does ache rather more, now. But to be honest I find the worst part is not being able to reach things. Like my shoes, for instance.” She pushed a foot towards him. “Could you do that up for me? And I really cannot drive the car any more. I can’t get behind the steering wheel.” 
 
    “Thank God for that! I told you you shouldn’t risk ramming the poor chap with it, weeks ago.” 
 
    “You must stop calling it a him, darling. I don’t want you to be disappointed if it’s a her.” She sighed. “I wish it would arrive before Easter.” 
 
    “What, in less than a week? He . . . I mean it, will have to be two weeks early.” 
 
    Roderick Oswald Dennis Martel was safely delivered at nine-thirty a.m. on 10 April 1950, Easter Monday, much to his mother’s relief. After such an easy and comfortable pregnancy she was shattered by the long, difficult birth, but her spirits were soon lifted when Jonathan arrived in great excitement that afternoon together with Norton, Tiny and Penny, Sarah, Greg and Jessica. She was upstairs in the ‘conservatory’ ward at the Amherst Maternity Hospital where ‘the boys’ had smuggled in bottles of champagne and several glasses. Sue was rather alarmed, eyes constantly flickering to the ward door, scared of seeing the ward sister or one of the rattier nurses approaching, but the toasts were long past and the second bottle almost drained when a junior nurse appeared, looking shocked. 
 
    “Cor! I wondered what the noise was. You’d better get all that out of sight, quick, or you’ll have me shot!” Then aware of the large number of people in the room she asked, “How many of these are yours, Mrs Martel?” 
 
    Fate was on their side. The three other new mothers in the room were without visitors, and one immediately piped up, “Some are mine,” the call taken up by the other two. 
 
    The young nurse’s starched cap quivered in disbelief, but with the glasses and bottles out of sight she shrugged and disappeared. 
 
    “Brilliant!” Jonathan laughed, turning to thank Sue’s fellow patients, who were bringing out their glasses from under the bedclothes. 
 
    “Cheers!” they giggled. “The least we could do.” 
 
    * 
 
    Life was sweet. 
 
    Although the hotel was already open to residents again, and the bar very busy, Jonathan was able to spend ample time with his wife and son, thanks to the good work of Terry Simon. 
 
    Roderick was christened at St Sampson’s Church on a wet June day, and everyone came back to the hotel for the party. The residents joined in with enthusiasm. John Ozanne and Norton were Godfathers and Sybil accepted Sue’s invitation to be Godmother, coming over with the general for the event. 
 
    It was Great-grandmother Alice who provided the entertainment. “You’ve got a lovely boy there,” she kept telling Greg, and asking, “Are you planning another to keep him company?” 
 
    Averting his eyes from Sarah, who was doubled up with laughter behind a curtain, Greg shook his head and shouted, “No. We don’t intend to have any more,” down her ear-trumpet. 
 
    “Why aren’t you sure? I thought there were things you could use . . .” 
 
    “NO!” he roared. “You didn’t hear right. I said we don’t want any more.” 
 
    Everyone else in the room was silent, listening to the hilarious exchange. 
 
    There was an agonised moan from the other side of the curtain. 
 
    “It’s you that’s not very bright, not me!” Alice said severely. “I know all about these things.” 
 
    Terry saved the day. “More champagne, Mrs Gaudion?” 
 
    “Of course,” she replied, holding out her glass. 
 
    “The only time she ever hears correctly is when she is offered a drink,” Sue explained to Jonathan. 
 
    “And that without the use of the ear-trumpet, I see!” 
 
    “What age is she?” Norton asked. 
 
    “Ninety-one. And looks like going on at least another ten years.” 
 
    “Well for goodness sake try and get her to use a proper hearing aid, before we all die laughing.” 
 
    “Do you imagine we haven’t all tried?” Sue demanded. “She gets furious at the suggestion. Told me she didn’t need another maid, last time I raised the subject. And when I finally got the message through she said she had heard perfectly well with the trumpet for the past thirty years and she was blowed if she’d start sticking these new-fangled gadgets in her ears. One couldn’t tell what they might lead to.” The way she mimicked her grandmother had them all in stitches again. 
 
    * 
 
    Sue could scarcely believe how lucky she was when Stephanie was born on 21 January 1952, ten days before her own twenty-second birthday. “I’m so happy,” she whispered to Jonathan when he visited her again in the maternity hospital. “A wonderful husband, and two gorgeous children. Plus a lovely home.” 
 
    “My darling, I’m so glad you’re happy. I am, too. And not only because of my beautiful wife and children, but also because the hotel is going so well, bringing in a jolly good income. I reckon we should get plans under way for starting the extension at the end of this coming season.” 
 
    “We’ve talked about it enough. Let’s call the architect as soon as I’m back on my feet again.” 
 
    She came home with her daughter in time for her birthday, and was enchanted with all the pictures of Princess Elizabeth and Prince Philip setting off for South Africa. “Aren’t they lucky!” she exclaimed. “I’d love to do a safari one day.” 
 
    “We will, I promise,” Jonathan assured her. 
 
    “Wonderful!” She watched little Roddy as he leaned over his sister’s carrycot and touched her tiny hand very gently with one finger. She smiled contentedly and continued looking at the pictures in the paper. Her mind drifted back to the war years and her desperate loneliness, her longing for home and family. Until David had appeared. She swallowed, and swiftly put him out of her mind because even now, she still felt a niggling sense of guilt whenever she thought of him. 
 
    “The boys are coming tonight to celebrate your homecoming. Is that all right with you?” 
 
    “Super! I’ve got a bean jar we can tuck into.” She knew they all loved the traditional Guernsey dish of dried butter beans and haricots, cooked in a slow oven overnight with a pig’s trotter. 
 
    It was a lively party and continued into the early hours, some time after Sue had retired to bed. She half woke when Jonathan climbed under the blankets beside her. The baby was sleeping soundly and she curled up against her husband with a contented sigh. 
 
    The news of the death of King George VI a week later, shocked the nation. 
 
    The story of Prince Philip breaking the news to the young Queen brought tears to many eyes, including Sue’s. “When you think how happy she looked when the King and Queen were seeing them off at London Airport.” 
 
    “Well she always knew she would be Queen one day,” Jonathan pointed out. 
 
    “Of course, but not so soon. Not while her children are still so young. Now her home life is finished.” She grabbed his hand and kissed it. “I’m sure it’s difficult for men to understand how important her home and family are to a woman. It’s quite frightening, isn’t it, how suddenly, almost at the snap of Fate’s fingers, people’s lives can be shattered. Changed forever.” 
 
    “Frightening?” 
 
    “Yes. I mean, it could happen to anyone, couldn’t it?” 
 
    He sat on the arm of her chair and smoothed the hair back from her forehead. “My sweetheart. You mustn’t let this make you nervous! Life is good! And it’s going to go on being good.” 
 
    She turned her face up to be kissed, and when he obliged their son joined in, demanding some of the action. 
 
    * 
 
    It was a wonderful summer. Terry was an able manager freeing Jonathan to accompany his family to the beach on fine afternoons where they were joined by various friends, relatives and adoring grandmothers. The hotel continued to show a healthy profit and at the end of the season when they closed, workmen moved in to begin the extensions. 
 
    It was late one October evening in filthy weather, when Jonathan was returning home from a meeting, that a young speedster lost control of his car when it skidded on seaweed on the coast road. It slid across the road broadside, and hit Jonathan’s Vauxhall with such velocity that it was rolled over the low wall and plunged down onto the beach. 
 
    The young man jumped out of his vehicle unharmed, ran to the sea wall and looked over onto the darkened beach in horror. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Six – Emergency 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t the story that Roddy enjoyed so much as the sound of his mother’s voice as she read to him. She had to spend so much time with baby Stephanie, nowadays, but in the evening when the baby was in bed it was Roddy’s turn to curl up on Sue’s knee and relish her undivided attention. 
 
    Sue loved ‘Roddy’s Time’, particularly now that the evenings were getting dark earlier. The sitting room was cosy with the curtains drawn and a fire crackling in the grate while wind and rain lashed the windows. Roddy, in pyjamas and dressing gown, smelled sweet and fresh from his bath, hair still slightly damp against her chin as she read another poem from A.A. Milne’s When We Were Very Young, at the end of which he no longer wriggled and said, “Nuvver one, peese!” He was asleep. She lifted him gently, carried him upstairs to bed and tucked him in. 
 
    Downstairs the kitchen clock said seven-fifteen; Jonathan had said his meeting would last about an hour, so he should be in at any minute. She lit the oven to warm the plates and started frying up the remains of yesterday’s shepherd’s pie. 
 
    She hadn’t had time to look at the daily newspapers, so when the supper was ready in the oven she sat down with a sherry to read the latest details on the appalling London train disaster which had killed 112 commuters. The conversation she and Jonathan had had after the sudden death of the King came to mind: the way people’s lives can be so normal one minute, and without warning totally destroyed the next. She shivered and turned the page. There the headlines were all about Mau Mau atrocities in Kenya. 
 
    At eight o’clock Sue was becoming hungry. Where was Jonathan? Sighing with irritation she went to the phone and dialled the hotel bar. “Is Jonathan up there?” she asked Terry. 
 
    “No. Haven’t seen him since early this afternoon.” 
 
    “Maybe he’s met up with some of the crowd. Never mind.” 
 
    But she did mind. Dammit, he could have phoned to let her know. Supper would be a dried-up mess! She opened the oven, took out her own portion and sat at the kitchen table to eat alone. 
 
    Suddenly she felt sick. It was quite difficult to eat at first, but she felt a bit better when she had finished her meal. 
 
    * 
 
    Gary’s first instinct had been to jump into his, or rather his Dad’s car and go. Anywhere. His legs were wobbly, his arm agony and his breathing was a series of short gasps. And he was terrified of what he had done. But there were two reasons why he couldn’t escape: one, it didn’t need a qualified mechanic to tell that Dad’s front wheel was now square and the axle obviously twisted; and two, a wee small voice of common sense was pointing out that he would be tracked down and publicly shamed for life if he did. Probably would be, anyway. 
 
    There was a cottage a little way off down the road. Shaking, Gary made his way to the front door, knocked and a middle-aged man in a Guernsey opened it. 
 
    “There’s been an accident . . .” the boy gasped. 
 
    “I see that.” 
 
    “Uh?” 
 
    “From the blood.” 
 
    Gary looked down and in the light through the doorway saw the dark stain down his coat, put his fingers up to his head and located a warm, sticky patch. 
 
    “Anyone else hurt?” the man asked. 
 
    Gary nodded. “A car’s gone over the sea wall. No one got out.” 
 
    “Aw, lordy! I’ll go next door and phone for help. Doris!” 
 
    A stout lady appeared from a back room, and when her husband had explained she led Gary away to bathe his head. “I’ll make you a cup of tea to stop you shaking. It’s the shock, love.” 
 
    He hoped the tea might also give him sufficient courage to go next door and phone his father. 
 
    * 
 
    Sue dug another shovelful of coal out of the scuttle to throw on the fire. She was shivering again and it crossed her mind she might be going down with ‘flu. She checked the mantel clock with her watch, and frowned: both said eight forty-three. She had been suppressing bouts of worry for nearly an hour, now she was beginning to feel seriously anxious. In her mind she went through all the places Jonathan might be: his mother’s, one of their friend’s places, or maybe at his Uncle Ted’s discussing the hotel extensions, Ted Martel being their architect. But every one of them had a phone, Jonathan would have rung and let her know. He always did. Should she start telephoning? If so, who? 
 
    She didn’t want to be alarmist so decided to wait till nine o’clock and then telephone Norton. 
 
    Ten minutes later, as she sipped a cup of tea by the fire, there was a knocking on the front door. She jumped to her feet, spilling the tea in her haste, and hurried to open the door . . . to a policeman. 
 
    “Good evening,” he said, removing his cap. “Mrs Martel?” 
 
    Speechless with fear, she could only nod. 
 
    “May I come in, please?” 
 
    She struggled for breath, stood aside and closed the door after him. “What’s happened? Is it my husband? Is he all right?” 
 
    “I hope so. But I’m afraid he has been involved in a nasty accident.” 
 
    “Is he badly hurt?” 
 
    “I’m not able to say. We won’t know till the doctors have finished examining him.” 
 
    “He’s in the hospital? When did it happen?” 
 
    “We were called about a quarter to eight, so it must have been a bit before that.” 
 
    “That’s over an hour ago. Why has it—” 
 
    “We had to get a crane to lift the car off the beach before the tide reached it.” 
 
    “Beach?” Sue shook her head, trying to fathom what Jonathan might have been doing. 
 
    “The impact sent his car over the sea wall, or so it seems. Hard to tell exactly but we’ll be able to see more in the morning, in daylight. Look, ma’am, why don’t you finish your cup of tea then I’ll run you up to the hospital.” 
 
    “It’s cold.” 
 
    “Well let’s get you a fresh one. Where’s the kitchen?” 
 
    She stood up, felt dizzy, and quickly sat down again. 
 
    The policeman looked at her grey face, picked up her cup and carried it off in search of the kettle. 
 
    * 
 
    They took Jessica with them. Terry had fetched Emmy to sit with the children, while Sue collected Jonathan’s pyjamas, dressing gown and toiletries. The two women sat in the back of the police car, occasionally patting each other’s hand in encouragement. 
 
    They were not allowed to see Jonathan, having to be satisfied with the knowledge he was still alive. A man and a youth who had blood on his clothes and his arm in a splint, sat with them in a side room for a while. Only after they had gone did Sue and Jessica learn that the young man was the other driver in the accident. 
 
    A police sergeant came in. “Okay, Wilkins, you can go now. I’ll be here for a while until we get some news.” He turned to the women. “Hello. I’m Bob Entwhistle. I’m so sorry to meet you under these circumstances,” he shook their hands. 
 
    “We are the Mrs Martels, junior and senior. Wife and mother,” Jessica responded. “Can you tell us what happened exactly?” 
 
    “Not exactly. But from what we can gather there was a collision on the Rocquaine coast road and Mr Martel’s car rolled over the sea wall.” 
 
    Sue gasped and put her hand over her mouth. “They must have been going at some speed . . .” 
 
    “One of them was, certainly. And between you and me it wasn’t your husband. However, it’s not for me to make any judgements at this stage. Fortunately the sea hadn’t reached the shingle where the car landed, and we were able to get a crane on the scene before high tide. Unfortunately your husband was unconscious and therefore unable to help himself.” 
 
    “Who called the emergency services?” Jessica asked. 
 
    “The young lad who was in the other car. Silly young tearaway. I don’t know which is scaring him most at the moment, us, the consequences of his actions or his father’s anger at having his car wrecked.” 
 
    “At least he stayed at the scene and got help. That must have taken some courage,” Jessica remarked. 
 
    Sue nodded. 
 
    “Very generous of you to say so, ma’am, in the circumstances. Ah, perhaps we have news?” 
 
    The newcomer’s white coat and stethescope indicated authority. He nodded briefly at the sergeant and then looked at the women. “Which of you is Mr Martel’s next of kin?” 
 
    “We both are. This is his mother. I am his wife.” Sue’s heart was thumping loudly with fear. “How is he?” 
 
    “He has multiple injuries, but none appear to be immediately life threatening. We will have to operate to reset a bad break in his left leg tomorrow. The next forty-eight hours are crucial but he appears to be strong and healthy and his heart is good. His wounds are being dressed at the moment and as soon as he is admitted to a ward a nurse will fetch you to see him.” 
 
    “Could he be put into a private ward, please?” Jessica asked. 
 
    “Possibly. I’ll speak to Sister. Would you like some tea while you’re waiting?” 
 
    * 
 
    It had been the worst night of her life. 
 
    Returning home with Jessica at four-thirty a.m., Sue knew that sleep would be impossible. The women returned to the hospital next morning, to sit by Jonathan’s bed, watching the restless, bandaged figure labouring for breath, praying for him to return to full consciousness. Then, when he did begin to surface and they saw pain twisting the visible parts of his face, they could only wish him the relief of semi-consciousness again. 
 
    During the following week, two facts emerged: one, that Jonathan had three broken ribs, multiple fractures of his left leg and damage to two vertebrae, plus severe lacerations to his head and face – and the other, that Sue was pregnant again. 
 
    “Which means Stephanie will be only seventeen months when this one is born.” Sue and Sarah had paused for a cup of tea before resuming work on the washing, drying and ironing. “Maybe, once Jonathan is home again and I don’t have to fit hospital visits into my day life will be a bit easier.” 
 
    “Any indication from the doctor when that might be?” her mother asked. 
 
    “Not yet. They are still concerned that there is no response in his good leg. If there is no improvement by the end of the week they are going to do more tests and X-rays.” 
 
    Neither of them voiced the worry nagging at their minds, but it was an anxiety confirmed ten days later, when the decision was made to send Jonathan over to Guy’s Hospital in London to investigate the damage to his spine. 
 
    Sue felt wretched every time she saw his face – removal of the bandages had revealed the extent of the injuries caused by his partial exit through the car windscreen. His nose, eyebrows and one cheek had been slashed, and stitch scars dotted his forehead up into his scalp. For Sue, the trouble was that the pregnancy nausea was activated by this horrific sight, forcing her to struggle each visit not to appear repulsed. She had decided against telling him of the forthcoming happy event until he was stronger. 
 
    The building works, meanwhile, progressed slowly. Ted Martel spent considerably more time on site than he was contracted to, but nevertheless there were repeated calls on Sue for decisions – which she prayed would comply with Jonathan’s wishes. Terry managed the bar, taking on extra help to give him time for supervision of party bookings and meals. Edna spent two or three days a week organising the repairs and replacements Sue had listed for the guest bedrooms for the following season. 
 
    Sue and the doctor accompanied Jonathan on the aircraft to London, and she stayed with Sybil whose flat was conveniently within a short taxi-ride of Guy’s. 
 
    “Come on, Sue! We’re going shopping,” Sybil announced one morning. “There’s no point in you moping around here all day while the medics are mauling your man. Let’s do Harrods.” 
 
    Sue laughed. “You really are a tonic, dear cousin. Yes, I think a really smart outfit and a new hairdo would be super. Where do you have your hair done?” Now that Sue was adult the fact that Sybil was eleven years her senior no longer mattered: she could enjoy the company of her favorite cousin on equal terms. 
 
    They spent the whole day in Harrods, taking coffee, lunch and afternoon tea in their stride. 
 
    Tired but content, they taxied home with their spoils. 
 
    “Tell me, what are the police doing about the accident?” 
 
    “Gary, the other driver, has been charged with dangerous driving. The Inspector in charge says the boy is only thankful he’s not on a manslaughter charge.” 
 
    “I should jolly well think he is! Stupid idiot!” 
 
    “Apparently his father had lent him the car on condition he got it home in time for him to go to a Rotary dinner that night, and Gary was already late. I think he was actually more terrified of his father than the police.” 
 
    That evening at the hospital, the ward sister led Sue into her office, saying the specialist wanted to speak to her. 
 
    “What about?” Sue frowned. 
 
    “I can’t say. Would you like a cup of awful coffee?” 
 
    “Thank you.” Still frowning she sat on a proffered chair. Jonathan was obviously so much better now, so what on earth . . .? 
 
    The door was swung open by a tall, pinstriped young man. “Mrs Martel?” He held out his hand. “I’m Mr Weston.” He sat down beside her. 
 
    Sue shook his hand. “How is my husband?” 
 
    “I’m afraid the news is not good. His spine is far more severely damaged than was first thought. Thank you, Sister,” he accepted the cup of evil coffee, took a sip, then launched into a detailed medical breakdown of Jonathan’s injury. 
 
    Sue tried to follow it all and when the specialist raised his cup again she demanded, “Yes, yes. But what does this all mean? What is the bottom line?” 
 
    The cup was returned to its saucer and he looked her straight in the eye. “The bottom line, Mrs Martel, is that your husband is paralysed from the waist down. There is no chance he will ever walk again.” 
 
    * 
 
    “Oh my darling!” The big, blue eyes swam as they peered up at her from his shattered face. “They told you?” 
 
    Sue nodded, and leaned over to kiss his lips very gently. 
 
    “You realise I’ll be a useless wreck, a liability for the rest of my life?” 
 
    “Rubbish! For the Lord’s sake don’t take that defeatist attitude,” she responded fiercely. “We’ll work something out. We’ll get you mobile, even if its in a wheelchair.” 
 
    “To do what?” he muttered. 
 
    “To be a husband and father! And hotelier. You can still run things from a chair. Supervise. Make decisions. The only difference will be that the chair behind the desk has big wheels on. So what?” Sue didn’t honestly know that she believed what she was saying, yet. But she jolly well had to try and convince them both. Jonathan was still too weak to think positively, to summon up the will to fight. 
 
    He closed his eyes. “Husband! Only in name. I’ll never be able to play cricket with my son or dance with my daughter at her first ball.” He sighed and turned his head away. 
 
    Sue wanted to scream at him to shut up. Instead she held his hand and laughed. “Don’t be an ass! You’ll watch Roddy from the boundary, yelling instructions. And you’ll smile benevolently as your daughter dances with her retinue of admirers.” 
 
    Jonathan opened his eyes, gazed at her, waiting. “Go on. What about us?” 
 
    She knew what he meant and gave his hand an encouraging squeeze. “You are going to be amazed what we will achieve together on our nuptial couch, boy!” 
 
    At last he grinned. “Okay. I’ll believe you, though thousands wouldn’t. Did the quack give any idea when we can go home?” 
 
    “Soon as we like. But you’ll have to return to the hospital till I’ve got things organised at home. Wheelchairs don’t go up steps too easily.” 
 
    “Or upstairs, for that matter.” 
 
    “Uncle Ted’s coming to see me when we’re back. We will discuss what can be done.” 
 
    “You are going to be extremely busy, sweetheart.” He looked worried, distressed for her. 
 
    Busier than you realise, she thought, wondering how long to wait before telling him of the new conception. “So are you, honey bunch. So the quicker you get yourself fit the better.” 
 
    * 
 
    “It’s simply not practical.” Ted Martel stood in the hallway analysing the construction of the old granite house. He walked through from front to back. “This part has been added to link what was once the shed to the original dwelling. They weren’t too fussy about angles and levels, as you see. To straighten things out for a wheelchair we would have to remove load-bearing walls two feet thick, and insert something else to take the weight.” 
 
    Sue’s heart sank. 
 
    Jessica was with them. “If it’s a matter of cost . . .” 
 
    Ted smiled. “No, dear. It’s more than that. As I see it, they would be homeless for months, spend a fortune and finish up with a mish-mash. To be honest, one could put up a brand new purpose-built bungalow with no steps to negotiate, for less than the cost of an inadequate conversion.” 
 
    Jessica looked at her daughter-in-law. “Well? What do you think?” 
 
    The thought of exchanging the quaint old dower wing for a modern bungalow was not a happy one. However, she smiled, shrugged her shoulders and said, “You’re the expert, Uncle Ted. If that’s what it takes, then that’s what we must do. We’d better start looking at possible sites. I wonder if we’d get permission to build in the field at the bottom of the road?” 
 
    “Wouldn’t that be a bit far for Jonathan to get to and from the hotel?” Jessica asked. “What about the area behind my place, where the apple trees are?” 
 
    “That would be even closer to you than we are already.” 
 
    “Indeed. And I don’t doubt we may be useful to each other in the coming years.” She gave a wry grin. “I’m not getting any younger, you know. I will need someone to keep an eye on me in my old age.” 
 
    Sue put an arm round her and gave her a hug. “Why don’t we put on our coats and take a look?” If it looked feasible she could broach the subject with Jonathan on her visit tonight. 
 
    “What will we do with the dower wing?” was his first question. He wasn’t keen to part with it, either, but he accepted that it simply wasn’t possible for him to go back there to live. Not ever. 
 
    “Use it as an annexe, perhaps, or let it as a self-catering unit. Old places of character are very popular,” Sue said brightly. Jonathan shrugged in a gesture of helplessness. 
 
    * 
 
    “Do you think we should have a welcome home party?” Sue asked her mother-in-law. 
 
    “I wonder,” Jessica mused. “Of course we want him to know how much we’ve all missed him and want him back in situ, but perhaps he would rather just be met by you and the children.” She cocked her head on one side. “Of course he has always enjoyed a good party. What are your feelings on the subject?” 
 
    “Coming home, crippled, is going to be traumatic for him; maybe a bunch of friends and family would break the ice?” 
 
    “Good thinking. Right, let’s do it. What time of day is he likely to arrive home?” 
 
    “I could arrange it for late afternoon. Better not make it an evening do: he’s used to early nights at the hospital.” 
 
    Sue and Terry organised drinks; Sarah boiled a ham and made bowls of salad, Jessica made soup and boozy desserts and Edna and John provided homemade bread baked in an old furze oven on cabbage leaves, along with round pats of Guernsey butter. Norton assembled their group of friends who arrived with balloons and a huge cake iced with the words, NOW PERHAPS YOU WILL LOOK WHERE YOU ARE GOING IN FUTURE! Sarah goggled at it in horror when she saw it, but Sue laughed and assured her that Jonathan would enjoy the teasing. 
 
    The ambulance arrived at five o’clock. 
 
    “You’re looking very smart,” the patient observed as an ambulance man pushed the wheelchair up the wooden ramp Sue had asked the carpenter to make. “Is this in honour of my homecoming?” 
 
    “Of course, my darling.” Sue bent and kissed him briefly, turned to the ambulance men to thank them and took over the handling of the chair. 
 
    “Sure you can manage, ma’am? Wouldn’t you like us to get him into the room for you?” 
 
    “No thanks,” Sue responded hastily, not wanting strangers to witness the coming scene. “I can manage from here on.” And she busied herself in the hallway, removing his hat and rugs until the men had gone. 
 
    Then she opened the sitting room door. 
 
    “Welcome home!” everyone shouted together. 
 
    Sue watched anxiously as Jonathan’s mouth fell open in astonishment, and sighed with relief as a big grin spread over his scarred face. 
 
    He looked up at her, eyes narrowed. “You little demon, you!” Then to the crowd in general added “Any flipping excuse for a party, huh?” 
 
    At first, everyone was painfully aware of the livid scars on his face, but they were soon forgotten as the ribbing and leg-pulling progressed. 
 
    Jonathan laughed a lot, obviously enjoying himself – much to Sue’s relief – and when he wheeled himself into the dining room, saw the cake and read the message thereon he gave a great shout. “Who the hell’s idea was this?” he swung round to stare at Tiny, the huge, ex-army cook, now turned hotelier. “Yours I suppose.” 
 
    “Trouble with you navy guys,” Tiny growled, “when you get into a car you imagine you still have the width of an ocean to play with.” 
 
    “At least I don’t drive round the island regularly widening all the roads,” Jonathan said solemnly, referring to the big man’s tortured car. “Though in your case,” he added, eyeing Tiny’s girth, “it is understandable.” 
 
    The room rocked with laughter as the banter continued. Then everyone queued to help themselves from the buffet laid out on the dining table. 
 
    “No thanks, I’m quite capable of helping myself,” Jonathan responded to offers to serve his meal. 
 
    They sat around in various rooms with plates perched precariously on their knees while Terry circulated topping up glasses. While some of the girls cleared the empty plates, Sue and Jessica served coffee and liquers. 
 
    And the noise level continued to rise until nearly ten o’clock when Norton raised a hand. “I think that wheelchair is beginning to look a bit shaky. Sue, why don’t you get your old man out of it and give it a rest?” 
 
    Gratefully, Sue winked at him as the other guests took the hint and began collecting their coats. 
 
    “Great party, Jonathan. You must do this again, sometime,” Penny said, straightfaced, as she led the guests out into the teeth of a gale. 
 
    “No way! I don’t wish to be accused of dominating the action! It will be your turn, next.” He returned her kiss, shook hands with the boys and allowed his mother and mother-in-law to kiss him, too, as they collected up their dishes and left. 
 
    He was waiting by the fire when Sue came back in after locking the front door. “To repeat tonight’s well-worn phrase, ‘a great party’, darling.” He took hold of her hand and held it to his cheek. 
 
    “Did you enjoy it?” 
 
    “Enormously. But I am jolly tired.” 
 
    “Okay. Bed it shall be. You’ll have to tell me exactly what to do, and how to do it. I haven’t a clue about nursing but I’m a willing pupil.” 
 
    “Then I’ll make allowances, just for tonight.” 
 
    * 
 
    Despite finally falling into bed very late and completely exhausted, Sue woke bright and early next morning after a solid sleep. Accustomed to early hospital hours, Jonathan was awake early, too, wanting to be dressed and have his breakfast. 
 
    Sue had planned a reasonably restful day, so that Jonathan could become acclimatised to the new routine, but before she could open the subject he proved to have plans of his own. 
 
    “I want you to phone Terry and ask him to help you get me into the hotel. I want to see what’s happening with the extensions.” 
 
    “Tomorrow. You must be tired out after coming home from the hospital, and walking into a rather rowdy party.” She was concerned that his recovery should continue unheeded. 
 
    “Now,” he said, without looking up, “It may be raining again tomorrow.” 
 
    Somewhat surprised by his tone, and reckoning an argument would probably tire him more than doing what he wanted, she shrugged and said, “Very well.” Maybe he would feel better when he saw how well the alterations had progressed. 
 
    She was wrong. “Hmm. I can’t see it’s necessary to have all these extra interior walls,” he grumbled a quarter of an hour later, as Terry helped navigate the chair round the builders’ rubble. “What’s this one for?” 
 
    “That’s between the corridor and the resident’s bar,” Sue explained. 
 
    “What corridor? Where does it lead?” 
 
    “To the loos and to the residents’ telephone. And through a door at the end to the garden.” 
 
    “Why on earth have a corridor there? Makes the whole room smaller!” 
 
    “It’s against regulations to have toilets opening directly from a public room,” Terry told him. 
 
    “Rubbish! What about the bar at the Trefoil?” referring to a local pub. 
 
    “They had to put a lobby inside both Gents and Ladies, then a washroom before you reach the loos,” Sue said. “Far more walls and doors than this.” 
 
    “I want to see the builder as soon as possible. And why haven’t these windows been glazed yet?” 
 
    Sue’s heart sank. Nothing seemed to please him. 
 
    After lunch and a sleep, in the warmth of the sitting room, with Stephanie on his knee and Roddy playing with a wooden lorry on the hearthrug, Jonathan was more relaxed. He shared some of Jessica’s gache with the baby, and Sue’s chocolate sponge cake, brushing away the crumbs with a laugh. “What a treat to have homemade food again, and drink out of proper china cups instead of those awful thick ones in hospitals.” He smiled appreciatively at his family. “It is good to be home at last.” 
 
    That night when the children were in bed Jonathan asked for a whisky. 
 
    “Are you sure you should? You had a lot of champagne yesterday. Won’t it clash with your medication?” 
 
    “No! Of course not.” 
 
    Again to avoid an argument, Sue gave in and poured him a thin one in plenty of water. 
 
    “Now, I’ve been thinking.” From the canvas bag suspended from his chair he took a notepad and pen. “I’ve made notes of all the things we must do and plan. Obviously my physical contribution to the hotel is limited by this damn chair, so you will have to take over some of my responsibilities.” He flicked over the pages. “Between you, you and Terry will have to be the available management presence, much of the time, to iron out residents’ problems and queries. I know this won’t apply before we open next Easter, but we must be well organised in advance.” He paused to savour another shot of whisky. 
 
    Sue took the opportunity to interrupt. “There will be a hitch to that arrangement I’m afraid . . .” 
 
    He raised his head, frowning. “Oh, what?” 
 
    She took a deep breath. “Our next baby is due in June.” She knew she should not have waited so long to tell him, but the moment had never seemed right: now she had no option. She prayed he would be as thrilled as when she had told him about Roddy and then Stephanie. Smiling, she waited . . . and was totally unprepared for his violent reaction. 
 
    “Shit!” The notepad flew across the room just missing a porcelain vase on a small table. “How the hell did that happen? You stupid cow! All the notes and planning I’ve been doing for the past couple of weeks are for nothing!” He drained his glass and banged it down so hard Sue feared it would smash. “Shit!” he yelled again, “What a bloody waste of time and energy.” He glared at her. “I wondered what you were grinning about just now, you damn fool!” His eyes narrowed. “You couldn’t possibly have imagined I would welcome the news, could you?” 
 
    Shocked, eyes swimming, Sue nodded, speechless. 
 
    “Then you are even more stupid than I thought. It has to be the worst possible thing to happen to us, barring my accident.” He picked up his glass and held it out towards her. “You’d better get me another drink.” 
 
    Hours later, after undressing, washing and coping with Jonathan’s other needs before easing him into his temporary bed in the dining room, Sue climbed wearily upstairs, checking the children before getting to bed herself. Though utterly exhausted, mentally, physically and emotionally, it was impossible to sleep. She didn’t merely feel hurt – she was totally shattered. What had happened to Jonathan? Why was he behaving like this? Why blame her for being pregnant when he knew perfectly well they had both enjoyed an occasional, impromptu risk? And the hotel extension too; he had approved the plans before work had ever started. What had changed him so much? Was it the fact of being crippled? But the accident had happened over two months ago and he had never spoken to her like that when he was in hospital . . . why he should start now was beyond her. She searched her mind for anything she could have said or done to upset him, triggering this evening’s display of uncharacteristic behaviour. At one-thirty she gave up, crept down to the kitchen to make herself a mug of cocoa. Before carrying it up to her room she peeped in at Jonathan; he lay sleeping peacefully, mouth slightly open, his usual gentle snore in rhythm with the rise and fall of his chest. She smiled. Poor darling, it must be torture to come home in that state, knowing it was for life. She must try to understand and not react badly when he became aggressive. 
 
    After reading a while and finishing her cocoa, Sue turned out the light at two-thirty and was asleep in seconds. And at three o’clock she was woken by the electric buzzer by her bed. Dragging on her dressing gown she hurried down to see what Jonathan wanted. 
 
    “Water, please.” 
 
    “Here it is, darling, on the table beside you.” 
 
    “No point putting it there if you don’t tell me.” 
 
    Sue opened her mouth to say she had told him it was there, and made sure it was well within his reach . . . but changed her mind. “Anything else, my love?” 
 
    He turned his head to give her a brief, wan smile. “No thanks,” then closed his eyes. 
 
    * 
 
    “You’d better get a girl to come and work full time; she can look after the children while you’re working up at the hotel. If you train her well, she will be able to act as the new baby’s nanny, then you’ll be free to get back to the hotel as soon after the birth as you can.” Jonathan was sitting in his chair at the dining table which was pushed against the wall opposite his bed. Papers were strewn across it, bills, receipts, invoices, bookings for next year all jumbled up together. 
 
    “I’ll have to leave off at feeding times.” 
 
    “The baby can go straight on bottle feed, can’t it?” 
 
    “I’d prefer to feed it myself . . .” 
 
    “Well it won’t be possible, will it? Now will you pop over to the site and tell the foreman to come and see me. I want some of these invoices explained.” 
 
    “Okay. Give me five minutes, I’ve got something on the gas at the moment.” 
 
    “Well turn it off. It can wait.” 
 
    Biting her lip but without another word, Sue did as she was ordered. 
 
    * 
 
    The new bungalow was ready for them by the second week of the new year. Jonathan had shown no interest whatsoever in its design or construction, leaving all the details to Sue. Every possible thing to help his mobility had been thought of: ramps, wide door frames, the height of shelves and counters in the kitchen, a special bathroom in which he could use the bath, basin and loo with a minimum of help. Door handles were at the necessary height. A team of removers, supervised by Sue, spent a full day transferring furniture the four or so hundred yards from the dower. Jonathan insisted that the dining table and his papers be left till last, and then had had himself taken up to the hotel bar. 
 
    Greg, Sarah and Jessica took charge of their grandchildren for the day, while Edna and John, Emmy and Anne Warwick helped find new homes for the china and glass, linen and clothes. 
 
    “I’ll make up your bed and the children’s cots,” Edna insisted from behind a pile of cardboard boxes. “Emmy, you go and put on the kettle and make tea for Mrs Martel; she’s going into the sitting room to put her feet up for ten minutes.” 
 
    “But I—” 
 
    “Suzanne! Do as you’re told. I’ve never seen you look so tired, with those deep dark rings round your eyes. Go on!” Edna could be quite fierce when she chose. 
 
    Sue put an arm round her shoulders and gave her a hug. “All right, you old bully! Just to please you,” and dodged through the boxes to her new, comparatively characterless, sitting room. She knew, of course, that she wasn’t complying simply to please her aunt: she was exhausted. 
 
    * 
 
    Over the Christmas and New Year period Jonathan had occasionally apologised after a particularly bad outburst of temper, and smiling, Sue said she understood. When asked if he approved the facilities in the bungalow, Jonathan was invariably non-committal: he showed no interest. He had agreed they should share their double bed, but from the first night when Sue attempted to put an arm across his chest and cuddle into him, he had fended her off, never reciprocating. Lying awake in the small hours one could invent any number of excuses for his attitude, but Sue never felt they qualified as valid reasons. She would wait until he was sleeping soundly then gently move close enough to feel his warmth. And in the freshness of a new morning, giggling with her babies as their cereals went Snap, Crackle and Pop! she reprimanded herself for being super-critical. 
 
    * 
 
    Near the end of March, just two weeks before the hotel reopened for the season, Terry tackled her on an upstairs landing. “Who have you got to run the bar for the guests every afternoon during the summer?” 
 
    Sue looked up from the list of jobs still to be done before the first guests arrived. “What do you mean? I thought you . . .” 
 
    “Me! And what about my afternoons off?” 
 
    “I don’t follow you.” 
 
    “You mean you expect me to work from sun-up until the last guest leaves the bar at two a.m., seven days a week?” 
 
    “Oh Terry! Don’t be so silly, you know I don’t expect any such thing! I’m sorry,” she shook her head, “it simply slipped my mind. Of course we must have someone stand in for you. And you must have a full day and a half off every week. Any ideas for an assistant?” 
 
    “No. You’re the boss, so you do the hiring and firing.” 
 
    Sue wasn’t sure she liked his tone: almost resentful? “I’ll have a word with Jonathan about it.” 
 
    Terry raised one eyebrow, gave a half smile and walked away. 
 
    She broached the subject that evening at supper. 
 
    Jonathan didn’t bother to look up from his newspaper. “Can’t see that will be necessary. I’m sure you will be able to sit comfortably behind the bar for a couple of hours in the afternoons while he takes a rest.” 
 
    “Me! And when do I get a rest?” 
 
    “All winter. Ah, there’s the doorbell. That’ll be Norton. I’m going out for a drink with him and Tiny. Nice supper, dear.” He propelled himself into the hallway, took his coat off the conveniently low hook in passing and opened the front door. “All ready, boys. Where are we going?” 
 
    Sue cleared the table and sat down by the fire with her aching legs up on a footstool. Not for long: the phone rang. 
 
    It was Jessica. “Haven’t seen you folks for over a week. I wondered, if you’re not busy, whether I might drift up for a coffee?” 
 
    “Lovely. I’d love to see you but I’m afraid I’m alone. Jonathan’s gone out.” 
 
    “I’ll be there in five minutes.” 
 
    She arrived before Sue had finished filling the percolator, and one glance at her daughter-in-law was enough. “Go and sit yourself down immediately! You look worn out.” 
 
    Sue didn’t argue. 
 
    Jessica carried in the tray, set it on a low table and poured out. “Now, are you going to tell me what you are doing to get so overtired or do I have to drag it out of you with a winkle-picker?” 
 
    “I don’t feel that bad,” Sue began. 
 
    “Don’t prevaricate. What are you doing each day? What time do you get up?” 
 
    “The children get me up at about six-thirty.” 
 
    “So you wash and dress and feed them, and Jonathan. Go on?” 
 
    Sue listed the sorting of household laundry, meals and, with some hesitation, the errands she had to run for Jonathan, before going up to the hotel by nine o’clock. 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “Supervising the finishing of jobs and preparations before we reopen.” 
 
    “I thought Terry was supposed to be doing that?” 
 
    “He does some of it. But he also handles the bar work.” 
 
    “Well what is he, an assistant manager or a barman? He can’t be both.” 
 
    Sue bit her lip. She had never told Jessica the difficulties she was having with Jonathan, ever since his accident. The coffee was already tepid so she finished it, giving herself more time to think before replying. “Jonathan doesn’t seem to think—” 
 
    “At all! About anyone!” his mother exploded. “I don’t know what is happening between you two but whatever it is it isn’t good! Now come on. Spill the beans.” 
 
    Much to her own disgust, Sue burst into tears. 
 
    Next morning Jonathan was on the receiving end of one of Jessica’s fiercest lectures. “Just because you’re in that bally chair doesn’t give you the right to pile your daily work onto your wife,” she ranted, “Nor onto your assistant manager. You simply must face up to the need for more staff. Now get on with it!” 
 
    Inevitably, after she had gone, Jonathan turned on Sue. “I should have known you’d go whining to outsiders the moment I was out of earshot! Who else have you complained to?” 
 
    Sue had had one of Jessica’s lectures, too, the previous night, all about standing up for herself and for what was fair. “I shall treat that remark with the contempt it deserves,” she said, and walked out of the room. 
 
    “Bitch!” he shouted after her. 
 
    She poked her head back round the door. “Emmy will have great fun relaying your clarion call round the neighbourhood,” and quickly disappeared again. 
 
    It was apparently a good ploy. Jonathan resisted the urge to vent his frustration on her on a daily basis, even if his resolution was soluble in alcohol at least once a week, and he agreed to employ a barman for the summer. Furthermore, he said Sue could have a nanny for the children and breastfeed the new babe. 
 
    But he remained cold and distant. 
 
    * 
 
    Deborah was born on 2 June 1953 – Coronation Day. 
 
    It was a difficult and painful birth. Fortunately, Sue had had time to sleep and recover a little strength by the time Jonathan arrived with the obligatory bouquet and chocolates, and she was able to greet him with a smile. “Sorry to keep you all in suspense so long,” she said. “It ended up being a hammer and chisel job.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “It means it was a breech birth,” a nurse replied as she handed him a cup of tea. “The baby came bottom first. And your wife has needed a lot of stitches. I’m afraid she is going to find it uncomfortable being on her feet for some weeks.” 
 
    “Then she’ll have to keep off her feet until everything has healed up.” He smiled lovingly at Sue. 
 
    The nurse was about to joke that he’d have to keep off, too, but stopped herself in time when she registered the significance of the wheelchair. 
 
    “Don’t worry, darling,” he whispered when the crisply starched nurse had gone. “You must take all the time you need.” 
 
    She was sure he meant it . . . at that moment. 
 
    Sadly, the moment passed. 
 
    * 
 
    “There are fewer visitors this year, that’s why,” Sue snapped, when he asked yet again why the turnover had dropped so much behind the previous two years. 
 
    “We have never had empty beds before. Dammit, I wish I could spend more time in the place and find out what you’re doing up there.” 
 
    “Are you suggesting it’s my fault?” 
 
    “Well, apart from the past three weeks, you are in charge, now.” 
 
    “And I suppose if you were able you would go over to England and order people onto the boats to fill our empty beds.” 
 
    “Don’t be childish! Can’t you understand the basic principles of business? Like balancing the books? Of course we’ll have lean years, but in those years we have to pare down our expenditures. Instead, we have a far larger wage bill than ever. For two thirds the number of guests. Doesn’t make sense. Particularly having taken on a qualified chef.” 
 
    Sue had only been home for two weeks with the baby, and was feeling desperately weary. The girl they had taken on as nanny knew very little about tiny babies, so Sue had to demonstrate, over and over, how to handle her. Also, breastfeeding drained her resources, she was overweight and her hair was badly in need of skilled attention. She was in no mood to accept criticism after all the excessive hours she had put into the hotel, nor was she in any fit state to sustain an argument. “I’ll check it all out tomorrow,” she promised. 
 
    After her bath and feed next morning, the baby threw up over her clean cot. Then the washing machine wouldn’t work and Emmy couldn’t remember what to prepare for lunch. Having ironed out the household problems, Sue hurried up to the hotel as fast as the lingering pain would allow and found a chambermaid in tears in a vacated bedroom. 
 
    “It’s not me, ma’am, what lost them sheets. I packed ’em into the laundry boxes like you said, but I ’aven’t ’ad time to check the list since they came back. Not with all the dining room work as well.” 
 
    It was almost lunchtime when she reached reception. 
 
    “Mrs Paige, with an ‘I’, wants a meeting with the management,” the girl told her from behind the counter. 
 
    “What about?” 
 
    “Noise from the bar in the evening, I expect. She’s forever complaining about it.” 
 
    “I’ll go and speak to Jimmy.” 
 
    “He’s gone, Mrs Martel.” 
 
    “Gone?” 
 
    “Mr Martel came up when you were in the hospital and dismissed him.” 
 
    “Well, then I will have to speak to whoever has taken his place.” Sue wondered what on earth Jimmy had done to get the sack. 
 
    “There isn’t anyone. Mr Martel said you didn’t need anyone else.” She blushed. “At least, that’s what Jimmy told me last night at the cinema.” 
 
    One couldn’t go on getting all this vital information from a junior member of staff; Sue thanked the girl and hurried home. 
 
    “Who is currently managing the hotel?” she asked Jonathan. 
 
    “Terry, you and I,” he replied. 
 
    “But I’ve been away for three weeks, and even now I can’t put in much time. And you . . . are busy . . . looking after the books. Terry can’t do everything.” 
 
    “Terry has not been asked to do everything!” he released the brakes on his chair and shoved himself away from the table. “I can’t face any more of that muck. I’m going into the sitting room.” 
 
    Even Sue herself admitted it was not the best Irish Stew she had ever made. 
 
    A couple of weeks later Terry tackled her in the empty hotel dining room. “Look here, Sue, I can’t keep this pace up much longer. I haven’t had an hour off since Jimmy left. We have to have a replacement.” 
 
    “I agree, but it’s not up to me. You’ll have to tackle Jonathan about it.” 
 
    “You’re joking!” he muttered. Nevertheless he did try. 
 
    Sue could hear the argument through the open windows the moment she switched off the car engine outside the bungalow next morning. She was still debating with herself whether to go in or not, when Terry emerged through the open door, puce in the face. He stared at her for a second before turning to hurry away. 
 
    It was the last time she ever saw him. 
 
    Jonathan had sacked him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Seven – In Sickness and in Health 
 
      
 
    A huge flower arrangement in a basket stood in the empty fireplace. Sue stared at it in amazement. “Where on earth have those come from?” 
 
    Jonathan gave her a sly grin. 
 
    “Darling! Why?” she hurried to give him a grateful kiss. 
 
    His powerful arms drew her down, he kissed along the hairline on her forehead, nuzzled her ear. “Because I’ve been such a bastard lately. I don’t know how you put up with me, sometimes.” 
 
    Sue allowed her file of papers to slide onto the floor, as she knelt to put her arms round his waist and rest her head in his lap. “Darling,” she muttered, unable to think what else to say, savouring the moment of peace and harmony. Of course she knew it wouldn’t last; it never did. She would dare allow herself to relax, love him and believe he loved her . . . then out of the blue would come another storm. Sometimes the climate was just wet and overcast, Jonathan wallowing in self-pity, at others it was close and humid, himself silent and simmering. There were times the bitterly cold wind of his sarcasm knifed through her, but nothing was as bad as the raging storms of undisciplined temper when the air filled with shouts and flying missiles. Occasionally there were warning signs and Sue was able to take shelter just in time, but too often, triggered by some mysterious functioning in his brain, Jonathan exploded, thunderously. 
 
    It was so hard to know how to handle it. She had tried ignoring it, carrying on as though nothing was happening; she had tried walking out of the room and letting him rant on alone. Sometimes she would deliberately square her shoulders, adopt an aggressive stance and coldly inform him that she refused to be spoken to in that manner and if he couldn’t act like a reasonable human being she would leave him to stew alone until he learned to behave himself. Worst of all was when she was desperately overtired and unable to hold back her own anger, flying at him for being so damned unreasonable, careless of other people’s efforts and feelings. 
 
    If any of these responses had brought consistent reactions, Sue would have known where she stood. But they never did. However, the fact was that she lived on hope, continuing to believe that Jonathan’s attacks of remorse were genuine and that one day, despite his disability, they could return to the happy home life, shared parenthood and working relationship they had so enjoyed in their first years of marriage. 
 
    * 
 
    During the winter months a new set-up was organised. What had been a storeroom behind reception was turned into an office for Jonathan, from where he could direct operations. A cement path was laid from the bungalow to the hotel along which he could propel himself and from the beginning of the 1954 season at around nine in the morning, he would unlock his office door and wheel up to his new desk. The door remained open so that he could see and hear all that went on, check who passed through the foyer or rang at reception. 
 
    Molly Machon was due at the reception counter at nine o’clock, too, and had she not had the most gorgeous head of long, blonde hair swinging silkily over her shoulders, and violet blue eyes twinkling coyly under fluttering lashes, no one doubted she would have been sacked on the spot by her ill-tempered boss any day of the week, for arriving anything up to half an hour late. But in Jonathan’s eyes she could do no wrong. 
 
    In contrast, Sue who was in the hotel kitchen by seven-thirty each day to supervise early morning teas and cope with visitors’ queries regarding beaches, buses, hairdressers and tar-removal, and provide weather forecasts while breakfast was in progress, was in constant line of critical fire. With guests safely dispatched on their chosen pursuits and the chef taking over in the kitchen, she helped the waitress/chambermaids change bedlinen and towels, clean and tidy the rooms and replace filched toilet rolls. Tar and toffee had to be removed from carpets, curtains rehung after being torn off their hooks and water mopped up from under flooded basins. She had to check every room to see that sticky fingermarks were polished off windows and mirrors and, on one occasion, rescue a favorite teddy bear which had been stuffed head first down a lavatory and flushed halfway round the bend. 
 
    And in the middle of these tasks, Molly would appear. “Mrs Martel! The boss wants you in his office!” 
 
    Stupidly, Sue used to drop what she was doing and hasten downstairs, only to be tackled about some trivia which could well have waited for hours, even days. Now, on this particular day well into the season and increasingly irritated by Molly’s tone of voice, she decided to dig her heels in. “What does Mr Martel want me for?” 
 
    “I couldn’t say.” Molly examined her nail varnish. 
 
    “Well find out and let me know if it’s important. Tell him I am very busy.” 
 
    Two minutes later the girl reappeared. “He says it is.” 
 
    Sue straightened, rubbing her aching back, and pushed the hair out of her eyes. “What is what?” 
 
    “What he wants you for is important.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Don’t know!” 
 
    “Well go back and find out and let me be the judge of whether it’s more important than this!” She waved the lavatory plunger at Molly. 
 
    The girl didn’t return, but when Sue finished upstairs and went down to the office, Jonathan was in a foul mood. 
 
    “Where the hell have you been?” he demanded. 
 
    “Sshh!” she tilted her head towards the open door. 
 
    “I will not sshh! What’s the matter with you? You know damn well I cannot get upstairs to you, yet you refuse to come down and speak to me. Twice I’ve had to send that poor girl upstairs . . .” 
 
    “Stop shouting and tell me what is so important that I have to come running to your summons.” 
 
    “I have to know whether rooms eight and nine are booked for the last week in August,” he snarled. “I’ve had an enquiry this morning . . .” 
 
    “And you couldn’t ask Molly to check with me when she came up?” 
 
    “No! I wanted to ask you myself, for the simple reason that you have no business pencilling in bookings unless they are confirmed.” 
 
    “If you had read the pencilled note you would see that they promised confirmation by today if they wanted to keep it.” She snatched the pile of post from by his elbow, and withdrew a sheet. “Here! Here is your confirmation along with their deposit.” Her anger dissipated and she grinned at him. “Just try opening the post when it arrives, my love. It will save us all a lot of hassle.” 
 
    “There wouldn’t have been any bloody hassle if you’d come when I sent for you. Silly bitch!” 
 
    Molly was smirking at reception as Sue left. 
 
    * 
 
    Many people in Guernsey were still enjoying the post-war party spirit. The hotel cocktail bars were full night after night, with reunions and camaraderie, men and women returning after demobilisation and the younger set eager to hear their stories. Despite the previous year’s devaluation of sterling, many islanders were prospering: builders were busy repairing and replacing all that the Germans and Todt workers had destroyed, scrap iron merchants were keen to rip out all that remained in the German fortifications, hoteliers and shop keepers were benefiting from the 25 per cent Purchase Tax imposed in Britain which did not apply in the islands, encouraging tourists to spend – and smuggle. Growers couldn’t keep up with the demand for their produce. 
 
    Greg was very pleased with the returns at Les Marettes Vinery . . . and his brother Andrew took all the credit; Greg just smiled and ignored him. 
 
    Andrew lived in a constant state of depression. Everything was wrong. “Have you seen that awful construction they’re putting up in the Truchot?” he grumbled. 
 
    “I thought it was rather nice, with the stone facing.” 
 
    “Facing! Why can’t they build properly in solid granite? And another thing. Where’s all this compulsory States Insurance going to get us?” 
 
    “Security in our old age.” 
 
    “Bah! Ought to be left to the individual what he does with his money. I don’t agree with it.” 
 
    “There have been a lot of changes since the war and I cannot say I like all of them. But we have to move with the times.” 
 
    “Bah!” Andrew repeated. 
 
    * 
 
    “The boss says will you come down to reception, quickly!” Molly shouted at her from the top of the stairs. 
 
    Sue hissed with annoyance and stuck her head out of the linen closet. “What for this time?” 
 
    “He didn’t say!” 
 
    Once again Sue had the urge to send the girl away with a curt message, but at that moment two guests emerged from their room and greeted her with charming smiles. So she responded in kind and followed them, and Molly, down the stairs. Once in the office she closed the door before saying, “Well? What do you want me for?” 
 
    Jonathan looked up from the papers on his desk. “Eh? Oh yes. That Nanny of yours just rang to announce a crisis. You’d better find out what it’s all about.” 
 
    Sue turned the phone round on his desk and dialled. “Nanny?” She listened, her face expressing concern. 
 
    Jonathan was watching her. “What’s the matter?” 
 
    “Sshh!” she frowned at him. “Yes, of course you did right. I’m coming over.” She replaced the receiver in its cradle. “It’s Roddy. He’s passed out! He has been complaining his head hurt for the past couple of days.” 
 
    “Oh God! Come on we must get home!” The wheelchair spun away from the desk. “On second thoughts, I’ll only hold you up. You go, sweetheart. Quickly. Phone me if there is anything I can do at this end.” He looked distraught, and so helpless. 
 
    Sue bent over him with a hasty peck on the cheek. “Try not to worry, darling. I’ll call as soon as I know anything,” and she dashed out of the office. 
 
    At home, chaos reigned. 
 
    Stephanie was screaming with delight as she chased the cat round the house. Deborah was screaming with fury at being ignored and Nanny was on the verge of hysteria, while Roddy lay on the sitting room sofa, white as a sheet, not moving. 
 
    “Have you phoned for the doctor?” Sue demanded. 
 
    Nanny jabbered incoherently. 
 
    “Control yourself. Have you telephoned . . .?” 
 
    The girl burst into tears. 
 
    Sue smacked her on the cheek. “Stop that! Pull yourself together and answer me!” 
 
    With a gasp of surprise the girl nodded. “Yes, ma’am. They said they would try to find him.” 
 
    Sue grabbed the phone and dialled the surgery. “I want a doctor immediately! This is an emergency! Then send an ambulance and we’ll get the child to hospital.” 
 
    Within five minutes the bell could be heard coming up the hill. “Nanny, make yourself a cup of tea, now. Then give Debbie a bottle and stop Stephanie teasing the cat.” 
 
    The ambulance men were very efficient, and soon they were all bouncing back down the road, Sue sitting in the back of the vehicle holding Roddy’s hand. 
 
    Doctor Collard was waiting as a nurse wheeled the boy into the examination room on a trolley and having phoned Jonathan to say where they were, Sue was left sitting on a hard chair in the passage, biting her thumb. 
 
    “I have decided to admit him, Sue,” the doctor told her half an hour later. “Three of us have had a look at him and we would like to do further tests. From what can be adjudged so far, we none of us see his condition to be of immediately serious concern, but agree he should be kept here under observation. They are taking him straight along to the Children’s Ward and perhaps you would go down there to see him installed. Sister will advise you as to his requirements.” 
 
    It all seemed so coldly clinical. A thousand questions came to mind, but she guessed the doctor would simply ask her to await the answers in due course. 
 
    Roddy looked so small, pale and pathetic, lying in the big, starched hospital bed. His blond hair was damp and tangled, his eyes opening, rolling towards her, questioning, and closing again as his lips quivered. At least he was conscious. 
 
    She took a taxi home and found all was peaceful. Stephanie was having her nap, Deborah was sitting in her pram bashing the toys strung in front of her on a piece of elastic, and Nanny was peeling potatoes for her lunch. 
 
    Upstairs, Sue grabbed a holdall and stuffed it with Roddy’s pyjamas and dressing gown, a pair of slippers, a toothbrush, his teddy bear and two favourite books. She threw the bag into the car, drove round to the front of the hotel to park while she rushed inside to tell Jonathan what was happening. 
 
    “My darling!” he held out his arms and she went to him, hugging him briefly before pulling away. “Keep your pecker up, old thing,” he kissed the palm of her hand. “The little man will be okay. Now off you go, and don’t worry about a thing here.” 
 
    Roddy tossed about in his bed, constantly checking his mother was still by his side, but saying nothing. 
 
    Sue read him a story, not knowing if he was listening until he squeezed her hand and whispered, “More.” 
 
    A nurse brought her a tray of tea and sandwiches, which reminded her she hadn’t eaten anything since seven that morning, six hours ago! 
 
    The staff told her to try to encourage Roddy to drink, and even eat if he could. He lunched on Bovril and jelly, and by teatime he asked for two sandwiches, one paste and one jam. 
 
    “He is a much better colour, don’t you think?” the staff nurse remarked. 
 
    “Yes. But I wish we knew what the problem was.” Sue smiled down at him and stroked his hair. 
 
    “Maybe we’ll know more tomorrow. Now don’t you think you should get home and rest? It’s past six o’clock.” 
 
    Roddy looked up with a miserable expression. 
 
    “I’ll wait till bedtime and lights out, if I may. You won’t mind if I go home to bed, will you darling? I promise I’ll come back in the morning.” 
 
    The child turned his face away, with a reluctant nod. 
 
    * 
 
    Nanny was in the sitting room reading, the two girls obviously asleep, judging by the lack of noise. 
 
    “Mr Martel home yet?” Sue asked. 
 
    “He came in looking for his supper. But when I said you weren’t back yet he went out again.” She returned to her book and her bar of chocolate. 
 
    Sue went into her bedroom, realising for the first time as she glanced in the long mirror, that she was still in the working clothes she was wearing when Nanny had phoned for her that morning. She stripped off, longing to run down for a dip in the sea, but stepped under the shower instead. Jonathan hadn’t returned when she finished, so she hurried up the path to the hotel. 
 
    He was in the bar. “Where the hell have you been all this time?” he snapped. 
 
    “At the hospital! Where do you think?” She was in no mood for this. 
 
    “It’s nearly eight o’ bloody clock . . .” 
 
    “You yourself told me there was no need to hurry back!” she hissed, aware of stares from residents still enjoying their aperitifs before going in to dinner. 
 
    “Quite. But I didn’t tell you to stay away indefinitely!” he snarled. 
 
    “I couldn’t conceivably care less what you did or didn’t tell me. I did what I considered necessary,” she retorted, loud enough to be heard right through the room, “for which I do not require your permission.” She turned to order a drink, and realised Molly was standing behind the bar. “Hallo! What are you doing there?” 
 
    Molly looked at Jonathan. 
 
    “Jimmy has gone down with flu,” he said, “so as you weren’t here I had to ask Molly to step into the breach.” He was red with anger. 
 
    “Splendid!” Sue smiled, thinking that the girl looked far more like a barmaid than a receptionist. “I’ll have a half of bitter, please.” Then to her husband, said, “I don’t feel like cooking tonight, so I’ll eat here in the dining room. Will you join me?” 
 
    “Possibly.” 
 
    Sue moved away, smiling at the hotel guests, acting as though she was quite unmoved by the scene. But inside she felt winded. It was hard to believe Jonathan’s moods could change so quickly, especially in this instance with Roddy in hospital! 
 
    As on many previous occasions, Jonathan remained too furious to bring himself to apologise for his outburst. 
 
    * 
 
    The doctors concluded that Roddy was suffering the infant equivalent of migraine, prescribed microscopic amounts of pheno-barbitone, much to Sue’s alarm, and the boy was soon running around at home as though nothing had happened. 
 
    Sarah sat watching him from her deckchair on the lawn. “Isn’t that typical of kids. They worry you stiff with sudden illnesses and flaring temperatures and by the time you’ve dosed your nerves to cope with the situation they are completely recovered and you are a shattered wreck!” 
 
    “Thank goodness you were around, Mum!” Sue smiled appreciatively. 
 
    “I didn’t do anything!” 
 
    “You moved into my hysterical household with your calming influence. That was more help than you realise.” 
 
    Sarah glanced over her shoulder to see if the nanny was in hearing before whispering, “That girl is next best thing to a disaster. Doesn’t she drive you potty?” 
 
    “Yes. But a real, qualified Norland Nanny is so expensive. Jonathan won’t hear of us having one. Anyway, I never wanted anyone else looking after my kids; every year I dream of a hugely successful season which would allow us to take on adequate staff so I could return to being housewife and mother.” 
 
    “I know, darling. Frankly, I just don’t understand how you keep up the pace. You look worn out.” 
 
    “As long as I have you on the end of the phone to moan to when I get fraught, I guess I’ll get by.” She reached for her mother’s hand and they sat side by side, fingers entwined, for several minutes. 
 
    Both women laughed when they sighed contentedly at the same moment. Both knew they were happy that the rift between them caused by the war, was healed. 
 
    * 
 
    Two weeks later, Stephen Martel, junior partner to his architect father Ted, dropped in for a drink on the way home. He was surprised to find Sue behind the bar. “Got a new job, then?” 
 
    “Not new, exactly. Our current barman’s flu turned to pleurisy. I’m standing in until he’s fit to come back to work. What are you drinking?” 
 
    “A pint of bitter, thanks.” 
 
    She was aware of him watching her as she drew the beer up from the barrel in the cellar. 
 
    “How are you? How is your back coping with standing there by the hour.” 
 
    “Fine, thanks.” She had no intention of boring him with the truth: that her back was agony by the end of each evening, there was a lumpy, varicose vein swelling in her right calf, and though she fell into bed exhausted each night, she seldom slept for more than three hours at a stretch. 
 
    Stephen’s eyes narrowed. “Have you looked for a temporary barman, or are you doing it yourself from choice?” 
 
    It was nice of him to show that much interest. “No. And no again. Jonathan doesn’t think it’s worth getting someone in. Well, it is nearly the end of the season.” 
 
    “But the bar is open to non-residents all year round. If you want someone to fill in, I don’t mind doing two or three evenings a week. Not Fridays, though. That’s my badminton night.” 
 
    “What a kind offer. I’ll speak to Jonathan about it. We’ll pay you, of course.” 
 
    “No, no . . .” 
 
    “It would have to be a business arrangement. Family favours too often end in rows!” 
 
    “Okay. If you insist. What are the hours?” 
 
    “Flexible. The bar is open all day to residents during the season. I take over from Molly at four-thirty and stay on till closing.” 
 
    “Surely it isn’t necessary to have the bar open all afternoon?” he tried to sound casual, but he was boiling inside. What the hell was his cousin Jonathan playing at? Couldn’t he see that Sue was grey with exhaustion? 
 
    “I tried to talk himself into closing for two or three hours but he wouldn’t hear of it.” 
 
    “I’ll be here tomorrow by six unless I hear to the contrary.” He took a long draft of beer. “Now tell me, how is Roddy?” 
 
    Sue was relieved at the change of subject. Much as she appreciated other people’s concern, it did tend to arouse self-pity . . . which made it even more difficult to cope. 
 
    * 
 
    “Jonathan’s accident seems to have changed his character quite dramatically,” Steven remarked that night at dinner. 
 
    “Hardly surprising, I suppose,” his mother, Julia, said as she placed spoonsful of cauliflower in white sauce neatly on each plate beside the lamb chops. “But in what way do you mean?” 
 
    “He works Sue into the ground. The poor girl is on her feet from seven in the morning till midnight.” 
 
    Ted picked up his knife and fork. “Well, only on the odd occasion in an emergency, surely?” 
 
    “On the contrary! She’s been at it seven days a week for the past month, as far as I can gather.” 
 
    “Steve, dear, that’s impossible,” Julia frowned at him. She was well aware that her son had carried a torch for Suzanne Gaudion when he was still at school long before the girl ever met Ted’s nephew Jonathan. She hoped he’d grown out of it. “Did she tell you that?” 
 
    “Lord no! She wouldn’t dream of saying a word against Jonty, she’s very loyal.” Adding, “Too darned loyal for her own good.” 
 
    Ted and Julia had always been very fond of Jonathan, and had taken a special interest in him especially since his father, Ted’s brother, died in his late fifties. They were proud of his war record and of the way he had settled into the hotel business. The tragedy of his accident had affected them both deeply, and Julia was reluctant to listen to any criticism of him. “Well it is surely up to her, isn’t it, to say if and when she is overtired?” 
 
    Steve explained about the bar work. “I’ve told her I’ll help out in the evenings, sometimes, when I leave the office.” 
 
    Ted looked up from his plate. “That’s very noble of you, I don’t doubt, but are you sure it’s wise? I mean, an emergency is one thing, but you can’t keep it up forever.” 
 
    “I don’t mean to. But I regard the current situation as an emergency. You should see how rundown Sue looks at the moment.” 
 
    Which was exactly what Julia intended to do. 
 
    She arranged to meet Sarah in Town for a coffee, three days later, and wasted little time in niceties before launching her case. “How long is it since you’ve seen Sue?” 
 
    “Er . . . not since last Wednesday. Why?” 
 
    “How did you think she looked?” 
 
    Sarah frowned at her friend. “Tired. Why?” 
 
    “Just . . . tired?” 
 
    Sarah made a moue. “Well, no, since you ask. She was grey with fatigue. So, come on, what’s this all about?” 
 
    Julia sipped her coffee. “Steve came home the other evening, saying she was overworking and looked awful. Well, as you know, he has always had a soft spot for her and I guessed he was being over-protective, if you know what I mean.” 
 
    Sarah nodded across the table. 
 
    “But he stressed the point so strongly that I decided to go see for myself.” 
 
    “That was sweet of you. And was he right?” 
 
    “Frankly, dear, I have never seen her look so dreadful. It was about five in the afternoon, before Steve got there . . . well I didn’t want him to see me so I made sure to go early enough. I had made the excuse of taking a note about some phone call, quite unnecessary, of course, and I went into the bar pretending to be surprised at finding her there. Well,” she paused to sip more coffee, “she was totally fagged out. And the dreadful thing is that if Steve hadn’t intervened and insisted on going in to help in the bar in the evenings, she would have been there for another six hours!” 
 
    Sarah’s mouth fell open. “Oh dear! I feel so guilty, Julia. I have thought she’s looked ill for months, but you know what it is, one hates to interfere. And when I mentioned it to Greg he laughed and said I was overdoing the mother hen bit.” She didn’t add that she had been feeling unwell herself, lately. “Well we’ll have to see what we can do. I’ll talk to Greg.” 
 
    * 
 
    “We’ve booked ourselves in for lunch on Sunday,” Sarah told Sue on the phone. “We haven’t seen much of you, lately. Maybe we could all take the children down on Port Grat afterwards, if it’s fine.” 
 
    “Lovely idea, Mummy, but I’m afraid Jonathan and I won’t be able to come down to the beach. However, we’d love to see you. I’ll make sure we all eat together. And of course the meal is on us . . .” 
 
    “No no, dear . . .” 
 
    “Don’t be silly, Mummy! I can’t imagine why I haven’t asked you before. I’m afraid we’ve been so busy.” 
 
    The family lunch party was a great success. 
 
    “Do you often have lunch here with Daddy and Mummy?” Sarah asked Roddy. 
 
    The child shook his head. “No. We never did before.” 
 
    “Oh. You usually eat together at home, do you?” 
 
    The blond head shook again. “No. Wiv Nanny.” 
 
    Sue loved watching the conversation proceed between her mother and her son; their colouring was so different, he so fair and blue-eyed like his father, yet already with her mother’s determined chin and high cheekbones. “This is a special treat, isn’t it darling?” 
 
    “How often do you eat together?” Greg asked. 
 
    Sue shrugged. “Can’t remember the last time. It’s very difficult, you see.” 
 
    “Yes of course. Mealtimes must be awkward. So, when do you spend time en famille?” 
 
    Sue glanced at Jonathan. “Not much chance in the summer, unfortunately. Far too busy,” he told them. 
 
    “Really!” Greg turned pointedly to Sue. “What time do you start in the mornings?” 
 
    “Seven, seven-thirty.” 
 
    “And finish?” 
 
    “Depends. Six, when Steve helps out in the bar. Otherwise I’m on till closing time.” 
 
    “And when is that?” Sarah was alarmed. 
 
    Sue sighed. “When the last guest goes up to bed.” 
 
    Greg and Sarah gasped. 
 
    “Good grief! That is ridiculous, girl!” Greg retorted. “What are you trying to do to yourself? Commit suicide?” He swung round to face Jonathan. “Can’t you stop her?” 
 
    “Not easily. When she sees work to be done I’m afraid she does it. But I agree with you. She is doing far too much.” 
 
    Sarah launched into a lecture on mothering and homemaking; on the impracticability of having some young girl who calls herself a nanny, bringing up one’s children. 
 
    At one stage Sue cleared her throat significantly, caught her mother’s eye and tilted her head, very slightly, towards the attentive Roddy. 
 
    Sarah ignored the gesture. She had the bit between her teeth and, what was more, Jonathan was agreeing with every word she said. 
 
    “I hope you’ve listened to all your mother’s been telling you, darling. You really must ease up,” he insisted. 
 
    Sue glared at her empty cheese plate. The two-faced liar! How dared he speak like that, after the way he had behaved! Suddenly she realised that, despite all their arguments and upsets in the past, this was the first time she had actually felt, even momentarily, she could hate Jonathan. 
 
    The same feeling swept over her again after her parents had left, when Jonathan swung his chair round to face her. “So you’ve been whining again, I see. Poor, badly-done-by little daughter, been running to her mummy and daddy? Aahh! We are all so sad for you. Silly bitch!” he turned away and propelled the chair out of the dining room. 
 
    “What’s a bitch, Mummy?” Roddy asked. 
 
    Sue thanked Heaven there were no hotel guests or staff left in the room. 
 
    That evening, Sue tackled Jonathan about bar hours: buoyed by her parents concern she was prepared to risk another shouting match. They were sitting reading the Sunday papers in the bungalow, leaving Stephen alone to cope with any bar trade. “So few people ever use the bar in the afternoons, it doesn’t seem worth being open between two and six o’clock. Shall we try closing each afternoon and see how—” 
 
    “No!” Jonathan didn’t look up from his paper. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “I said no! I won’t hear of it!” 
 
    Sue was not prepared to give up without a fight. “Well we cannot afford extra staff and I’m certainly not going to continue exhausting myself with work I consider unnecessary.” 
 
    The Sunday Times was twisted into a stiff rod in Jonathan’s powerful hands before being hurled through the open window. “Shut up! You don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m the one who keeps the books. I know what is necessary or unnecessary, so I make the decisions. Right?” 
 
    Still she stood her ground. “No. Wrong. I am the one who has stood behind that bar all summer, and I know darn well that the gross takings don’t cover the wages.” 
 
    “That’s why you are doing it, for nothing.” 
 
    “Only while Jimmy is ill . . .” 
 
    “He’s not ill.” 
 
    Sue frowned. “Well, why isn’t he back?” 
 
    “I sacked him. He was the sort of unnecessary extravagance you complain about so often.” 
 
    “And you never told me?” 
 
    He sighed dramatically. “I was trying to avoid hearing you make another scene.” 
 
    Sue stood up and in an ominously quiet voice said, “Very well. Tomorrow I will give Nanny two week’s notice, and I will take over as mother and housewife. You can sort out the bar hours with whomever you employ to replace me.” She picked up her empty coffee cup and newspaper. “I’m going to bed now. Goodnight.” 
 
    “Damn you, woman,” he screamed. “Come back here.” 
 
    She closed the door behind her, very gently. 
 
    * 
 
    Sue was as good as her word: when she handed Nanny her wages envelope the following day, she gave her a fortnight’s notice. The work she had been covering at the hotel, other than in the bar, she redistributed amongst the other staff and, with Emmy helping out two mornings per week at home, she launched happily into full-time motherhood. 
 
    * 
 
    “Jonty, darling, I think you and I ought to have a little chat,” Jessica told him. “Let’s go for a walk in the garden, shall we? Can you manage the chair by yourself?” 
 
    “Mother! I’m busy!” 
 
    “Of course, dear. But I’m sure you can spare me ten minutes or so of your time.” 
 
    Jonathan scowled and grunted. But Jessica was standing in the doorway of the office, waiting: he couldn’t refuse to accompany her without an argument and he’d had enough of that in the past week. He released the brakes on his chair. “Okay. Lead on.” 
 
    Molly was left in charge – a role which greatly enhanced her feeling of self-importance. She flicked her long, blonde hair back over her shoulder and smiled as they left. 
 
    “Haven’t the roses been marvellous this year?” Jessica bent to appreciate the scent of a dark red hybrid tea. 
 
    She was stalling, so he followed suit. “In a manner of speaking. I wish that blasted Albertine over the front door didn’t make such a mess, though. Rotting petals everywhere being trodden into the hotel.” He stopped the wheelchair by a bench seat on an enclosed area of crazy paving, just off the path. 
 
    She stood fingering the petals of a hydrangea. 
 
    “So what’s this all about? What’s on your mind?” 
 
    Jessica arranged herself comfortably on the wooden seat. “You, my dear. I’m very much afraid you have been making some serious mistakes, lately.” 
 
    He sighed. “Go on.” 
 
    “Whether you are aware of it or not I don’t know, but you are being very cruel and unkind to Sue.” 
 
    “Oh God! Don’t tell me she’s been whining to you, too!” 
 
    “No she has not! She hasn’t said a single word to me about you . . . or about the way you overwork her and speak to her in front of the residents as though she is dirt!” Which was absolutely true – Sue had not spoken to her on the subject; what Jessica didn’t add was that she had been briefed by both Sarah and Stephen about what was going on. Not that she hadn’t suspected as much for some time. 
 
    “Well, then I’d like to know who the hell—” 
 
    “That is not the point at issue. What is worrying me is that if you go on like this both your business and your marriage will collapse.” 
 
    “Go on like what?” he stormed. “This is all bunkum!” 
 
    “How dare you raise your voice at your mother in that fashion! Control yourself! Now you listen to me,” she said severely, “Everybody was very upset and sympathetic about your accident and we are all sorry for you being so disabled. However, not even that excuses you for your foul and abusive temper and the way you treat Sue. Everyone has a breaking point, remember, and I assure you Sue is very near hers.” 
 
    “Really?” he asked with heavy sarcasm. “Well, let me tell you, Sue is fine! She has run out on the business and plays about at home with the children all day, refusing to come back. I came out here with you because I thought you were worried about my breaking point! But of course no one thinks about me!” With his powerful arms he swung the chair back towards the path. “I cannot imagine why you are fussing about Sue.” 
 
    Jessica got up to follow him. “Then you had better get your imagination working a bit harder. Can you remember the last time you took her out for a meal? Or made her think you truly cared about her?” 
 
    “More times than I could possibly recall,” he snapped over his shoulder, before disappearing round the corner of the hedge. 
 
    Jessica turned away to stare, unseeing, at the boisterous sea beyond Port Grat. 
 
    Her efforts, however, were not entirely fruitless. 
 
    Back in his office, Jonathan slammed the door and poured himself a whisky. His expression was grim, brooding. Bloody women! What the hell was his mother on about, anyway? Sue hadn’t done that much . . . He pulled a spiralled notebook towards him, and uncapped his pen to begin a list. 
 
    He hadn’t got very far when there was a knock on the door and without invitation one of the residents came in bristling with military aggression, moustache quivering. “Now look here, Martel, old chap, we’d like to know what the devil’s going on. Huh? Yesterday the wife and I said nothing, thinking our room had been accidently overlooked. But here we are waiting for the luncheon gong, and once again our room hasn’t been touched, not even the bed made. And, what’s more, not a chambermaid in sight!” 
 
    “Damn! How appalling!” Jonathan exploded. “I really am most awfully sorry! I’ll get someone on to it immediately!” 
 
    “Hrm. Well. Very well then. Er, thank you.” Anger deflated, the red face and moustache retired. 
 
    Jonathan rang the reception desk and Molly came in. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    He winced. “Who was doing the bedrooms this morning?” 
 
    “Marilyn.” 
 
    “Where is she now?” 
 
    Molly shrugged. “Dunno.” 
 
    “Well find her and send her to me!” 
 
    The blonde stepped back, open mouthed. “Awright!” 
 
    ‘Supervision of daily guest room cleaning’, he wrote. That wasn’t so difficult. What else? 
 
    He was still thinking of the next item when Marilyn arrived. “Molly says you want me.” 
 
    “Why wasn’t Major Potter’s room done this morning?” 
 
    She hung her head. “Wasn’t time.” 
 
    “Why not? All the rooms are always done, every morning.” 
 
    “Yeah. But with Mrs Martel not being here . . .” 
 
    “What difference does that make. She doesn’t do the actual bedmaking and cleaning herself, does she?” 
 
    The girl stood on one leg, rubbing the back of her calf with the toe of her other shoe. “No, not always. But she sorts things out what goes wrong.” 
 
    “What things?” 
 
    “Like when the vacuum cleaner don’t work. Or when some kid’s thrown up on the carpet, like today. Took me ages to clean it up and it don’t look too good, yet.” 
 
    “I see. And what was your excuse yesterday?” 
 
    “The flood.” 
 
    “What flood?” 
 
    “Remember the water was switched off while Bert replaced a washer in the kitchen?” Jonathan shook his head. “Well it was. And seems like the people in number four put the plug in their basin, turned on the taps and got nothing. So they left it and went out. There was water everywhere. The carpet was soaked and the bedclothes what hung down off the bed was dripping. Took a long time. I had to strip the bed right off and—” 
 
    “Yes, yes. But what difference would it have made if Mrs Martel had been here?” 
 
    “Well . . .” the girl spread her hands, “she’s the one what sorts out all the problems. There’s always something what takes time to fix. She cleans the beach tar off the floors and towels. And she unstops the drains. Last week a little boy in number six broke a window. That had to be seen to. And she’s good at putting the legs back on the beds . . .” 
 
    Jonathan held up his hand. “Okay, Marilyn. That’s enough. You can go.” He sat gazing at the blank lines on the notebook for a long time, remembering other mini-dramas Sue had coped with; not just upstairs, either. Neurotic chefs, clumsy waitresses, explosive boilers . . . and the pump bringing beer up from the cellar, which went on strike at least once a week. 
 
    There was no one in the bar after lunch. Molly was sitting on a stool reading a weekly magazine of Love Stories when Jonathan wheeled through the door. She didn’t look up, and he went out again, sat in the foyer looking out of the open door. Finally, pursing his lips, he rolled the chair out onto the path and headed for the bungalow. 
 
    He found Sue playing on the lawn with the children. “Hallo!” he called. 
 
    “Daddy!” Roddy rushed across the grass to hurl himself onto his father’s lap. Stephanie waddled after him. 
 
    “What are you playing?” 
 
    “Injuns. Mummy made us a wig . . . wiggy . . . tent wiv rugs. Come an’ see!” 
 
    The ‘wigwam’ was suspended on string from a tree branch, and pegged out with meat skewers. Jonathan peered through the door flap and saw cushions, bakelite plates and mugs. “Having a picnic tea in there, were you?” 
 
    “No! We was eating bison for lunch,” Roddy corrected him. “Mummy and me shot it wiv our bows and arrows.” 
 
    His parents grinned at each other. 
 
    “Feeling better, dear?” Jonathan asked. 
 
    She wanted to demand ‘than what?’ Instead she nodded. “It’s lovely out here with the sprogs. I must try to do something about the garden for next year.” 
 
    “Why don’t you get Bert to help you. The hotel garden needn’t take all his time.” 
 
    “True. Okay, I will.” She couldn’t help wondering why he was being nice, and waited for him to start again trying to persuade her back to the hotel. 
 
    But he didn’t. “Seems ages since we had any free time together,” he reached for her hand. “Why don’t we go off to a restaurant for dinner one evening? Like to?” 
 
    Which made her even more suspicious, but she responded with enthusiasm. “Love to! Where have you in mind?” 
 
    * 
 
    The evening proved a great success. 
 
    For the first time Sue had an opportunity to wear the dress Aunt Filly had made her last year: a floral cotton with a wide, square neckline and deep-flounced skirt cut so full it flared and swayed as she walked. 
 
    “You look lovely!” Jonathan said as she pirouetted for him in the hall while they waited for the taxi. “Why haven’t I seen that dress before.” 
 
    Sue was so thrilled to be going out she had no wish to tell him why he hadn’t seen it. She had suggested the Restaurante Belle Vue on the Esplanade, the only place she could think of which was convenient for wheelchairs. 
 
    Jonathan was almost his old, charming, witty, decisive self, ordering Sue’s favourite aperitif without asking her, discussing the menu and choosing for them both before ordering a bottle of Sancerre to accompany their first course and an expensive Pauillac to follow. 
 
    “We’ll be pie-eyed by the time we get through both bottles,” Sue commented, wondering if at last his mental frustrations were fading – like the scars on his face. 
 
    “Excellent. It’s time we got a bit tiddly together.” 
 
    “But I can feel this martini hitting my knees already!” 
 
    He picked up her hand, turned it over and kissed the palm. “I’ve been too pre-occupied to notice how tired you were. Now I want to see you relax and enjoy yourself.” 
 
    The martini had lowered her guard. Instead of meeting his words with dubious, if silent, cynicism, she allowed herself to wallow in them, purring a response to the gentle pressure of his fingers on her own. 
 
    The Cocquilles Meuniere were tender as cream, and likewise the duckling under its crispy skin. They nibbled cheese while finishing the Pauillac, then had a bowl of late strawberries each, with fresh Guernsey cream. 
 
    They knew the taxi driver quite well; fortunately he was accustomed to helping Jonathan in and out of his wheelchair and into the car because Sue announced her own legs could not be relied on. 
 
    Falling into bed together, giggling, they kissed, and stroked, and kissed again. Jonathan had lost none of his old technique, taking her winging through the mists of passionate love until, with a deep sigh, she relaxed every muscle in her body and drifted into a sweet, dreamless sleep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Eight – Lost and Found 
 
      
 
    “I was wondering if Mummy could come up for the day on Wednesday,” Sue told her father when he answered the phone. 
 
    “I know she’d love to, dear. But would it be possible for you to come here instead?” 
 
    “Could do. Any particular reason?” 
 
    “Only that your mother has been a bit off colour, lately. I’ve tried to persuade her to get the doctor but she refuses.” Greg didn’t add that he had been very worried by Sarah’s recurring bouts of sickness and diarrhoea. He didn’t want to cause alarm. 
 
    When Sue arrived on Wednesday morning with the three children, Sarah was looking perfectly fit though she had lost some weight. 
 
    “You getting into shape for a bathing beauty contest?” Sue joked. 
 
    “I’d certainly need to. I couldn’t get into my swimming costumes of a few years ago when I tried them on in the spring.” 
 
    Sue eyed her mother’s figure objectively. “Hmm,” she grunted, “They’d fall off you, now. Have you seen the doc lately?” 
 
    “Two or three months ago when I twisted my ankle. Now,” she smiled at the children, “Are you all hungry? Come and see what Grandma has for your lunch.” 
 
    The little ones were excused from the dining room when they had finished eating and dashed outside to play in the autumn sunshine, leaving Sarah and Sue to chat over their coffee cups. 
 
    “Have you been out for another meal with Jonathan, à deux?” Sarah asked, remembering how happy Sue had looked a few weeks ago. 
 
    “Er, no. We seem to have been so busy, recently.” Sue flushed: Jonathan’s snarling response to her suggestion that they repeat the outing, still hurt. She had loved every minute of that evening and believed he had, too, until last week when he had told her in no uncertain terms that as far as he was concerned it had been a disaster . . . boring beyond belief! 
 
    Sarah knew that Sue was fibbing. The season had not been good and there were few autumn guests this year. Normally she would have challenged Sue for the truth, but unfortunately she was feeling queasy again . . . 
 
    “What’s up, Mum?” Sue got up in alarm. “You’ve gone a funny colour!” 
 
    “I think I must have eaten too much, dear. If you’ll excuse me a minute I think . . .” Sarah doubled up in pain. Her legs felt weak and she knew she was going to retch. 
 
    Sue helped her to the bathroom. “I’m leaving the door ajar. Call me if you need help.” 
 
    Afterwards Sarah allowed herself to be led into the bedroom to lie down. 
 
    “You stay put, Mummy. I’ll clear up. The kids are quite happy in the garden.” But as soon as she left the room, Sue picked up the phone and dialled the surgery. 
 
    * 
 
    “I want to operate,” the doctor told Greg two months later. “I’ve done every test and examination possible, and apart from establishing that Sarah has a large unidentifiable lump in her abdomen, I cannot make a more accurate diagnosis without going in to see what it is.” 
 
    Cancer was not a word to be spoken out loud: one knew about it, knew it could attack different parts of the body in various forms, and one could, when asked, disclose that the patient had a stomach problem or a bad leg or a blood disorder, but doctors knew that neither the patients nor their relatives wished to hear the dreaded word. 
 
    Greg nodded at the family doctor who was both physician and surgeon, carefully avoiding eye contact. “I am sure Sarah will want you to do whatever you think best. As always, we are in your hands.” 
 
    Sarah came out of hospital in time for Christmas, looking and feeling worse than when she went in, despite assurances from the medical staff that the problem had been removed and she should soon begin to feel better. She was determined it should be so, and the doctor had no intention of telling her, or Greg, that her womb and colon were distorted by a massive carcinoma. 
 
    “Your mother is looking much better today, don’t you think?” Greg smiled encouragingly at Sue a week later. 
 
    “Yes. Ever so much. Aren’t you pleased with your progress, Mummy?” 
 
    “Indeed!” Sarah enthused. “I’m longing to tuck into a good Christmas dinner.” Her skin was a dreadful yellowish grey, drawn over the sharply defined cheekbones. Her hands were wrinkled claws. 
 
    In their hearts all three guessed the truth, yet none were prepared to admit it yet, even to themselves. 
 
    The big act carried them all through Christmas. Greg supported Sarah out to the car and drove her and Richard to Port Grat, where they stayed at Hotel La Rocque over the festive season and into the New Year. The residential part of the hotel was closed until Easter, though the bar remained open to locals as usual, so they had the whole dining room to themselves for a family party. Ted, Julia and Stephen joined them, and Jessica, who spent a lot of time sitting with Sarah. Edna and John came, too, the latter taking occasional turns behind the bar with Greg. Without the seasonal staff Sue was in charge of cooking, which was considerably easier than putting up the decorations with the dubious help of her children. It was hard to feel the Yuletide spirit, blow up balloons, pin the paperchains to the picture rails and hang baubles and tinsel on the Christmas tree, without the thought that this must be her mother’s final Christmas bringing a lump to her throat. Edna insisted on helping in the kitchen and when he wasn’t out with friends, Sue’s brother Richard helped entertain the little ones. They adored him, followed him like sheep and Roddy in particular mimicked his every move and word: not always appreciated when these were some of the more popular and prevalent used by Richard’s peers at Elizabeth College. 
 
    Greg was given the honour of carving the turkey on Christmas Day. Everyone else had a task, and Sarah and John were reminded of their own upbringing at Val du Douit, when Marie had ruled the household. 
 
    Marie and Aline had declined the invitation to join the party, but accepted the offer of Boxing Day lunch. As had old Alice, Greg’s mother. 
 
    Sarah joined in the fun, laughing and joking, and hoping her almost non-existent appetite went unnoticed. It didn’t, but no one was foolish enough to comment. 
 
    So many Christmases had passed, so similar in format that it was hard to recall which was which. But Christmas 1954 was one that Sue would never forget. 
 
    * 
 
    Jonathan had made a New Year’s Resolution. “I need more independence,” he told Sue, “So I have ordered a custom-built car and shall learn to drive it. I hate having to rely on other people to get out and about.” 
 
    Sue couldn’t think of a reply. He was the one constantly nagging about expenditure, and a special car for him would cost the earth. Then she decided she was being mean; why shouldn’t he have a car of his own, regardless of expense. Anyway, apart from the deposit, they wouldn’t have to pay up till it was delivered several months hence, by which time they might well be into a bumper season. 
 
    * 
 
    “This place is a mess,” Sue commented, looking round the bar at the blotched wallpaper and chipped paintwork. “We must get it redecorated before we reopen for the season.” 
 
    Jonathan nodded. “Definitely. But we can’t afford professionals. We’ll have to do it ourselves.” 
 
    Sue frowned. He was using the term ‘ourselves’ rather loosely: what he meant was she would have to do it, herself. “I don’t know when . . .” she began, thinking about his expensive car. 
 
    “You’ll have to bring Debbie here with her playpen while you work, and spend less time round at your mother’s.” 
 
    “I can’t! I feel guilty enough as it is, about being there for such a short time each day.” 
 
    “Oh for God’s sake! She’s going to die whether you are there or not. Tell your father to get a nurse in. He can afford it.” He swung the wheelchair round and left the room. 
 
    It was hard to believe anyone could be so cold and callous! There were a dozen retorts on the tip of her tongue . . . but what was the point? How could one possibly argue with that kind of mentality? 
 
    She elected to hang the new paper over the old, stained one. The drinks and glasses were moved into the dining room, using it as a temporary bar, leaving her free to get on with the job uninterrupted. Richard sometimes dropped in to help at weekends, mainly to pick up extra pocket money secretly removed by Sue from her housekeeping purse when Jonathan wasn’t around. Stephen came too, happy to work for nothing other than easing Sue’s burden. 
 
    The late winter and early spring was a sad period for them all, seeing Sarah’s weight rapidly dwindling. Her skin was like parchment, yellow and wrinkled way beyond her years. 
 
    “Dad, do you think we should try to persuade Aunt Ethel to come over, soon?” Sue suggested. “Much better that she arrives while Mummy is . . . still compos mentis.” 
 
    There was a lot more grey in Greg’s hair, now, his eyes, dull and sad, had sunk deep into their sockets as he looked up at her from his chair. “You don’t think she’s going to get better?” 
 
    Sue’s lower lip quivered. “No, Daddy, I don’t. Nor do you. Hm?” 
 
    Greg shook his head. It was the first time they had spoken about it. “You’re probably right. But if Ethel turns up here, don’t you think your mother will smell a rat?” 
 
    “I think Mummy has guessed the truth, anyway. But if not I’m sure she would want to know.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “When one . . . goes before one’s time, there must surely be things you want to say to people. Unfinished jobs and plans you’d like to hand over to someone else.” 
 
    Greg rocked to and fro in the creaking armchair for a few minutes before muttering, “The doctor hasn’t said anything specific, you know.” 
 
    “When is he coming again?” 
 
    “Tomorrow.” 
 
    “I suspect the only reason he hasn’t spelled it out is because he knows it is something you don’t want to hear. But I think for all our sakes you should ask him, point blank.” 
 
    They heard the bedroom door open and Greg’s sister-in-law, Maureen, joined them. 
 
    “Hello,” Sue greeted her, “Haven’t seen you for ages. How are you? How is Uncle Andrew?” 
 
    The two women pecked cheeks. “I’m extremely well, thanks. Wish I could say the same for your uncle. Is that a pot of tea you have there?” 
 
    A few minutes later Sue returned to her mother’s bedside. 
 
    The following day the doctor confirmed what the family had already guessed. “Yes, I knew as soon as we operated last year,” he told Greg. “We were able to remove very little because it involved some of her vital organs. Frankly, I am surprised she has hung on so well.” 
 
    Greg took a deep breath before asking the burning question. “How long do you reckon she has?” 
 
    “Three, maybe four weeks.” He put a sympathetic hand on Greg’s arm. “I’m so sorry, old chap. But she is becoming very weak. I doubt she’ll be with us much longer.” 
 
    Greg spent a long time in the privacy of the bathroom trying to plan, between bouts of weeping, how to tell Sarah the news. 
 
    He need not have worried: the moment she saw his freshly dried cheeks and swollen eyes, she knew. “I only wish we’d been told sooner, my darling. Then we could have spent more time together doing some of the things we’ve been meaning to do for years and never got round to. Tell me, did the doctor give you a guess how long I have left?” 
 
    “Three or four weeks.” 
 
    She smiled. “I suppose we must be thankful for small mercies. I mean, just imagine how awful it would have been if I’d fallen under a bus and we had never had the chance to say goodbye.” 
 
    She rocked and comforted him while he wept in her arms. 
 
    * 
 
    Sue was trying to be all things to all people with mixed success. Nurse to Sarah, comforter to Greg, painter and decorator in the hotel, and psychologist-cum-pacifier to Jonathan, while attempting to run her own home and be mother to her children. She was constantly tired. If only it had been possible to have an occasional break, she thought, but having married a man a few years older than herself she had lost contact with her school friends who had married in their own age group and were referred to by Jonathan as ‘puerile’. It would have been helpful to have a friend her own age to compare notes with, about babies, washing powder, men, and how to make the Yorkshire pudding rise in the oven. And she would like to have a friend with whom she might to go to the theatre or cinema, but the only possible young women were married, and she had no intention of inviting herself along without a partner. 
 
    Jonathan, of course, was uninterested in any form of entertainment or socialising other than greeting customers in the bar. He had taken to drinking quite heavily, shortening his temper even more, especially after whisky. There were days on end when he didn’t even stay in the bar, but wheeled himself home to sit brooding with bottle and book. Sue was seldom at home with him in the evenings, taking the opportunity when the children were in bed to get on with papering the bar, or visiting Les Mouettes to be with her mother. 
 
    “Why don’t you take Sue out for the evening, sometimes?” Stephen suggested to him. “I’ll keep an eye on things here.” 
 
    “What the hell for?” 
 
    “Well . . .” Stephen was staggered at his cousin’s reaction, “I thought it would be nice for you both.” 
 
    “Then you thought wrong, old chap. I hate going out to see some amateur play or fake war film. Bores me rigid.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” the younger man tried to keep his tongue under control. “But what about Sue? Doesn’t she like a break now and then?” 
 
    Jonathan swung round and glared at him. “For Chrissake, Steve, you’re as bad as my mother! Look, if you think she needs a night out, you take her. But not yet,” he added, “she’s dawdling over that decorating enough as it is.” 
 
    Stephen picked up a glass and began polishing it, furiously. 
 
    Not that Sue actually felt like a night out, anyway. Sarah was on her mind constantly, while she was wielding a paintbrush, or at home with the children her mother would never see grow up; whispering prayers as she drove down to Bordeaux, or weeping as she drove back. Amazingly, she felt most cheerful when sitting beside her mother, chatting, or reading to her, the dying woman was always so bright and smiling, even when the pains were very bad. 
 
    Sarah had never been a deeply religious woman; she knew her Bible reasonably well; she believed in God and felt free to speak to Him without the ceremony of formal prayer. She loved books both fictitious and factual, on religious subjects and now that she was too weary to read she loved to have Greg, Sue or Richard sit reading to her. 
 
    She was less interested in newspapers. “Always full of declining morals, death and destruction about which it is too late for me to do anything. I leave your generation to put the world to rights, after I’ve gone,” she would tell Sue. 
 
    Almost as though prompted by some telepathic message, she insisted on getting up and dressed on the day that, unknown to her, Ethel was due to arrive from New Zealand. 
 
    “I don’t believe it!” Sarah exclaimed when her eldest sister walked into the sitting room. “Where have you come from? Did you just drop out of the sky?” 
 
    “Yes, literally. Well almost. Fortunately the plane didn’t actually fall but landed quite comfortably.” Ethel sat down on the settee beside Sarah to hug her. 
 
    “You mean you came by aeroplane?” 
 
    “Yes. Why not?” 
 
    “I suppose if you’d come by boat . . .” Sarah began, then stopped. “Tea, someone. And something solid for the girl to eat before we start on the champagne!” She turned to look at her bronzed and healthy-looking sibling. “You haven’t changed much since last I saw you. And still looking as though Ma had an affair with a black man!” 
 
    “It’s summer back home, remember?” 
 
    “I’d meant to come out and visit you,” Sarah said wistfully, adding in a more strident tone, “I’ll be very disappointed if you haven’t brought lots of photographs.” 
 
    “Hundreds. I’ll just go and fetch them.” Ethel hastened out of the room . . . and collapsed on to her bed in tears. 
 
    * 
 
    One of Sarah’s many regrets about dying at fifty-one was being denied the joy of seeing Richard and her grandchildren grow up. Richard would be fifteen in June and was already a tall, handsome lad. She and Greg were not sorry the boy was showing no interest in the tomato industry. It was certainly lucrative, at the moment, but was endlessly hard, tiring work with long hours, and they were happy that he spent so much of his spare time at the boatyard with George Schmit, though slightly worried about his friendship with Gelly’s nephew, Michael Smart. There was something about the older boy that neither of them liked. 
 
    One of the highlights of Sarah’s life, now, were the visits of her grandchildren. Roderick was a serious child, often preoccupied with his own thoughts and imagination, but nevertheless very open, friendly and polite for his almost five years while, in contrast, the beautiful three-year-old Stephanie bounced through her days with vigorous, noisy passion. She adored everyone and had no doubt everyone adored her, and her idol-in-chief was young Uncle Richard. Sarah loved to witness the child’s big amber eyes gazing into Richard’s face as he helped her with a simple jigsaw puzzle or read her a story; the fact that Richard would invariably choose a book which interested himself and was often way over Stephanie’s understanding, mattered not. At twenty-one months Deborah already had a mop of wavy, red hair and deliciously enchanting green eyes. Sarah often sighed, wondering if she, too, would develop into a raving beauty. 
 
    Through sheer will-power and determination, Sarah was at the family party to celebrate Roderick’s fifth birthday. She gave him a bicycle and a surfboard and a wonderful set of Meccano. 
 
    “Mummy! Daddy!” Sue admonished, out of Roddy’s earshot. “That’s far too much. You really are spoiling him!” 
 
    “Just think of all the birthdays to come when I won’t be giving him anything,” Sarah replied in a practical tone of voice. “I’ve put by a good stock of gifts for the girls, too. They are out in the garage, waiting for their coming birthdays and Christmas.” 
 
    Sue watched through the window where Richard was holding Roddy on the new cycle, then had an idea. “Why don’t we have an unbirthday party next week for the girls and you can see them receive their presents?” 
 
    Sarah shook her head. “A lovely thought, dear, but somehow I don’t think I shall be around, then. I hope not,” she added with a sigh. 
 
    “Oh Mum! Are you feeling very ill?” 
 
    Sarah nodded. “Yes. Rotten. I shall crawl back to bed as soon as we’ve had tea.” She said it with a smile, determined not to reveal just how difficult it was, despite the pillows, to sit there on the settee, or how dreadfully wearying was the sound of her beloved grandchildren’s happy voices. “Don’t look so sad, my dear. My father and my brother, Bertie, who was killed in the war, you remember, they are waiting up there for me. I’ll never be far away from you all, watching to see you behave yourselves. It is God’s will, and who are we to question His decisions?” 
 
    Next day, Marie and Aline arrived, unannounced. 
 
    Greg was worried lest they upset Sarah, but Marie had her heart set on seeing her youngest daughter one last time. “You stay here in the sitting room with Aline,” she ordered him, while I go and speak to her.” 
 
    Sarah was half awake when her mother walked in and managed a smile. “Hello, Ma. I’m so glad you’ve come.” 
 
    Marie sat on a chair beside the bed and took Sarah’s hand between her own. She sniffed, and her eyes were brimming. “I only wish I’d come before. It’s what they call nowadays a character flaw, that I’m so bad at saying sorry.” She sniffed again. “Ten years wasted, when we could have been good friends.” She groped in her handbag for a hankie as tears began to trickle over her wrinkled cheeks. 
 
    Sarah pulled Marie’s hand to her lips and kissed it. “It was all a silly misunderstanding, Ma.” 
 
    “It’s never too late to make up, is it?” Marie murmured. 
 
    “Well, in this case it’s been a damn near-run thing!” 
 
    The two women hugged and had a little giggle together. 
 
    “Do you want to see Aline?” 
 
    “Yes, of course.” She was so tired, but felt she must perform this last duty. Aline approached the bed, tongue-tied, but Sarah held out her hand. “Come and sit down, a minute. I’m so glad to have the opportunity to say goodbye to you.” 
 
    Looking distressed, her sister shook her head and mumbled, “I can’t think why. We never got on, did we?” 
 
    “We found it difficult to understand each other. But we are older and wiser, now. I’m so glad you are able to go on looking after Ma. She’s eighty-four now, isn’t she?” 
 
    “Coming up eighty-five, but she’s tough for her age.” Aline swallowed hard. “Is there anything you would like me to do for you?” 
 
    Sarah stared at her for a moment, then nodded. “Do you think you you could persuade Ma to patch things up with John and Edna?” 
 
    Aline’s eyes widened. She had made a life’s work of being the family troublemaker and now her sister’s dying wish was for a total role reversal. She flushed to the roots of her hair. “I could try . . .” she said hesitantly. 
 
    Sarah smiled. “Now? Will you go and ask her now?” 
 
    Aline got up slowly and left Sarah to doze quietly. 
 
    Marie didn’t hesitate. “Where is the telephone?” 
 
    Twenty minutes later John and Edna walked into the sitting room at Les Mouettes to find his mother chatting quite amiably with Ethel, the daughter she had banished from the island nearly a quarter of a century ago. The diminutive family matriarch promptly stood up and said, “Come,” and marched ahead of them all into Sarah’s bedroom. 
 
    Sarah opened her eyes to see them standing around her bed; her siblings John, Ethel, Aline and William who had flown over from Southampton that morning, plus Edna, Greg and Sue. “Seems like it’s a day for saying sorry, doesn’t it?” Marie smiled. “Well, first of all John. Come here and give your mother a hug.” 
 
    John had answered his mother’s summons, but had had little idea what it was about. He looked round the group, open mouthed, then willingly did as he was told. “Ma! I’m sorry you’ve been so upset by what happened.” 
 
    She hugged him back. “My fault. It was none of my business. I didn’t know how things were between you and Mary . . . and Edna. Can we all be friends, now?” adding, when she saw his nervous glance at his wife, “yes, that means you too, my dear.” She held out an arm and Edna hurried round the bed to be kissed. 
 
    William, Aline and Ethel joined in and they gathered close round Sarah, who closed her eyes and smiled. “I don’t believe heaven can be better than this,” she whispered. 
 
    * 
 
    For the next three days Sue, Ethel and Greg scarcely left Sarah’s side. The doctor came each day to administer painkilling injections, which kept her very drowsy, but she was able to open her eyes one last time as Greg leaned over the bed to hold her frail body which was now only skin and bone. “It’s time for me to go, now, my darling. I love you.” She continued to doze fitfully until nearly midnight, then with one last shuddering breath she slid into the after world. 
 
    * 
 
    “Why don’t you fly out to New Zealand with me for a break?” Ethel suggested to Greg, “When the funeral and everything is over.” 
 
    “Sweet of you, but no. It’s the beginning of the season and I can’t leave the tomatoes to grow themselves.” 
 
    “Why can’t your brother cope for a few weeks?” 
 
    “Afraid he hasn’t been well, lately.” No point in telling her that Andrew was in a semi-permanent state of intoxication. 
 
    “What are you going to do, then?” 
 
    “Oh, Richard and I will muddle along together for the time being. One doesn’t want to make any hasty decisons one might regret later.” He continued to feel dazed, walking through each day like a zombie. 
 
    St Sampson’s Church was full to the door on the day of the funeral, in spite of the pouring rain. After the interment the family and close friends went back to Les Mouettes for tea; Marie and Ethel tended to be a bit weepy and tried to console each other, while Sue and Aline kept themselves occupied playing hostess, pouring teas and handing round plates of sandwiches and cakes. 
 
    Everyone remained very solemn until old Alice, who had not been taken to the funeral, asked, “When is the cake going to be cut?” 
 
    “What cake, Mother?” Greg bellowed into the infamous ear-trumpet. 
 
    “A fruit one, I suppose, with icing. Come to think of it, who’s birthday is it, anyway?” Unlike the sombre clothes of all the mourners, the ninety-six year old had appeared in bright green and red chiffon and the same delapidated old hat she always dragged out of a box from the attic for Special Occasions. 
 
    “No one’s birthday, Mother. We’ve just come back from Sarah’s funeral.” 
 
    Everyone sat in embarrassed silence. 
 
    Except Alice. “Come back?” she frowned at him. “Where from did you say? I didn’t know you’d been away. Off gallivanting again?” 
 
    Sue accidently caught Ethel’s eye and their lips twitched. Richard snorted in his effort not to laugh. 
 
    The bosom of Marie’s black dress, heavily draped with pearls, began to quiver. “If Sarah can see and hear us now, she’ll be helpless with giggles,” she commented. 
 
    Which somehow broke the ice. Everyone started laughing and chatting . . . much to Greg’s relief. They all remembered how full of merriment Sarah had been, how tickled she was by her dear, deaf mother-in-law’s misinterpretations. 
 
    “Was it something I said?” Alice asked innocently. 
 
    No one could think of an answer. 
 
    * 
 
    Like everyone else who had witnessed Sarah’s suffering, Sue had prayed for to her die. Yet the fact that she was gone remained unreal. Impossible to assimilate. “I keep thinking of things I want to tell her,” she said to Aunt Filly, when her mother’s old friend came to help repair some of the hotel sheets. “I feel perfectly normal and emotionally in control, then suddenly it hits me below the belt.” 
 
    “Me too. And I felt the same when my own mother died.” 
 
    “Does it get better?” 
 
    “In time. Gradually the body blows become more infrequent.” She bit off a last thread. “There, that should look a bit better. By the way, how is Jonathan, lately?” 
 
    “Okay.” The reply lacked enthusiasm. 
 
    Filly raised an eyebrow. “Oh?” 
 
    Sue had always had a special affection for this bouncy little blonde woman and, longing for a confidante, was tempted to tell Filly at least some of her worries. She wanted to talk about her marriage, if it could be called that; her husband and his coldness. She felt the need to share some of her miseries. But would poor Filly want to be burdened with her problems? Or might she be so shocked that she would never want to come to the hotel again? Dared she reveal that when he heard that Sarah had died, Jonathan had merely said, “That’s a relief. Now perhaps you’ll get on and finish restocking the bar.” What was the point in making Filly hate him? 
 
    Filly listened to the silence, guessing what was going on in Sue’s mind. Finally she spoke out. “Bottling it up isn’t good for one, you know. You need to talk it out of your system. Doesn’t have to be with me, but do find someone. He’s getting worse, isn’t he?” 
 
    Sue lifted her head, frowning. “How do you know?” 
 
    “Silly girl. I wasn’t born yesterday. It is perfectly obvious to anyone with a grain of sense.” 
 
    Sue got up and looked out of the window. “Please don’t think I don’t want to confide in you. I cannot imagine anyone better but why should you have to listen to my woes?” She sighed. “You know, though half of me wants a shoulder to cry on, the other half doesn’t want to even think about it, let alone talk about it.” 
 
    “Playing ostrich? Burying your head in the sand?” 
 
    Sue turned round and shrugged. “Something like that.” 
 
    “Next fine day, why don’t you and I take a trip to Herm?” 
 
    Sue grinned. “Love to, if I could think up a good lie to tell Jonathan.” 
 
    “Would he mind you going?” 
 
    “Mind! He’d use it as an excuse to drink and shout abuse for at least a week,” Sue replied, voice thick with resentment. 
 
    Filly packed up her sewing box. “We’ll say next Tuesday. That will give you time to dream up some story.” 
 
    * 
 
    The hotel profits for 1955 were no better than the previous year. “Hardly get any repeat bookings like we did at first,” Jonathan remarked as he pored over the ledgers on his desk. 
 
    Sue had been aware of the fact for the past couple of years – not even Gordon’s cricket team came anymore – but what could she say? “If only you’d stop making embarrassing scenes in front of the guests? If only you weren’t so rude to the staff that most of them walked out by mid-season, to be replaced by the useless drifters who’d been sacked by at least three other hotels in the first three months?” No one could tell him that he should stay out of the bar and thereby stop upsetting the local trade with his sarcastic remarks. Unfortunately. The hotel’s reputation had slumped, not even Norton and Jonathan’s other service friends used the bar, nowadays. 
 
    “Trouble is, you’re never around to keep an eye on the staff. And you know I can’t get upstairs to check what is happening.” Jonathan glared at her. “If you don’t want us to go bankrupt, you’d better stop playing with the kids all day and do some work.” 
 
    Sue had heard it all before, but since her wonderful day in Herm with Filly at the beginning of the season, she had felt much calmer. More able to ignore the perpetual jibes. But nevertheless, she was depressed. Life was miserable; Jonathan’s moods unpredictable; the children overhearing his furious outbursts, which always upset them. She left the office without speaking, going out to sit on the bench overlooking Port Grat. 
 
    Why? She kept asking herself. Why is this continuing to happen year after year? She didn’t notice the sunshine or the view. Her mind’s eye was focused on images she had created during the war, of home and family. And afterwards, when the atmosphere between Sarah and herself had been so bad, there had been the dreams, the determination to marry David and build a home and family of her own . . . David! Dear God, David? Was this some kind of Divine Retribution for abandoning David? 
 
    * 
 
    Molly was off, sick, so Sue agreed to man the bar for the evening, as soon as the children were in bed. She ran along the path through icy November rain and stomped the wet from her boots on the kitchen floor, hung her mac over the door and left the brolly open to dry out. The first person she saw in the bar was Stephen. “Hallo, stranger! Haven’t seen you for a while. What brings you here?” 
 
    “Aunt Jessica told Mother that Molly was away so I thought I might make myself useful.” The only group of customers were at the far end of the bar with their glass tankards of bitter. 
 
    “Terribly sweet of you, but don’t tell Jonathan. That will put Jessica back in the doghouse again!” 
 
    Stephen scowled. But when his cousin wheeled himself up to his usual bar table, likewise querying his presence, he said, “I hadn’t seen you all for a while so I thought I’d pop down for a drink.” 
 
    “Excellent!” Jonathan beamed. “What will it be? A G and T? Sue! Fix the man’s drink, will you?” 
 
    The group of customers were discussing the appalling weather, then started complaining of the approaching Christmas. 
 
    “My old lady loves dressing up and waltzing off to dances and parties,” one volunteered, and it was obvious he didn’t share her passion. 
 
    “Most women do,” another observed. “Isn’t that right, Jonty?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t know,” he responded. “You’d better ask the wife.” He tilted his head towards Sue. 
 
    “Well, Mrs M, what do you reckon?” 
 
    Sue grinned at the man. “Definitely. Most women love to take off their pinnies and put on their glad rags. Makes a girl feel human.” 
 
    “Right.” He nodded at his friends. “And how often does Jonty take you out and show you off?” 
 
    There was a horrible hush. 
 
    Jonathan took a swig of whisky. “Trouble is, old man, I’m not much use on the dance floor. In fact there are precious few places without step and stairs that I can get to without a crane – or an attentive team of navvies.” He finished with a laugh, so his audience joined in. 
 
    “So,” the talkative member of the group persisted, “When Mrs M wants to go off for a jig, who takes her?” 
 
    “Whoever she likes!” Jonathan’s hands were spread with great bonhomie. Adding with a wink, “Or whoever will have her! Talking of which, I see we are invited to some do at the Royal next Thursday, darling. Why don’t you get someone to take you? What about you, Stephen?” 
 
    Stephen and Sue were both flushed with embarrassment, not least because of the lie Jonathan was acting. 
 
    “Er, yes. Yes I’d be delighted, if Sue would like to?” 
 
    “Of course I would.” Sue’s mind was spinning. She had not attended a social function for ages . . . months . . . years? It would be wonderful, even worth the inevitable snide remarks and reprisals later? “To be honest I’d love it,” she declared boldly. 
 
    * 
 
    It was a Charity Dinner and Ball in aid of displaced persons and refugees. On hearing of the forthcoming event, Filly had ‘discovered’ the ideal dress in her wardrobe – an unlikely story as she was half Sue’s size, but Sue overcame any scruples when she saw it. The deep coral lace dress had cap sleeves, a low neckline, nipped waist and a full skirt which flared to her ankles. And with it was a matching bolero-length jacket fastened with pearl-cluster buttons. 
 
    “It’s fantastic!” Sue exclaimed. “But what on earth was it doing in your—” 
 
    “Sshh!” Filly interrupted. “Ask no questions and you’ll be told no lies! Now, what about shoes?” 
 
    “I have some plain gold courts.” 
 
    “Perfect. And evening bag?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Fine. And you must use your mother’s squirrel coat. She would want you to,” Filly added, seeing the doubt cross Sue’s face. 
 
    Stephen was quite overawed when he saw her. “Suzanne! You look marvellous,” he exclaimed. 
 
    “You don’t look so bad yourself!” He was immaculate in dinner jacket and black tie, his straight black hair combed flat for once. He had a strong, square chin which contrasted with the gentleness of his eyes. There was no doubt he was extremely handsome. 
 
    Jonathan saw them off, Sue waiting in dread for some biting sarcasm. But there was none. “Enjoy yourselves, you two! I won’t tell you not to do anything I wouldn’t, or there would be no point in you going! Look after her, Steve, and bring her back in one piece. She’s not a bad cook when she puts her mind to it and might be hard to replace.” 
 
    They all laughed, and Stephen’s sports car did a mild wheelspin as it roared off into the dark. 
 
    Stephen knew nearly everyone there. Sue did not. He introduced her to several of his friends and they split up for a while as waiters circulated with trays of cocktails and canapés. 
 
    They were seated opposite each other at dinner, at the long flower-decked tables arranged in the dining room. 
 
    “I’ve always been very fond of the Royal,” remarked the bald, overweight gentleman who sat on Sue’s left. “Do you come here often?” 
 
    “No. But my mother did, in her day.” Realising her gaffe immediately, and seeing Stephen cough explosively into his table napkin, Sue spent the next ten minutes trying to avoid eye contact with the latter. She turned to the young man on her right, saying, “The pate is delicious; how were your roll-mops?” 
 
    “Simply super. I say, don’t you think you should let me help you pin your corsage?” Every lady had had a little spray of carnations waiting on her napkin. 
 
    Sue wanted to tell him to keep his lecherous hands off her bodice; instead she murmured “It really is terribly sweet of you to offer, but I think that that particular shade of pink would look simply ghastly against the coral, don’t you?” 
 
    He nodded reluctantly. “Yes. I suppose you are right.” 
 
    When they returned to the ballroom after dinner, Uti and Tilly Walgrave, friends of Stephen’s, asked them to share their table near the tall, curtained windows, and no sooner were they seated than Uti asked Sue for a dance. He was shorter than herself but an excellent dancer. 
 
    “Why are you called Uti?” she asked as he whirled her round the floor in his firm clasp. 
 
    “For some God forsaken reason my parents elected to christen me Uhtred, after some ancestor I believe. It’s been the bane of my life. I hope you think Uti sounds fractionally better.” 
 
    Sue giggled. “Quite definitely,” she assured him. She liked him, and his wife: very bright, happy, natural people. They continued dancing through several breaks. 
 
    “Mind if I cut in, Uti?” Stephen took Sue’s hand while they stood in the centre of the ballroom. “You’ve commandeered my partner for long enough.” 
 
    “I’ll relinquish her only if I can claim another dance later!” Uti said, pouting playfully. 
 
    “Hey! Doesn’t the lady get a say in this?” Sue asked indignantly. 
 
    Both men peered round the room, straight-faced. “I see no ships,” Stephen quipped. 
 
    “You rotten beggar!” she exclaimed. “You wait!” 
 
    “Willingly,” Stephen laughed as he swept her away, leaving Uti to find out who had claimed Tilly. 
 
    They were natural partners: Sue found she could read his every touch. He loved the way her skirt flared out as he twirled her through the old-fashioned waltz. She loved his gentleness, even when he was teasing. 
 
    Stephen let his gaze wander over her hair, down her neck to her shoulder. She had left her jacket on the chair with her purse, so he was able to watch the small muscles ripple under the golden skin of her arm. He bit his lower lip, trying to control his thoughts. 
 
    “Funny to think we’ve known each other for years, yet this is the first time we’ve ever danced together,” Sue commented, just for something to break the silence . . . and quell the dizziness which threatened to throw her off balance. 
 
    “You’re wrong, you know.” 
 
    She glanced up, one eyebrow raised. 
 
    There were smile lines at the corners of his deep grey eyes. “You don’t remember the Hall’s Christmas party in ’forty-seven!” he accused. 
 
    “Oh, yes I do. Were you there?” 
 
    He feigned indignation. “How could you forget the gangly youth in a suit several sizes too big for him, who stood in a corner most of the evening . . . until a beautiful princess took pity and asked him to dance.” 
 
    “Oh? And who was that?” 
 
    “You can’t guess?” 
 
    She gave a shy smile, and nodded. 
 
    Apart from a lively foxtrot with Uti, Sue danced all evening with Stephen. They shared extra bottles of wine with the Walgraves, and when the girls went off to powder their noses, Sue took the opportunity to explain to Tilly why Jonathan couldn’t take her to dances. “I’m afraid he bullied Stephen into bringing me here tonight.” 
 
    Having watched the pair dancing together, Tilly wondered if Jonathan had a clue what he was doing. 
 
    The lights were dipped low for the last waltz. Sue felt Stephen’s mouth against her forehead, and pressed closer. Her mouth filled with saliva, her knees trembled. His lips were kissing her hairline. Their feet scarcely moved. 
 
    The orchestra signalled the end of the evening with the National Anthem, as the lights went up. Sue and Stephen stood side by side, fingers entwined, secretly, within the folds of her skirt, both flushed with excitement . . . and alarm. 
 
    Tilly and Uti waved the little sports car out of sight, then turned to stare at each other, heads to one side, questioning. 
 
    “Why are we coming up here?” Sue asked as the car wound round the bends of the Val de Terre – in the opposite direction from home. 
 
    “I need time,” he replied briefly. 
 
    “What for?” 
 
    “To think. And perhaps tell you how much I have loved you for years.” 
 
    Huddled into the fur coat, Sue could feel her heart pounding. His words were sweet, dangerous music. “Stephen!” her voice shook. 
 
    The car sped along to the turning off to Jerbourg Point and swung into the car park at the monument, facing back towards the lights of Town. Switching off the engine Stephen turned to stare at her in the silent darkness. Reaching for her hand he kissed the tips of her fingers, then they were in each other’s arms. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Nine – Accords and Discords 
 
      
 
    Jonathan turned over in bed with a vigorous snort and Sue was grateful for the gentle breathing which at last replaced the heavy snores. Not that the snoring ever woke her but when, unable to sleep, she lay gazing up into the darkness hour after hour, the racket became unbearable. What did she feel for Jonathan, now? It was very difficult to assess for her moods changed, like his. There were times when she hated him, wanted to get away as far as possible from the snarls and sarcasm. There were also times when she felt she still loved him . . . or was she only in love with a memory, of the way he used to be? It seemed she had being living on hope for years. Hope that he would get better, mentally if not physically. The latter she could cope with, the moods were different. There were those precious moments when he was loving, caring and thoughtful and she dared to let herself believe that this was it, the beginning of the rest of their wonderful lives, together with their three children. Which made it all the more painful when the sweetness ended abruptly in a volley of curses, for no apparent reason. So what else did she feel? Pity. Lots of pity which frequently turned to anger. And pity was no replacement for love. 
 
    Was it really only three years? Three years of lying in the darkness imagining the feel of Jonathan’s arms round her, loving and caressing her . . . the way it used to be. Tonight, for the first time, the mirage was of someone else’s arms, conveying her with passionate urgency towards . . . what? She could feel Stephen’s love wrapping her in a silk cocoon, where her emotions might lie safe for evermore. Yet it must remain only a dream. She could never abandon the children, for of course, as the innocent party, Jonathan would be awarded custody of all three of them by any divorce court. But would she ever think of abandoning Jonathan himself? He was her husband, father of her children, her partner in sickness and in health for the rest of their lives. She must push Stephen away, out of her mind . . . out of her life. If she did not, every time they met from here on, he would be an emotional threat. 
 
    * 
 
    They did meet again. Both Stephen and Sue realised they couldn’t just walk away from their feelings without an explanatory goodbye. The venue was Le Noury’s Restaurant in the Arcade, where they were able to sit over coffee pretending to the world it was an accidental meeting. In fact they were the only customers upstairs, where the tables were already laid for the town’s business people to come in for lunch. 
 
    “This is going to be very difficult,” Sue whispered, not for fear of anyone overhearing, but rather because she didn’t want to hear the words herself. 
 
    Stephen’s eyes focused across the table on her face, unaware of the untamed hair drawn back in a rubber band, the lack of make-up and the dark circles round her eyes, seeing only the young woman he had loved from a distance all his life, whom he had held, for a brief hour in his arms. He nodded. “Yes, very, very difficult.” He glanced across the room to the top of the stairs, but no one had come up since the waitress had delivered their coffees, so he reached for her hand. “But it has to be done. You cannot go on suffering this living hell. I love you, my darling Sue.” 
 
    She closed her eyes and shook her head. “You don’t understand. I . . . we cannot . . .” 
 
    His eyebrows drew together in alarm. “What? What are you saying?” 
 
    Sue looked down at the hand clutching hers on the checkered tablecloth; he was squeezing her fingers so tightly his knuckles were white. She bit her lip, trying to hold back the hot tears stinging her eyes. “It is impossible.” 
 
    “Why? You don’t regret what happened the other night?” 
 
    “No. I know I should, but I don’t. The tragedy is that we can’t repeat it. Ever.” 
 
    His mouth opened and closed. “Seriously? Never?” 
 
    She couldn’t speak. Staring out of the window over the heads of the shoppers below, she groped in her bag for a hankie, and blew her nose. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I thought you felt the same way . . .” he began. 
 
    “I do, unfortunately. At least, I think so. But we must be sensible. I mean,” her fingers scratched viciously into her scalp, “Steve darling, nothing can ever come of this but misery.” 
 
    “You mean you still love Jonty. You don’t want to leave him.” 
 
    “No! Yes! I don’t know. But I do know I love my children, dearly. I couldn’t possibly leave them. They need me as much as I need them. And Jonathan needs me, too.” 
 
    He sipped his coffee; it was getting cold and tasted awful. He fondled her hand, turned it over and covered her palm with his own. “We could meet from time to time . . .” 
 
    “No, darling. It would only be to tempt ourselves, mentally and physically. And I don’t know about you, but frankly I don’t think I could bear to go on seeing you, not without cracking up.” 
 
    “I don’t know which would be worse: resisting temptation or facing the fact of never seeing you again.” He gasped at the painful thought. “Oh God, Sue darling.” 
 
    “Sshh! I can hear people on the stairs. Come on, let’s go. The quicker the better. Long drawn-out goodbyes are always painful. You can walk me down to my car on the pier.” 
 
    He followed her down, watched her smiling at the lady behind the counter as he paid for their coffees, and stumbled out to mingle with Christmas shoppers. 
 
    “But Sue, there is so much to talk about!” 
 
    “I know. The discussions could last throughout every day of the rest of our lives. We could make them last forever.” 
 
    “What about the bar? What will you tell Jonty?” 
 
    The gulls were wheeling and screaming overhead as someone emptied a bag of bread scraps on the slipway in front of Woolworths. The December wind cut through Sue’s overcoat, piercing her skin like icicles. She stopped as she reached her car, shivered, and opened the door. “I shan’t say anything. You can telephone him and say you’re sorry, but something has cropped up and you can’t come in any more.” 
 
    “Something like what?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Stephen, I don’t know. You’re an architect, invent something,” she was sobbing. “I love you. I’m trying to be strong. Goodbye.” She got into the car. 
 
    He held the door, about to say he would see her at Christmas . . . but her misery, the pleading look in her reddened eyes stopped him. “Goodbye, my dearest love,” he whispered, and watched her car edge off the pier into the traffic, till it passed the States Offices and out of sight. 
 
    * 
 
    Christmas came and went. Part of it was really good, like watching the children’s faces as they put out a drink and mince pies for Santa Claus and his reindeers, and found sooty footprints next morning on their bedroom floors; and seeing them tear open their presents with squeals of joy. The bar was closed all Christmas and Boxing Day and Sue was happy to build up a good fire in the sitting room and dining room as soon as the turkey was in the oven. The children were awake early and continued noisy all day, so Sue worried that they would get on Jonathan’s nerves, causing an outburst. But he remained quite calm, drank little, and even played snakes and ladders with Roddy. 
 
    When the children were in bed on Boxing evening, Sue produced bowls of soup and a large plateful of turkey and ham sandwiches. She and Jonathan had a glass of sherry each, followed by wine, then port with hot mince pies. 
 
    “Another pie?” Sue offered the plate to Jonathan. 
 
    “Mmm! They’re good. And another drop of port, please.” 
 
    She took one for herself before settling back in her chair with a contented sigh. “What a lovely Christmas it’s been.” 
 
    “You think?” 
 
    “Indeed. Don’t you?” 
 
    He shrugged. “If you like that sort of thing, I suppose. Personally I thought it rather boring.” 
 
    Her heart sank. “Oh. Did you? I thought it was lovely, being in our own home with our little family.” 
 
    “You’ve always had an obsession about home, haven’t you?” 
 
    “It was because of the war and not having a real home for five years.” 
 
    “Nor did I. I was in the navy, remember.” He glanced up at an old ship’s company photograph on the wall, and added, “Wish I’d never left.” 
 
    “I’m glad you did leave. Being a sailor’s wife isn’t much fun, especially when one is shunted around with young children.” 
 
    “Agreed. But then I would never have married.” He looked up at her. “I’m a lousy husband and father. I’d have been much better off living aboard with a steward to look after me.” 
 
    There were a thousand things she might have said, but none that wouldn’t have started a row. So she got up and silently removed the dirty dishes. 
 
    Alone in the kitchen with the washing up, Sue found herself wondering what Stephen was doing. 
 
    * 
 
    Gradually, over the next six months, it became easier for Sue to keep her mind off Stephen. Her moods fluctuated from deep depression when it was difficult to motivate herself into any activity, to frenetic bouts of industry. Despair at the state of the hotel would drive her to stripping out bedrooms and redecorating them herself, whenever Emmy was available to keep an eye on the children, or reorganising the bar to better efficiency and revitalising the menus. All this would work well as long as she continued to supervise it, but the moment she took her eye off the ball everything lapsed again. 
 
    “Can’t you watch what the chef is up to when I’m not around,” she begged Jonathan one hot July day. 
 
    “He works better when he’s left to himself. He hates it when you interfere,” was the only response. “Your trouble is you haven’t enough to keep you occupied and you keep inventing things, upsetting peoples’ routines. I think it’s time I got hold of Steve again to take you out.” 
 
    “No!” she said sharply, and he looked up in surprise. 
 
    “Why not? You are becoming very scratchy and snappy again.” 
 
    “I . . . I’d rather go out with you.” 
 
    “But I don’t wish to take you out.” He shrugged. “Oh well, forget it.” 
 
    She breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
    Roddy’s first end-of-year report arrived from the little preparatory school he attended near L’Islet. ‘Roderick is unco-operative and frequently disrupts the class.’ ‘A pity Roderick is so uninterested in every aspect of school work.’ ‘Roderick often picks fights with the other children.’ ‘Roderick uses very bad language at times. This should be discouraged at home.’ 
 
    Jonathan had opened the post in his office. He sent Molly to find Sue and tossed the folded sheet of foolscap across the desk as she came in. “You’d better read that.” 
 
    She scanned through the teachers’ comments, frowning. “I don’t understand it! I’ll have to go and see them. Find out what’s been happening.” 
 
    “I would have thought it was pretty bloody obvious what’s been happening. You are just not being a proper mother, are you?” 
 
    Maybe she had failed in some respects but she was certainly not going to shoulder all the blame. “He never hears me use bad language!” 
 
    “Nor me!” Jonathan retorted. “Not unless you have provoked yet another row. As is your wont.” 
 
    “I never provoke rows. You just develop a foul temper when you’ve been drinking!” 
 
    “Oh! So now you’re saying I’m an alcoholic!” 
 
    “I am saying no such thing! I’ve read that alcoholics cannot help their addiction, but you are not addicted, just moody and bloody bad tempered . . .” 
 
    “There you are, swearing again!” 
 
    “It’s darn difficult not to when trying to hold a reasonable discussion with a fool!” She stormed out and slammed the door, aware she was being very petty, but needing a release for her anger. 
 
    Miss Parkinson agreed to see Sue that afternoon. Afterwards Sue wasn’t sure she had made any headway, but the elderly woman seemed very sympathetic, possibly because she knew of Jonathan’s disability. Sue left in no mood to go straight home, so she drove out to the old German stone-crusher at L’Ancresse. The afternoon was hot and sunny, the sea in L’Ancresse Bay like glass, so she left the car and walked north to the Buttes, out onto the high rocks so popular with the amateur fishing fraternity. 
 
    There were no fishermen there that afternoon, she was entirely alone. Gazing down through the clear water at drifting seaweed and rocks whose colours were enriched as though lacquered by the sea, she longed to dive in, taste the salt, feel the relaxing weightlessness. Tempted, she glanced around, checking no one was in sight, then whipped off her blouse and skirt, kicked her sandals onto the rocks, eased herself down to a ledge near the water and plunged in. 
 
    It was incredibly warm. A slight swell gently rocked her as she lay drifting on her back watching the gulls riding effortlessly on soft currents of air so high above her they were mere specks, like tiny flies. Swimming across a gully, she clambered out onto a hot smooth rock and lay sunning herself, loathe to go home to the noise, problems and discord. 
 
    Sue had no idea how long she had been there when she heard a voice calling. “Hallo! Anyone there?” Sitting up in her bra and panties to peer over the rocky spur which hid her from view, she wondered whether or not to respond. There was a man standing with his back to her, peering across the water. 
 
    “Hallo! Anyone there?” He leapt down onto a lower level, out of sight. 
 
    Damn, she thought. He must have seen my clothes and thinks I’ve drowned. Better let him know I’m here before he calls the rescue services! “Cooee! I’m over here!” she shouted, at the same moment as hearing a loud splash. 
 
    A minute later the man appeared swimming towards her rock. 
 
    Sue tried to shout that she was perfectly okay, but he was doing a fast crawl, ears under water most of the way, and didn’t hear her. She didn’t want to stand up – the water had made her white undies quite transparent – so it wasn’t until her would-be rescuer drew himself up at her feet that she recognised him, and gasped. 
 
    It was Stephen. 
 
    Sue couldn’t stop laughing, almost hysterically. Stephen was chuckling too, sitting beside her in his sodden underpants. 
 
    “Was this meeting fate?” she asked, “or a most amazing coincidence?” 
 
    “I would like to claim the former. But in reality, having heard you repeat how much you used to love this place, I have taken to coming here, just to feel . . . spiritually closer to you.” 
 
    Without thinking, she reached out to touch his hand . . . and then they were kissing, clasping each other. They could not release one another, until she felt his fingers unhook her bra. Then she panicked, pulled away and dived head first into the water, Stephen close behind. The effect of their dives was inevitable: having already lost her bra, the force of the water now dragged her panties down to her ankles, and removed Stephen’s underpants. 
 
    Sue knew as he caught her and felt their naked bodies move against each other, that there was no turning back now. She rolled into his arms, both submerging as they kissed, surfacing with laughter, gasping for breath. “Supposing someone comes and recognises us?” she spluttered. 
 
    “They can’t. We’re cut off by the tide.” He drew her around the rocks, away from the shore, to a submerged shelf on which they could stand, and took her into his arms again, their bodies pressed together. 
 
    Years had passed since Jonathan’s accident had robbed him of any chance of a normal sexual relationship. Sue felt Stephen’s hardness and felt faint with need of him. Far from resisting she could only help his advance, crying, laughing with excitement as she leaned her back against the smooth granite and their bodies melded together. 
 
    * 
 
    “What the devil do you think you’re playing at?” Jonathan roared as she came in the back door. “Haven’t you got a watch? Do you realise it is nearly seven-thirty?” 
 
    “Terribly sorry about that.” Sue smiled apologetically. “Got cut off by the tide out at the Buttes. Terribly silly thing to do.” At least it was the truth, even if only a half of it. 
 
    “What the hell were you doing out there? And what have you done to your hair?” 
 
    “In answer to your first question, I was indulging in an outing, as you would call it, and to your second, there seemed little point in just sitting there waiting for the tide to recede far enough for me to get back, so I had a swim.” 
 
    “You just happened to have your bathing suit in the car when you went to see Miss Parkinson?” he sneered. 
 
    “No. I swam in my undies. Now,” she grinned at the children who were sitting round the kitchen table listening in awe, “What stage are we at?” 
 
    “I’ve given them their supper.” 
 
    “No you didn’t, Daddy!” Roddy exclaimed. “I did! You just told me what to do.” Then for some inexplicable reason he burst into tears and ran out of the room. 
 
    “See what you’ve done,” Jonathan snapped, and wheeled himself off to the sitting room. 
 
    Four-year-old Stephanie was sobbing quietly. 
 
    Sue tried to put her arms round her but the child shrugged her off. “What is it, darling?” 
 
    “I don’t like it when you make Daddy angry,” she replied, and turned up the volume. 
 
    Debbie, sitting in her high chair, watched and listened, eyes widening by the minute. Gradually her bottom lip came out over the top one, quivering in preparation to join in the protest. 
 
    It wasn’t until later that night when everyone was in bed, that Sue realised she hadn’t felt the least bit guilty: not for what she and Stephen had done, not for being late, nor for the children’s distress; if Jonathan hadn’t made such a scene they would have been perfectly happy. Thinking about it, she was convinced God would understand. He knew how hard she had worked both at home and in the hotel, trying to cope with Jonathan’s moods, trying to protect the children from his recurring outbursts of anger. He knew how many times she had walked away from a potential argument leaving Jonathan crowing in triumph, simply to avoid subjecting the children to more discord. Okay, so she had committed adultery, breaking one of His Commandments, but He alone knew how much she had tried to put Stephen out of her mind, and how painful it had been never seeing him. Till their accidental meeting this evening. 
 
    Before parting, they had promised to meet again. Well, God might not approve of that, but having now broken her marriage vows for the first time, did it really matter how many times she repeated it? 
 
    * 
 
    Stephen was at Jessica’s cottage one evening that autumn when Sue dropped in to match some darning wool. “Auntie had run out of catfish so I’ve brought her some,” he explained. 
 
    “It is so kind of him,” Jessica smiled fondly. “You really are such a thoughtful person. Tell me, when are you going to get yourself a wife? It is time you were married. Don’t you agree, Sue?” 
 
    “Definitely,” Sue agreed, avoiding eye contact with him. 
 
    “Well what is stopping you? Can’t you find a girl you could love?” 
 
    “I have,” he responded involuntarily, then reddened. 
 
    “You have! Oh wonderful. When are you going to bring her round to see me? What is she like? Have you proposed?” Jonathan’s mother was overjoyed with the news of her nephew’s romance and the thought of another family wedding. 
 
    Sue and Stephen glanced at each other. 
 
    “I can’t propose, unfortunately . . .” 
 
    “Why ever not?” his aunt demanded, catching the brief exchange between them. 
 
    “Because she is already married.” 
 
    Jessica looked from one to the other as they held their breaths, waiting, wondering if she had guessed. “Oh! Dear me. Oh, Stephen! How careless of you!” Then turning back to Sue she asked, “And you knew about it?” 
 
    Sue had never felt more confused. “Er . . . yes. Stephen has confided in me.” 
 
    “Well I’m glad he has had someone to talk to. I know this sort of thing happens . . . so tragic. But, Stephen dear, one cannot go marching in breaking up a happy marriage just to gratify—” 
 
    “Okay, Auntie. I know. But I didn’t come here for a lecture. Believe it or not, I do know right from wrong, but there are always more facets to these problems than might first appear.” He put an arm round her shoulders. “Now will you stop worrying about me and pour that cup of coffee, or do I have to go home without it?” 
 
    * 
 
    “Want any help with the dishing up?” Sue asked her father’s new housekeeper. 
 
    Mrs Birch was vast, filling the small kitchen with acres of quivering pinafore. “No, thank you, Mrs Martel, I can manage.” Which was just as well: there wasn’t enough room for anyone else in there. 
 
    Lunch was served in the dining room, Greg and Sue sitting together at the far end of the table near the window. He carved the pork and Sue added vegetables to the first plate before passing it through the hatch for Mrs Birch. 
 
    “How are you getting on, Dad?” she asked as they began their meal. “Is this one working out all right?” She tilted her head in the direction of the hatch. 
 
    He grinned. “A good deal better than the first one: she was a walking disaster.” He lifted the glass jug. “Water? And what about yourself? You’ve looked much more relaxed, lately.” 
 
    Sue watched as he filled her tumbler, then sipped, stalling her reply. “Fine, thanks,” she said casually. 
 
    Greg stared at her. “That is not an answer. I want to hear how you are coping.” 
 
    She longed to tell him the truth. She wanted him to know that she had been meeting Stephen secretly at least once a week for nearly three months . . . and that as long as she could continue to lie in his arms while he filled her, body and soul, with his love, she could cope with anything . . . But Dad was old fashioned. Could he ever condone what she was doing? Could he even begin to understand? She remembered her mother telling her years ago, how much she had dreaded the impending sex act, and how long her father had had to wait before it finally happened, months after their wedding. Sarah had been his adored, ideal woman: what would he think of his daughter craving sexual love with someone other than her husband, even knowing Jonathan was unable to do anything about her need. 
 
    “Well, I am much more relaxed than I used to be,” she replied, truthfully. “When Jonathan is having one of his bad days, I find I can handle the situation far better. Maybe because the children are a bit older.” 
 
    “Bad days? You mean when he is in a bad mood?” 
 
    “Ye-ss. But some days he complains of not feeling well.” She shrugged. “Of course he always did. If I had backache, his was much worse. When I had morning sickness he would tell me that he frequently suffered nausea but he didn’t make a fuss about it.” She laughed, “But then I’m told that all men suffer far more than their women ever do.” 
 
    “Told, no doubt, by some malicious female!” 
 
    “No doubt. Actually he can never manage to digest this sort of thing,” she added, crunching into a delicious piece of pork crackling. “Mmm! Your Mrs Birch has done this to a T!” 
 
    “She certainly cooks like an angel. Her meals are divine. Only trouble is she samples so much she has difficulty bending, so the cleaning leaves much to be desired.” 
 
    Mrs Birch came in to replace the first course with a delicious apple crumble and a bowl of custard. 
 
    While they tucked in, Sue said, “By the way, how is Richard? I hardly ever see him.” 
 
    A slight frown crossed Greg’s face. “He spent most of the summer holidays working at Schmit’s Boatyard.” 
 
    “And that worried you?” 
 
    He grimaced. “Not the fact of working there, that’s fine. But I have a feeling he is getting very keen on the boat scene.” 
 
    “Why shouldn’t he?” 
 
    “Your mother and I always hoped he’d go on to university. He’s quite brainy you know.” 
 
    Sue laughed. “I’ll never forget seeing that report of his when he got one hundred per cent marks for mathematics. My brother! Do you know, once, during the war, I got exactly eight marks out of a hundred for arithmetic!” 
 
    “You little devil! You’ve managed to keep that dark for years.” He glanced at his watch. “George said he’d pop in to see me after lunch. Seems to have something on his mind.” 
 
    They were drinking their coffee in the sitting room when Greg’s old schoolfriend arrived, with his wife. Gelly, who had been at school with Sarah and Filly, had remained in the island during the war, and George’s then wife, Margery, had gone to England. The five-year separation had left George bereft and he and Gelly had drifted together, married after his divorce and continued the close friendship with the Gaudions. 
 
    Sue stood up when they came in. “I’ll press on home and leave you to your business,” she said. 
 
    George was looking unusually serious. “No, don’t go. I’d prefer you to stay.” 
 
    Puzzled, Sue dropped back into her chair and waited. 
 
    George had never been one to beat about the bush. “It’s about that lad of yours, Greg,” he scratched his bald patch. “Has he said anything to you about his plans?” 
 
    “Plans? What plans?” 
 
    “At the beginning of the holidays he started talking about boats and engines, and reading my yachting magazines. He always enjoys the work, however filthy it might be, and I was only too pleased . . . that is until he started talking of it as a more permanent career.” He looked at Gelly, who gave him an encouraging smile. “Well, I know how you want him to complete his education, so I felt it was only fair to try and discourage him.” 
 
    Greg and Sue were trying to follow the story, but with difficulty. 
 
    “And did you succeed?” 
 
    George snorted. “I thought I had. But it seems I only succeeded in making him think I didn’t want him working for me! Next thing I know, he’s been offered a job with another yard.” 
 
    “Where?” Greg prompted. “When for?” 
 
    “As soon as he can leave school.” 
 
    “Have you said anything to him?” 
 
    “I haven’t tackled him, yet. You see, I thought it best to speak to you first.” 
 
    Greg was stunned. “Richard is at school right now.” 
 
    “Tomorrow’s Saturday so he’ll be at the yard. Why don’t you come round about nine-thirty and we can both talk to him? I mean, I don’t want to interfere, but I feel partly responsible.” 
 
    Greg shook his head. “Of course you’re not. And I would be very grateful if you were there. He’ll probably take more notice of you.” 
 
    Late that evening Greg telephoned George, who was already in bed. “Sorry to call so late, but they do say troubles don’t come singly. Afraid I won’t be round in the morning, after all. I’ve just had a call from my Ma’s nurse. The old lady has died.” 
 
    Apparently, Alice had been sitting in her chair by the fire after supper, looking through an old family photograph album while the nurse was pottering in the kitchen. When the latter went back to start getting the old lady ready for bed she found her sitting very peacefully, head to one side, dead. 
 
    “Oh, I am sorry, old pal,” George sympathised, “but she has had a good innings. What age was she?” 
 
    “Just two years short of her century. As you say, a good innings.” 
 
    Greg was immediately involved with funeral arrangements, and sat back after his supper on Saturday evening with a great sigh of exhaustion, the newspapers on his knee, unread, the old dog, Toby, asleep at his feet. 
 
    “Dad?” 
 
    Greg opened his eyes to see his son peering at him round the door. “Yes?” 
 
    “I wondered if you could spare a minute; I need to talk to you.” 
 
    “Yes of course. Come on.” Greg sat himself upright, trying to get his mind into gear. “What’s on your mind?” 
 
    The sixteen-year-old youth looked drawn and serious as he lowered himself awkwardly onto the edge of the armchair opposite his father’s. He was almost as tall as Greg, his legs and arms long and coltish, out-growing his trousers and sleeves. Like his father his features were strong, but the amber eyes inherited from his mother were dark and troubled as he tried to find the right opening words. 
 
    Greg saw his plight. “If it helps, I do know what has been going on at the yard.” 
 
    Richard’s jaw dropped. “Uh! You do? I mean . . . what do you know?” 
 
    “Uncle George has been round. He tells me you seem keen to start a career in the boat business.” Greg was glad the boy had come to him, rather than the other way round, but wished he might have chosen a better moment. 
 
    Richard grinned. “Yes, that’s right. I’m not sure why, but I’m afraid Uncle George doesn’t want me . . .” 
 
    Greg held up a hand. “Wait a minute, lad. Let me explain.” 
 
    So Richard sat back, listening, the smile gradually leaving his face when his father insisted he should remain at school to take A-levels to get into university. “What on earth for, Dad?” he protested. 
 
    “So you can get a good job.” 
 
    “I don’t need a degree for the job I want. It would be a total waste of time. It would gain me nothing; whereas if you let me go straight into a yard I’d be a fully qualified marine technician at the age I would have graduated.” 
 
    “Young people nowadays need to get away from the island and see the world.” Greg started on another tack. 
 
    “I can do that on holiday.” 
 
    “Not the same thing. One has to live abroad for a while.” 
 
    “We chaps often talk about this at school. Several want to get away, but I always argue that I love the island and the sea; I have no desire whatever to ‘get away’. Guernsey has everything right here: every imaginable sport and hobby, splendid libraries, it’s own Orchestral, Choral and Dramatic societies. Artists and writers from all over the world choose to come and live here. You and Mum have had a super life here with your sport and bridge and trips to Herm and Sark in Uncle George’s boat. Dad, what would I want to go away for? It’s all encapsulated here within our shores!” 
 
    Greg rubbed a hand across his forehead. How could one possibly argue with such eloquence? “Very well, I’ll think about it. But in the meantime, don’t go signing up for a job with anyone else until I’ve discussed the matter with Uncle George . . . after Grandma’s funeral.” 
 
    Why, oh why did problems and dramas always come at the same time? 
 
    And that wasn’t all. 
 
    * 
 
    The Martel family were at the kitchen table having breakfast on Tuesday morning when the phone rang. 
 
    “Dad!” Sue exclaimed on hearing Greg’s voice. “What do you want at this hour?” 
 
    Jonathan listened, waiting. 
 
    “Oh Dad! No! What happened?” 
 
    Another pause. 
 
    “What a terrible shock for poor Aunt Maureen. Yes, I realise he had it coming, and better for him this way than just continuing to deteriorate.” 
 
    Jonathan frowned, straining to hear above the children’s chatter. 
 
    “They do say these things happen in threes. Let’s hope this is the last of the series. Of course, you’re right. It has been awful for Auntie, living with his problem these past few years. He has been no use to anyone, least of all himself. She has had to look after him like a baby.” 
 
    Roddy and Stephanie began fighting, and by the time Jonathan sorted them out Sue returned. “It’s Uncle Andrew,” she whispered, bending over his chair so the children wouldn’t hear. 
 
    “He got blind drunk again last night and apparently drove into a granite gatepost near La Rochelle corner.” 
 
    * 
 
    Sybil came over to the island as quickly as she could to give her mother moral support. She arrived in time for Alice’s funeral on Wednesday afternoon, but there was no ‘wake’ held afterwards . . . No one felt like it, not with Andrew’s post-mortem pending. 
 
    General Sir Gordon Banks, Sybil’s recently knighted husband, arrived at the weekend and proved a tower of strength, helping Maureen through the formalities and officialdom. When she thanked him he gave her a casual hug. “Must be honest, Mother. I’d do anything for an excuse to get over here; just love the place.” He also loved calling her Mother, she being just four years his senior. “Do you know,” he went on, “I just wish I could retire over here.” 
 
    “Do you really, darling?” Sybil looked up from her magazine. “Seriously?” 
 
    “Unquestionably! I cannot think of a better location for one’s declining years!” He noticed the two women glance at each other. “What? What?” 
 
    “Nothing really,” Sybil acknowledged Maureen’s nod, “Except that Mummy and I were speculating, earlier, on what is to happen to Les Marettes, the Gaudion family home, now that Grandma has gone.” 
 
    Sir Gordon’s eyes narrowed. “You scheming minx, you! I suppose you want me to find out who owns it, now, and buy it.” 
 
    “That shouldn’t be difficult,” Maureen pointed out. “My mother-in-law left the house to Andrew and the vinery to Greg. Which means that I now own the house, so the advocate tells me.” 
 
    The General turned from Maureen to raise a bristling eyebrow at his exquisitely beautiful wife, then gave a broad smile. “I can see we have some serious thinking to do!” 
 
    * 
 
    Jonathan did some serious thinking too, during the following year. Doubts and certainties had been battling in his brain since Deborah was born in ’53, and his moody reactions had frequently been expressed in anger and resentment against Sue. Too often he felt embarrassingly guilty – more often than she knew – but he was loathe to let on; if she knew, it would make him feel even more of a worm than he did already. 
 
    He despised his useless body. All his life his masculine image had been of prime importance, particularly in the navy. The sports at which he had excelled at school, particularly athletics and boxing, were continued into service life, with concentrated training. He prided himself that he could out-run, out-box and out-swim anyone, plus out-drink them afterwards. Now he could only look down in anger on his useless legs. He hated his dependence on Sue: she had to assist or perform for him so many of his mundane and intimate daily chores as well as being mother and housewife . . . plus all the work she did in the hotel. It placed her in a superior, dominant role – which was probably why he was unable to stop himself criticising, nagging, trying to diminish her in front of the staff and hotel guests. He had not felt so badly about his outbursts as long as she had fought back with anger and resentment to match his own; but for the past year she had been insufferably sweet and submissive. No amount of sarcasm or shouting could cut through her calm, happy smile. Nothing riled her, however hard he tried. And the more he tried the more he hated himself. Worst of all, he had never managed to eradicate from his mind her telephone conversation with her father when the latter rang with the news of Andrew’s death. Sue’s sympathy for Andrew’s widow and talk of the relief from degradation and anxiety Maureen would feel henceforth, caused him nightmarish comparisons with their own situation. Admittedly Andrew had been a chronic alcoholic, as well as exceptionally unpleasant with it; and unlike himself, the older man had had no excuse for the way he treated his wife: fate hadn’t put him into a wheelchair in his mid-thirties. But at least Maureen had had a forlorn hope that one day the drinking might stop. Sue knew full well that her husband could never get out of his wheelchair and walk, never make love to her properly or take her for walks on the cliffs, romp on summer beaches with the children or dance with her at Christmas parties. 
 
    Never, ever again. Yet he was the one who complained, shouted, blamed her for all the problems. However hard he tried he was powerless to stop himself. The anger and resentment would grow in his gut like a cancerous balloon, expanding until it burst. 
 
    And in the past year, alongside the anger, another emotion had started growing: pity. Sympathy! Sadness for Sue herself! Suddenly he was seeing their situation through her eyes, almost as often as through his own. 
 
    * 
 
    Sir Gordon and Lady Banks bought Les Marettes from Maureen soon after Alice’s estate was wound up. The general had opted for early retirement and while he remained in London to complete his final duties in Whitehall and organise the selling up of their place in Wiltshire, Sybil spent most of her time in Guernsey with architects and builders, modernising the old family house. 
 
    Sue was delighted that her favourite cousin would be coming back to live in the island, especially now that the difference in their ages had shrunk with maturity. Although Aunt Filly had always been a close friend and confidante, it was much easier to talk with beautiful, sophisticated and worldly-wise Sybil. 
 
    Even so it took time and courage for Sue to reveal her secret. Several times when she knew Sybil was in the island, she had driven round to Bordeaux with that intention, only to lose her nerve at the last minute – until the bright July day when she had arrived with the children to find Maureen waiting, eager to take the youngsters down onto the beach, leaving the two young women to enjoy a peaceful cup of tea. 
 
    Sybil had negotiated with Greg to move the packing sheds further away from the house, thus giving her a reasonable area of back garden. To the back of the house she had added a lovely modern kitchen and a large conservatory with new Lloyd Loom table and chairs with colourful cretonne cushions, and big double doors opening onto a paved patio. Which was where they had escaped from the builders’ chaos to sit with their tea tray. 
 
    “How do you manage to look so bright and cheerful all the time?” Sybil asked, handing Sue her tea. 
 
    The question had come right out of the blue and without hesitation Sue told her, “By taking a lover.” And proceeded with the story. 
 
    Lady Banks sat smiling, nodding so gently that the long blonde hair, which curled softly over her tanned shoulders, and the huge green earrings which matched her dress, hardly moved. And when Sue fell silent she reached out to take her hand and said, “Oh Sue, my dear, I’m so glad. So pleased for you. Not that it is a solution, but it does ease the torment, doesn’t it?” 
 
    Sue had thought for a minute before replying. “I have never quite thought of it that way . . . but yes, I think you’re right. Steve does make my life a lot happier, but I feel very guilty about him: I have the awful feeling I’ve ruined his life.” 
 
    * 
 
    The alterations at Les Marettes were finished and the Banks’ moved in late in October. It was no surprise that Sybil’s architect, Stephen Martel, just happened to call when Sue was having lunch with them one day: the simultaneous visits had become more than coincidental. After coffee, Sue had to drive off to collect the children from their respective schools, take them home and give them their tea. 
 
    Jonathan was waiting for them, the meal laid on the kitchen table – fingers of Marmite toast, biscuits and a glass of milk each. And a fresh pot of tea for Sue and himself. 
 
    “Sweetheart, how lovely! What a super surprise!” She bent to kiss his cheek before removing Debbie’s coat. 
 
    “It’s nothing, really. I should do it far more often. One of the few tasks I can manage.” Though his arms and shoulders were immensely strong, the muscles developed from wheeling himself all the time, the price was high: pain in his back steadily increasing particularly in the cold and damp of winter. 
 
    “Look, Stephanie! Your favourite!” Sue helped the child onto a chair. 
 
    The five-year-old took some toast and said “Thank you, Daddy.” 
 
    Her father smiled, noting how like her mother she was growing, with her dark hair and wide grin. Only the eyes were different, amber like Sarah’s had been. 
 
    Sue sipped her tea, wondering what was going on in Jonathan’s mind. He had had more and more of these nice, helpful moods, lately: was it possible that he knew about Stephen? Might he be scared of losing her, trying to make it impossible for her to leave? Or even hoping to rebuild a loving relationship again? 
 
    Love. She had loved three men in her life – all passionately. First David, whom she had let down so badly. Then Jonathan whom she had adored, and continued to do so long after his accident and change of character. She supposed she loved him still – sometimes as friend and companion, at others as one might a difficult and belligerent child. But no longer as a lover. 
 
    And now she had Stephen. 
 
    Jonathan wheeled his chair round the table to wipe Deborah’s face. He loved her red curls tied in bunches behind each ear – the same colour hair as his father’s had been – and he loved the sparkling green eyes. Sue’s eyes as they were when he had first known her . . . eyes which had dulled over the years, no doubt with pain and disappointment. 
 
    Dear God, what had he done? He turned away and reached for the teapot, asking himself the same questions that never left him, nowadays: what could he do about it? What was he capable of doing, that could ensure a normal and fulfilled family life for Sue and the children? 
 
    Of course he knew the answer. The only question was when? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Ten – Turn of the Tide 
 
      
 
    “Suzanne! Can you come?” The ringing telephone had interrupted the nine o’clock news and Aline’s voice sounded strange. 
 
    “Now?” Sue glanced down at her old housecoat and slippers. 
 
    “It’s your grandmother. She’s passed out.” 
 
    “Have you called the doctor?” Sue was reluctant to answer the summons unless it was really necessary. 
 
    “Yes. But I don’t know what to do while waiting.” 
 
    Sue grunted in exasperation: Aline could be so helpless when she chose. “Okay. I’ll be there in ten minutes,” she said, and ran into the bedroom to change. 
 
    “Poor you!” Jonathan smiled sympathetically when she explained. “Why couldn’t she call John? He is her brother.” 
 
    Sue grinned. They both knew the answer to that one. 
 
    Aline was waiting at the door as Sue came up the path. “The doctor’s still here making phone calls. I’ll have to remember to knock the charges off his bill when it comes. Anyway, you’re too late. She’s gone.” Slowly and dramatically she shook her head. 
 
    “Where? To the hospital?” 
 
    Aline tilted her head sadly to one side and put an arm round her niece. “I know it is hard to assimilate, but you must try. Your grandmother has died.” 
 
    “Oh no!” Why on earth couldn’t the silly woman say so before? She moved on down the hallway into the sitting room. “Where is she? What happened?” 
 
    “Her body is in the kitchen. She went out there to make us some cocoa. She was a long time and I nodded off in my chair.” 
 
    Sue ground her teeth. Typical of her aunt to let an old lady in her eighties wait on her. When the doctor finished with the telephone she called John, who left home immediately. 
 
    Aline was not pleased to see her brother, allowing him into the house with grim reluctance. 
 
    Sue was glad to leave her uncle to cope with the morticians and with Aline’s crocodile tears: she couldn’t erase the vision of her aunt reappearing after a visit upstairs, wearing Granma’s pearls and a diamond brooch. 
 
    Nor, several days later, seeing her wear them at Marie’s funeral. 
 
    * 
 
    Months later, when Christmas was all over, Sue told her cousin Sybil that it had been the best ever. All the family were congregated under one roof, except, of course, for Sarah, Andrew and the two grandmothers. “And Jonathan was wonderful,” she added. 
 
    “It was sweet of him to get us all to stay the two nights in your hotel. And it was so thoughtful of him to take my mother under his wing, so to speak, and he started teaching her bridge.” Sybil enthused. “Do you know, she has taken to it like a duck to water.” 
 
    “So I gather. Dad says Aunt Maureen plays a decent hand, and coming from him, that is really something!” 
 
    “It was splendid that your Uncle William brought his family from England. Annemarie is a hoot.” 
 
    “And what a surprise to see Aunt Ethel as well, with her lot. You may have remembered them from our wedding?” 
 
    “Were you not expecting them?” 
 
    “No! Jonathan arranged it all behind my back. As a Christmas treat.” 
 
    “How extraordinarily kind!” Sybil exclaimed, wondering once again what had brought about Jonathan’s metamorphosis. 
 
    “Yes,” Sue acknowledged. “The only one missing was Aunt Aline.” 
 
    “What happened to her?” 
 
    “She probably guessed John and Edna would be with us, so she made other arrangements! Spent the day with a family called Mitchell.” 
 
    “The retired bank manager who’s wife died last year?” 
 
    “That’s the one. His sight is not too good so he gets Aline to drive him around, I believe.” 
 
    “I think it is remarkable the way Jonathan is able to drive himself, now. Amazing how the manufacturers can produce a car entirely hand controlled.” 
 
    Sue smiled. “Yes. Wonderful. He felt terrible when he couldn’t get about under his own steam.” 
 
    * 
 
    Jonathan was quite pleased with himself: he felt sure that Sue had no inkling of his secret. He looked at the calendar on his office wall – February already. 
 
    “Sue, darling!” 
 
    She slid round behind the reception desk into the office. “You want me?” 
 
    “Saw you pass by and wondered if you could spare some time. There are a few things I’d like to discuss with you.” 
 
    “I’ll be right with you when I’ve put this pile of sheets in the linen cupboard.” 
 
    He had a large box file open on the desk when she returned. “I’ve taken these cuttings from magazines,” he said, passing her a clipful of printed papers. “Our kitchens desperately need updating. What do you think of those?” 
 
    Sue studied the adverts for magnificent stainless steel ovens and worktops, refrigerators and gadgetry. “Beautiful. But somewhat outside our price range at the moment, don’t you think?” 
 
    “We could get them on hire purchase.” 
 
    “And pray for enough profit this coming season to meet the instalments?” She grimaced at the thought. 
 
    “I don’t want you . . . us to take on any extra worries, but if we can follow up some other ideas I’ve had, maybe we can upgrade the hotel this year.” 
 
    Sue listened as he began to outline his suggestions, stunned that they were only suggestions, having become so used to his dogmatic decisions. What’s more, he was making sense. He wanted to aim advertising at more local trade, offering snack meals in the bar, thereby keeping a permanent chef busy through the winter, rather than taking on a new one each summer. “And packed lunches for the visitors,” he added. 
 
    “Could we have an arrangement with a car hire firm and get a small percentage per booking?” 
 
    “Brilliant idea.” He wrote it down on his list. 
 
    Sue hardly dared breathe in case she woke to find she’d been dreaming. Jonathan had been much easier to live with for the past few months, but this . . . he had never sought her opinion or agreed with an idea of her’s since his accident, and suddenly he seemed unable to fault her! She looked up and found he was watching her. 
 
    He smiled. “I’ve written this over a carbon so we can keep a copy each. Then we can add to it whenever a thought occurs and compare notes, later.” Seeing her surprise as he handed her the top copy, a wave of guilt stained his face and neck red. God, what a swine he had been in the past . . . 
 
    Sue thanked him, mumbled something about lunch, and bolted. She wanted to find a corner where there was no chance he might find her, read her thoughts. Upstairs, she shut herself in one of the bedrooms, stood at the window watching the thin dusting of snow melting on the lawn, her mind dazed by a tangle of conflicting emotions. What was going on? Why, after making her life hell for eight years, was Jonathan being so . . . nice? What had brought about the change? Not that it was new. He had had phases of being his wonderful, charming old self all along; but they never lasted more than a day or two, or maybe just an hour! Now, apart from a few minor bouts of irritation he hadn’t really lapsed since well before Christmas. He was almost his old self again: charming and lovable! Except that she no longer loved him. 
 
    It was her turn to experience a wave of guilt, remembering how their lovely Christmas had been shared with Stephen. And his parents, and Jessica, of course. And Dad and Aunt Maureen, Gordon and Sybil. Twenty-seven of them all together. And apart from the children, she had been more conscious of Stephen’s presence than all the rest put together. 
 
    Oh God! Am I very, very wicked? 
 
    * 
 
    “Your Aunt Aline is on the phone, Sue!” 
 
    “Can you finish cutting your sausages, Debbie?” Sue asked, wiping her fingers on the dishcloth. 
 
    “‘A course I can,” the little redhead frowned indignantly. 
 
    Sue hurried into the hall. “Hello, Auntie. How are you?” 
 
    “I’m fine, but I want to see you. I’ve something I need to ask you about. Can you come round for a coffee tomorrow morning?” 
 
    “Er . . . yes, I suppose so. What is it?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you when I see you. Goodbye.” 
 
    Sue puzzled over her aunt’s call all evening and arrived at the house in town still mystified. She assumed it had something to do with Grandma: the old lady had only been gone four months. 
 
    Aline had the percolator on the stove and a tray laid with cups and biscuits. “Leave your coat in the hall,” she said, “and come and sit down.” 
 
    Sue did as she was told and waited. 
 
    “Bertrand has asked me to marry him.” 
 
    Sue nearly dropped her coffee. “Marry?” She managed to stop herself commenting that, at fifty-seven, it might be a bit late to start thinking about wedded bliss. “Who is Bertrand?” 
 
    “You know, Bertrand Mitchell.” 
 
    The banker! “Oh yes. I know of him but we’ve never met.” Over the rim of her cup she studied her aunt’s superbly cut navy-blue suit and matching blouse with white spots, the wide bow tied at her neck; the shapely nylon-sheathed legs and navy and white punched-leather shoes. Aline’s grey hair was drawn back with soft waves into a French roll, new diamond stud earrings matching Grandma’s diamond crescent brooch. She looked marvellous, could be absolutely charming . . . and was the world’s worst troublemaker! “Did you accept his proposal?” 
 
    Aline gave a coy smile. “Well, I didn’t say no, but nor did I say yes. I wanted to speak to you, first.” 
 
    “Me! Why me?” 
 
    “Well you are a married woman, and I thought you would be able to advise me.” A flush of deepening colour rose into her face. “Bertrand is a charming man, very wealthy and very fond of me. But he is seventy-six, you know, and I was wondering if he might be likely to want . . . well, you know, that sort of thing, after we were married. You see he was married before and accustomed to . . . that sort of thing, whereas never having been married myself, well I don’t know that I would want to start.” 
 
    The picture in Sue’s mind made it very difficult to keep a straight face. “You mean you would only want to marry him for companionship?” And his unlimited wealth? 
 
    Aline stared at the carpet, nodding. 
 
    Sue, still only twenty-eight, also found difficulty in imagining a doddery old gentleman having the strength and energy to overcome Aline’s virginity. Then it came to mind that at least at her aunt’s age they wouldn’t need to worry about contraception! Arranging a serious expression on her face, she said, “Why not ask him?” 
 
    “Oh! I couldn’t do that!” Aline turned puce. 
 
    “You wouldn’t have to get technical. Just say that if you did marry you would need to have separate beds, or you would never get any sleep.” Then it occurred to her she might have worded her advice a little better. 
 
    Aline and Bertrand were married two weeks later. Sue never did discover what the marital arrangements were, but it did not take her long to realise that Bertrand had known all along exactly why he wanted to marry. He required someone to do his shopping, cooking, washing and cleaning. Someone to nurse him in his declining years. 
 
    * 
 
    The car swayed, buffeted by the wind. Rain lashed the windows. Sue shivered and snuggled closer to Stephen. They were parked on Vazon Headland where the pounding of the breakers vibrated up from the rocks below. 
 
    “Want to go back home now?” Stephen asked, nuzzling her hair. 
 
    “No. But it is getting late, so I must.” Sue tilted her face up for his kisses, desperately clinging to him. When she pulled away it was with a sigh of misery. “Parting is always the worst part, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Almost as unbearable as not having the opportunity, never meeting. Oh, darling, must this go on forever? Will there ever be a chance for us?” 
 
    Sue fastened the buttons on her mac and retied the scarf round her head. “Don’t,” she muttered in the darkness, “I cannot bear it. The worst part is that Jonathan is being so good, now, that he makes me feel more and more guilty every day. It didn’t seem so awful when he was giving me hell, but for the past few months I could hardly fault him.” 
 
    “I’m glad, for your sake and the children’s, but not for mine.” He peered through the water on the windscreen at the faint lights across the bay. 
 
    “I keep telling you we should break this up to give you a chance to find someone else.” 
 
    “I keep telling you I don’t want to.” 
 
    “But I will never be free. Ever.” 
 
    He drove her back to her car which they had left a mile down the road, and they pecked briefly before going their separate ways. 
 
    Sue brooded on the cards Fate had dealt her as she followed the west coast road. Her thoughts drifted back to the war years: all the hymns and songs they had sung at school assembly about peace and freedom. Freedom! Was this freedom? Or would God continue to punish her for jilting David for the rest of her life? But there never had been any freedom, even before she met Jonathan; she had hated her mother’s attempts to dominate her. 
 
    She smiled into the darkness. Poor Mummy. It was only now, with Roddy approaching the age she had been when she left the island in 1940, that she could truly understand in depth just how her mother must have suffered, having her then only child wrenched away from her. Thank God they had made up their differences before she died. 
 
    At Cobo the sea was cascading over the wall, flinging stones and seaweed across the road, so she had to divert inland to avoid being hit. Her ‘alibi’ was Sybil, and there would be no excuse for sea damage to the car between her cousin’s house at Bordeaux and the hotel at Port Grat. She hated the lies more now than ever; hated answering Jonathan’s questions about Sybil and Gordon, dreading he might have telephoned to speak to her and been told some story to cover her inability to take the call . . . a story she wouldn’t know or be able to back up. The last thing she wanted was to hurt him; he would be devastated if he ever found out. 
 
    Yet was there any way she could ever break with Stephen? 
 
    * 
 
    “Let’s go down to Jersey for a weekend with the children.” Jonathan and Sue were sitting either side of the fireplace, reading the newspapers. 
 
    Another first! Sue smiled at him, “They would love it!” 
 
    “Wouldn’t you?” 
 
    “Of course I would. Wonderful idea. What made you think of it?” 
 
    “This advert in the Guernsey Press. Look.” 
 
    She leaned forward to take the paper from him, and studied it. “I can’t believe they can do it for the price! It includes the boat trip and bed, breakfast and evening meal.” 
 
    “Yes,” he said thoughtfully. “Perhaps we could get in on that act. In reverse.” 
 
    “And from the mainland. Package holidays. That’s a rather exciting idea!” She grinned at him. “In fact they are both exciting ideas! But let’s us do the Jersey one first and see how it works.” 
 
    * 
 
    It worked better than they could have hoped. Easter week, and the reopening of La Rocque Hotel at Port Grat, was still a fortnight away, but fortunately the weather was kind and none of the children were sick on the boat. The hotel bus met their arrival in St Helier and within three hours of leaving home they were installed in their bedrooms. 
 
    Roddy, Stephanie and Debbie were all wildly excited, chasing each other from room to room through the connecting doors and bouncing on all the beds. 
 
    Sue was anxious to stop them before Jonathan got angry, but he forestalled her. 
 
    “Come on, you lot. Let’s get down on the sand while the sun is out.” 
 
    The hotel overlooked St Brelade’s Bay and as soon as Sue had helped Jonathan down the slipway onto the sand, he started a serious ball-catching session with Roddy while Sue set to work on a sandcastle for the girls. 
 
    “Why haven’t we done more of this?” Jonathan said pensively, when all three children ran to the water’s edge to paddle. “My fault, I know. I’ve been too wet to face competing with the fathers with functional legs.” 
 
    Sue couldn’t think of a response, so instead she put a hand on his shoulder and squeezed. 
 
    Jonathan covered her hand with his own, looked up and smiled ruefully. “My poor, dear Sue. What have I done to you?” 
 
    * 
 
    “Glad you could get away this morning.” George stood in the wheelhouse, one hand on the helm, a mug of tea in the other. 
 
    “Bert is an excellent foreman and I know I can rely on him.” Greg was unravelling the fishing gear out on deck; the friends intended bringing back a good haul by evening. “You know, I’ve made up my mind about that business with Richard.” 
 
    “What have you decided?” 
 
    “That there’s no point forcing him to stay at school. You can lead a horse to water . . .” 
 
    “True! So?” 
 
    “Do you reckon you could use him if he leaves at the end of the summer term?” 
 
    “Of course. In a way, I suppose you must be disappointed he’s not going into the greenhouses with you?” 
 
    Greg finished tying on a fish hook. “On the contrary. It’s darned hard work: eighty hours a week, sometimes. And one is always at the mercy of the markets, and the bugs and diseases.” 
 
    “But you’ve done all right out of them.” 
 
    “So far. And long may it last, but I doubt it will go on forever. One has to spend more and more each year on modernisation, just to be able to compete. The time is going to come when the costs will be so high that producers on the continent will overtake us.” 
 
    “Great Scott! You amaze me! Yet I suppose you could be right. I mean, look at this dear old tub.” He stroked a hand lovingly along the varnished woodwork. “She was built years before the war and she’ll still be going strong twenty years from now, if she’s well-maintained. But this isn’t what people want, today. It’s all speed and easy maintenance. They say that soon all the new hulls are going to be made of this new-fangled fibreglass. Terrible shame.” 
 
    “Nothing stays the same, does it?” 
 
    George snorted. “You can say that again. The island is being ruined with so many cars on the roads now. There must be over twenty thousand.” 
 
    “Never mind,” Greg laughed. “There’s still plenty of fish in the sea.” He headed for the stern and cast out his line. 
 
    * 
 
    “How is Aline nowadays?” John asked. 
 
    Sue had driven up to the Val du Douit Hotel to collect some eggs from the farm. “I never see her. I have phoned a couple of times, but Bertrand always answers and says she is out. And she never rings back.” 
 
    “I saw her driving him along the Forest Road a few days ago and I waved,” Edna said over the sponge mixture she was spooning into baking tins. “But of course I wouldn’t expect her to acknowledge me.” 
 
    “I had better try to see her sometime. Thanks very much for the eggs.” Driving home Sue vowed to make an effort, soon. 
 
    The opportunity arose accidently. 
 
    She had to go to the doctor’s surgery to collect a prescription for Debbie’s cough, and went into the waiting room while it was made up. Aline was sitting there alone. “Hallo, Auntie! I’ve been trying to get hold of you for ages, but your husband always tells me you’re out.” 
 
    “Oh?” Aline looked up at her favourite niece. “He doesn’t like me going off to visit my relatives, you know.” She glanced up nervously at the door. 
 
    Why ever not? Sue wondered. “Anyway, how are you?” 
 
    “I’m all right. I’ve just brought Bertrand here for his check-up.” 
 
    Sue knew her aunt was not all right. She had lost weight and there were dark circles round her eyes. “Well, perhaps I could come round and see you, sometime?” 
 
    “Aline!” Bertrand was standing in the doorway. He summoned her with a jerk of his head. 
 
    Aline jumped up, muttered a goodbye and followed him out. 
 
    Debbie’s medicine was ready and Sue followed, just in time to overhear Bertrand saying “. . . even talking to one of them, after the way they have behaved to you.” 
 
    So! Aline had strung him a hard luck tale about her wicked relatives! And now she was reaping her reward! 
 
    * 
 
    “Are you sure you should be going out? You don’t look at all well.” In fact, Jonathan had been looking quite poorly, recently. 
 
    “Come and give me a hug,” he said, holding out his arms. “You really are so sweet, Sue. I do love you.” 
 
    She held his head against her breasts, not in a sexual way, but rather as she would with her children. Well, in a way he was one of her children, wasn’t he? She kissed his hair. “Seriously, darling, I do think you should go to the doc for an overhaul. Tomorrow, promise me?” 
 
    “I promise I will think about it.” He glanced at the clock. “It’s nearly nine! If I don’t go now it won’t be worth going out at all.” 
 
    “Why don’t you give it a miss, tonight?” 
 
    He smiled up at her, shaking his head. “I need to do this, darling. It’s good for my soul.” 
 
    “What! Having a drink with the boys?” she laughed. “Okay. Off you go and drive carefully.” She had never stopped worrying about him driving, being so disabled. She heard the chair wheels roll along the hall and pause at Roddy’s bedroom door. Moments later when she peeped out of the sitting room, he was leaving the girls’ room. She smiled. He did love them so. 
 
    Sue had intended to stay awake in case Jonathan needed help when he came in. But it had been an exceptionally busy day. The hotel was full, every bedroom occupied – which was unusual so early in the season, their advertising drive had obviously paid off – so there were far more problems to sort out and queries to answer. Twice she had had to produce the First Aid kit after over-adventurous children’s escapades. One lady had contrived to rip the heel off her shoe, which required the alternative repair kit; plus two diabetic menus had to be organised, and arrangements made for an elderly visitor to get to a dentist for his top set to be glued back together! All on top of her regular day’s work. So although she propped herself up on pillows with a book, it fell out of her hands in minutes and she was fast asleep. 
 
    It was four in the morning when a stiff neck woke her. She was surprised to find the light still on. Managing to turn her head, wincing at the pain, she discovered another surprise. No Jonathan! Wide awake in seconds, she swung her feet out of bed and dashed out of the room to find him. Might he have fallen out of his chair, or had he remained in the sitting room to avoid waking her? 
 
    She looked into every room in the bungalow twice before accepting that he had not come home. It was now four-fifteen: there was no way he would still be out with friends at this hour. Oh, dear God! Not another accident? 
 
    The police assured her that no accident had been reported, so she rang the hospital. No. No Mr Martel had been admitted since the old man from the Castel, last week. She would have to try Norton, whatever the time. 
 
    “Er . . . I don’t follow you, Sue,” he said sleepily. “We didn’t go out together last night.” 
 
    “Might he have been with any of the others?” 
 
    “I doubt it. Most of them were rehearsing for the Eisteddfod last evening. What time did he go out?” He was now thoroughly awake and sounded concerned. 
 
    “Quite late: about nine.” 
 
    “Do you want me to come round?” he offered. 
 
    “I can’t think what you can do here, at the moment. If he is found, I mean . . . if I have to go out, I might need someone to stay with the children.” 
 
    “Of course. Just give a call, any time.” 
 
    Sue was totally confused. It seemed the next priority was to get dressed in case people came. What people? She dragged on a pair of slacks and a jumper. Stephen. She desperately wanted to speak to him. He would know what to do. But supposing his mother answered? So what? 
 
    Julia sounded as sleepy as Norton had done. “Sue? Do you know the time?” 
 
    Sue explained as coherently as she could. 
 
    “Oh my dear! We’ll be around to you in five minutes.” 
 
    It was actually ten minutes, by which time Sue had suddenly thought of the hotel. Perhaps Jonathan had spent the night there! She ran along the cement path through thick drizzle, unlocked the side door and began switching on lights. Tip-toeing past the reception desk she looked down at her feet and realised they were bare. 
 
    Her hunt was fruitless: Jonathan was nowhere on the ground floor, nor was his wheelchair, and he couldn’t get up to the first floor. 
 
    She was just home, pushing damp feet into her slippers when she heard a car on the gravel. She flew out of the front door but it was only the Martels. All three of them. 
 
    They stood around the kitchen while Julia boiled the kettle, going over all the possibilities. 
 
    “I think I’ll try the police again,” Ted decided. “You never know. What’s the number of his car?” 
 
    At six o’clock Julia asked if Sue would mind if Ted and Stephen went home. 
 
    Stephen shook his head. “No. You and Dad go. I’ll stay here.” 
 
    “But you have to get to work tomorrow . . . I mean today.” 
 
    “Mother, I am not leaving Sue. Nor will I go to work until Jonathan turns up. Right?” 
 
    Julia peered at him under lowered lids, wondering. “Very well. It’s up to you.” 
 
    When Ted and Julia had left, Stephen and Sue remained sitting either side of the kitchen table. 
 
    “Why don’t you go back to bed?” he asked eventually. “I’ll man the phone.” 
 
    “I couldn’t possibly sleep.” 
 
    “No, but at least you will be resting.” 
 
    * 
 
    “Why is Uncle Stephen here, Mummy?” Roddy asked with his mouth full of Puffed Wheat. 
 
    Sue was too befuddled to think of an answer, but Stephen stepped into the breach. “I came round early to bring some things.” 
 
    “What things?” Debbie asked. 
 
    “Er . . . garden tools.” 
 
    “Where are they?” 
 
    “I left them in the garage.” 
 
    Sue sent him a half smile for his ingenuity. 
 
    “Come on, hurry up and I’ll drop you off at school on my way home,” he added, mouthing to Sue over their heads that he would come straight back. 
 
    Sue phoned the hotel with a brief explanation for her absence. “Call me if you have any problems,” she added, “I will probably be at home most of the day.” 
 
    Stephen was walking in through the door when the police telephoned to say they had found Jonathan’s car in the Pembroke Bay car park. 
 
    “Couldn’t you see the wheelchair anywhere?” Sue asked. 
 
    “No, Ma’am. But we will keep looking.” 
 
    Sue was frowning as she put back the receiver, an unpleasant thought building in her mind. “Steve, where’s the tide?” 
 
    “No idea, but it will be in yesterday’s Press. Where is it?” 
 
    “Still in the sitting room where Jonathan left it last night.” 
 
    Stephen fetched it, noting that by coincidence it was folded open at the tide table. “Let’s see. Judging by yesterday’s times it should be low water in a couple of hours. At around eleven. Why?” He looked up at Sue and saw the anguish in her face. “Oh Lord! No! You don’t think . . .” 
 
    She shrugged. “I don’t know what to think. Except that I think I’m beyond thinking.” She picked up the kettle. “I feel like having a really strong coffee.” 
 
    “Had I better go down and tell Aunt Jessica?” 
 
    Sue nodded. “I’ve been putting off telling her, not wanting to worry her unnecessarily. But now it is time she knew. Bring her back here if she’ll come.” 
 
    The three of them were sitting round the kitchen table finishing another round of coffees, when the police arrived looking solemn. “Mrs Martel?” a plain clothes man asked. “I’m afraid the news is not good. At ten forty-five this morning a wheelchair was found embedded in the sand near the bottom of the tide.” 
 
    Sue dropped her face into her hands. 
 
    Jessica took a long, deep breath, nodding gently. 
 
    Stephen stood between the two women looking and feeling helpless. He laid a hand on Sue’s shoulder; then removed it. He took his aunt’s hand and drew her up into his arms. 
 
    She breathed deeply again, and laid her head on his chest. 
 
    Three weeks later Jonathan’s body was taken from the water by fishermen setting their crab pots off the Platte Fougere lighthouse. 
 
    The coroner decided that Jonathan must have been trundling across the beach taking the evening air when the wheels of his chair stuck in the sand, and no one was near enough to hear his cries for help before he was submerged by the tide. Death was obviously from accidental drowning. 
 
    * 
 
    Those three weeks had been sheer mental torture. Twenty-one days of asking, “Why?” Everyone was terribly kind but Sue honestly did not want their sympathy. All the family took turns in coming to the bungalow to sit with her and she couldn’t wait to get rid of them. Especially Stephen: her guilt was heavy enough without the added reminder every time she saw him. Luckily he soon got the message, understood, and stayed away. It was easier being alone with the children, once she had found a way to explain their father’s absence. 
 
    The funeral in St Sampson’s Church was short and sad. The family and a few close friends accepted Sue’s invitation to come back to the bungalow afterwards, and though Roddy remained indoors in solemn silence, the girls ran outside to play, their squeals of laughter carried in on the breeze through the open windows. 
 
    The word suicide was never spoken, but it hung in the room like a dark cloud, blotting out the sunshine. 
 
    It was during a long silence when no one could think of anything to say, that Jonathan’s doctor stood up and cleared his throat. “Sue, would you mind very much if I said a few words about Jonathan?” 
 
    “Oh no, please do.” Anything to break the embarrassing silence. 
 
    “In the past eight or nine months I came to know Jonathan as an extremely brave, thoughtful and caring man. I must admit it was not an opinion I had always held, though, Heaven knows, he had good reason to feel a degree of resentment, being so crippled.” Julian Collard’s hands were clasped behind his back as he rocked to and fro on heels and toes. “Unfortunately, the visible problems Jonathan had were not the only ones: I had been treating him for kidney and pancreatic malfunctioning for nearly a year.” 
 
    “But . . .” Sue moved towards him. 
 
    “No, I never told you, Sue. He insisted he didn’t want you or anyone else to know. I was bound to secrecy.” 
 
    “Did he know it was serious?” she asked. 
 
    “Not at first. Nor did I, for that matter. No one could have known the extent of the problem without operating. But gradually he became worse and the medication had to be stepped up. By last autumn it was obvious that his condition was terminal.” 
 
    The mourners, sitting or standing around the room in funereal black dresses and ties, began little pockets of whispered discussion and speculation. 
 
    Dr Collard held up his hand. “Jonathan had already realised the fact and demanded the truth. When it was explained to him that the condition might well be eased, though not corrected, with surgery, he refused. He was well aware that this could only mean prolonging his pain and discomfort which, I assure you, was already considerable. All he wanted to know was how long he had left.” He paused to finish his drink. “A normal man might have lasted three or four months. It was a credit to his guts and determination to put his affairs in order and leave his family well provided for, that he lived so much longer. His last weeks were agony.” He turned slowly, staring each person in the eye. “I am sure you will all agree with me, that tragic as his accident was, three weeks ago, it came as a merciful release. It allowed him to escape the final torturous end.” 
 
    He sat down. 
 
    No one said a word. Even the children playing outside fell silent. 
 
    The only sound was of mewling gulls, far out to sea beyond Port Grat. 
 
    * 
 
    Everyone was keen to help. Family, friends, hotel staff and guests offered assistance of every kind. Even Major Potter and his wife, who returned year after year despite their endless complaints, felt obliged to lend a hand when they returned to their bedroom one morning after a shopping expedition, to find General Sir Gordon Banks lying under their bed in shirt sleeves replacing a wobbly bed leg. 
 
    “I am beginning to feel quite superfluous,” Sue told Sybil. 
 
    “Great. That is the object of the exercise. Now we can take the children shrimping without having to suffer your nervous twitches every two minutes. Come on, I’ve filled a big tin with sandwiches.” 
 
    The intention was to tire the children but they were still tearing in and out of the water squealing and splashing each other when Sue and Sybil collapsed on their beach towels on the sand. “I’d forgotten how exhausting three hours of fish-hooks and shrimping nets could be!” the young widow gasped. 
 
    “Are you sleeping any better, now?” Sybil asked through the cloud of yellow hair drifting across her face. 
 
    “Yes. I’m beginning to feel more relaxed.” 
 
    “What about Stephen?” 
 
    “What about Stephen?” Sue frowned. 
 
    Sybil sat up, brushing her hair aside. “You were still having those crazy spasms of guilt when we last spoke.” 
 
    “Yes. Difficult not to. And no, we haven’t seen anything of each other since the day of the funeral.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “It just hasn’t happened.” 
 
    Sybil fully understood. Which didn’t lessen her determination to see that it did happen. Soon. 
 
    She gave the matter serious thought as she drove Sue and children home, and as they climbed out of the car and collected their rods, nets and piles of sandy wet towels and bathing suits from the boot, she invited her cousin to dinner, sometime. “Whenever it suits you. Let me know and I’ll organise it.” 
 
    Visualising sitting round a dinner table in embarrassed silence, everyone trying not to say the wrong thing, Sue wanted to decline the offer. “I don’t think it would be practical before the end of the season,” she hedged. 
 
    “That’s only a month away. Why don’t we settle for the first week of October?” 
 
    Sue hitched the bag of beach toys onto her shoulder. “Okay. I mean, yes. Thanks. Lovely.” Sybil was trying to be helpful and it was difficult to refuse outright. Anyway, surely October was far enough away? 
 
    * 
 
    Jessica was only sixty-five but her heart was not strong and Jonathan’s death had been a severe shock. Sue was very fond of her and very concerned, visiting her daily or inviting her up to the bungalow or the hotel for meals. One blustery September day they sat in the corner of the hotel dining room, at one of only three occupied tables. Of the remaining guests, most ate out at midday. 
 
    “You’re not socialising much yet, are you?” Jessica remarked. 
 
    “Nor are you!” 
 
    “One doesn’t expect to at my age. But you have got to start living again. What is holding you back? Some delusion of guilt?” Jonathan’s mother had always had the knack of hitting the nail on the head . . . and the nerve to speak her mind. 
 
    Sue threw her a half grin. “Yes.” 
 
    “Why? Because of Stephen?” 
 
    “Uh?” Sue gave an audible gasp and peered, frowning into Jessica’s face. 
 
    “I haven’t mentioned it before: obviously it’s a pretty sensitive topic. But surely you don’t imagine I didn’t know?” 
 
    “Know? Know what?” What could she know? 
 
    “That you and Stephen are in love with each other. Look here,” her thin hand, big sapphire and diamond engagement ring swivelling loose round her bony finger, was stretched across the table to take Sue’s forearm in a fierce grip, “I am not some mealy-mouthed, narrow-minded idiot. I know damn well what your life has been in the past few years, both mentally and physically. I was only too glad to see you had Stephen’s love and support. No . . .” she shook her head as Sue opened her mouth to speak, “I have no idea whether or not that love was consummated; that is immaterial. If you didn’t feel the need, fair enough, if you did I couldn’t blame you.” She released her grip on Sue’s arm, sat back and smiled. “I love you, Sue, like the daughter I never had. You have been a wonderful daughter-in-law in the worst imaginable circumstances. But I also love my grandchildren, and seeing you moping around the place with a long face is not helping them get over their own loss. They need a normal home life, full of love, joy and laughter. And one day, in the not too distant future, I hope, they will need to have two parents again.” 
 
    Sue turned to gaze out across the garden, not seeing the frothy little cotton wool clouds playing chase against their deep blue backdrop and casting momentary shadows over the sea and rocks. When she turned back to face Jessica she was smiling. “You are right, of course. But one of my worst fears is that Jonathan . . . did this . . . because he knew about Stephen, too.” 
 
    “Oh, he knew that Stephen had always been very fond of you, and he knew you liked the boy, too. What he didn’t know about was the love you shared.” 
 
    “But you knew, so why shouldn’t he?” 
 
    “He was far too young. One needs a lot of extra years, years of experience of reading people, interpreting the nuances of their body movements and their conversation.” Jessica shook her softly permed grey head, setting the gold pendant earrings swinging. “No. I think that once he learned his illness was terminal he began to face up to all the faults he would be carrying when he came to face his Maker.” 
 
    Sue looked puzzled. She had had ample evidence of Jonathan’s kindness in the months leading up to his death, but the idea of him having had some sort of religious awakening seemed a bit far-fetched. 
 
    Jessica read her thoughts. “No, I’m not suggesting he had some holy blinding flash! But when you know you are dying anyway, your priorities can change. His concern was transferred from himself to his family, and to their future.” 
 
    Sue pondered on Jessica’s words, in silence. 
 
    “You have already had problems with young Roddy because of his disturbed background,” Jessica continued. “And knowing how well you and Stephen seemed to like each other, Jonathan may well have hoped that together you could create a new stabilty for the children.” 
 
    Sue nodded to the waitress standing at her shoulder, coffee pot poised. When the girl had gone she said, “You have certainly given me some food for thought. Now you will have to give me time.” 
 
    * 
 
    Two days later, a call from Edna gave Sue something else to think about. 
 
    “Have you heard how Aline is?” 
 
    “No. Why, is she ill?” Sue was standing at the reception desk, checking out the last of the season’s guests. 
 
    “So we understand from the grapevine. We hoped you might have more positive news from her or Bertrand.” 
 
    “I haven’t heard a thing. I’ll call you back if I learn anything.” 
 
    Realising that to telephone would be useless, Sue drove into town as soon as she was able, up to Aline and Bertrand’s house. 
 
    A nurse in starched apron opened the door. “I’m afraid Mr Mitchell is out at present. If you would care to call again later?” 
 
    “It’s my aunt, Mrs Mitchell, I am hoping to see,” Sue smiled sweetly. 
 
    “Oh! Well I have instructions to admit only the doctor, I’m afraid . . .” 
 
    “That would be because Mr Mitchell wasn’t aware I was coming.” 
 
    The nurse stood aside. “Well, I suppose it will be all right.” 
 
    Aline was lying upstairs in bed, almost unrecognisable, her yellow skin pulled taut over sunken features, thin hair cut short, colourless lips stretched over teeth browned with drugs. Her alarmed surprise at the sight of Sue was obvious. “Did Bertrand say you could come?” she croaked. 
 
    “Your nurse let me in,” Sue replied, bending to take her hand, aware of the starched presence behind her. 
 
    Aline’s breathing was a series of short rasps. “Nurse is very good to me. She understands.” She closed her eyes, resting from the effort to talk. Then she gave the woman the semblance of a smile. “You know where those things are.” 
 
    The nurse nodded. 
 
    “Get them, please.” 
 
    Aline was lying on a divan bed. The nurse quickly knelt, lifted the counterpane and opened a drawer. “Here. Is this all?” She handed the patient two towel-wrapped parcels. 
 
    Aline was too weak to hold them, indicating with her eyes that they should be passed to Sue. “Don’t open them now. You had better go before he returns.” 
 
    Recognising Aline’s anxiety, Sue didn’t argue. “Okay, Auntie. I’ll be away. But I will come back.” She bent to kiss the dry forehead, then hurried down the stairs ahead of the nurse. 
 
    “What is it?” Sue hissed. 
 
    “Cancer. Of the pancreas.” 
 
    “But what is all this about her husband?” 
 
    The nurse opened the door and peered out. “You had better go, quickly.” 
 
    Clutching her weird parcels, Sue ran along the pavement to her car to drive directly to St Saviour’s, to John and Edna at Val du Douit. 
 
    All three stood round the table while the parcels were unwrapped, disclosing a small collection of Marie Ozanne’s silver; two Queen Anne candlesticks, a covered entrée dish and miscellaneous cutlery – salad and fish servers, gravy spoons and ladles. And a small box. In it were Marie’s pearls, her diamond crescent brooch, and Aline’s own diamond stud earrings. Stuck in the lid of the box was an envelope. 
 
    “You had better open that,” Sue said, breaking the silence and handing it to John. 
 
    “Why me? She handed it all to you.” 
 
    “Only as courier.” 
 
    There were actually two envelopes, one inside the other, the larger one containing a green-ribboned legal document. “It’s her Will!” John exclaimed unfolding it. “She leaves the obligatory third of her estate to Bertrand, and the remainder to ‘my beloved niece, Suzanne Martel’.” 
 
    Sue stared at him open-mouthed. 
 
    “And what is in there?” Edna indicated the smaller envelope. 
 
    Sue slit it open with her little finger and withdrew a single sheet of spiral notepad, torn roughly from the wire. She recognised the thin scrawl immediately: a pathetic reminder of the once boldly written letters she received from Aline throughout the war. 
 
    ‘My dear Sue, I hope this reaches you. I want you to have these things of Grandma’s and mine. 
 
    They come with my love. 
 
    Auntie Aline.’ 
 
    “I need a drink,” John announced. 
 
    “Make it two.” 
 
    “Three!” 
 
    They sipped Edna’s cooking sherry out of kitchen tumblers. 
 
    “You do realise I have no intention of keeping all this. It belongs to the family. You in particular, Uncle John, as head of the family.” Sue was quite adamant. 
 
    “No!” John sounded equally adamant. “Aline and I never got on; she would hate the thought that you, the only person in her life she ever loved, were handing it over to me, of all people.” 
 
    “I would happily keep her earrings, but Aunt Edna is your wife. She should have Grandma’s jewellery. And these other things,” she picked up a ladle to examine it, “These should be divided amongst all members of the family: Uncle William’s lot in England, and Aunt Ethel’s in New Zealand.” 
 
    John started to argue, but Edna held up a hand. “Half a mo! Aren’t we jumping the gun a bit? Aline may be ill but she is still alive, as far as we know.” 
 
    John and Sue grinned sheepishly. 
 
    “And what’s more, won’t Bertrand challenge that Will? How do we know there isn’t a subsequent one? And,” she waved her hand over the things on the table, “he will want to know where all this has gone. We can’t have him accusing that poor nurse!” 
 
    John looked at Sue. “She is right, you know. Tell you what, why don’t I take all this to Advocate Mahy and let him sort it out. He was Dad’s lawyer before the war.” 
 
    * 
 
    Aline died three days later. 
 
    Much to Bertrand’s fury, Advocate Mahy insisted that all the family should be allowed to attend her funeral and, apart from Bertrand, they all went on to Val du Douit after the ceremony, including William and Ethel who had flown over especially. The elderly widower was also furious about Aline’s Will, but it was her last, so everything was to be shared out as Sue requested. 
 
    They were standing in their old family home, little changed since they had played there as happy, carefree children, when John asked for silence. “I want to propose a toast, folks.” He raised his glass. “Here’s to happy, united families, free from suspicion, bitterness and jealousy. And here’s to Sue, whose generous nature has helped us to attain that freedom.” 
 
    * 
 
    Jessica had volunteered to sit in while Sue went off to Sybil’s dinner party. She was sitting by the fire reading aloud, the three children squatting on the hearth rug in their pyjamas, when car tyres scrunched on the gravel, a door slammed and the bell rang. 
 
    “I’m ready. I’ll get it,” Sue called from her bedroom. Sybil had promised to organise a lift so she wouldn’t have to drive herself in evening shoes. But as she hurried down the hall the door swung open . . . and Stephen stepped inside. 
 
    “Oh! Are you my lift?” Her face turned scarlet; it was the first time she had seen him for months. 
 
    “Do you mind?” 
 
    Did she? She hadn’t a clue but shook her head, anyway. “No. Of course not,” she smiled weakly, mentally cursing Sybil. No doubt she had been planning this all along, but she could have warned her. “I must say goodnight to the children before leaving.” She headed for the sitting room. 
 
    Stephen followed, appreciating her slim figure encased in a slinky green grosgrain suit, her dark hair swinging in soft waves onto her shoulders. 
 
    “Uncle Stephen!” Story forgotten, the children leapt up at him, hugging him and peppering him with questions. 
 
    Jessica remained in her chair, smiling, hoping, fingers lying crossed in her lap. 
 
    The drive to Bordeaux was brief and the conversation general: enquiries about health, parents and business, conveniently occupying the time. 
 
    Sir Gordon opened the door. “Hallo, you two. Good to see you. Let me take your coats. Oh! Thanks very much,” he added as Stephen handed him a bottle of claret. They separated immediately, mingling with other guests. 
 
    “Rat!” Sue hissed at her hostess at the first opportunity. “And you can take that innocent look off your face. It won’t wash!” 
 
    Sybil smothered a giggle. “Well, someone had to do it.” 
 
    The Banks were enthusiastic collectors of antiques, and Sue looked round the dining room with interest at the latest additions. She was seated between Stephen and an old army crony of Gordon’s called Quinton. 
 
    “You are, admittedly, only the second female in your family whom I have met, so far, but tell me, are you all so devastatingly beautiful?” 
 
    Quite a forceful opening gambit, Sue thought, trying to keep her face straight. “Only the legitimate ones,” she responded solemnly, “the others are painfully ugly.” 
 
    Quinton threw back his head and bellowed. 
 
    The meal was perfect and the evening continued as brightly as it began. 
 
    Sue tried to keep her mind off Stephen, the feel of his arm brushing hers, the deep resonance of his voice. Their conversation was limited to general politenesses, chiefly because Quinton was appropriating most of her attention. 
 
    It was not until Stephen was driving her home that he felt able to talk privately. “How have you felt about this evening?” he began. 
 
    “You mean getting out into the social whirl?” 
 
    “With me.” 
 
    It was several moments before she spoke. “Difficult to say.” In the darkness she blushed with the embarrassment of her non-committal reply. 
 
    “Don’t you feel there is anything between us any longer?” 
 
    “I honestly don’t know. My thinking has been so confused since Jonathan died. He was . . . so good and kind, towards the end, and I . . .” 
 
    “. . . felt so guilty?” he prompted. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Me too. Until after the funeral when Collard told us about Jonty’s illness. He always knew I was keen on you, but he couldn’t have minded, otherwise he would never have suggested I should take you out that famous evening.” 
 
    “He never realised how seriously you felt.” 
 
    “Or how seriously you felt, too?” He swung the car off the road onto the grass verge overlooking the sea. “Could you ever feel that seriously again?” 
 
    After a pause she said, “I would like to. We had something so precious, so wonderful, once.” 
 
    “We could again.” He took her hand. “Want to try?” 
 
    “Only if we could start again from the beginning. Not from where we left off. I wasn’t free then; I was cheating my crippled husband, committing adultery.” 
 
    “But . . .” 
 
    “Believe me, I know all the buts, better than anyone. So can you understand why I want a fresh start?” 
 
    “Yes, my dearest Sue. Of course I can. And I promise I won’t rush you. You can have all the time in the world.” 
 
    She felt the gentle caress of his fingers through her glove. “Dearest Stephen. I don’t think I’ll need that long.” 
 
    She leaned across the handbrake to kiss his cheek. 
 
    Suddenly she knew she was free. 
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    I shall sleep, and move with the moving ships, 
 
    Change as the winds change, veer in the tide. 
 
      
 
    The Triumph of Time, Algernon Charles Swinburne 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
    Chapter One – Children’s Games 
 
      
 
    “Another shot like that and you’ll smash Mum’s greenhouse!” Debbie yelled. 
 
    “Eh? What? What did you say?” Sue spluttered. 
 
    “See! You’ve woken her again with your shouting,” Roddy scolded. 
 
    “Can’t you train one of your dogs to fetch the balls when they go out?” Justin frowned across at the Golden Retrievers who were lying at the foot of the verandah steps. 
 
    Troilus, who always knew when someone was talking about him, even when the person was rude enough not to use his name, raised his head to give the offender a critical glare and went back to sleep. Cressida, who never appeared to sleep, and had seen the ball sail over the netting, didn’t move a muscle. 
 
    “Troilus would never do anything so demeaning,” Debbie said, laughing, “And Cressida, who is ball mad, knows she mustn’t touch one which has not been given to her as her own. I’ll get it when this game is over.” 
 
    Suzanne Martel yawned and sat up. “I find watching a tennis ball passing to and fro over a net quite hypnotic.” 
 
    Aunt Filly moved slightly in the rocking chair and nodded. “Though frankly, I fall asleep after lunch almost daily.” 
 
    “And so you should, at your age.” 
 
    “Honestly, Sue! Do you think I’m that old?” 
 
    “You must be about the same age as Dad and he’s been around forever, as far as I’m concerned.” She was making a serious effort to keep her face straight. 
 
    Felicity Warwick’s fading blonde curls flopped forwards as her plump figure trembled into giggles. “Beastly child!” 
 
    “You going to have a game, darling?” Stephen called to Sue as he came off the court. 
 
    “No thanks. I’m just about to go inside and put on the kettle. Who won?” 
 
    “Debbie and Justin, of course. They nearly always do.” 
 
    “Why don’t you have another couple of games? Tea won’t be ready for twenty minutes.” 
 
    Sue spread a cloth on the table on the verandah and left Aunt Filly to set out the plates and cups from the tray, while she prepared a pile of sandwiches and buttered the sliced gache. When she carried out the loaded plates, the older woman had wandered down the garden to search for another stray ball. 
 
    So she sat back on her deckchair to wait for them, shaded from the heat of the June sun by the verandah roof, smiling contentedly. Life was weird. How often, she wondered, casting her mind back to the war years, did things turn out the way one had planned? She would never forget longing for the home and family she had left behind at the time of the evacuation, even though she had been unable to remember what her parents looked like after a while. The excitement as the Allies fought their way back through France, Italy, Russia, Poland and finally Germany to defeat the Nazis. And afterwards the frustrating months of waiting to return to Guernsey, the joy of sailing into St Peter Port Harbour on the Fourth of August, 1945, and the mutual shock of reunion with Dad and Mum. 
 
    It had been so hard to understand, after five years in an emotional desert, that an essential ingredient of family life was the give and take, the accepting of responsibility towards the family unit. Mutual respect and understanding. And, unfortunately, Dad and Mum, in particular, having parted with a child of ten, took over the reins where they left off. Whilst she, having had sole charge of her own destiny for five years, had returned to the island a comparatively mature young woman, although only fifteen. The same age as her own daughter, Stephanie, was now. 
 
    Yes. And was their relationship any better than hers had been with her own parents? One could only work on it! 
 
    “Oh, beauty, Stephen! Lovely shot,” Sue called as her husband powered a forehand drive down the tramlines past his stepdaughter. What a happy coincidence it was that, like Debbie, he was so keen on tennis: keen enough to be enthusiastic about buying this house with a court in the back garden. 
 
    Stephen hadn’t tried to persuade her to sell the property overlooking Port Grat, the beautiful old family farmhouse that she and Jonathan had turned into a charming hotel. He had not needed to: the joy of its conversion had turned to such anguish after Jonathan’s accident, which had changed his character almost overnight from the gregarious, loving man she had married into a morose bully. And although when he had learned he was terminally ill Jonathan reverted to the sweet, loving partner he had once been, nevertheless to live in a place filled with such memories would be too painful. 
 
    And anyway, Stephen wasn’t an hotelier, he was an architect. 
 
    The estate agent had put a lunatic value on the hotel . . . and some lunatic promptly paid the asking price! She still hadn’t got over their good fortune though she and Stephen had been married now for six years. 
 
    Aunt Filly waited till the current game ended before throwing the ball back over the wire, then she bounced back across the narrow strip of lawn to the house. “Debbie is phenomenally good,’ she commented. ‘Her timing is brilliant.” 
 
    “Yes. That’s what her coach says. Thank goodness we were able to find him: he’s done wonders for her. Completely changed her grip for a start.” Sue turned her head at the sound of footsteps scrunching on the gravel and waved a greeting as Justin’s parents appeared round the side of the house. “Hello! Welcome. You’re just in time for tea!” 
 
    “Hoped we’d judged it right. Got anymore of that gorgeous chocolate sponge?” Johnny Tetchworth guffawed. He was tall and pompous, adopting an unconvincing Oxford accent which became louder with the level of alcohol he consumed, lapsing into the vernacular more frequently. Sue and Stephen found him hard to stomach at times, but the Tetchworth’s were neighbours and Hilary, his wife, was genuinely upper crust, charming and unassuming. Sue had often speculated on how such a nice woman had ever come to marry Johnny. And stuck it out for so long. Justin was a first-class tennis player and despite the fact that Deborah was only fourteen, they made a splendid pair on court. 
 
    “Come and sit down.” Sue indicated the empty chairs. “Afraid you will have to put up with a cream and jam sponge today, Johnny. Made this morning.” 
 
    “I guess we’ll survive. What?” he turned to Aunt Filly, hand extended. “So nice to see you again, Mrs Warwick.” 
 
    The players left the court; Roddy and Debbie to sprawl on the verandah steps while Stephen handed out sandwiches and Sue poured tea. 
 
    * 
 
    Stephanie drifted in the front door and headed through the house to peer out of the dining room window at the assembled company. Only one person interested her – Justin. At almost twenty he was nearly five years her senior, which definitely added to his attraction, which was already considerable: blond wavy hair, intensely blue eyes which devoured one, he was the handsomest creature she had ever seen, and the sight of those long, tanned muscular legs lured her out to join the party. 
 
    Sue glanced up and smothered a sigh. If her own mother had still been alive she would undoubtedly have said that Stephanie was “asking for it!” Tall and skinny, the girl’s soft amber eyes squinted through a long curtain of brown, wavy hair. The siren look. The tops of her thighs emerged from the pelmet which masquarded as a skirt. “Hello, dear. Are you joining us for tea?” 
 
    “That’s why I’m here, Mother dear.” The reply was as sarcastic as it was untrue. 
 
    Sue watched her sit beside Justin on the rail, and turned to glance at Debbie. Justin was the younger sister’s idol. 
 
    Fortunately Debbie was occupied with fondling Troilus, nuzzling her short red curls into his neck. The dog grunted happily and rolled onto his back for more. 
 
    ‘Have you done your prep yet?’ Roddy asked the younger girl. 
 
    “No. It’s only history and geography revision. I’ll do it in bed tonight.” 
 
    Her brother frowned at her, sweeping the straight, platinum-blond hair off his forehead impatiently. “Really, Debs, you are hopeless. You don’t give yourself a chance in the exams.” Set in his thin, pallid face, his pale blue eyes were almost hidden under serious brows. 
 
    “And if you practised a bit you might be able to hit a tennis ball over the net occasionally,” she snapped back. Deborah was really very fond of her siblings, but Roddy could be far too stuffy and intense at times. 
 
    “Anybody home?” a voice rang through the house. 
 
    “It’s Richard!” Sue put down the teapot and jumped up to greet her brother and his wife Anne, Aunt Filly’s daughter, and baby Derek. Sue grinned happily, always pleased to be surrounded by family and friends. 
 
    “Heard the news?” Richard demanded, emerging through the French windows. “Frank Chichester is nearly home with Gypsy Moth.” He lived and breathed the sea. Boats were his business, his life, and he was totally awed by this senior citizen’s achievement, the first yachtsman to sail single-handed around the world. “Don’t forget to watch it on the early evening news. A huge flotilla will go out to meet him. Don’t you just wish you could be there?” 
 
    “Not as much as you do,” his brother-in-law commented. 
 
    “Are you into sailing?” Stephanie asked Justin, trying to draw his attention. 
 
    “Sure. As long as someone else does all the hard work. Though I do prefer power boating.” He helped himself to another slice of gache, the local sweet bread full of mixed, dried fruits. “I never see you on the tennis court. Don’t you play?” 
 
    “Far too energetic for me,” the fifteen-year-old drawled, sweeping aside a lock of hair, with studied nonchalance. 
 
    “Want another game, Debs?” Justin asked. 
 
    Deborah crammed the last mouthful of sponge into her mouth and jumped up, eagerly. 
 
    Stephanie ground her teeth and drifted upstairs to her bedroom. 
 
    * 
 
    Built a short distance inland from L’Ancresse Common, La Rocquette de Bas was a very ordinary Edwardian house to which two or three generations of owners had done some extraordinary things: things which the authorities would doubtless ban, nowadays. The wooden verandah for example, which ran across the entire width of the rear of the building. And the miscellaneous wings either side that had probably begun life as garages or sheds. One was now an extension of the sitting room in the front while the rear was partitioned off as a study leading from the dining room. The other wing, through a door from the kitchen, served as both conservatory and utility. A simple family house built of plastered stone with a pantiled roof, it was painted white with black window frames and doors, and black chimney pots that made Sue think of housemaids’ stockings. Not that people had housemaids any more. Just dailies. 
 
    Suzanne Martel had loved the house from the moment she first saw it, and had no difficulty in convincing Stephen it would be a perfect home for them and her children. With fresh paint and wallpaper, carpets and curtains they had imposed their own characters and lifestyle on the old place. And now they had a little boy between them, Bobbie, who was, at this moment, at a friend’s birthday party. Sue glanced at the kitchen clock as she carried in the tea things: she would have to leave in ten minutes to collect him. Darling little chap, so like his Daddy. 
 
    Sue moved gracefully around the kitchen, putting the remains of the cake away in its old Quality Street Toffee tin, stacking the dishes in a plastic bowl of hot water in the sink. A tall woman of thirty-seven, she had inherited her mother’s attractive high cheek-bones, and dark brown hair together with her father’s sea-green eyes. They were lively, humorous eyes, full of fun and the laughter which often bubbled to the surface in solemn moments; overly serious people, pompous, full of self-image and importance, invariably sent her hastening for cover to hide her amusement and avoid offence. An accidental glance at Aunt Filly, or at Stephen, or Debbie, could set them off into gales of laughter. Never with Roderick of course: he found all matters in life very serious and toilsome. Even as a small child playing with his train set he tackled the layout of track and stations with an earnestness which sometimes troubled his mother. 
 
    As his sisters troubled him. Stephanie was an ardent fun-seeker: she surrounded herself with friends, at least half of them male, and squandered her considerable brain power on pop music and Beatlemania. And recently her clothes . . .! He was sometimes so embarrassed he would pretend he didn’t know her. Of course the feeling was mutual, but he couldn’t help regarding her as a total let-down to the family. He was sure his father would not approve if he was alive today. 
 
    Roddy was very fond of his younger sister, Deborah. There was no doubt she was a brilliant tennis player for her age, for any age in fact, but he did wish she would work a bit harder at school. The trouble was she could not bear the mildest criticism; every time he suggested she study a bit more her grin would fade, often to be replaced by a sudden rage. A typical redhead’s temper. 
 
    “Shall I fetch Bobbie?” Stephen asked from the doorway. 
 
    “Would you, my darling? It would be a great help if I could finish the washing up and get on with preparing supper.” 
 
    He crossed the room to stand behind her at the sink, circle her waist with his arms and plant a kiss on the back of her neck. “Happy?” he asked. 
 
    She turned her face to rub her cheek against his. “You know I am.” 
 
    * 
 
    Sue finished reading about Noddy and Big Ears and put the book down on Bobbie’s bedside table. She was sure he was asleep, lying there with his small fist curled under his cheek. According to Stephen’s mother, Julia, the child was the spitting image of his father at this age. She stroked the black hair from his forehead, kissed him and tiptoed to the door. 
 
    “Can we go on the beach tomorrow, Mummy?” a small, sleepy voice begged as she switched out the light. 
 
    “Depends on the weather, darling. The forecast isn’t too good.” 
 
    “Please, Mummy?” 
 
    “We’ll have to wait and see if it’s raining in the morning. We can’t sit on the beach in the rain, can we?” 
 
    “We won’t feel it if we’re swimming.” It seemed a perfectly logical argument to a six-year-old. 
 
    Sue could never remember it raining on L’Ancresse during her childhood: throughout the war years in North Wales her precious memories of L’Ancresse and Bordeaux beaches, of the sweet dry scent of purple common vetch and yellow meadow vetchling they called Lady’s Slippers, which sprawled, short and stunted, over the mounds and hillocks of L’Ancresse Common, buffeted by sand on the salt breeze, never included a drop of rain. She’d recall only lying on hard, dry sandy tussocks, peering at the distance view made weird through the wavering heat haze. Strange how selective a child’s memory could be. She mustn’t forget to ask her father, sometime, if his memories of childhood were similar. 
 
    * 
 
    Greg Gaudion, Sue’s father, watched his friend’s second at the long fifteenth hole on L’Ancresse golf course skim low over the fairway, skirt the treacherous hollow on the left and finish nicely teed up fifteen yards short of the green. He hissed in disgust. “George, that was a real daisy-cutter, and just look where it’s ended up!” 
 
    “Yes, I thought it best to aim for that mound,” George said, loftily. 
 
    “Liar,” Greg commented, wondering if his third shot would reach the green with a seven iron. He couldn’t see any justice in this game. When they took up golf together six years ago, he had paid out a fortune in lessons. Tall, broad-shouldered and muscular despite his greying hair, he knew he was a natural sportsman, had been all his life, and he also knew he had a good swing, kept his head down and a straight left side . . . and yet his lifelong friend, George Schmit, who had only ever had one lesson, held his driver like a axe, crouched and swung at the ball as though attempting to hack down a tree, and achieved far better score cards. 
 
    George, short, stout but rugged, fought to keep a straight face. “I repeat, I’m willing to give you some lessons any time, and I won’t ask a penny for them.” 
 
    “I hate to think of you wasting your valuable advice on me,” Greg said sarcastically. “Why don’t you make your offer to the pro. I’m sure he’d appreciate it.” 
 
    “Greg, you’re all heart. Oh dear,” he stopped beside Greg’s ball nestling in a hole, “You’ve put it in a divot.” 
 
    Greg stooped to snatch up a few strands of vetch and tossed them into the wind, not that the information they gave would do him much good. “Gone round to the west, I see.” He eyed the dark front filling the sky from the Atlantic. “Reckon we’ll make it back to the club before that gets here?” 
 
    “Depends on how many more times you have to hit the ball.” This time George couldn’t prevent a grin speading over his weathered features. 
 
    “Fortunately L’Ancresse Common is one of my most favourite places on earth. Otherwise I’d never come out here with you, you old beggar!” Greg truly loved the place: the wildness of it, the winds you had to lean into at an angle to avoid being blown off your feet, the bracken and brambles, the old rocks and dolmen covered in lichen, the scent of gorse . . . sadly over-powered at the moment by the stench of oil on the beach from the Torry Canyon disaster. 
 
    “Beggar, possibly,” George conceded. “But not old, surely?” 
 
    “They say you’re only as old as you feel, and right this minute I feel ninety.” 
 
    “I wonder how old Frank Chichester felt when he finished his trip? Wasn’t that great?” 
 
    “Shows there’s life in some old dogs.” 
 
    * 
 
    “I’ve packed a picnic lunch, Steps. We are all going down to L’Ancresse for the day,” Sue announced. It was a perfect Sunday in August, only a slight heat haze softened the shadows cast by the sun and hid Alderney from view. 
 
    “Oh. But I don’t have to come, do I?” Stephanie was lying draped across an armchair in the sitting room, legs dangling over one arm. 
 
    “The whole family are coming, darling.” 
 
    “Well then you’ll have lots of company. Couldn’t, you leave my sandwiches in the kitchen?” 
 
    Sue groaned inwardly. “Why don’t you want to be with us? You used to love the beach.” 
 
    “It’s not that I don’t want to be with you all,” her fingers were crossed behind the straggling hair, “I just don’t feel like going out.” She wished her mother would leave her alone. She was old enough to make up her own mind what she wanted to do, and going on the beach and making sandcastles with Bobbie was not her first choice. Nor even her fiftieth choice. 
 
    Sue found it so difficult to understand her elder daughter sometimes. She was going through a very awkward phase at the moment. At least she prayed it was just a phase. Should she try to persuade the girl? It would be very easy to lure her along by saying that the Tetchworths were going to join them, but hardly fair. Justin was Debbie’s friend, though of course that was all; just a friend. Neverthless, it would be a shame to distract him away from his tennis partner which would undoubtedly be Stephanie’s intention. “You don’t want to spend the whole day alone here. Would you like to invite Caroline along?” Caroline was an off and on friend, spoilt daughter of wealthy English settlers, who appeared only to want Step’s company if nothing more interesting was on offer. 
 
    “She’s going to Herm for the day on her father’s boat.” The girl sat up, tossing her magazine onto the floor. “I wish Uncle Stephen would get a boat.” Though her three children were very young when her first husband died, Sue had never suggested they referred to Stephen as their father. 
 
    “Boats are too expensive to run, especially when you have a large family to support. Are you sure you don’t want to come?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    Sue shrugged. “Very well. I’ll leave your lunch on a plate in the fridge.” In a way she was relieved: the irritation of watching Steps mooching around sulking all day would spoil the picnic for everyone. 
 
    “Are we walking across the common to the beach, or taking the car?” Stephen called from the utility when he heard her return to the kitchen. He was assembling rugs and towels. 
 
    “Let’s take the car, we’ve far too much stuff to carry. Roddy and Debbie can cycle which will make a bit more room.” 
 
    Debbie’s red curls popped round the kitchen doorpost. “Okay if I go with Justin in his car? He’s taking it so we can pop back for a set of tennis if we feel like it.” 
 
    “Will there be room for me?” Roddy joined her. 
 
    “Well, it is only meant to be a two seater.” 
 
    Her brother, who had not yet acquired four wheels although he was old enough to drive, looked disapproving. When he got a car it would not be some dangerous-looking sports job which could decapitate you if you rolled it at the speeds Justin enjoyed. “Perhaps, Mum, you wouldn’t mind taking my bathing things in the car. I need a new saddlebag.” 
 
    “Bobbie,” Stephen called as he opened the car door for the prancing dogs, “Where’s your shrimping net?” 
 
    “With my bucket,” the little one replied from the garden. 
 
    “Well, put them by the car.” 
 
    “I can’t. I don’t know where they are.” 
 
    Debbie giggled. “I’ll help him look for them.” 
 
    * 
 
    Stephen wriggled down on the rug and lay his head in Sue’s lap. “I’m absolutely stuffed,” he murmured. “Those were gorgeous sandwiches. What was in them?” 
 
    Sue wrinkled her nose at him, making her sunglasses bounce. “Egg mayonnaise, ham, tongue, salad. You name it. I don’t know which you had.” 
 
    “Anything I could get into my mouth before Troilus willed me into sharing it.” 
 
    Having checked the entire party for fallen titbits, the dog returned to his chosen rockpool where he lay in the cool, chin on a large boulder. Cressida stood over another pool, ears perked forwards, snout at the ready to pounce on passing cabous. 
 
    “Daddy! Do you want to come shrimping?” Bobbie asked. 
 
    Stephen groaned. “I’d love to,” he lied, “But do you mind if I have a little nap first?” 
 
    “All right.” The sun-tanned child stood in front of his father in a little red bathing suit, white cotton hat tugged on to his head, askew. “How long?” he sighed. “Five minutes?” 
 
    “Fifteen,” Stephen bargained. 
 
    “Ten,” Bobbie pleaded. 
 
    “Done.” 
 
    There was a distinct huff from under the little sunhat. After all, ten minutes was nearly half the afternoon. 
 
    “Shall we take him shrimping?” Debbie whispered to Justin. 
 
    Shrimping was not Justin’s scene. He rolled away from his tennis partner. “You take him. I need a snooze.” 
 
    * 
 
    The tide was rising fast by the time they all returned to their picnic spot from their cricket match on the sand. Sue was feeling particularly proud of herself having caught Johnny Tetchworth off his third ball. Justin had clean bowled his mother after she had scored twenty-one runs – she had played cricket at her boarding school and was quite good. Aunt Filly stumped Roddy, quite by accident, but was delighted with all the praise from her team mates, and Debbie and her grandfather, Greg, were the top scoring partnership until hopeful enthusiasm had her run out, leaving Greg on twenty-nine not out and ankle deep in water. 
 
    “Let’s move the gear on to a higher level and then swim off the corner rocks by the cabou pool as it fills,” Stephen suggested. Everyone agreed and started to pack their things, except Bobbie who was shrimping again, and Troilus and Cressida who maintained a watching brief to ascertain whether the next action would be in the water, which they loved, or in line of food, which they loved even more. 
 
    A long path of pinkening sunlight shimmered across the bay to the group of swimmers, as the great orb sank towards supper time. Thin wisps of cloud were painted across its face, underlining the stillness of the evening, little birds were chirruping in the brambles above the beach, and far out on the rocky headland gulls were mewling. 
 
    Greg floated as though sitting in an armchair, with young Bobbie clinging to his shoulders. He was wishing that his beloved Sarah could have lived to enjoy this precious time with their grandchildren. Debbie watched her Adonis climb on to a rock, make an easy, shallow dive and swim towards her with lazy, effortless strokes. 
 
    Aunt Filly stood on a rocky outcrop to throw Cressida’s ball into the water. The slim Golden Retriever bitch leapt from the rock to swim after it, grab it, and return to Filly for another throw. Filly slid into the water with a squeal of cold shock, hurled the ball as far as she could without ducking herself, then made for a distant rock where Hilary Tetchworth sat contemplating the evening sun. 
 
    The sunset was still warm on Sue’s face. It had been a gorgeous day, one of those still hot days when one heard strange rumblings almost like distant thunder, together with tremors, known locally as Les Canons des Isles. A happy family day. Stephen was treading water beside her. Feeling his hands caress her skin, Sue was reminded of that other time, so many years ago, when they had first made love in the sea off the Buttes. Underwater, their legs entwined and, as his mouth sought hers, she hoped the gathering dusk would conceal their continuing lust for each other. 
 
    Afterwards, with jumpers pulled over their heads and huddled together for warmth, they pooled the remaining food and flasks of tea, while the tide lapped and turned just a few feet below them. 
 
    There was a faint, snoring sound. Bobbie was fast asleep, wrapped in his bathing towel between his parents. 
 
    * 
 
    Driving down the road towards La Rocquette de Bas, the peace and tranquillity of the evening was shattered by the Beatles. Ringo Starr’s drums reverberated through the neighbourhood from Stephanie’s open window. 
 
    Sue shook her head. “I don’t believe this,” she muttered. “She’ll waken the dead!” 
 
    “Who is going up to turn it off? You or me?” Stephen asked. 
 
    “You,” Sue said very promptly. “She’s going through a phase of ignoring anything I say. And anyway, I’ve got to put this little chap to bed.” She smiled down at the child asleep on her lap. 
 
    Stephen was reluctant to enforce discipline on his stepchildren but knew he must back Sue, not duck his responsibilities towards her first brood. He strode upstairs and along the landing to the offending noise and knocked on the door. There was no response so he went in, straight to the turntable and switched it off. 
 
    “Hey!” Stephanie protested angrily, rolling off her bed. “What do you think you’re doing?” 
 
    “What’s more to the point is what do you think YOU are doing? That racket can be heard for miles. You really must show a little consideration for others.” 
 
    “Like not charging into other people’s rooms and interfering with their things.” 
 
    “Don’t take that tone with me, young lady!” 
 
    “Why not? You’re not my father. I don’t have to put up with this.” 
 
    “I am in loco parentis and therefore you do have to put up with it.” 
 
    Stephanie ignored him and replaced the needle. 
 
    “Very well, if that’s your attitude you leave me with no alternative.” Stephen switched off at the wall, removed the plug from it’s socket and, with his penknife, cut through the wire, pocketing the plug. 
 
    A stream of tearful abuse followed him down the stairs. 
 
    * 
 
    “Do you think there’s any chance she’ll grow out of this phase?” Sue asked Sybil. She had always idolised her older cousin, was ecstatic that she had returned to live in the island, and loved to pop in for tea and gossip whenever she could get away from her domestic scene at La Rocquette de Bas. 
 
    At forty-nine, Lady Sybil Banks remained enchantingly beautiful: shoulder-length blonde hair, fading only slightly, the Gaudion green eyes lively under thick honey lashes, while high cheek-bones and full lips, together with a statuesque figure, belied her age. Having joined the ATS at the beginning of the war and proved herself a competent driver, she had been assigned to Brigadier Gordon Banks as chauffeur . . . and eventually accepted his proposal of marriage. He rose to General, was duly knighted and when he retired they bought the old family home from the Gaudion estate, installed some overdue modern improvements and settled happily into island life. Although Gordon was more than twenty years her senior, Sybil sometimes found it hard to keep up with his almost youthful enthusiasm for life. He was a large man with a shock of white hair and bristling moustache, but was entertaining and unassuming company. 
 
    A wristful of narrow gold bangles tinkled as Sybil poured another cup of tea each. “Of course she will, providing you don’t get your knickers in a twist every time she flexes her wing muscles,” she laughed. “Don’t get so uptight, Sue. Stephanie is preparing to fly the nest. It’s a natural process that we’ve all been through.” 
 
    “Have we?” Sue looked dubious. 
 
    “No. Come to think of it I don’t suppose you did. You fell out of your nest at the tender age of ten.” 
 
    The troubled mother laughed. “You can say that again! And went through agonies trying to scramble back in again after the war.” She grimaced. “Failed miserably.” 
 
    “Do you ever think back to how awful it must have been for your parents, losing you twice? They must have been shattered when their darling little girl returned and they realised she bore no resemblance to the one who had evacuated in 1940.” 
 
    “The whole concept struck home quite forcibly when first Roddy, then Steps reached the age of ten. It must have been sheer hell for Mummy.” Sue sipped her tea and gazed into the flames in the grate. “But I had never thought about her losing me twice, till now when you mentioned it. You’re right. It must have seemed like that to her. And to Dad in a way, though I always thought he was far more philosphical and understanding.” 
 
    “Greg is a far more laid back character than Sarah was. Then most men are on emotional topics.” 
 
    “Mmm.” Sue nodded, thinking what a calming influence Stephen was. “Most of the time. But there was one almighty bust up a couple of months ago when Stephen finally gave up trying with Steph and cut the plug off her turntable.” 
 
    It was Sybil’s turn to laugh. “That must have reduced the pop volume, somewhat.” 
 
    “Temporarily. Why they have to deafen themselves and everyone around them I cannot think. Much of it isn’t music, anyway.” 
 
    “To fill the void between their ears, I imagine. But it’s the ghastly, Carnaby Street clothes that the kids are all wearing now that defeat me. They are so grossly and deliberately ugly.” 
 
    “Who are you two gels tearing to pieces today?” demanded Sir Gordon from the sitting room doorway. 
 
    “Youth is the target. Modern youth.” Sue told him. 
 
    “Ain’t what it was in our day, huh?” He lowered his bulk into an armchair. “Any more tea in that pot?” 
 
    “Of course, darling. I brought in an extra cup in case you joined us.” Sybil poured, then passed him the plate of tiny sandwiches. 
 
    “I’ve come over for a moan about my elder daughter, Stephanie,” Sue explained. 
 
    “Roderick is the oldest, isn’t he?” Gordon asked. 
 
    Sue nodded. “And Debbie the youngest.” 
 
    “Then she’s probably suffering from middle-child-itis.” 
 
    “Is there such a thing?” 
 
    “Definitely. My mother used the term to my father to excuse my more appalling bouts of behaviour as a boy.” He stared at her with a very serious expression. “I don’t suppose you were aware that I ever was one.” 
 
    Sue returned the stare. “We-ell, now you come to mention it . . .” She tilted her head on one side, grinning. “Anyway, I can’t imagine you behaving that badly.” 
 
    “Huh!” Sybil snorted. “Why the devil do you think they shoved him into the army, if it wasn’t a last ditch attempt to knock him into shape?” 
 
    “Really?” Sue brightened. “I wonder if that would work with Stephanie?” 
 
    The general shook his head. “Doesn’t work with women,” he teased, with a sly look at his wife. “There’s the proof.” 
 
    * 
 
    The subject of this discussion arrived home from school in a bad mood. Another bad mood. Miss Clarke had given her a Conduct Refusal for talking with Vanessa in class. Admittedly she had had three warnings, but that didn’t mean it was fair to make her go back to school on Thursday afternoon. She had arranged to go for a walk with Tony – now someone else would snap him up. And he was so-o gorgeous. Together with a gang of her classmates, she had met him down at the bus terminus in Town. An insurance clerk sent to collect tickets from the airline offices on the South Esplanade, Tony was only too happy to chat up the bunch of girls in their attractively short gymslips. One girl who seemed to be older than the others – she was certainly the tallest – looked at him in a way that left him hopeful of making serious headway with her. When he asked her if she would like to go for a walk next Thursday she had not hesitated. They were to meet again at the terminus and walk down to the Bathing Places, if it wasn’t raining or blowing an easterly gale. In which case there was always the back row of the cinema. 
 
    Stephanie tore off her uniform and slung it at the chair: it missed and fell in a heap on the floor where it would remain until next morning, unless Mum came in and made a fuss. But Mum was out at the moment. Good, it must be Bobbie’s Cubs night. She rummaged in her schoolbag for the Beatles single that Caroline had lent her, put it on the turntable and turned the volume up to maximum. 
 
    She was eating a large sandwich in front of the television in the sitting room when her brother came in. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” Roddy shouted from the door. 
 
    “Eh? What’s that?” 
 
    He strode angrily across the room to press the Off button. 
 
    His sister shrieked. “Put it on again, I’m watching!” 
 
    “You’re welcome to watch when you’ve been upstairs and turned off that beastly racket. You cannot possible have both on at the same time.” 
 
    “I most certainly can! Go away and mind your own business, Bossy Boots.” She leapt out of her chair, barged him out of the way and switched on again. 
 
    Before she got back to her sandwich he had turned off again. “When the whole house is rocking with vibrations from your darned pop music, it is my business. I cannot concentrate on homework when I’m being deafened.” He strained an ear towards the door. “Isn’t that the phone?” 
 
    “I’ll get it.” The girl hurried to the door. “It’s probably for me.” 
 
    “You can bet your sweet life on that!” 
 
    “Hallo?” 
 
    “Stephanie?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Hilary Tetchworth. Could you possibly lower the volume, please? I’ve been trying to talk to my mother on the phone, she’s in England you know, and I cannot hear a word she is saying.” The voice was polite and moderated but the irritation was clearly evident. 
 
    “Oh! Sorry,” was the curt answer, “I’ll do it now,” and the receiver was promptly replaced. “Silly old bag. Why didn’t she close her windows.” By the time Stephanie reached the top of the stairs Paperback Writer had been reduced several decibels . . . by Roddy. For once his sister didn’t complain. 
 
    * 
 
    “I do wish there were some indoor tennis courts over here,” Deborah moaned. “Whenever I get a chance to play in the winter it’s always pouring with rain.” 
 
    “Sod’s Law,” Stephanie explained, spreading her porridge evenly over the plate without actually eating. 
 
    “Why don’t you play badminton during the winter season?” Roddy suggested. 
 
    “Because it would wreck my game. Totally different action.” 
 
    “Oh.” He turned over the page of English Political History without actually listening to the reply. 
 
    “Please don’t read at the table, dear,” Sue admonished. “Against the house rules.” 
 
    “I suppose our conversation is not sufficiently intelligent for him.” Stephanie pushed her plate aside. 
 
    “Yours certainly isn’t!” 
 
    “What is the matter with you all this morning?” their mother demanded. “No one has made one pleasant remark yet!” 
 
    Deborah pushed back her chair to run and hug Sue from behind. “Darling Mumsie! Are we all being perfectly horrid?” 
 
    “Oh, spare us the mush!” her sister muttered. 
 
    “Anyone want a lift in to school?” Stephen got up from the table. 
 
    “Yes please!” Deborah pranced after him to the door. 
 
    Stephanie looked out at the October rain, debating whether to get soaked waiting at the bus stop or forego the possible pleasure of seeing David on the bus and arrive at school dry. Well, David wasn’t that attractive anyway. “Yes, I’ll come with you if you like.” 
 
    Sue glanced up at Stephen to assess his reaction to the condescending offer. Apart from the suspicion of a wink, his expression didn’t change. She smiled with relief. He was such a dear. And everything would be so marvellous if only Steph would be a bit nicer to everyone. And if Roddy wouldn’t treat all life’s little incidents like major disasters, and if Debbie would only take up some other sport in the winter instead of mooching round the house looking totally lost. 
 
    Still, they were just one, big, happy family. 
 
    Weren’t they? 
 
    And so lucky. One never knew where tragedy would strike next: it was hard to believe a whole year had passed since the Aberfan disaster last October. Even now her eyes would fill with tears when she recalled hearing it on the news – a whole generation of village children had died, one hundred and sixteen of them, crushed and suffocated to death under an avalanche of coal slag. 
 
    * 
 
    “Please help me get the extra leaves into the dining-table before you go off, dears.” Sue poured milk over her cornflakes, and waited. 
 
    There was no response. 
 
    “Well! Don’t all shout at once!” 
 
    “I can’t keep Justin waiting. He’s coming round with some friends for tennis.” Debbie grabbed her toast and pushed back her chair. “So if you’ll excuse me . . .?” 
 
    Roddy was frowning. “It won’t take long, will it? I must get back to work.” 
 
    Sue studied the dark rings under his eyes and his pallid complexion. “I really do think you should take Sundays off, darling. You’re not getting enough rest.” 
 
    “What do you need to expand the table for, anyway?” Stephanie asked. 
 
    “Lunch. Granpa, Richard and Anne are coming with little Derek. And Uncle John and Aunt Edna. So there will be ten of us.” 
 
    “Nine,” Stephanie corrected. “I’m going out.” 
 
    “I’d like you to be here for the meal. Granpa does love to see you and you never go round to Les Mouettes to visit him.” 
 
    “What we having for lunch, Mummy?” piped up the youngest breakfaster. 
 
    “Are you thinking of the next meal already!” his step-sister demanded. “You haven’t finished this one yet!” 
 
    “I’ve got a lovely big sirloin, Bobbie. That’s beef. And we’ll have roast potatoes, Yorkshire pudding and vegetables.” 
 
    “Followed by your special apple crumble and custard?” Stephen said hopefully. 
 
    “Yes! Yes, please, Mummy,” Bobbie put his vote behind his father’s. “It’s my favourite.” 
 
    “Okay. Okay!” Sue held up her hands in surrender. “Now, may I make myself quite clear. I need help with the table, first thing, and I require everyone at the table, looking clean and respectable, at one o’clock.” 
 
    “But Mum . . .” 
 
    “No buts!” 
 
    “That’s not fair.” Roddy exploded. “You don’t need us all to do the table. I’ve got work to do. Steph does nothing all day except dress herself up like a tart.” 
 
    “I do not! And you wouldn’t know what a tart looks like. You’re utterly sexless!” 
 
    Sue was about to boil over when she happened to catch Stephen’s blank expression. His mouth was twitching and suddenly she saw the funny side, too. 
 
    “It’s not funny, Mummy!” Stephanie said severely. 
 
    Which opened the floodgates, tears of laughter running down her mother’s face. “You’re not sitting where I am, my darling!” 
 
    * 
 
    “Hope I’m not late.” Greg poked his head round the kitchen door. 
 
    “No, you’re the first to arrive. Was Stephen still at the nineteenth when you left?” 
 
    “Yes. He and his fourball came into the clubhouse sometime after us. It was bitterly cold on the golf course today.” 
 
    “Well, it is nearly the end of November. How Debbie and her friends can play tennis in this weather I cannot imagine.” 
 
    “And where are the others?” He loved seeing his grandchildren growing up. 
 
    “Oh, they’ll be here shortly.” Sue prayed she was right. “I am afraid that Debbie has a double dose of your tennis bug. Look, you can see them out there on the court.” 
 
    Greg stood watching through the window, across the kitchen sink, while Sue poured the Yorkshire pudding batter into a baking tray. “She has some magnificent ground strokes. Lucky girl to have had the opportunity of good tuition to start her off. Never had a lesson in my life so I was doomed to remain an also-ran.” 
 
    “Daddy! You can’t complain! You and Mummy had the most marvellous fun out of your social tennis.” 
 
    “Yes. We had endless fun together.” Which wasn’t quite true. He sighed, because it had ended, far too soon. Sarah had died so young. Only in her fifties. Ten whole years ago, and still he grieved for her. 
 
    “Hallo, Granpa. Would you like me to show you my Spitfire?” 
 
    Greg rumpled Bobbie’s dark hair. “I was hoping you would. Best aircraft ever invented, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” the six year old responded gravely, while he cleared a space on the kitchen table for a runway. 
 
    The front door knocker thumped and the door opened. “May we come in?” 
 
    “Hallo, Edna! Come through. Dad and I are in the kitchen.” Sue whipped off her frilly apron and kissed her aunt. “Hallo, Uncle John, how are you?” 
 
    “Happy in anticipation of what’s cooking! Smells delicious.” John Ozanne, her mother’s eldest sibling, was, like his brothers, short, fat and bald. It had been a great regret of his father’s that the sons of the family had inherited their mother’s stature while the girls had all been tall like himself. John’s miserable first marriage had ended when his wife and children evacuated in 1940. Mary had been a depressing and depressed character who suddenly came to life in a munitions factory where she worked with her sister, and by the time the war ended she had no intention of returning. Meanwhile, released from her depressing influence, John’s heart was touched by romance with Edna Quevatre who had a most uplifting effect on him. From being serious and morose he developed a great sense of humour, a love of life, not least due to Edna’s excellent cooking, and as soon as he and Mary were divorced after the war, the lovers were wed. He reached up to kiss his tall niece, then grasped Greg’s hand. “Good to see you, young feller. Been out on the golf course trying to catch pneumonia this morning?” 
 
    Greg punched him playfully in the stomach. “About time you thought of taking some exercise, old chap. Soon you’ll be putting one arm and one leg in your trousers, one arm and one leg in your Guernsey, and no one will know the difference.” 
 
    “Ah! He always was a cheeky young beggar,” John told the women. 
 
    Richard and Anne arrived next, with baby Derek, who captivated his aunt and great-aunt with his laughter, until Anne settled him into his highchair and quietened him with a toy. 
 
    Sue opened the kitchen window. “Debbie!” she called. “I’m dishing up in ten minutes.” 
 
    “This should be the last game,” the bouncy redhead replied, her words carrying away on the wind. 
 
    Stephen came in. “Boy, that smells good.” 
 
    Sue hurried to kiss him. “Have a good game, darling?” 
 
    “Terrible. I was on the beach at the third. Lost two balls in the water on the ninth and tenth . . . I was darned if I was wading in after them in this weather. Plus I found every divot on the course.” 
 
    Sue laughed. “But the beer was good. I can smell it!” 
 
    “True. I’ll just nip upstairs and change. Won’t be more than two minutes.” 
 
    “Tell Roddy and Steps to come on down, will you?” 
 
    Stephen raised his eyes to the ceiling. “I can but try.” 
 
    There remained one empty place at the dining table when Stephen finished carving and everyone had been served with vegetables and crisp chunks of Yorkshire pudding. 
 
    “Shall I pop this into the oven for you to keep warm, Sue?” Edna pushed back her chair. 
 
    “Sweet of you, dear, but no thanks,” Sue said firmly. “She should be here any moment.” 
 
    Stephanie made her entrance ten minutes later, convinced that she was the ultimate fashion model. 
 
    Unfortunately none of her family agreed. 
 
    Greg’s eyebrows shot up in amazement. “What on earth have you got on?” he asked, sure that she was in fancy dress. 
 
    “Oh, Granpa!” the girl sighed. “They’re hot pants.” 
 
    “They look like jolly cold pants to me.” 
 
    “That’s because you don’t know anything about fashion,” she told him severely. 
 
    “For goodness sake sit down, Steps, and hide that lot under the tablecloth,” Roddy complained. “You’re putting us all off our lunch.” 
 
    “I didn’t hear that. And I wish you’d stop calling me Steps. My name is Stephanie.” She sat down, eyeing the gravy congealing on her plate. 
 
    “Your dinner is cold,” Bobbie observed. 
 
    Stephanie picked up her fork and took a mouthful. “No it’s not, it’s just perfect,” she lied. 
 
    Stephen decided on a diplomatic change of topic. “So, Dad, what do you reckon Callaghan is going to do about this financial crisis?” 
 
    Greg stroked his chin. “I have a horrible feeling he is going to have to devalue sterling.” 
 
    “Lord forbid,” John groaned. 
 
    “Why would that be such a bad thing, in the circumstances?” Stephen queried. 
 
    “It’s all very well for young fellows like you. Your incomes will adjust. It’s people of our generation, retirees living on their life’s savings, that get hit below the belt.” 
 
    “He won’t do it, though,” Richard chipped in. “He said only recently, and I quote, that ‘devaluation was a flight into escapism’. Wilson can’t keep him on as Chancellor of the Exchequer if he devalues the pound after making a public statement like that!” 
 
    Greg shrugged. “He will have to do what is best for the country, I suppose. Let’s hope if it happened it will only be a small percentage.” 
 
    Sue watched the gloom settling at that end of the table. She stood up. “More roast potatoes, anyone? Stephen, can you get a few more slices off that joint?” 
 
    “Sure,” he got the message. “Roddy, be a good chap and top up the glasses, would you?” 
 
    The following Wednesday James Callaghan devalued the pound sterling by 14.3 percent. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
    Chapter Two – Fledglings 
 
      
 
    While glancing up at Miss Martin a few times, Stephanie’s pencil was busy – but not in making notes on Medieval Fashions. 
 
    Vanessa leaned across the library table and twisted the notebook around. She snorted: the broken spectacles, scraggly grey ponytail and chinless face were unmistakably those of the teacher working at a bookcase the other side of the room. 
 
    The other two girls grabbed at the book and the quartet dissolved into muffled hysterics, hissing suggested additions for the cartoon. 
 
    The unsuspecting victim pulled the one-armed glasses down her nose sufficiently to peer over the top, frowned, held a forefinger to her lips and said “Sshh!” then turned back to her task. 
 
    The bell rang, Miss Martin glanced at her watch, replaced two books and hurried away. 
 
    “It’s perfect,” Karen shrieked. 
 
    “Steph, can’t you do a full length one to include her skirt and those awful shoes?” Caroline laughed. 
 
    “I shan’t do any more at all if you lot don’t shut up! If that had been Miss Crabtree we’d all have been given Conduct Refusals. You know what she is.” 
 
    “Yes. Sex starved!” Karen declared. 
 
    “Are you suggesting that in comparison old Martin gets a regular ration?” 
 
    “What bloke would want to do it with that animated beanpole?” 
 
    “What animation? Haven’t noticed any myself.” 
 
    “I distinctly saw her look at her watch, just now. Maybe she was calculating how much longer to her next fulfilment?” Vanessa giggled. 
 
    “Can one be fulfilled by school coffee at breaktime?” Stephanie asked, straightfaced. She waited till the next round of laughter subsided then announced, “I’m staying in here for break. It’s bucketing down outside.” She opened her bag and fished out a Crunchie. As upper fifth-formers they were allowed the freedom to organise their own work schedules . . . so called. 
 
    Karen drank from a plastic bottle of Ribena, Vanessa had an apple. 
 
    “Anyone want some crisps?” Caroline Patterson put three bags on the table between then, plus several bars of chocolate. The poor little rich girl felt it was necessary to buy friendship to make up for her many other shortcomings. 
 
    Stephanie knew the score; she had been let down by the girl so many times, had had special outings cancelled when Caroline had a subsequent and more attractive diversion offered which did not include this particular friend. In a way she felt a degree of sympathy for the girl, whose parents treated her like a spare wheel, yet on the other hand she was half envious of the casual freedom Caroline had to do her own thing, of her clothes, her own horse . . . 
 
    Karen eyed the proffered feast. “Does your mother pack your lunch box?” 
 
    Caroline doubted if her mother knew she had one. “No, the maid does it.” 
 
    “Mum always fusses about what is or is not good for me,” Vanessa moaned. “Bad teeth, spots, obesity . . .” 
 
    “And despite her efforts you’ve got them all.” Stephanie ducked as an empty, screwed up crisp bag was fired in her direction. 
 
    “You going on holiday with your parents this year, Caro?” 
 
    Caroline smiled brightly. “Of course. Dunno where, yet. They are talking of Cannes again.” Not that she was feeling very bright about it. Flying south to join one’s private yacht in the Med sounded all very exotic to her friends, but when you’d done it several times, and been stuck with aged aunts and grandparents while Mum and Dad hit the town every night and spent most of each day sleeping it off, the novelty wears a bit thin. But it wouldn’t do for the others to know that. “They’re skiing at the moment,” she added. 
 
    “So who’s at home with you while they’re away?” 
 
    “The maid.” 
 
    “Then you’ve got the run of the house?” Karen asked. 
 
    “Yes. Why, do you think we should have a party?” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Well, it had better be this weekend. They’ll be back the following week.” Not for long, of course. Dad would be going up to London for a session of business meetings, and Mum would go with him to have her hair cut because she didn’t think anyone in the island capable of doing it to her satisfaction. Sometimes Caroline wondered if she had been wise to make such a fuss against being sent off to boarding school; she didn’t really see any more of her parents by being at a day school over here. Once, only once, she had allowed herself to wonder why they had bothered to have a child; maybe it was a desire to satisfy some natural instinct? Or the wanting to have something to cuddle, like some people who buy a puppy or kitten, or a teddy bear? But that whole line of thinking had been too painful to repeat. Anyway, she really couldn’t complain: she was the envy of all her friends because she had everything she could possibly want. Everything, that was, that money could buy. 
 
    The four girls huddled over Stephanie’s notebook, making lists. The list of boys was easy – all the decent ones they knew. The list of girls was more awkward: a matter of who to exclude lest they grab the best blokes. 
 
    * 
 
    A north-easterly wind was whistling through the boat sheds, rattling the corrugated iron doors and nearly tearing the roof off its bolts. But at least with the wind in that quadrant there was no rain. Not that it would have worried Richard Gaudion. The lunchtime concert on his radio was playing Beethoven’s Fifth and he was humming along with it as he finished applying a second coat of varnish to the beautifully curved gunwale he had fitted onto the yacht’s fibreglass hull. Cleaning his hands on a spirit-soaked rag, he stood back to admire his work, and smiled happily to himself. Job satisfaction, he decided, was one of the most precious gifts life had to offer. And he thought about Geoff. He often did think about his old schoolfriend, who had stayed on at school after Richard had left to start work in the yard. The boy had slogged his guts out, wrecked his eyesight, and finally got a place at university where he read mathematics and economics. He had some high-powered job in a London office, now, with about four times Richard’s income, but for what? For a poky little terraced house on a suburban street, from which he commuted to and fro for three-quarters of an hour each end of the day to get to work. And for relaxation at the weekend he could choose between sitting in his garden, which was smaller than Richard’s sitting-room, or taking his wife and family in their smart car to join a queue of traffic, all attempting to reach some moderately breathable air. 
 
    “How are you doing up there?” a voice called from the shed floor, twelve feet below. 
 
    “Fine, Uncle George. All the interior’s finished and nearly everything up top. I just need to do the final coat on the hatchway and grab-rails this afternoon and when she’s dried out we can put her outside.” 
 
    “Good. There’s some new people with a gin palace in the Albert Dock. They want her brought up and anti-fouled. And we are supposed to have the wiring fixed in the Patterson’s yacht by the time they get back from Switzerland.” 
 
    Richard swung a foot over the side of the hull and felt around for the top rung of the ladder, taking care to avoid touching any wet varnish. “They’ve got so many electrical gadgets on board it’s a miracle their generator can keep up with them all,” he commented as he clambered down to join his employer. “By the way, how are you and Dad getting on in the Swinburne?” A much coveted golf trophy played for annually. 
 
    “He’s through to the next round, but I went out at the beginning. It was pouring with rain that day and blowing a gale and my arthritis was giving me gyp.” 
 
    Richard gave him an old fashioned look; what golfer hadn’t a good excuse for a bad round? “I’d better fill in my time-sheet before I go to lunch or I’ll forget.” 
 
    “I thought you’d been on it the whole morning.” 
 
    “I was meant to be, but I can’t charge this account with the half hour spent talking to some prospective customer about his problems. One of these people who don’t know their bow from their stern but are determined to convince you they’ve been at sea all their lives. Pompous sort of chap by the name of Blaydon.” 
 
    “Blaydon? That’s the man I was just telling you about. The one with the gin palace,” George Schmit laughed. 
 
    “A boat to fit the voice, then.” Richard shrugged out of his overalls and pulled an old jacket on over his sweater. “I can’t wait for the wind to back. This easterly cuts through you like a knife.” 
 
    George walked out with him to the old Ford banger parked in the yard. “She’s kept going well.” 
 
    The owner patted the roof, fondly. “That’s because I treat her well. They tell me cars are like women: they respond to TLC!” 
 
    “You’re learning! See you after lunch!” George called, and headed towards his own midday meal, smiling to himself. It couldn’t have worked out better, having Greg’s boy working for him. Intelligent lad, and bright at school. He could have gone on to university and got himself a smart, pinstripe job if he’d wanted to. Yet he’d chosen the simple life; loved boats and the sea as much as George did himself, and his father-in-law before him. He’d never had any children of his own – his nearest young relative was his wife Gelly’s nephew, Billy Smart, and he was bad news. Smart Alec, he called him. Of course he felt obliged to employ him for Gelly’s sake, but the boy never did any solid work to justify his time-sheets. All he was interested in was dreaming up “deals” and impressing the girls and it was hard to decide which looked the shadiest. There was that business ten years or more ago when the boy was found to be selling goods to customers on the cheap, all pinched from each other’s boats. Very awkward that had proved. Because Billy had still been a teenager he had given him another chance. To do what, remained to be seen. 
 
    George could smell the lamb chops cooking before he reached the back door. Gelly looked round as he came in and quickly pulled the pan off the stove. George held open his jacket and she immediately slid her arms round him, underneath. 
 
    He was not a very religious man, but to be so very well blessed George reckoned there had to be a God in His heaven. 
 
    * 
 
    Richard’s mind was working along similar lines as hugged his baby son while Anne turned the mackeral in the frying pan. 
 
    “There’s a letter from Geoff on the table,” she told him. “He and Rosemary intend coming over this summer with the children. They’ve booked into the Royal Hotel.” 
 
    Richard put Derek onto the floor to leave his arms free for his wife. He nuzzled her neck and said, “Don’t you wish you’d married him instead and could afford to stay at the Royal?” 
 
    Anne continued to tend the fish. “Well, I must admit I did find him rather attractive when we were playing the front and back ends of a horse in the GADOC pantomime one Christmas some years ago.” 
 
    “Oh yes? And who was which end?” 
 
    “He was the head because he was taller. I had the enchanting job of clutching his rear every night. Quite exhilarating . . . Oh Richard, stop it! No, I can’t bear it,” she squealed as his fingers tickled her ribs. 
 
    He took the pan from her hand, put it onto the back of the stove and propelled her round so he could kiss her, thoroughly. 
 
    “Let’s camp in Herm again this year,” she suggested when he had finished. 
 
    “In our Royal Canvas Hotel?” 
 
    “Far more fun! Who wants to be all tarted up and breakfasting in a mausoleum when one can be sitting on Belvoir Bay watching the sunrise?” 
 
    “Did I ever tell you that I love you?” 
 
    “Not since you got out of bed this morning. You’re slipping!” 
 
    * 
 
    Stephen yawned and looked at the little gilt carriage clock on the mantelpiece. “Ten thirty-five. What time did Richard and Anne say they’d be home?” 
 
    “About quarter to eleven. As soon as the film ends,” Sue replied, adding, “I wish you’d stop yawning. It’s so catching.” She stretched her feet out towards the dying embers of the fire. 
 
    “I suppose Roddy will still be burning the midnight oil when we get back.” 
 
    “Yes, and Debbie will be asleep. At least they won’t be disturbed by Step’s pop records tonight.” 
 
    “True. Did she say she was staying tomorrow night with Caroline, as well as tonight?” 
 
    “Yes. One has to suppose that the Pattersons are reasonably responsible and won’t allow the girls out till all hours.” Sue had felt an inner reluctance about Stephanie accepting Caroline’s invitation, but the girls were sixteen; you couldn’t go on playing the fussing parent forever. 
 
    The noise of the front door opening heralded Richard’s and Anne’s return from their evening out. “Hello.” Anne stuck her head round the door as she removed her coat. “Derek didn’t wake up, did he?” 
 
    “Not a sound,” Sue smiled. “I went in about half an hour after you’d gone and made sure the covers were over him. And Stephen peeped in an hour later and he’d hardly moved.” 
 
    The two women talked babies for a few minutes while the men veered on to more masculine topics. 
 
    “Busy at the yard?” Stephen asked. 
 
    Richard laughed. “There are never enough hours in the day. I’m working on three boat at the same time right now. One is ours, which I’m fitting out to sell. There are some beautiful marine varnishes on the market at the moment,” and he went into some detail on the different finishes to be achieved. 
 
    “What type are the other craft?” 
 
    “One is what Uncle George describes as a gin palace. A great tub of a thing belonging to some chap who plans to settle over here when he finds a suitable open market house.” The island housing market was split into two groups: occupation of properties under a certain rateable value was restricted to people with local residential qualifications, and over that value was open to anyone, thus protecting the true Guernseymen from being outbid by wealthy English tax avoiders. 
 
    “And the other?” 
 
    “Another very upmarket job belonging to some people called Patterson who live in St Martin’s. They’re away at the moment, skiing, and they want a lot of extra electrical work doing before they get back next week. Why, what’s the matter?” 
 
    Stephen was frowning. “Patterson? Have they got a daughter called Caroline?” 
 
    “Dunno. He is Simon and her name is . . . Millicent I believe. Why?” 
 
    “Nothing. Just that I believe they have a girl at school with Stephanie.” 
 
    As soon as the car swung onto the road home Stephen asked Sue, “Do you know Caroline’s parents’ names?” 
 
    “Simon and Millicent. Why?” 
 
    “Richard is doing something to their boat. He says they’re away till next week.” 
 
    Sue swallowed hard. “Oh hell. And I suppose there is no chance that Steps didn’t know that?” 
 
    “None, I imagine.” He decelerated. “Want to go out there and see what’s happening?” 
 
    “Tricky. Steps is touchy enough as it is. I mean, if it’s just the two of them sitting up late watching telly I’m not too worried. Should we try telephoning first?” 
 
    “To be told what fairy story?” Stephen was trying to be realistic. 
 
    “But what possible excuse do we have for going out there at this time of night?” 
 
    “The truth. That we have just heard that Caroline’s parents are away and we wanted to be sure everything was okay.” 
 
    “We could just drive up and see if the lights are still on. Couldn’t we?” 
 
    “We’re not likely to sleep if we don’t do something.” 
 
    “Oh, darling. I am sorry. But you did insist on marrying me warts and all.” 
 
    “Your children are not warts! At least, not all the time!” He grinned at her in the darkness as he turned the car and set off in the direction of St Martin’s. 
 
    “Do you think I give Steps too much licence?” Sue asked, watching the reflection of the lights of Town dancing on the water. “Roddy’s always accusing me of being too soft with her. And Daddy gave me a roasting awhile back because I let her wear mini skirts. He said Mummy would be horrified if she was alive today.” 
 
    “It’s all very well for others to criticise, they don’t have to deal with the problem on a daily basis. Come down too hard on the girl, try to make her into some fantasy dream of your own creation and you’ll wind up alienating her completely. She has the need to conform to the current standard norm, whatever that might be.” 
 
    “Whatever, indeed,” Sue acknowledged. 
 
    They were left in no doubt that the Pattersons must certainly be out or away, and that no one had yet gone to bed: the heavy beat of pop music met them as they turned into the drive. The forecourt contained several cars and motorbikes, plus a young man with jeans and long hair depositing his supper and a good deal of alcohol in a flowerbed. The front door stood open so Sue and Stephen walked in to find a dimly lit scene. It took a few moments for their eyes to adjust, and Sue suppressed an instant urge to cough as she breathed in smoke from cigarettes and joss sticks. The noise emanated from a corner where a clutch of boys squabbled over a pile of records; some couples were gyrating opposite each other, others were gently swaying, draped round each others’ necks. Round the sides of the sitting room the serious necking was under way on floor and sofas. 
 
    But it was none of this that really worried Sue. After all, she had considered herself seriously in love at the age of fifteen; it was the presence of alcohol which was her main concern. That, plus the drunken brawl going on in the kitchen. 
 
    And Caroline was undoubtedly the worse for drink. She had hiccups, which impaired her summoning of Stephanie. “Stepsanie! Hic! You’d better come up for air. It’s your parents!” 
 
    Two pairs of legs disentangled on a settee and Stephanie’s head emerged from under a black leather arm. “Mum? Mum! What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I was about to ask you the same question!” Sue found it difficult to keep her face straight; the whole situation was nigh in flagrante delecto and her daughter’s expression was a picture. But to reveal her amusement would be to give the girl an open ticket. So she lowered her voice to a growl. “You’d better find your coat and come home with us.” 
 
    * 
 
    Stephen and Suzanne were getting ready to go out; they were invited to the Banks for dinner. 
 
    “Any idea who will be there tonight?” Stephen asked, standing patiently while Sue threaded his cufflinks through the starched cuffs of his dress shirt. 
 
    “Just family, apparently. Gordon said he wanted to break away from the younger members, sometimes. They tend to make him feel far too old.” 
 
    “He never strikes one as being old, he’s so vigorous and full of fun. Any idea how old he really is?” 
 
    “There,” Sue said, checking the nails on boths hands, “I’ve managed to get those beastly links in without breaking a fingernail, for once,” adding, “Yes, let me think. Sybil must be fifty this year, which makes him seventy-one.” 
 
    “Really! No one would ever believe it. But then it’s hard to imagine that Sybil is fifty. She is so youthful.” 
 
    “Yes. A wonderful head of hair, still, and her skin is perfect. I don’t know how she does it.” 
 
    “Want your zip done up yet?” 
 
    “If you can manage it. I’m putting on weight at the rate of knots.” It was a currently popular Victorian-style full length dinner dress, high-necked and long-sleeved in a printed, stiffened muslin with lace edging on the neck and cuffs. Sue was facing the mirror, watching Stephen grimace as he fought to bring the two sides of material together. 
 
    “I hope this denotes your joy and contentment, my love. At least it would make it worth this effort. Whew, got it!” He staged a gesture of wiping sweat from his brow. “But I suggest you stick to water and lettuce leaves tonight to avoid any embarrassing exposures.” 
 
    “I guess I’ll be safe so long as I don’t breathe.” 
 
    Maureen, Sybil’s mother, and Greg, who both lived close by, were installed behind sherries when Sue and Stephen coincided on the doorstep with his parents, Ted and Julia Martel. Everyone stood round a charming antique rosewood cabinet, latest addition to the household, which Gordon now used to dispense drinks. 
 
    “Where did you get it?” Julia wanted to know, “It’s beautiful.” 
 
    “In a little shop up Mill Street,” Sybil said, handing her a glass of Tio Pepe. 
 
    “Ah!” Ted nodded. “One can sometimes find a nice piece up in the old quarter of Town.” As an architect he appreciated interior decor and furnishing, equally as much as exterior design. 
 
    Maureen caressed with one finger the smooth finish of an open door. Since her husband Andrew, Greg’s brother, died, she had found more time to indulge her artistic inclinations and attended pottery and art classes. “Need a hand, dear?” she offered, seeing Sybil head towards the kitchen. 
 
    “No thanks. I have Mrs Marquis in the kitchen helping me out this evening.” Sybil was wearing a simple long, black wool dress which set off the blonde, pageboy bob and diamond pendant earrings to perfection. 
 
    “How on earth does she manage to keep her figure?” Sue sighed enviously. It was more a statement than a question. 
 
    “Amazing,” Maureen agreed, “Considering the number of dinner parties she gives or attends.” 
 
    “Nothing amazing about it!” Gordon laughed. “Burns it all up as fast as she eats. Always on the go. Never stops.” 
 
    They were finishing their second round of sherries when they were summoned to the dining room. It was a deep crimson room; crimson patterned carpet, crimson walls and crimson and white curtains set off against white paintwork, picture lights illuminating gilt framed portraits and landscapes and gilt sconces either side of the mirror over the mantlepiece. Flames from the log fire and the table candlesticks were reflected in the crystal goblets on the white damask cloth and early hothouse flowers formed a centrepiece. 
 
    “I do love to see a reasonable degree of dignity maintained at dinner parties,” Julia observed to her host on her left. “There is a sad trend nowadays to wear lounge suits or even blazers.” 
 
    Sue, seated opposite on Gordon’s left, glanced down the table at the other men all in dinner jackets and black ties. “I do agree, if for no other reason than it enhances a man’s looks.” 
 
    “You mean we look even more handsome and alluring?” Gordon grinned, though he noted her eyes were fixed appreciatively on Stephen. 
 
    She flashed him a flirtatious glance under lowered lashes. “Yes, if that were possible.” 
 
    “Tut tut,” Julia murmured with feigned disapproval, adding, “But seriously, I do think there is a steady decline in standards, generally. I mean, it’s quite rare now for a schoolboy to remove his cap when speaking to a lady, or give up his seat on the bus.” 
 
    “Really?” Gordon looked surprised. 
 
    “Well you wouldn’t notice, would you. You never use a bus,” Sue smiled. “And anyway, the class distinction and military etiquette you have lived with all these years has probably cocooned you against all that has been happening in society in the real world.” 
 
    A pair of bristling eyebrows shot up under his white thatch. “Good grief! Do you think so?” 
 
    “Oh Lord! I hope I’m not blowing my welcome this early in the evening!” Sue grimaced. 
 
    “No, no. Not at all. In fact I’m sure you are absolutely right. One sees it so much on television. Decent manners and respect for other people has become infra dig. Everyone wants to be independent of everyone else.” 
 
    “I agree,” Julia nodded. “I think the nineteen sixties will go down in history as the decade of so-called independence.” 
 
    “Yes,” Sue said with feeling. “Children want independence from their parents . . .” 
 
    “The colonies want independence from the colonists . . .” from the General. 
 
    “This Labour Government encourages the workers to demand independence from their employers,” Julia added. 
 
    “And the blacks want independence from the whites,” Stephen joined in, “with which I wholly concur.” 
 
    “They have certainly been grossly exploited,” Greg chipped in from the far end of the table, “Particularly in South Africa.” 
 
    “That’s all very well and one accepts that,” Maureen said sternly, “But aren’t we drifting away from Julia’s original point? I mean, the standard of speech and behaviour on television nowadays is quite appalling. What is it teaching the young?” 
 
    “That sex, nudity and foul language are in!” declared Sybil. 
 
    “Which leaves parents like ourselves with one hell of a problem,” Sue groaned. 
 
    “Did you know this blasted Labour Government is planning to abolish stage censorship?” Stephen looked round the faces of his fellow diners. “You know, perhaps, that girls at the Windmill Theatre are allowed to pose nude providing they don’t move a muscle? Well now some character is intending to stage a show called “Hair”, providing the censorship is lifted. There will be men in the show displaying full frontals.” 
 
    “No!” his mother gasped. 
 
    Maureen closed her eyes with a deep sigh, shaking her head. 
 
    “Well,” Sybil shrugged, “I don’t see the point in paying for the view of a male full frontal. Gordon wanders round the house starkers every morning.” 
 
    Gordon cast a baleful eye in her direction. “I hope you are not offering to sell tickets, my love.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Gordon old man,” Ted announced with mock seriousness. “I shan’t buy one.” 
 
    “Frankly I wouldn’t worry if you did. It’s the ladies I don’t wish to disillusion.” 
 
    Greg smiled. World morality was busily moving the goalposts, but it was hard to believe that the sense of values on the island would change; not in little Guernsey, so well protected from the unpleasant influences of the English Labour Government, their attendant social workers and misguided do-gooders, by the sea. 
 
    * 
 
    “Weren’t we lucky with the weather, yesterday?” Sue wrinkled her nose at the heavy drizzle running down the kitchen window. “Not much good for sunbathing today!” 
 
    “Just as well, I imagine,” Stephen responded. “We all had a heavy ration of suntan on the boat.” 
 
    Uncle George had invited Greg and all his family to join him and Gelly for a day-trip over to Herm – Sue’s most favourite spot on the globe. The sun had shone all day, one of those brilliant, clear August days when the coast of France stands plainly visible on the horizon. Apart from the centre of the Little Russel, the main waterway between Herm and Guernsey where all the shipping sails to and from England, and where the tide surges in and out of the Bay of St Malo twice daily, the sea had been as smooth as a pane of glass. The separate households had converged at St Sampson’s Harbour to load up their respective picnics into the ageing but immaculate craft, which George tended so lovingly every year. And once under way, Greg and George were easily persuaded to recount their adventure in this same boat when, in May 1940, they had dared to cross over to Dilette on the French coast to rescue Sue’s Uncle William Ozanne and his wife and three small children, barely an hour ahead of the Nazi advance. Roddy and his sisters never tired of the tale, and Bobbie had peppered the elderly men with numerous questions. They had pottered round The Humps, rocks north-east of the island, with mackerel lines over the stern. The catch was limited, but fun for Bobbie, and when George dropped the hook in Belvoir they had all swum together before lunch on the beach. 
 
    Away from her friends, even Stephanie had enjoyed ball games and bathing with her brothers and sister, and went so far as to take Bobbie off on to the rocks with his bucket, fishing for cabous. Aware that she needed to earn some Brownie points to counter-balance the debacle of Caroline’s party, she continued to make a big effort. Much of the trouble at that party had been caused by gate-crashers who raided the Patterson’s cocktail cabinet, broke glasses and succeeded in wrecking the sitting-room carpet. The Patterson’s themselves were livid on their return, blamed the poor maid, who had been powerless to stop the invasion, and bought Caroline a splendid new large-screen TV to encourage her into more peaceful entertainment. 
 
    Sue had expected Stephanie to be furious that they had fetched her home, but after the initial shock of seeing them there, she said she didn’t mind too much as she didn’t really like the boy she was necking with that evening, anyway. Sue and Stephen had looked at each other with mouths hanging open. 
 
    “It’s all right for you lot on holiday,” Stephen said, grabbing an umbrella from the stand in the hall. “Some of us have to get back to work. What about you, Roddy? You did say you would like to come in to the office with me this week and try your hand on the drawing board.” 
 
    “I’m ready.” Roddy drained his cup and stood up. “Am I suitably dressed?” He was wearing his school grey flannels and jacket. 
 
    “Fine. Let’s go.” Both Sue and Stephen were delighted that Roddy was showing so much interest in architecture, seeming set to join the latter in the profession after leaving university. He was certainly an odd ball, had few friends, apparently being uninterested in socialising, and though he played a little golf and tennis he showed little aptitude in either. Although he was now seventeen, his frame remained slight, despite Sue’s efforts to nourish him; he certainly didn’t square up to Justin Tetchworth’s stature, or even to the boys in Stephanie’s circle of friends. 
 
    At the offices, Stephen left Roddy under the watchful eye of a kindly, older member of staff who had been with the firm forever, then went off to his own office to tackle his Monday morning desk. The mild sunburn of yesterday burned through the back of his shirt, a comforting feeling as he gazed through the haze of drizzle across the harbour towards the invisible Herm and Jethou islands. 
 
    There was a tap on his door which opened to admit his secretary. “Good morning, Mr Martel. Did you have a good weekend?” 
 
    “Hallo, Daphne. Yes, super. Went to Herm for the day. What about you?” 
 
    “We went down to Fermain and nearly got roasted alive. It was really too hot. Here, the post is early this morning.” She deposited the pile of mail on his desk. 
 
    They discussed the anticipated workload for the day and she had only returned to her office two minutes when she called him on the phone. “I have an Englishman on the phone who insists he must speak to you only. Name of Blaydon.” 
 
    “What is it about?” 
 
    “He won’t say.” 
 
    Stephen sighed. “You’d better put him through.” 
 
    “Martel?” 
 
    “Speaking.” 
 
    “I’m told you specialise in up-dating old Guernsey houses.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I’m thinking of buying one. If I do I would like you to submit some plans along the lines I would give you, but I imagine it would be better for you to see the place to discuss feasibility before I go ahead. Could we make an appointment with the agent for later this morning?” 
 
    “I’m sorry but I have two interviews this morning plus a site meeting. Could we make it this afternoon?” 
 
    “I’d prefer this morning if you could rearrange your diary,” Blaydon pressed. 
 
    Stephen didn’t like his tone, but thought the work could be lucrative. “I might be able to change the timing of the interviews but I can do nothing about the site meeting. I have clients flying in especially. What’s the time now, nine-fifteen. Shall we say nine-forty-five, providing I can make it. I can get my secretary to call you back within ten minutes.” 
 
    “Hmm! Seems you’re too busy to accommodate me!” There was a slight sneer in the voice. 
 
    Stephen was a mild, gentle man, never quick to rise to a baiting. But he was annoyed. “Sir, as I am sure you are aware, any professional man with an empty diary is a bankrupt. Happily I am not one of them. Nor, you will find, am I prepared to let down an established client on the strength of a phone call from a total stranger. However,” he continued as Blaydon attempted to interrupt, “I should be delighted to accommodate you providing my secretary is able to adjust my appointments without inconveniencing anyone.” 
 
    “Hmm! Well! I see,” the newcomer blustered. “Then I’ll wait to hear from you within five minutes.” 
 
    “Better make it ten. Not always possible to get people immediately. I hope we may help you. Good-bye.” 
 
    Ted Martel was standing in the doorway as Stephen replaced the receiver. “Hallo! Someone been ruffling your feathers this early in the day?” He walked across to the window and peered down at the harbour. 
 
    “Dammit, it’s not as though we are anti these newcomers who come to settle on the island,” the younger man growled. “But when they treat you like dirt and try ordering you about it really is a bit much.” 
 
    “Some of them seem to think it’s the price we must pay for the tax they pay into our economy. They seem to forget that they do so purely to dodge paying twice or three times as much in England.” He sat on the window while Stephen asked Daphne to sort out his appointments. “Your mother’s friend, Mary Phillips, has a dress shop in Mill Street,” he went on. “She had a customer from Fort George the other day who spent an hour trying on just about every garment in the place.” Fort George was the glorified millionaire’s ghetto, the island’s equivalent of London’s Mayfair. “The woman finally made up her mind she wanted a dress, providing Mary knocked off a massive discount. Mary refused, the woman argued, and finally Mary said, very quietly, ‘Can you please explain to me how you, with your obvious wealth, can justify trying to force me, with my fractional comparative income, into giving you money for nothing?’ Well, this was going on in front of other customers and the woman felt an absolute fool. She turned tomato red, said something about it being worth a try, wrote a cheque and left.” 
 
    Stephen laughed. “The big question is, did the cheque bounce?” 
 
    “I haven’t heard that it did. But it certainly wouldn’t be the first to do so written by these big spenders!” 
 
    Daphne knocked and came in. “I’ve been able to change those appointments for you. I’ll adjust the times in your diary.” 
 
    * 
 
    “Mum? Can I have a word with you?” 
 
    Sue, on her knees weeding along the border below the verandah, smiled up at Stephanie, happy the girl sought to discuss anything with her. “Of course. What’s on your mind?” 
 
    “A holiday with my friends.” Stephanie sat down on the parched lawn near her mother, obviously conjuring up the best words to frame her request. 
 
    Sue’s heart sank. “What sort of holiday?” 
 
    “Camping.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “Well, Vanessa and Karen were wondering if I could join them in Alderney for a week.” 
 
    “Just the three of you?” 
 
    “Well, no. Karen’s brother and two of his friends are going, too.” 
 
    Sue tipped back off her heels to sit beside her. “You are asking me for permission to go off and sleep in a tent with three boys?” 
 
    “No. They have got their own tent. Karen and Vanessa are going to be there, I told you.” 
 
    “And you can give a one hundred percent guarantee that the boys will remain in their tent exclusively, while you girls remain in yours?” Sue shook her head, holding up a hand. “No! Don’t answer that. You cannot possibly give me a satisfactory answer without fibbing. Can you?” 
 
    Stephanie scowled at her. “Mum, I am sixteen now! Of course we would socialise with the boys and have our meals together.” 
 
    Sue reached out her hand. “Yes, darling, you are sixteen. And surely you are old enough to realise at least some of the problems that could arise.” She grasped Stephanie’s arm affectionately. “Therefore you do understand that I couldn’t possibly agree to you going.” 
 
    Stephanie snatched her arm away. “No I do not! You are just proving that you don’t trust me. You treat me like a baby!” 
 
    “Oh, Steps, you know that’s not true,” Sue pleaded. 
 
    “It is true. And please stop calling me Steps. My name is Stephanie, and funnily enough I like it!” She got up and stomped onto the verandah. “You might at least have said you’d think about it!” she called over her shoulder. 
 
    Sue had picked up the weed basket to take down to the bonfire, when Roddy came round the corner of the house on his bike. “What’s up with you, Mum? You look bushwacked.” 
 
    “I feel bushwacked. I’ve just had another set-to with your sister.” 
 
    “Oh, not again!” He leaned the bike against the wall. 
 
    “Tell me. You were at school with her friend Karen’s brother, weren’t you?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “What is he like? Him and his friends.” 
 
    Roddy shrugged. “I don’t know. In what way do you mean?” 
 
    “Well, do you reckon there is any harm in them? As far as girls are concerned?” 
 
    “Oh, I see. Well they’re not bad. As far as I know they are just as harmless as any randy sixteen or seventeen year olds.” 
 
    Sue couldn’t help smiling. “Like you, you mean?” 
 
    “I’m eighteen, in case you’ve forgotten. And girls take to me just about as much as cats take to water.” He made a moué. “So what’s this all about?” 
 
    Sue told him. “Steps was so cross when I said no, she made me feel totally unreasonable,” she added. “Do you think I’m being too strict?” 
 
    “I’ve never thought you were strict enough. You’ve always let her get away with murder.” 
 
    “Oh, Roddy! Now you’ve got me completely confused.” 
 
    “Don’t see why. I mean, she knows all about sex, and either she’s going ahead, or she won’t. Stopping her going camping won’t make any difference. And as for the boys, they may take what’s offered but I don’t imagine they’d force the issue.” 
 
    “Even if they got themselves drunk?” Sue said doubtfully. 
 
    “Ah! That’s another matter.” 
 
    * 
 
    The girls met at the end of the Albert Pier in Town, overlooking the harbour, and settled themselves on a bench seat to chat. They were discussing their respective parents’ reactions to the camping idea, and Stephanie was bemoaning the fact that hers were the most old-fashioned, narrow-minded of the lot. 
 
    “I suppose your mother visualises you having sex morning, noon and night,” Karen remarked. 
 
    “What about you?” Vanessa accused. 
 
    “Have you gone all the way?” Stephanie asked Karen. 
 
    “Yes, of course.” 
 
    “I didn’t know you had. What’s it like?” 
 
    “A bit of a bore, really.” 
 
    “How many times?” Vanessa wanted to know. 
 
    “Oh, four or five,” Karen bragged. “Can’t actually remember.” 
 
    “If it is such a bore, then why did you go on doing it again and again?” Stephanie clearly didn’t believe her. It was not that she hadn’t entertained the idea herself. She had had the urge to go on a couple of times, then lost her courage. But the idea that her friend, Karen, whom she thought she knew so well, had done it several times without telling, was hard to believe. “Do you think Caroline has done it?” she asked the others. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    They continued to speculate about all their mutual acquaintances, male and female, before moving on to the school teachers and anyone else they could think of until they ran out of subjects. Then they went into the café for ice cream cones. 
 
    * 
 
    “Do you think you could face going up to the Richmond for drinks with some new clients of mine?” Stephen asked at supper. 
 
    “When?” Sue was making a mental note to get more fish with her next order, not really concentrating. 
 
    “They suggested after Christmas. They’ll be in London till the New Year.” 
 
    “What are they like?” 
 
    “Not too bad, once you get to know them.” 
 
    “Are they formal or informal?” 
 
    “Informal. Just wear a frock or something.” 
 
    “Men! So you want me to meet some strangers sometime next year, wearing a frock?” 
 
    “I do love you when you are being vague. You are all soft and cuddly.” 
 
    “Oh, Uncle Stephen, must you?” Debbie complained. “We are trying to eat our supper!” 
 
    “What’s their name?” 
 
    “Blaydon.” 
 
    “I thought that was the name of the man with the tarty wife. You said they were awful.” 
 
    “Yes. But like I say, they improve with knowing.” 
 
    “Sounds like one mighty exhilarating evening coming up!” Stephanie commented. 
 
    * 
 
    “Steps, have you ever been in love?” Debbie was using her sister for tennis practice and wishing she had chosen the side wall of the house instead; at least the ball would keep coming back. 
 
    “Don’t call me Steps or I won’t help you practice.” She thought she was doing her kid sister a great kindness. “Yes and no. Yes, I like necking, but no I’ve never fallen mind, body and soul for one bloke. How much longer do I have to keep this up?” 
 
    “We can pack it in now if you like. Tell me, have you ever done it?” 
 
    “Mind your own business,” Stephanie retorted, adding, after a moment’s thought, “Why do you ask? Are you in love with Justin?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Can’t be at your age. It’s just infatuation.” 
 
    “Come off it! You’re only one year older than I am!” 
 
    Stephanie ignored the comment and finished collecting up the practice balls. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
    Chapter Three – Generation Games 
 
      
 
    A peroxide blonde with huge earrings and a voice and bosom to match, opened the door. “Oh, hi! Are you the, um . . . Martels?” 
 
    “Yes. Are Mr and Mrs Blaydon in?” Sue responded, wondering who on earth this creature could be, while Stephen mentally kicked himself for not forewarning her. 
 
    “We certainly are. That’s me, Carol Blaydon. You’ll have to excuse Cyril for the moment, he’s on the phone to one of his brokers. Come on in.” 
 
    The suite in the Richmond Hotel would have been charming, but for the litter of clothes, papers and empty glasses strewn everywhere. Stephen and Sue followed their hostess across a bedroom and through an intervening door to another which was furnished as a sitting-room with a small dining table in the window, overlooking the lights of the harbour. 
 
    Their intended host was sitting with his back to them at a small desk, rocking on the back legs of a dining chair, no doubt doing it untold damage. A telephone receiver was clamped between his shoulder and ear, a damp cigar was clamped in his teeth, in his right hand was a gold pen with which he was scribbling indecipherables on the blotter, while the fat fingers of his left hand waved, acknowledging their arrival before returning to drum impatiently on the desk. “Yes, yes, Giles old chap. So forget about the gilts for now and only sell those others if they go over four quid. I reckon that’s where they’ll peak. Now I must go, I’ve got some people arrived to see me. Cheerio.” And having disposed of the phone and the pen, he got up and extended a podgy hand towards Sue. “You have to be Suzy, Stevie’s gorgeous wife I’ve been hearing so much about.” He squeezed her hand unpleasantly tight. “I’m Cyril Blaydon,” he announced with pride, adding graciously, “Call me Cy.” 
 
    Sue’s reaction to the pain in her knuckles and offence at being called Suzy, which she hated, was hidden behind a polite mask. 
 
    Stephen, who had never been called “Stevie” in his life, was trying to recall ever having mentioned Sue’s name to the man. 
 
    “Cy” lifted the phone again. “Bollinger and four glasses, as quick as you like. And plenty of nuts and crisps.” 
 
    Sue watched him, wondering how this funny little fat man with coarse features and ill-manners had come by his money. He was virtually hairless, not only on his head, which he regularly polished with a sweaty hand gleaming with a large, diamond signet ring, but he was noticibly lacking in eyebrows and lashes. Only his nose sprouted verdant growth. “So, have you seen any more interesting properties recently?” she asked. Stephen had told her that the Island Beauties Committee had turned down all the gross alterations his prospective clients demanded him to make to the lovely old Guernsey granite houses they had wanted to buy. 
 
    “I’ve made an offer on a house which isn’t strictly on the market. The old couple don’t really want to move, but” he gave a smug grin “everything on this earth has a price.” 
 
    Sue couldn’t resist grinning back at him, saying, “Except in Guernsey, you may find.” 
 
    Stephen coughed and Sue got the message. 
 
    “Do you have family with you?” she changed the subject, addressing Carol. 
 
    “Two of the girl’s are here. Amanda and Coralie. They should be back soon. Neal is—” 
 
    “My son,” Cy interrupted, “is in business with me. He’s an accountant. And my daughter, Victoria, is a career girl in the City.” 
 
    “You understand that Coralie and Amanda are my daughters,” Carol explained, seeing Sue’s bemused expression, “and Neal and Victoria are Cy’s. By our previous marriages.” 
 
    The barman arrived with a tray of champagne, nibbles and glasses, expertly removed the cork without sound or spillage, and poured. 
 
    “You say your girls are coming in soon?” Blaydon asked his wife. When she nodded he told the barman, “You’d better bring up another bottle and two more glasses, then.” 
 
    “Certainly, sir,” the Italian replied, accepting the generous tip for the lack of a “please” or “thank you”. And when he opened the door a young woman was standing there, waiting to enter. 
 
    Amanda Smith was very obviously her mother’s daughter – not so much in looks as in style. In Sue’s eyes the very high heels, microscopic black leather mini-skirt and see-through blouse, topped by Rita Hayworth-length curls over her shoulders and film-set make-up, denoted a second generation vamp. Introductions made, Amanda gave her champagne glass a liberal smearing of lipstick and clawed at the crisps with red talons. She made no contribution to the conversation. 
 
    When her sister arrived the visitors, anticipating more of the same, were silenced by the difference: Coralie was as skinny and flat-chested as Amanda and her mother were well-endowed, plain and sexless. She had a strangely faded look as though someone had washed all the colour out of her thin, short hair and pale blue eyes. 
 
    “Coralie is mad on horses,” Carol said, as though she felt some explanation was needed. “And she’s just finished an advanced course in flower arrangements.” 
 
    Sue failed to see a connection between the two. “Which do you prefer?” 
 
    “Flowers,” said Coralie, who loved horses but was scared stiff of riding them. “I’m hoping to start up a business over here. I particularly like dried flowers. Don’t you?” 
 
    Sue didn’t but offered a polite reply. She had a constant urge to look at her watch, wondering how much longer she and Stephen would be obliged to stay. “And what about you, Amanda? What are your interests?” Apart from men! Sue thought tartly. 
 
    “Acting. I’m resting at present but have a couple of auditions coming up soon.” She didn’t mention that the possible parts were as film extras, and fortunately Sue didn’t ask. 
 
    Eventually Stephen saved Sue’s sanity. “Good Lord! Look at the time! We really must be getting back to the family.” It was only seven-thirty but though the family had absolutely no need of them, he too had had enough. 
 
    “I thought you said they improved with knowing,” Sue accused on the way home. 
 
    “Well, he does. She’s his second wife and he’s her third husband. One has to wonder what on earth his first wife could have been like for him to have swapped her for this one!” 
 
    “I imagine it more likely that she was the one who decided to swap!” 
 
    * 
 
    A freezing north-easterly wind was delaying the advance of spring: the soft green fingers of compound leaves on the horse chestnut tree in the front garden were regretting emerging so early from their buds, the last of the camellias were torn from their beds and tossed face-down on to the ground and the black-stocking chimney-pots on Les Rocquettes de Bas streamed smoke. Indoors, Troilus and Cressida lay on their hairy hearthrug in front of the fire where Stephanie had joined them. 
 
    She adored the dogs; the dogs adored her. They loved the feel of her fingers combing through their coats and scratching round their necks and ears, prompting her with wet-nosed nudges if she stopped. But, perhaps even more important, they showed no resentment when she absented herself for hours, when she returned just allowing her to resume where she left off. They seemed totally indifferent to what she was wearing or the state of her hair, never criticised the chaos in her bedroom and only once objected to one of the boyfriends she brought home, chiefly because he happened to own, and smell of, a boxer. Troilus and Cressida could not stand boxers. 
 
    Stephanie was lying stretched on the rug between the Golden Retrievers, propped on one elbow, hair strewn over her heavily made-up face, half woman, half child. “Who’s a daft old fellow, then?” she crooned at Troilus. Cressida raised her head and nudged a beloved tennis ball into the girl’s back. Stephanie reached over, grabbed the ball, pretended to throw it and, whilst the excited bitch dashed to retrieve it, she hid it under the rug. Troilus watched the game for a while as his mate hunted round the furniture, and eventually dragged himself to his feet, fetched the ball from where he had seen it placed, and lay with it conspicuously visible between his paws. When Cressida saw it she bounced up and was brought up short by the dog’s playful growl: he had no intention of relinquishing it till he became bored with the game. 
 
    “Troilus, you old spoil-sport!” Stephanie gave him a shove, which he ignored. 
 
    Sue was in her armchair, supposedly knitting, but in reality the half-finished navy-blue sleeve lay in her lap while she watched her daughter with the pets. Strange, how relaxed and natural the girl could be at times: with animals, with young Bobbie and with strangers; with her friends, male and female, one could hear them laughing and joking together. With people who did not make her feel threatened. Threatened? Who was threatening her for heaven’s sake? Sue picked up the knitting, focusing her eyes on the wool and needles, trying to hide her disappointment and hurt that her daughter could not share the same laughter and intimacy with herself. She felt so cut off: a mother amputated from her daughter’s feelings. 
 
    Had her own mother felt like this, she wondered? Had the intimacy and understanding they shared shortly before Sarah died made up for the terrible gap in their relationship after the war? And had the war really been to blame? Or was this perhaps a common phenomenon across the generations? 
 
    Sue felt a constant need to discuss the situation with someone. Sybil? She was a dear but one got the feeling of being a dreadful bore repeatedly raising the problems of one’s relationship with one’s children with her, especially as she and Gordon had no children of their own. Aunt Filly had often proved a staunch ally in the past, but being of her mother’s generation she was too far removed from current mores amongst the young. Of course it was Stephen’s ear she most wanted. But he was so busy nowadays . . . 
 
    * 
 
    “You do understand, don’t you,” Stephen said for the umpteenth time, “that if you want to extend the kitchen out this way, instead, we have to draft a whole new set of plans to submit to the States for approval and licences? That can take months more of delays.” 
 
    “Shuddup, Carol. The bloody kitchen is perfectly okay as it is and if you don’t like it after agreeing it was fine earlier, then hard bloody cheese! You can bloody well lump it!” Cyril Blaydon left his wife sulking in the back of their Daimler while he led Stephen by the elbow back to the lovely old house he had had virtually gutted. “No good listening to women, they’ll always whinge that something is wrong. Never bloody satisfied. Now,” he examined the footings where part of the extensions would rise, “Tell me again why this inspector bloke won’t play ball.” 
 
    Counting to ten, Stephen took a deep breath and went through the entire problem for the third time, hoping that his client could finally assimilate the details. At least when he got home tonight he would be able to reveal to Sue just how this character had made his fortune: war surplus and scrap metal, primarily, plus a lucky choice of business partners thereafter. They supplied the brains while he supplied the brass. And Blaydon had hung on to his share till his partners bought him out, expensively. 
 
    Sue would love to hear the story, providing he could stay awake long enought to tell it. 
 
    * 
 
    “You still having problems with the Blaydon’s boat?” George asked. 
 
    “It’s all these modern gadgets they want. The first lot they ordered wouldn’t fit, not without carving up the saloon. So I’m still waiting for the more sensible replacements to arrive.” Richard laughed, rubbing his forehead with an oily hand. “The ones I suggested they have in the first place.” 
 
    “Never mind. The delays in our yard are no worse than those on the QE II. Her maiden voyage has been delayed for months,” George remarked. 
 
    “And she’ll be out of date, anyway, when they’ve got this Concorde plane in service. They say she’ll cross the Atlantic in three and a half hours! Quicker than the speed of sound!” 
 
    “There’s one thing sure: you’ll never get me on one of those things. Never for all the tea in China!” George Schmit stomped away, shaking his head. 
 
    * 
 
    “How did it go today, Steps?” 
 
    Stephanie slammed the front door and came into the sitting-room, throwing her school bag onto the settee before flopping onto the floor with the dogs. 
 
    “Tell me then, dear!” Sue snapped, irritated at being ignored. 
 
    “Certainly, when you stop calling me Steps! The best thing you ever gave me was my name, and for some reason you keep ruining it.” 
 
    Sue hissed. “Very well. How did you get on in your exam, Stephanie!” 
 
    “I haven’t the faintest idea, Mother!” The girl rolled over onto her back, arms folded under her head. “It was one of those papers that give you a choice of three subjects in each section, on which to expound. Whether my expounding will appeal to the examiner will doubtless depend entirely on what he or she, or it, has had for breakfast that morning.” She really wasn’t terribly interested in comparing seventeenth-century English history with that of France and Spain, anyway. 
 
    “Yes, you’re probably right. Those sort of papers depend so much on the personal opinion of the examiners. By the way,” Sue said as sweetly as she could, “don’t you think you ought to get up, dear? Your uniform is getting covered in dog hairs.” 
 
    Stephanie rolled on to her knees to scowl at her mother before snatching up her bag and disappearing off to her bedroom. 
 
    Damn, I seem to have done it again! Sue thought. Should I have worded it differently? Or said nothing and waited till she’d changed into mufti, then collected her uniform and brushed it all down? Because sure as God made little apples, there is no way Stephanie would brush her clothes herself! 
 
    Still, it could be worse. Just imagine having two daughters like Amanda and Coralie Blaydon . . . no, not Blaydon. What were their surnames? Smith and Brown, but she couldn’t remember which was which. And maybe Steps . . . Stephanie . . . was no worse than she herself had been at that age. Sue smiled, remembering how untidy she had been, how she had drifted through days on end so madly in love with David Morgan that she could think of little else. I wonder what has happened to him. Is he some business tycoon in Canada, now? At least Stephanie didn’t imagine she was in love with anyone, apart from hugging herself with glee when a particularly attractive male star appeared on the TV screen, and freely admitting “getting the hots” for various boys from time to time. If only she was a little bit more co-operative at home, showed a bit more respect for her elders and concern for family matters. If only she would dress with respect for herself, instead of getting herself up to look like a tart . . . well, at least not quite as much so as the Amanda creature. 
 
    She looked at the clock. Time to be getting the evening meal prepared. Stephen would soon be home. And Debbie? She was late again today. But thank goodness she, at least, was sweet and stable and co-operative. Debbie was developing into a real beauty; those green eyes were fascinating, sparkling. Particularly when Justin was with her? Well, that was just girlish fantasy: he was years older than she was. Six years, in fact. 
 
    * 
 
    “I’ve changed my mind about going on to university, Mummy.” Debbie announced. 
 
    “Why?” Sue’s heart sank into her sandals as she wandered along L’Ancresse beach with her daughter and the dogs. “We thought you had your heart set on a career in sport.” 
 
    “I know. I had. But I’ve been thinking about it a lot lately and it seems to me that as I don’t know if I’ll ever be good enough to do well on the amateur tennis circuit, I would be much better to get an ordinary job on the island to cover my expenses while I play local and Hampshire county tennis, perhaps even regional, till we can see how I shape up. Don’t you agree? I really don’t want to finish up teaching beginners in a girls’ school.” She gave her mother a hopeful glance, praying for a favourable reaction. “Quality of life and all that, you know.” 
 
    No, Sue did not agree . . . but how to say it without upsetting the girl? Without putting a barrier between them, like she had with Steps. Debbie was terribly sensitive. “Darling, I don’t know what to say. This does come as a bit of a shock. I mean, what sort of a job had you in mind?” 
 
    Debbie picked up Cressida’s tennis ball and threw it across the wet sand. “I don’t know, really. Anything that comes along. I have no great career ambitions and I’m not artistically talented like Stephanie.” 
 
    “Your great talent has always been your sport. You are so very athletic. But you would be bored stiff doing just any job. Surely you would need something to stretch your mind a bit. Something that needs advance training?” 
 
    “It hardly seems worth it, Mum. All I really want to be is a good tennis player and a good wife.” 
 
    “You’d need to find a husband for that!” 
 
    “I already have. You surely know that Justin and I have an understanding.” 
 
    Sue stood and stared at Debbie’s retreating back. “You have! Since when?” 
 
    “Oh, Mummy! For years! Forever!” Debbie turned to walk back to her. “I can’t believe you didn’t know!” 
 
    Yes, of course I knew you were infatuated with the latterday Adonis with the great tennis talent, Sue admitted to herself, but I tried not to believe it because he is so much older and . . . unsuitable? “I could see you liked Justin a lot . . .” 
 
    “We were obviously made for each other, weren’t we?” 
 
    Sue watched sheer joy transform her pretty daughter into an ethereal beauty; not even the splash of summer freckles could detract from the huge, dreamy green eyes, small, perfect nose and wide, pearly smile while, highlighted by the late afternoon sun, her soft, red curls formed a halo round the heart-shaped face. “Perhaps. Time will tell, dear.” 
 
    Not a satisfactory response, as far as Debbie was concerned, but at least her mother wasn’t showing any antagonism. 
 
    They walk on towards the Pembroke end of the bay in silence, Sue horribly aware she should be using this opportunity to get through to Debbie, get her back on track to her original plan of higher education. But how? When one thing was quite abundantly clear: Justin was the reason the girl didn’t want university. She simply did not intend to be separated from him. 
 
    It was fortunate for the sake of Sue’s troubled confusion that she didn’t know what Debbie had really wanted to ask her this afternoon before she finally lost the courage. 
 
    * 
 
    “This is spectacular!” Greg whispered to Sue as they watched the balls skim to and fro, low over the net. “Quite phenomenal! I had no idea she had come on so well.” 
 
    “Well, we think she is exceptionally good, but the English coach who was over here recently said there were several flaws in her game that needed attention. Unfortunately, he didn’t pull his punches at all and Debbie was awfully upset.” 
 
    “Reckon you’ve talked her back into going to college?” 
 
    “No. She is hopelessly infatuated with that boy and won’t consider being separated from him.” Sue indicated Debbie’s handsome opponent. 
 
    “He’s a good player, too,” Greg noted, “But his shots tend to be lazy. Needs to crispen up that forehand cross-court shot, it’s too loose.” 
 
    “I have a feeling that’s the story of his life. But for heaven’s sake don’t repeat that to Debbie – she’d never forgive me!” 
 
    “What does he do for a living?” 
 
    “Nothing, yet. He has just finished at university and shows little career ambition, other than tennis. Not that one can imagine him doing anything as humble as club coaching. He flits over to London quite frequently for the high life. Loves boating and has asked his father for an aeroplane for Christmas.” 
 
    Greg removed his panama and fanned his face. “Oh yes? And what did Daddy say?” 
 
    “That he should find someone else and they could go halves.” 
 
    Her father shook his head slowly. “I don’t know. What is the world coming to?” 
 
    The young couple came off the court to join them. 
 
    “Hello, Granpa!” Debbie bent over to kiss Greg’s cheek. “You should have come earlier and we could have played mixed doubles with Mum.” 
 
    Justin shook his hand. “Evening, sir. Yes, pity. We could have had a game.” He did not look too disappointed. 
 
    “I won’t be in for a meal, tonight, Mum. Justin and I are going out to dinner with friends. Okay?” Debbie looked at her watch. “In fact I must fly or I won’t be ready by the time you get back to collect me,” she smiled adoringly at Justin. 
 
    “Get going, then,” he ordered, adding formally, “I may see you later, Mrs Martel. Good-bye sir.” 
 
    An hour later Sue watched him roar away with her daughter in his Triumph Spitfire. 
 
    * 
 
    It was not a good car for necking in, so Justin took a rug out of the boot, kept there for the purpose, and the pair hurried down the grass bank, through waist-high bracken to their usual clearing. 
 
    “What on earth are you wearing?” Justin asked, wrestling with her buckle. 
 
    “It’s a jumpsuit. Blouse top and trousers all in one.” 
 
    “Good grief. If I’d known before we left the pub I’d have stayed for another drink.” 
 
    “Justin, darling! I didn’t know we’d be coming out here tonight or I’d have worn something else.” Debbie nuzzled against his cheek and fell back onto the rug under his kisses. Life was bliss. Justin was bliss. And she was so lucky. Lucky that the most gorgeously attractive male she had ever seen, even in films, was in love with her. “I do love you so much, my dearest,” she whispered as they broke for air. And he was such a brilliant tennis player, too. 
 
    “And I love you, too, my little doll,” he whispered back as he negotiated the blouse buttons. “Mmmm.” 
 
    Debbie squirmed with pleasure; the sensations he sent running through her lithe young body made her dizzy. Frantic for more . . . Yet a worry was itching at the back of her mind. She was acutely aware of the hard lump pressed into her thigh and knew what it meant. He was desperately wanting something she had not yet dared to give. 
 
    He voiced what was on both their minds. “What about the pill? Are you on it yet?” 
 
    “No. I haven’t been able to ask Mummy, yet. But I will, soon, I promise.” 
 
    “You’ve been saying that for weeks.” 
 
    “I wish we could wait until we are officially engaged. It would make it so much easier to broach the subject.” 
 
    Justin had never officially proposed. But in the interests of advancing their necking he had referred to “when they were married they would not have to hide out in the bracken to make love” several times, and it had never failed to relax her inhibitions. On the other hand, of course, he didn’t want to get her in pod. “We cannot get engaged till you are older. Your parents wouldn’t dream of giving permission.” 
 
    “I’d have thought it more likely to get permission for that than for the pill!” 
 
    “But lots of girls your age are on the pill, nowadays. You really must make the effort, Debs. Honestly, I can’t wait forever.” Abruptly he rolled away from her and started to tug at the rug. “Come on, let’s go before I explode.” 
 
    * 
 
    Summer ended with sudden thunderstorms and endless rain. 
 
    At first Sue hoped that the weather would clear, giving them a lovely, soft Indian summer, late into October. But it never happened. The temperature plummeted and she was soon lighting coal fires, trying to raise their spirits as much as anything. The cold and damp were so depressing. 
 
    So, too, were the expressions on the faces of her children. Roddy didn’t appear to be worrying about anything in particular; he simply continued to carry the cares of the world on his shoulders, as ever. He was so serious, worked too hard even during the vacations, and soon he would return to university without appearing to have relaxed and enjoyed his holiday at all. Sue suggested he might like to invite a university friend over to stay, but he said he preferred just to be with the family. There were times when he threw back his head and bellowed with laughter, teased Stephanie, played tennis with Debs and really looked happy but those times seemed all too brief, and she would find him leaning over a book on the dining table, straight blond hair flopped over his eyes as they peered through thick-lensed glasses. Perhaps, because his father was dead and Stephen, however much he might try, could never replace him, Roddy felt an additional weight of responsibility . . . in loco parentis. 
 
    So different from Stephanie, who wouldn’t allow such thoughts to cross her mind. She hated responsibility: her bedroom looked like a bombsite and she would wail in frustration when she couldn’t find a clean garment, although she had not put so much as a dirty sock in the linen basket. She gave every appearance of being fond of her siblings, especially Bobbie, but would react angrily if asked to feed or look after any of them. She would laugh and play with them, watch children’s TV on the settee with her step-brother, but seldom with her mother or step-father. 
 
    And that hurt. Sue adored her, and watching her with the others Sue longed to feel the warmth of Stephanie’s affection, too, share a knowing smile. Touch. Occasionally it happened, but not often enough to salve the sores of repeated rebuffs. 
 
    Being the baby of the original family was possibly the reason for Debbie’s softness and affectionate nature; she looked for Sue’s company . . . when she arrived home from school or from a game of tennis, or when she came downstairs from her room. If Sue was in the kitchen preparing a meal, Debbie was at her side stirring the contents of a saucepan, chopping onions or simply talking over the day’s events. Of course she was by far the most sensitive of the three, needing lots of encouragement and reassurance. She was easily hurt and became very despondent when she was off her game. Being the youngest she had scarcely any memories of her real father and allowed Stephen to fill the vacant role far more than Stephanie and Roddy had done. And what was more, she adored her little step-brother. She loved to take him to the beach, shrimping and swimming, or walking the dogs on the sand. And naturally she loved teaching him tennis, to which he was responding with remarkable success for his eight and a half years. 
 
    So, when Sue was feeling glum about her latest failure to communicate with Stephanie or Roddy, doubting her ability as a parent, it was invariably Debbie who lifted her spirits. 
 
    * 
 
    Actually, Stephanie loved everyone, including her mother, the day she received her A-level results in August, and the euphoria had carried her along on cloud nine right up till her departure to university in October. Art and design had always been her goal, and now she was away to the college of her choice, away from the strictures and suffocations of family life. 
 
    She was free as air. 
 
    * 
 
    It was one of those continuous parties which start at about eleven in the morning and drift on all day. 
 
    “Mummy, can I help, please?” Bobbie’s face was smeared with chocolate, his shirt was half out of his pants and he had discarded his shoes. 
 
    Sue stopped herself before saying, ‘may I, not can I’, remembering how it used to irritate her when her mother corrected her years ago. “That would be marvellous, dear. I need someone to pass round the crisps and nibbly bits . . . not eat any, of course,” she added. “Come here,” she grabbed the dish cloth, “Let’s get rid of some of this mess.” 
 
    “Pooh! No,” the boy spluttered, ducking away as the wet cloth wiped across his face. “You’ve been doing something with raw onions!” 
 
    “What time are people asked for, Mum?” Roddy asked. 
 
    “Eleven.” 
 
    “Are you sure you got the day right? It’s ten past and there’s no one here yet.” 
 
    “You only seem happy when you’ve found something to worry about,” Sue laughed. “I told them any time after eleven. Debbie, he’ll arrive whether or not you stand waiting at the back door,” referring to Justin. “Until he does, could you carry on scrubbing those jacket potatoes?” 
 
    “Do you think this will be enough punch?” Stephen was stirring the dark, pungent liquid in Sue’s jam-making bashin. 
 
    “You’ve plenty more wine to top it up, haven’t you? And there are more cloves and cinnamon sticks in the spice rack.” Sue finished arranging the Coronation Chicken on its serving dishes and placed it on a shelf in the pantry. 
 
    “Cooee! Anyone home?” 
 
    “Come in, Aunt Filly! Happy Christmas! You lot haven’t had your pressies, yet. Quick, before anyone else arrives.” Sue led them all into the sitting-room, which looked bare with the furniture either removed or pushed back to the walls. 
 
    Troilus and Cressida were very excited and insisted on helping to carry the Warwick’s parcels. 
 
    Christmas paper was still being torn when the Tetchworths arrived, en masse. Everyone was kissing, shaking hands and spilling punch on the carpet, but nobody cared. 
 
    Stephanie was the last to arrive, making her grand entrance down the stairs in long, flowered Indian ethnic garments, and various strings of beads, dangling earrings and bits of leather tied round her neck, wrists and ankles. 
 
    Roddy hissed his disapproval; Sue swallowed while Stephen slid his free arm round her in sympathy. 
 
    Caroline cheered. “Here she is!” 
 
    “Well, what have we here?” roared Johnny Tetchworth in his pseudo Oxford accent. “The harem comes to little Guernsey!” 
 
    The unfortunate Hilary Tetchworth was standing near her husband as, having glanced sadly at the ceiling, Stephanie walked towards her saying in a very loud stage whisper, “Dear Mrs Tetchworth, please accept my most sincere sympathy. He is so very gauche, isn’t he?” 
 
    The remark was tempered with such a wide smile that Hilary was unsure how to take it. 
 
    Vanessa, Karen and Caroline, who were standing nearby with a group of young men, were in no doubt and burst into gales of laughter. 
 
    Johnny flushed angrily, and so did Sue who headed for the kitchen for a tray of hot cocktail sausages; Steps had asked for it, dressing up in such weird gear, and Johnny had been out of line, but Steps had no right to speak to a senior guest like that. The moment passed and was forgotten by everyone except Debbie who was deeply hurt on Justin’s behalf. 
 
    The invitation had been very open and casual and Sue wondered how many people would leave before lunch, but nobody did, leaving her calculating wildly about slicing the remaining ham, and bringing out the leftover chippolatas from yesterday. Luckily, the canapés eventually took the edge off most appetites, and after the main course slabs of cheese, bowls of trifle and loads of fruit salad and cream filled any remaining voids. 
 
    Everyone seemed relaxed and happy, even Roddy. The mildly inebriated young took themselves off into the sitting – room to play soft, moody pop, leaving Richard’s little Derek asleep, Bobbie playing with his Christmas presents and the older generations chatting and dozing round the debris on the dining room table. 
 
    The sound of “Gentle on my Mind” drifted across the hallway through the open door. 
 
    “That has to be one of the better hits of the year,” Greg observed. 
 
    “Really, Dad! I didn’t know you were into pop!” Sue laughed. 
 
    “If you can’t beat ’em, join ’em!” he grunted. 
 
    “Incredible to think of The Rolling Stones wowing them all in Madison Square Gardens.” Gordon helped himself to another glass of port. 
 
    “Haven’t we done well with our British films this year?” from Maureen. “Have you seen Richard Attenborough’s ‘Oh What a Lovely War!’?” 
 
    “Yes,” Anne said, “We both loved it but I must say I preferred ‘Women in Love’.” 
 
    “That was because she was knocked sideways by Oliver Reed wrestling in the nude,” her husband teased. “Which was your favorite, Sybil?” 
 
    “‘The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie’,” was the prompt answer, “But I suppose the vote from the other room would be for ‘Easy Rider’.” 
 
    Sue stifled a yawn. She had been up since seven preparing food, added to which the wine was making it almost impossible to keep her eyes open. “I’m going to make a pot of tea. How many takers?” 
 
    Apart from Richard, Johnny and Gordon who were still circulating the port between them, everyone agreed. 
 
    “No!” Sue said sternly as willing hands began collecting up dishes. “If any of this stuff goes into the kitchen I won’t be able to move in there! Please leave it all and go and join the kids.” 
 
    No one argued. 
 
    * 
 
    Debbie had a job as sales assistant in a sports shop in Town – not what Sue and Stephen had had in mind for her, but the girl was so happy, so sweet and cheerful a member of the household, that her parents withheld their opinions. 
 
    However there were odd moments when she seemed strangely moody. “I can’t make her out,” Sue told Stephen one night early in the New Year. “She gives the impression she has the weight of the world on her mind, and I ask her if she has a problem.” 
 
    “And . . .” 
 
    “We-ell, judging by her immediate reaction, I’d say she wanted to unload a whole heap of problems, but she always shakes her head and says ‘no’.” 
 
    “You’re sure she’s not pregnant?” 
 
    “Stephen! Don’t even think about it!” Sue huddled under the bedclothes and into his arms, adding. “She and Justin don’t sleep together. And anyway, she doesn’t look pregnant.” 
 
    Three weeks later, when Sue was sitting alone by the fire knitting one evening and Stephen was in his study, Debbie joined her, and after a while the subject of love and marriage came up. 
 
    “When did you and Uncle Stephen fall in love, Mum?” 
 
    Sue had never told any of the children of the affair she had had with Stephen while their father, Jonathan, was still alive, thinking it would be better all round for them not to know. And better for her, too. On the other hand, she was more than ever convinced that Debbie was worried about something and surely, if she confided the truth to the girl and begged for her understanding, it would encourage Debbie to do the same. She launched gingerly into the tale, choosing her words very carefully. 
 
    Debbie listened intently to the details, the reasons and excuses, watching the guilt in her mother’s eyes. And when Sue finished she stretched out her hand to grasp her mother’s arm. “No need to worry, Mum. We all realised that Uncle Stephen was extra special to you. I don’t remember very much about Daddy, but Stephanie and Roddy say he was very cross and grumpy most of the time.” 
 
    Sue gulped. “He didn’t used to be, not when we fell in love and got married. Not until after his terrible accident.” 
 
    “You mean, not until he couldn’t have sex any more?” 
 
    The knitting needles stopped clicking and three stitches were dropped. “That was certainly part of the reason he was so . . . so angry with life. And with me.” 
 
    “Why with you? It wasn’t your fault!” 
 
    “No. But I think it helped him to have someone close at whom he could direct his anger.” 
 
    “Do you think all men get angry about things that seem unreasonable to us?” 
 
    Oh-oh! Was Debbie’s problem about to surface? “Men and women often seem to see things differently, in a lot of ways.” 
 
    “But Uncle Stephen doesn’t, does he?” 
 
    “Uncle Stephen is a most exceptionally gentle man. But then I suppose he needed to be to take on you lot!” 
 
    “How did you know when you were in love, Mum?” 
 
    Sue grinned. “Guess work!” she shook her head, “It’s so difficult to say. There are so many reasons for believing we are in love.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Like reaching a stage when one feels the need of a mate. So you meet someone who seems passably suitable and fix your sights on him. That’s the way I was with my first boyfriend and I honestly and truly thought I was in love.” 
 
    “And weren’t you?” 
 
    “When I fell in love with your father I realised it couldn’t have been the real thing. I mean, you can’t be truly in love with more than one person, can you?” 
 
    “Oh no! Absolutely not!” 
 
    “Some people have a special friendship with a boy,” Sue went on, hoping this wasn’t going to sound too obvious, “and are so desperate to hang on to it they imagine they are in love. But,” she added quickly, not wanting to linger on that one, “I think the most difficult reason to sort out in one’s mind is lust.” 
 
    Debbie’s eyebrows shot up and her jaw dropped: this was not the terminology she expected from her mother. But she didn’t interrupt. 
 
    “When our sex glands are fully developed,” Sue continued, desperately hoping she was making sense, “and respond to the sexual attraction of one boy in particular for possibly no better reason than that he happens to be around at the right time, one is inclined to imagine that this is it . . . with a capital ‘I’.” 
 
    “What’s difficult about that?” 
 
    “The fact that he may be totally unsuitable. Wrong background. Not the sort of person you would easily make friends with, but for the lust. Wrong type of thinking to match your own.” 
 
    “But a few minutes ago you said that men think differently from women. How can they ever match?” 
 
    Sue wondered whether she wasn’t digging herself a very deep pit. “Well, there are many various areas of thinking. If it is only a matter of simple details like whether to spread one’s marmalade on the toast or put a little on for each bite, no problem. But when you have totally opposing attitudes on moral values, on what is right or wrong, then the relationship can run into trouble. You see, sexual attraction alone doesn’t last. Friendship and mutual respect do.” 
 
    Debbie stared at her, frowning. “Hmm. But you still haven’t told me how you know when you’re in love.” 
 
    Sue nibbled the end of her knitting needle, thinking hard. “When you know you’ve got all three at the same time for the same person.” 
 
    “Friendship, respect and sexual attraction?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Debbie sat for a long time fondling one of Cressida’s ears while staring into the fire, watching the wavering flames send thin spirals of smoke up the chimney. Eventually she looked up and gave her mother a relaxed, happy smile. “I’m so glad we’ve had this chat, it really has cleared my mind.” She sighed and gave herself a little hug. “Mummy, please may I go on the pill?” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
    Chapter Four – Storm Clouds 
 
      
 
    April showers had been delayed till May, bringing a miserable morass of mud mingling with the building materials. 
 
    Hunched in fisherman’s waterproofs, with rain trickling down his neck, Stephen trod carefully in his wellingtons to avoid slipping and falling full length in the mess. There was no sign of any workmen outside. Or inside. He walked through from room to room of the old part of the building, trying to avoid loose planks of wood, pipes and miscellaneous wiring, calling out “Anyone there?” but no one answered. 
 
    Back at the car Cyril Blaydon was fuming. “Didn’t I tell you? Your bloody island builders are too damn work-shy to turn up. What’s the matter with them?” 
 
    Stephen had given up counting to ten, months ago. “They know they can’t do blockwork in this weather; the mortar would wash away before it had time to set.” 
 
    “Then they should cover it up, dammit!” 
 
    “You decided against erecting tented scaffolding.” 
 
    “Total waste of money in this supposed climate. I was told we were coming to live in sunny Guernsey.” 
 
    Stephen laughed politely at the little joke. 
 
    “Well, there is plenty for them to do in the old part,” Cy grumbled. “What’s happening in there?” 
 
    “The painters and decorators can’t move in till the electricians and plumbers are finished,” Stephen explained yet again. He had been saying the same thing over and over for the past three months. 
 
    “Why aren’t they finished in that part? Off on some other job, kidding some other poor sucker along.” Cy was in a filthy mood, not least because the hotel manager had told him that morning that other guests were complaining about the volume of Amanda’s music. When he told her off she wailed to her mother, and Carol had flown into a paddy which could have been heard down at the harbour. The sooner they were in their own place the better, but the date of moving in was receding by the hour. 
 
    “They can’t complete the ducting till the extensions are complete or the ducts won’t marry.” Stephen didn’t add that no matter where taps and radiators and electric sockets were sited, Carol would undoubtedly decide to have them moved, adding to the chaos and delay. “You know, one really doesn’t want to finalise details till one has the overall picture,” he said diplomatically. 
 
    “Hrmph!” Cy growled. “Take me to a pub, I need a drink!” 
 
    It was still quite early and the bar at the Rockmount hadn’t filled up yet. The two men sat at a table with their pints, Cy glaring out of the window at the driving rain. 
 
    “Are you beginning to regret coming to live in Guernsey?” Stephen said with a grin, trying to lighten his client’s mood. 
 
    “I may well if this doesn’t let up, soon. I imagine the view out there must be pretty good on a decent day.” 
 
    “Yes. Cobo is spectacularly beautiful. A very popular beach and fishing harborage. Holidaymakers love it.” 
 
    “When it’s not raining, you mean?” his heavy jowls managed a smile. “Now look here, Stevie,” he was the only person to abbreviate the name since Stephen had left school, “I’ve got my son and his wife coming over for a week at the end of next month, and I want you to meet them. We had hoped, when he booked the date, that we would be in the house. As it is he’ll have to use hotel accommodation. Thought we might all get together. Will you have family over?” 
 
    “Yes, indeed. The two at university should be home by then. The other two live here, anyway.” While he was talking, Stephen was doing some quick thinking. Would Sue kill him if he asked the Blaydon’s down to La Rocquette de Bas? But Blaydon had so worded his desire to get together, that he really had no option. “Why don’t you all come down to our place?” 
 
    “Splendid idea! Let’s make a date.” 
 
    “I’ll have a word with my wife when I get home, and ask her to phone you. Nearer the time, perhaps.” Who knows, something might crop up to delay the arrangement . . . indefinitely? Chance would be a fine thing, though he had to admit that apart from the times when Cy Blaydon was losing his rag, he was quite good, entertaining company. Pity about the wife and daughters, though. 
 
    After dropping his client back at the hotel, Stephen drove down to the office wondering how he was going to broach the subject with Sue. Darling Sue. She really was his most precious and prized possession, but no one could deny she had a spirited temper when roused. Would she really be mad as hell at him? And there was something else on his mind which he felt a need to discuss with her. Roddy. 
 
    Strictly speaking, Roddy was his second cousin as well as his stepson. Jonathan, the boy’s father, had been his first cousin, and although Stephen had known Sue when they were still at school and had adored her even then from a distance, Jonathan, the dashing ex-RAF wartime pilot had been any girl’s obvious choice of mate. Their marriage had nearly broken Stephen’s heart. Roddy, with his very blond hair and blue eyes, looked so like his father, was so unlike himself, that after Jonathan’s death, when Sue had finally turned to him for love and marriage, it had been difficult to see the boy as a son, though he was very fond of him. So not unnaturally, he was rather worried that Roddy was not showing quite the interest he, Stephen, felt he should in his chosen career as an architect. Up to a year ago, or even more recently, Roddy had seemed so enthusiastic about the subject, studied hard and gone on to university to read the subject before coming back to the island to work in the firm which bore his family name. But during the Easter vacation there had been a subtle change in the boy’s attitude. He still worked hard, paid attention . . . and gave the subject due lip service? For that was the way he was beginning to sound. 
 
    * 
 
    “You are joking, of course,” was Sue’s immediate reaction to the suggestion of entertaining the Blaydons. “Who on earth could we dilute them with? Uhtred and Tilly?” 
 
    Stephen looked bashful and took her in his arms. “No! Definitely not Uhtred and Tilly. Nor Frank and Christine. But I tell who would cope with them beautifully – Sir Gordon and Lady Sybil!” 
 
    Sue giggled. “Yes. Gordon would sort him out in no uncertain terms!” 
 
    “And Sybil would make the wife look like a decorated carthorse, ready for the North Show!” 
 
    “You realise we are being horrid?” 
 
    “Yes. And you realise I cannot possibly turn them down without causing deep offence?” 
 
    Sue hugged him. “I know you can’t, my darling. So you want me to ring that awful woman and make a date?” 
 
    “Yes.” Stephen kissed her nose. The crisis point had passed without injury, but he elected to say nothing at the moment about Roddy. 
 
    Which seemed, later, to have been a wise decision. In fact when Roderick, as he now preferred to be called, returned for the summer vacation having completed his second year at university, and settled down to some seriously hard draught work which he completed with precision and care, Stephen decided he had dreamed up the doubts he had felt at Easter. 
 
    “Sir? Do you think that by facing this corner and the archway at the side in granite we tend to marry the extension into the theme of the old building, here, or does it make it look pseud?” Roderick stood back from the elevation on the drawing board, waiting for Stephen’s comments. 
 
    “Pseud, as it stands. But once you’ve added the odd tree or Virginia creeper to this stretch of blank wall I think it will all blend in as though it had been there for a hundred years or more.” The work that the twenty-year-old had done was exquisite. Perfect in every detail. “That is a splendid job. Our clients will be delighted. But, Roderick, old man, do stop calling me sir, or Uncle. I think the time has come for you to call me Stephen, don’t you?” 
 
    A flood of red climbed up Roderick’s neck. “If that’s all right with you . . . Stephen?” 
 
    “Fine. Now shall we go out to the Blaydon place and see how the carpenters and decorators are getting on?” 
 
    “You mean you want me to come with you?” 
 
    “Yes. I’d like to get your angle on the interior design.” 
 
    “I’m not much into decor and furnishings, if that’s what you mean.” 
 
    “Have you touched on the subject at university?” 
 
    “Not really. It’s been far more a matter of calculating loadbearing strengths for wall and girders, and making buildings blend into local environments. We’ve also covered a lot of detail on soil and subsoil in relation to foundations, and aspects regarding sunlight and the quality of plaster facings. But we’ve yet to open the book on interiors.” 
 
    “That’s understandable, I suppose,” Stephen nodded, though personally he thought interiors of prime importance in regard to dwellings. People lived inside their houses, not outside, and sat looking at the four walls of their living space. 
 
    They left the office together and went out to Stephen’s car. 
 
    * 
 
    Sue was pleased to have Bobbie with her at home: with Roderick and Stephanie away at their respective universities and now Debbie doing the junior tennis circuit in England, the house seemed so quiet and empty, even when Stephen was at home. The latter tended to spend too much time in his study doing extra work brought home from the office. 
 
    “Can’t get the drawings out on time when one has to spend so many hours a day on site,” he’d explain. 
 
    “Then why don’t you take on extra draughtsmen?” Sue kept asking. 
 
    “Simply a matter of economics, darling,” he would reply. 
 
    But at least he was there, in the house and not out every evening following some sport or hobby. So she didn’t complain too much. And Bobbie filled the vacancy very well. Now nine years old, he was an intelligent kid, good at modelling aircraft and warships and increasingly keen on tennis. Sue spent at least an hour a day on the court with him throughout the summer and already she felt he should have more professional coaching. Plus, with Stephen’s encouragement, he was learning to play the piano. However, not even Bobbie could distract Sue’s mind from the other three – not completely. She missed them so much: found herself listening for Stephanie to rock the house with pop music, or for the pluck! of tennis balls out on the court. Throughout her middle childhood and teenage years she had longed for the family life she had been denied by the war. She had married young to fullfil that need and found herself trapped in an almost macabre shell of wedlock, tied to a man who, after his disabling car accident, gave every indication of despising her. Fortunately, before her mother died the two women had repaired their relationship, severed by the war, and when Sarah succumbed to cancer aged only fifty-six, no one could ever replace her in Sue’s affections. Aunt Filly was a wonderful confidante, as was Sybil, but that wasn’t quite the same as the mother and daughter intimacy Sue and Sarah shared in the latter’s final years. It still hurt so dreadfully that Sarah was not around to watch her grandchildren growing up. Families were so important. 
 
    Sue often thought, now, how marvellous it would be to have Debbie lean on the kitchen counter, chatting, while she prepared dinner, though she hadn’t recovered yet from the shock of the girl’s request for the pill. That had come right out of the blue, leaving Sue speechless, helpless to think of the right words to say, how to stall this turn of events. 
 
    Of course she had had to accede: Debbie had said quite plainly that she and Justin were going to sleep together anyway, with or without the pill, so it had seemed the lesser of the two evils. And now, with her parents’ blessing, Debbie was off on tour with her beloved Justin, gloriously happy and contented and enjoying phoning home whenever she had the chance for a cosy chat with her mother. 
 
    Right at this moment, Bobbie was at his piano lesson; he and Stephen and Roderick would not be in for another hour and a half and the family house was full of oppressive silence. Even Stephanie’s aggressive glares would have been welcome. 
 
    The phone startled Sue out of her misery. “Hallo?” 
 
    “Mum! It’s me.” Stephanie’s voice. 
 
    “Hallo, darling. I was just thinking how much I was missing you. How are you? When are you getting back here?” 
 
    “Fine. Look, don’t expect me back yet awhile. A crowd of us are planning to go to a Rock Festival next weekend. It’s going to be a total wow and I couldn’t possibly bear to miss it. The only thing is, I’m running a bit low on funds at the moment. Do you think you could spare me a bit of housekeeping?” 
 
    The disappointment dropped into Sue’s stomach like a lump of lead. “How much longer will you be away?” 
 
    “Another week or so, I imagine. I’ll phone again as soon as I know.” 
 
    “Karen is back. I saw her in Town yesterday.” 
 
    “Really? Well she had to get back to help out in their shop for the summer.” There was a pause. “So what about the lolly, Mum?” 
 
    Sue put her hand over the mouthpiece as she sighed. Mustn’t upset the girl or she wouldn’t even bother to phone. “How much do you want?” 
 
    Stephanie laughed. “How much can you spare?” 
 
    “Thirty pounds?” 
 
    Another pause. “Couldn’t you make it fifty?” 
 
    “I suppose so. Where do I send the cheque? Are you still at college?” 
 
    “No. I’m staying with my friend Margaret, in London. This is her address. Got a pen?” 
 
    Sue wrote it down. “Where is this Festival?” 
 
    “Look, Mum, I mustn’t chat. I’m running up Margaret’s phone bill. I’ll speak to you again soon.” 
 
    “Oh, all right. But why don’t you reverse the charges next time so we have a chance to talk?” 
 
    “Sure. As long as you don’t mind. Cheers. Bye!” 
 
    “Bye, bye, darling. Take care of yourself . . .” But the line had already gone dead. 
 
    * 
 
    “How did she take it?” 
 
    “Not with overwhelming enthusiasm,” Stephanie said with a laugh. She was sitting with a bunch of students, some of whom might be described as friends, in Margaret Sedgewicks’s flat. They were drinking coffee with powdered milk and eating their way through two packets of Digestive biscuits. “The money should arrive in a couple of days.” 
 
    “Meanwhile, how do we eat?” 
 
    “Isn’t your rich friend Caroline due to join us sometime soon?” asked Marcus, of the long sideboards and shoulder-length hair. 
 
    “Yes!” Margaret brightened. “She’ll be good for a few Indian takeaways.” 
 
    Anthony, his curls tied back by a strip of cloth, stood up. “I’m going to the park. Anyone coming?” 
 
    One by one the crew drifted after him. They were a motley band, the boys sprouting beards, and wearing loose waistcoats and tabards over collarless shirts and jeans, the girls long-skirted and sandalled, their hair threaded with ribbons. Two people carried guitars and Melanie had a flute in her Mexican bag. 
 
    * 
 
    After much debate, Sue and Stephen decided that a Sunday lunch was best for entertaining the Blaydons, when they could be diluted with as many members of family as could be rallied. 
 
    “Pity Debs and Stephanie can’t be here,” Stephen began as he and Sue arranged outdoor furniture on the lawn. 
 
    “Just as well,” Sue countered, “Debs could find herself faced with the choice of playing patball with those girls or wiping them off the court completely. And one never knows what sort of impression Stephanie may elect to make on the spur of the moment. I find her so unpredictable nowadays.” 
 
    “Well, it will be up to Roderick to amuse them, I fear.” 
 
    “I think I must offer my apologies on the grounds of a previous engagement,” Roderick appeared on the verandah. 
 
    “You dare! You’ll get no supper for a week,” his mother threatened. 
 
    “Sounds as though it may be worth it,” he mused. 
 
    Sue threw a raffia tablemat at his head, and missed. 
 
    The Bankses were there, plus Richard and Anne with little Derek; Roderick was on the tennis court with young Bobbie, and the baked ham was dished up and ready to carve when the Blaydons turned up in their Rolls half an hour late, without apology. 
 
    Sue was not amused and Stephen felt guilty for having invited them, but he put on his best smile as he welcomed the guests and made introductions. “Our sons are still on the court and I’m afraid our daughters are away in England,” he explained, “But meet Sue’s brother Richard and his wife Anne. That’s their boy, Derek, playing with the dogs.” 
 
    “Oh, aren’t they sweet!” Coralie exclaimed, throwing herself onto the grass to stroke Troilus and Cressida, and ignoring the toddler. 
 
    Amanda hung onto Richard’s hand far longer than necessary, mentally dissecting him. She was in a very tight cotton print, backless dress with not a lot more attempting to cover her front; her lipstick was drawn over her face far wider than the extent of her mouth and her mascara-laden lids made her look tired rather than sultry. “Hi!” she drawled, “Do you live here in little Guernsey?” 
 
    “And this is my boy, Neal,” Cy announced with pride, “and his wife, Annabel.” A totally mismatched pair, physically. Neal was a perfect replica of his father, round and bald, though happily considerably taller; happily, because Annabel was exceptionally tall. Even on this sultry day, and despite being on holiday, she arrived dressed for a boardroom meeting rather than an alfresco meal, and gave every appearance of tension and boredom. 
 
    “Do you have any children?” Stephen asked. 
 
    “No. I’m afraid we have both been so tied up in business so far that there doesn’t seem to have been time yet,” replied the prospective, loving mother. 
 
    And you’d find them too tedious to have around, Stephen thought, imagining the effect of sticky fingers on her immaculate outfit. 
 
    Lady Sybil, meanwhile, was gazing down at Cy with sympathy. The look rather indicated that he was suffering the ultimate family burden, with which, as far as his step-daughters were concerned, he would have agreed had he been able to interpret accurately. Unfortunately, his inability in that direction led him to believe he had made an immediate hit, a belief from which Sybil longed to disillusion him. 
 
    Gordon, sitting on the arm of a chair, found himself on eye level with Carol’s impressive cleavage. 
 
    “Everyone to table, please,” Sue called, “or lunch will be spoiled.” 
 
    Fortunately the sun continued to shine, only a gentle breeze shaking the table parasols and scattering the pathway with cascades of Albertine rose petals from the west wall of the house. At this moment Sue was happy – she usually was when entertaining, when the guests were all smiling and conversation flowed freely over the table. Afterwards, Anne helped her to clear the dishes and glasses into the kitchen while everyone else played an argumentative game of croquet, excepting for Annabel who half sat on the verandah rail, watching, and Coralie who played ball with Cressida while Troilus eyed them with disdain. 
 
    “Thank heavens for dishwashers,” Sue gasped as the last surface was cleared. 
 
    “Yes, I envy you,” Anne said. “But I don’t see us getting one in the near future. A new washing machine is the next priority.” 
 
    Through the kitchen window Sue could see the croquet game coming to an end. “I suppose we had better lay on some tea. They don’t look as though they intend leaving yet. Thank goodness you brought that fruit cake, Anne. My sponge won’t go far with this crowd.” 
 
    When they manoeuvred the tea trolley outside, Richard and Roderick were partnering Amanda and Coralie on the tennis court, having borrowed sports shoes from the locker in the utility. Neither of the girls appeared to have played before, but Amanda was obviously enjoying being taught by Richard. 
 
    “So what do you do over here to keep yourself amused, Gordon?” Cy spoke through his teeth which were clenched on a fat cigar. 
 
    “Oh, I remain in touch with Whitehall, ye know, in an advisory capacity. Pop up to Town quite frequently.” 
 
    “He runs a local cricket team,” Sybil cut in, “which takes up far too much of his time when I need him in the garden. What sports do you play?” guessing quite accurately that Cy gave sport little if any of his time. 
 
    “Poker. Best sport there is. And most lucrative.” 
 
    “Ha! Only if you have a poker face,” declared Gordon. “Knew a chappie years ago in Poona who looked permanently as miserable as a bloodhound and won two thousand pounds before shipping back to Blighty. He was known as Happy Carruthers in the regiment.” 
 
    “If Cy could win that sorta money it would make his prolonged sessions worthwhile,” Carol groaned. “Goes off for days on end then says I can’t have another spending spree in Harrods. I love Harrods, don’t you Lady Sybil?” She couldn’t quite bring herself to drop the ‘Lady’. 
 
    Cy ignored her. “Well, old chap, I reckon there will be fewer defence cuts now the Tories are back in government. Your lot must have had rather a thin time under Labour.” 
 
    “Don’t you worry,” Gordon responded vigorously, “We soon showed ’em who was boss. Hadn’t got a clue, that lot. Only hope Edward Heath can do better. Tell me, how did the previous government affect your business?” 
 
    They had affected Blaydon’s business very nicely, more cuts meaning more Army surplus to be disposed of, but somehow he felt it might not be wise to say so. “Same as they affected most businesses. Hadn’t a clue about money, financing. I only hope we’ve got rid of ’em in time.” A strange answer, one might think, coming from a lifelong, ardent Labour supporter . . . given the right company. 
 
    By the time the scrap-iron millionaire and his family drove off in their Rolls, Richard realised he had been talked into taking Amanda out in his boat. He did not anticipate the trip with any noticable enthusiasm. 
 
    * 
 
    “These digs are awful,” Justin complained. “Couldn’t you find anything better?” 
 
    “Yes, but far too expensive. I can’t afford to splash out too much or I won’t be able to complete the tour.” 
 
    The room was pretty shabby: the thin curtains had lost much of their floral colour and their hooks, the cheap, worn brown carpet was stained and the painted furniture badly chipped, but Debbie loved it because it was their little love nest, however humble. 
 
    “Well, why won’t you agree to sharing digs with me? I seem to spend most of my time in yours, anyway.” 
 
    “You know my reasons,” Debbie sighed. It was one thing to get her mother to agree to her going on the pill, but quite another to actually, deliberately live in sin. 
 
    “I still can’t believe your mother is that old fashioned. Lots of people share digs nowadays.” She was such an attractive little piece, lovely body and good legs, he felt the need to have her within reach on a more regular and easier basis. “Makes far more sense,” he added forcefully, “than all this extra expense and coming and going night and morning.” 
 
    He was right, of course. Debbie softened. “Do you think we could work it pretending we had separate addresses?” 
 
    “If that will keep your mother happy.” He took her in his arms, relieved that he seemed finally to have made a breakthrough. 
 
    Debbie still wasn’t completely sure. Quite apart from her mother’s attitude, she wanted to be sure of Justin’s. He was certainly subject to some strange mood-swings . . . but then maybe he’d feel better once they had a more solid relationship. There was no doubt about her own feelings: she simply adored Justin to bits. He was her whole life. More so even than tennis. 
 
    Not that they didn’t both hurt her from time to time. Some of the criticisms of her game were very cruel: destructively so. She hated the bad sportsmanship on the circuit. It was one thing to have someone try to help by advising her to alter the angle of her racquet head for her forehand drive, or throw the ball higher for her first service. But after an off day, to be told by the parent of another player, or even on a couple of occasions by an official, that she was so hopeless it was pointless for her to be playing the circuit . . . that was devastating. Justin could be so kind and helpful at such moments: put a comforting arm round her and tell her to ignore the stupid old duffer or jealous witch. But occasionally he would simply disappear off to London in his car, not saying why he was going, nor when he’d be back, leaving her feeling deeply dejected. A dark cloud of depression would then descend to envelop her for hours, sometimes for days on end. Her fingernails suffered badly. 
 
    Debbie’s life did have it ups, though. When she reached the semi-finals of the Hampshire Championships she was over the moon, and not even her defeat in the next round could suppress her sense of achievement. Likewise, she did well in Gloucestershire, and Suffolk, and she was thrilled for Justin who defeated a strong opponent in the first round of the Surrey matches. 
 
    Two weeks later they motored north to Harrogate, and Debbie wore a gold band on her wedding finger as they signed into an upmarket guest house. It was the start of a very happy fortnight for them both. 
 
    * 
 
    The Tetchworths were invited to join the family party going over to Herm one Sunday. Richard was taking the party over in George Schmit’s boat; the latter was always happy for the competent young man to use her when he wasn’t taking her out fishing. Sue, Anne and Hilary compared notes about the picnic food on Friday morning, each keen to provide different items. 
 
    “Johnny suggests we buy two or three ready-cooked chickens,” Hilary told Sue. 
 
    “I usually roast them myself. And I’ve got a ham to boil. Why don’t you do a couple of bowls of different salads, instead?” The very idea of buying pre-cooked stuff detracted from the ambience of picnicking, in Sue’s mind. 
 
    “If you’re sure that will be enough.” Hilary was only worried about Johnny’s reaction: he did so love ‘pushing the boat out’. But she’d suggest he bring some wine. That should pacify him. “I’ll get some French loaves, too.” 
 
    “I’ll do a couple of big flasks of homemade ice-cream to have with the strawberries,” Anne offered. “And I’ve made some scones for tea.” 
 
    They set out from St Sampson’s Harbour at ten-thirty in the morning, Richard at the helm, Stephen and Roderick busy with warps and fenders while Johnny, carefully attired in a traditional, oiled navy wool “fisherman’s Guernsey” and red bandanna tied round his neck, hurried to and fro getting in their way. Bobby had brought a school friend and the two of them, in lifejackets, settled themselves up on the foredeck in prime position. The ladies busied themselves in the cabin, stowing the endless bags of food and bathing things, watched by Jane, Justin’s rather colourless sister, now nineteen years old. 
 
    The wind was in the west – good for dropping anchor in Belvoir Bay, but not so good for the diesel fumes curling up the transom to the cockpit and blowing over the seafarers. Johnny’s popularity rating was not improved by comments about modern, speedier boats out-running the fumes, and asking when George was going to swop this old thing for something more convenient and up-to-date. 
 
    Richard’s response was abrupt and to the point. “Who on earth would want to exchange a classic craft for some flashy bit of fibreglass?” 
 
    “Lot of French yachts around this weekend,” Stephen observed, tactfully. “I wonder if there is a race on?” 
 
    “I do love to see all those colourful spinnakers.” Hilary appreciated the change of subject. Then added sotto voce to Sue, “I would so love us to take up yachting but I’m afraid we would never agree on the type of boat. Would we?” 
 
    Sue winked at her and said nothing. 
 
    It was decided to eat aboard, anchored in the bay, but most people wanted to swim ashore beforehand, some for ice creams, others just to take a walk. 
 
    Bobbie and his friend jumped overboard feet first, holding their noses, Anne and the men dived in while Sue and Hilary climbed down the transom ladder in more dignified fashion, passing little Derek to his mother in his rubber ring. 
 
    Roderick did not find Jane Tetchworth a very attractive female at first. They went off for a walk together, just for something to do, and stopped to see St Tugual’s chapel. “Do you know how they managed to build these arched roofs, all those centuries ago?” Roderick asked, prepared to impress her with his knowledge. 
 
    “Yes. They built the walls then packed ground within them, mounding it up to support the stones as they arched them into position until the stones met in the centre when the wedge-shaped keystones were locked in.” She smiled shyly at him. “Then they dug all the ground out again through the doorway.” 
 
    Eyebrows raised, Roderick nodded appreciatively. “You have been doing your homework!” 
 
    “I love old buildings. When we lived in England Mummy and I would go off together for the day to explore castles, or an abbey or cathedral. Sometimes Mummy would take her paints and do a watercolour. I’m hopeless with a brush. I enjoy pen and ink so much more.” Suddenly she blushed and changed the subject. “Do you know anything about this saint?” 
 
    “No. No one even seems to know if St Tugual was a man or a woman. The chapel was built of imported granite and dedicated to the saint by Catholic monks. Lovely to think that it has been so beautifully restored and is still in regular use.” 
 
    They went on to discuss buildings in general, and Roderick was moderately impressed with her intelligence. 
 
    Jane, on the other hand, though pleased that he seemed happy in her company, thought he was a bit pompous. Rather like her father. 
 
    By the time they returned to the beach, all the others were aboard and lunch was being laid out on the saloon table and in the cockpit. “We’d better swim out to the boat,” Roderick said, striding down the steeply shelving shingle. 
 
    Jane’s eyes were big as saucers. “The tide’s come up a lot. It looks a jolly long way.” 
 
    Roderick suppressed a sigh. “Do you want me to fetch the dinghy? Or will you feel safe enough swimming alongside me? You can always hang on if you get tired.” Compared with his sisters this girl seemed rather feeble. 
 
    Reading his reaction only too clearly, Jane felt awful. “I’m game to give it a try,” she said bravely. 
 
    Roderick was a fairly good swimmer, but he doubted if he could cope if she panicked halfway across. “I’ll get the dinghy. You wait here. It won’t take me long.” He plunged into the next wave and struck out. 
 
    * 
 
    The Rock Festival had been a weekend affair, starting on Friday evening and continuing all day Saturday with different groups and soloists taking turns on the scaffolding stage. Stephanie hadn’t been sure what to expect; three or four of the gang had been to other such gatherings before and described their impressions, which had proved very confusing as they were all so different. She had looked around at the litter of bodies, standing, sitting, lying; walking, talking, laughing, sleeping. Everyone doing their own thing. And there were thousands of them. Many, like her own crowd, were in jeans, shirts and jumpers, with some of the girls in ethnic cottons, others were dressed up really weird with wigs, feathers and top hats. Beads, earrings and pendants were in for both men and women. They had brought groundsheets, rugs, sleeping-bags, and plastic carriers of food and drink. There were food stalls and beer tents round the edge of the field, though most of the gathering were wary of inflated prices. Toilet facilities were hopelessly inadequate and it didn’t do to get downwind of them. 
 
    Stephanie had shivered when dusk and dew were falling, one stage better than rain, but a chill breeze had blown across the open meadows from the west. 
 
    “Why don’t you put this rug round your shoulders?” Tony suggested, unrolling it and placing it over her cardigan. He had come, ostensibly, as Melanie’s partner, but hoping to make it with this luscious art student before the weekend was over. 
 
    Seeing the gesture, Marcus had known only too well what was in Tony’s mind and had every intention of beating him to it. He sat on her other side, unzipped his sleeping bag and suggested she put her frozen feet in it, sandals and all. Stephanie smiled at them both and thought how sweet, kind and friendly everyone was. 
 
    Melanie took out her flute and played a haunting, James Galway type piece. 
 
    Caroline Patterson sat up in her smart new sleeping-bag, dug her teeth into a large piece of pork pie which she had no intention of sharing with anyone, and wished she hadn’t come. 
 
    A dark-skinned, leather-clad chap in a group nearby plucked at his guitar, in tune with Melanie’s flute, and soon his friend with the dreadlocks had joined in, too. It was a pleasant sound and everyone in the vicinity began to hum and sway. 
 
    Marcus produced some bottles of beer. “Here, have one of these, Stephanie.” 
 
    She took the bottle and drank deeply from the neck. She didn’t much like the taste but she knew the effect would be good if she got enough of it. 
 
    With darkness had come the lights, flaming torches round the perimeter, and psychedelic, flashing electric spots round the stage powered by the distant generators. Then the serious music started, thumping like the rhythm of heartbeats. Several people got up to dance; lively, jerky movements, bodies lurching back and forth. 
 
    Stephanie’s party had danced together, no one partnering anyone in particular, all united by the obsessive beat which took command of their senses, drove all thought out of their minds. 
 
    When the performing group took a break to rapturous applause and the dancers flopped to the ground for refreshments, someone passed round a thin cigarette. 
 
    Stephanie had developed a deep love of God, of the world and of all the people in it. 
 
    * 
 
    In Guernsey everyone is either someone’s old schoolfriend or their cousin. Everyone knows everything about everybody, going back generations. Islanders knew their family history was public knowledge, but few cared, because for every skeleton known to be in your cupboard, you knew of equal skeletons in everyone else’s. 
 
    William Smart was Geraldine Schmit’s nephew, and Geraldine, usually known as Gelly, was an old school friend of Sue’s mother Sarah, and of Aunt Filly, and was George Schmit’s second wife. And everyone knew her sister Louise had had the misfortune to marry a “Bad Lot”, a shotgun marriage when she was five months gone, and had endured a miserable life of hardship and abuse until she finished up in the Castel Hospital with a mental breakdown, only three months before the “Bad Lot” fell under a bus in a drunken stupor. 
 
    William, young Billy, the only outcome of this unhappy union, never shone at school, left when he was sixteen, and Uncle George had kindly agreed to take him on in the boatyard, where he shone even less. This was largely due to the fact that his agile mind was constantly preoccupied with schemes for accumulating the maximum amount of money for the minimum amount of work. Years ago, he had involved an unwitting Richard in a blatantly dishonest venture from which they were extricated only by a great deal of goodwill and repentant promises. Although, as George variously swore to his friend, Richard’s father Greg, he didn’t believe ‘a leopard could change its spots’, and ‘what is bred in the bone will come out in the blood’, nevertheless, he continued to employ the boy for Gelly’s sake. And now, at thirty-four years of age, Billy continued to dream and scheme and leave most of the hard work to Richard. 
 
    “I promise you I’ve got a winner this time,” he told Richard that August. “There’s this firm in France who buy up bankrupt boats and sell them on cheap to yards all over the continent. I can pick up a really nice motor cruiser for five thousand quid, bring her back here where we put five thousand’s worth of gear in her, plus pretty her up, then flog her off for twenty-five or thirty. It can’t miss.” 
 
    “And who is going to buy it?” Richard asked, not really paying much attention as he wrestled with a propeller shaft bent by a speeding owner on a sharp rock. 
 
    “There are yacht-brokers springing up all over the island now, selling to business people in Birmingham who register and berth their boats here to dodge English taxes. Do you realise they can fly here for a weekend’s sailing far quicker than they could motor down to a marina on the south coast? Those are our customers.” 
 
    “You mean they would be our customers if we had ten thou lying around waiting to be invested in your scheme.” 
 
    “Well, that needn’t be a problem. If we put the figures to your father and to Uncle George, either of them could cough up that amount without blinking.” 
 
    “How little you know my father or Uncle George,” Richard snorted. “Neither would cough up a bean without losing sleep. Here, pass me that hammer, will you?” 
 
    Richard didn’t give the matter another thought until he was on his way home that night. Then it occurred to him that Billy’s idea might not be such a bad one, providing one had that much capital to invest. He might just mention it to Dad next time he saw him. 
 
    * 
 
    It was a warm September day. Bees were collecting the last dustings of pollen from the asters and Michaelmas daisies below the verandah, a collar dove was cooing a monotonously boring song out of sight in one of the conifers; Cressida was scratching her back on the stunted, dry grass on the lawn watched by Troilus, who was lying nearby with his chin on his paws waiting for something sufficiently interesting to happen to make it worth his while getting up. 
 
    Sue sat in her deckchair, an open book on her lap, listening. But there was no “pluck” of tennis balls on the court, no din of pop music coming through an upstairs window. No one called “hallo” as the front door slammed, or scrunched the gravel with cycle tyres. Bobbie was back at school, Debbie had flitted over and gone back again to England to finish the tennis season, Stephen was at work, and Roderick had gone off to see some English cathedrals before returning to university. As for Stephanie, well, she hadn’t come back all summer and Sue could only hope she would be going back to college eventually. Sue had begged and pleaded with her on the phone and had the receiver slammed down on her ear for her trouble. She had wept, written letters which were returned “Gone away, address not known” and now she knew she could only try not to think about her daughter at all, because the thoughts made her so miserable she was depressing everyone else round her. It wasn’t fair on Stephen and Bobbie, or on Roderick and Debs when they happened to be around. She had asked herself “why?” a million times but no answer seemed to make any sense. What had she done to cause the girl to reject her, reject home and family? Where had she gone wrong? Or was this God’s punishment for some unwitting transgression? Oh no, not that line of thinking again; she had gone down that track after Jonathan’s accident, worrying that it was some form of retribution for having thrown David Morgan over to marry Jonathan. So was she really to imagine that once again she was being punished, this time for having had an adulterous relationship with Stephen while Stephanie’s father was still alive? Rubbish! She had decided long ago that God had sent Stephen to her at that time to keep her sane . . . for the sake of the children if for no other reason. 
 
    So forget it. Forget Stephanie. The girl would come back when she was good and ready. She had her reasons, however obscure they might seem to an older woman. To her mother. 
 
    And in the meantime, the sun was shining, the bees buzzing and the birds singing and . . . she was bloody lonely and miserable. 
 
    Sue looked at her watch again. There was tons of time to take the dogs across the common to the beach and back again before Bobbie came home from school. She pushed herself out of her chair and immediately Troilus’s head came up, ears forward in expectation. “Come on then, you two.” 
 
    On impulse she grabbed her swimsuit and towel from the utility before heading out to the gate. There would be sufficient wind out there to build up some boisterous breakers in the bay. A bit of belly surfing would do her good. 
 
    It did. She loved it, and so did the dogs. In calmer seas they would love to swim out with her, but they did not enjoy being rolled in the breakers, so while she waded out into the surf, Troilus and Cressida paddled in the marbled backwash, pouncing triumphantly on pieces of vraic torn from the sea bed. As she sped into the shallows on her stomach the dogs would hurl themselves on her, licking her face and prancing around till she waded out again. Sometimes she would mis-time her leap forward with the curling breaker, and find herself upended, rolled over and over, gasping for breath until she was released to fight for her footing against the undertow. It was desperately exhilarating, so absorbing one never got cold however freezing the wind, and anyway the water was always so warm in September. 
 
    Sue was fighting to maintain some degree of modesty as she dragged on her clothes under a towel held together in her teeth, when her cousin’s voice shouted, “Hi there! What’s it like in?” She grabbed the towel with one hand and yanked her trousers up to her waist with the other. “Sybil! Gordon! You must go in, it’s gorgeous. Very warm.” She zipped up and dropped the towel. “What’s the time?” She fished her watch out of her pocket. “Oh hell! I was in for nearly an hour and Bobbie will be home wondering where on earth I am. Would you like to pop in for a cup of tea after your dip?” 
 
    “We’d love to. See you later.” 
 
    Bobbie was watching television and didn’t seem to have noticed her absence. And the phone was ringing. 
 
    “Hallo?” 
 
    “Mum?” It was Stephanie. 
 
    “Hallo, darling. How are you?” 
 
    “Fine, thanks.” 
 
    “Where are you. Back at college yet?” 
 
    “No, I’m at Margaret’s in London.” 
 
    “What date do you go back?” 
 
    “That’s what I’m ringing about. I’ve decided not to go back.” 
 
    Sue gasped. 
 
    “Mum? Are you there?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Well, aren’t you going to say something?” 
 
    What does she want me to say? “What are you going to do instead?” 
 
    “I’ve got a job as a waitress, at the moment. A bunch of us have all made the same decision and we are going off to Wales next month to rent a house for the winter and do some painting.” 
 
    “But what will you live on?” 
 
    “We’ll grow most of our own food and some of us will have jobs.” 
 
    “Listen, darling. Why don’t you come home for two or three weeks . . .” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because you’ll spend the whole time trying to talk me out of it.” 
 
    True. 
 
    “I’ve made up my mind. This is what I want to do. We are all artists. Some are sculptors, some potters and others are musicians. We all get on so well together and are so very happy. I want you to be pleased for me.” 
 
    “I might be if I knew more about it. When did you say you going?” 
 
    “Soon. I’ll send you our address as soon as we arrive. I must go now. This is costing a bomb.” 
 
    “All right, darling. Write soon.” 
 
    There was a brief pause, then Stephanie said, “I do love you, Mum.” 
 
    Sue tried to swallow the lump in her throat. It was the first time Stephanie had said that for years. “And I love you too, very much.” 
 
    “Bye for now.” 
 
    “Look after yourself.” 
 
    The line went dead. 
 
    “Why are you crying, Mummy?” Bobbie asked. 
 
    Sue had no idea how long she had sat there with the buzzing receiver in her hand. “I’m not crying. I went for a long swim in the breakers and got a lot of salt in my eyes.” 
 
    “Oh. I see. What time is tea?” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
    Chapter Five – Attitudes 
 
      
 
    Coralie had persuaded her stepfather to put up the funds for her to open a flower shop in St Peter Port. Situated up Mill Street in the old quarter of the town, it was unlikely to attract much passing trade other than tourists, but collected a small clique of faithful clientele, sufficient for the venture to break even by the middle of its second year. 
 
    Coralie herself could only be described as drab. Her shapeless skirts and dresses were of pale, Liberty printed cottons in summer, and donkey-brown and mulberry wools for winter. She seldom bothered to wear make-up to add colour to her face and her straight, mousey hair was cut short, without shape or style. Yet she was a nice girl. In her shy, quiet way she went about her work creating beautifully artistic arrangements with both fresh and dried flowers, painted imaginative flowerpots and plant stands and sold several macramé pot holders which she worked at home as a hobby in the evenings. In her solemn way she appeared to be perfectly happy and fulfilled, though her stepfather frequently remarked that the money involved in the shop could be earning a far better return if invested elsewhere. 
 
    Edward Heath’s government was not flourishing. The death and destruction wrought by the IRA in Northern Ireland had spread to the British mainland and the fact that, despite the Government’s failure to settle the problem there or the currently growing disruption caused by militant union workers in industry, the Prime Minister elected to skipper his yacht Morning Cloud in the Admiral’s Cup, climaxing with the 605-mile Fastnet Race, did little to help his popularity rating in the country. 
 
    Even Richard, yachting’s most ardent enthusiast, condemned him. “The man has to be an idiot if he imagines his team’s success will improve his standing in public opinion! Just to contemplate going off on a jolly at a time like this, when people are being blown to pieces on the streets and industry is being throttled by picketing violence, has to be an act of crass stupidity.” Which for the mildly spoken and easy-going Richard, was quite a statement. 
 
    Guernsey was wallowing in a property boom: a property magnet with a British passport and a foreign name, had taken the island market by storm, was traversing each parish from end to end offering phenomenal and irresistible sums for hotels, guest houses and private homes and then reselling them before the ink had dried. Prices soared overnight creating a mini-boom in trade economy. 
 
    Coralie was happy, busy supplying plants and flower arrangements to newly wealthy homes and offices, so much so that she needed to take on an assistant to mind the shop while she was out on her rounds. 
 
    Debbie had had modestly successful tennis tours in 1970 and 1971, but was feeling very deflated by both the bad sportsmanship amongst some of the the players, their coaches and supporters, and by some of the adverse criticism of her game. 
 
    “Why bother what this man Beechy says about your service, dear?” Sue counselled as she kneaded dough on a floured board on the kitchen table. “He is of no importance whatsoever to anyone but the players in his own stable.” 
 
    “But he is one of the top coaches . . .” 
 
    “Trying to undermine your confidence in favour of his own girls.” 
 
    “Oh, Mummy! Do you think a man of his standing would play such a rotten trick!” 
 
    “You think I’m inventing nasty thoughts about him, I suppose. Just to make you feel better.” Sue shook her head. Really, one did dig holes for oneself when bringing up children. One spent the first ten or fifteen years of the children’s lives trying to convince them that there were no such things as nasty Bogeymen, and the next ten or fifteen years warning them against them. 
 
    “I don’t think I will ever be strong enough, mentally, to be classified as a seriously good player.” 
 
    “Debbie! That is so negative.” 
 
    “No. Just realistic. There has always been such profound sense of fair play in our family. What Granpa calls good sportsmanship. You know how he often says things like ‘better to be a good loser than a bad winner’, and ‘the game’s the thing’, and so on. Well, honestly, Mum, that attitude doesn’t exist on the tour. You can hear your opponent’s coach or parents hissing at you to ‘miss it!’ and actually laughing if you have a double fault. Players are not supposed to receive any help or advice during matches, yet it is happening all the time. When you go on court you discover you are not playing against a single person, you are taking on their entire team.” 
 
    Sue scratched her head. “How disgusting! That’s cheating! And you’ve had to put up with that for how long?” 
 
    “Two seasons.” 
 
    “Why haven’t you ever said anything about it before?” 
 
    Debbie shrugged and gave a wry smile. “Because I thought I would sound unsporting. You always warned us not to whine when we were losing, or make excuses.” 
 
    “I suppose bringing paid professionals into the game has changed it from a sport into a business,” Sue reflected sadly. 
 
    “The players were certainly divided into the ‘haves’ and the ‘have nots’. Some of the more successful ones were staying in smart hotels and driving round in jazzy cars while the rest of us were riding borrowed bikes to and from our digs. Except for Justin, of course.” 
 
    “And which do you reckon came first: the success or the money?” 
 
    Debbie pondered that one for a bit. “At the risk of sounding bitchy, I’d say the money. Mind you, a player put on tour by backers has to work his or her butt off. Practice morning noon and night with coaches shouting the odds. Justin coaches me and sometimes gets cross, but nothing like some of those others. Mum?” she waited till Sue looked up at her. “Will you mind very much, me giving it up? I do enjoy being a strong club player and hope to go on playing for the island for a few years, but I don’t think I can face trying to take it any further than that.” Debbie hated even thinking it, let alone saying it; but the snide comments and back-biting on the circuit were too painful and demoralising to bear. 
 
    Visualising the necks of her daughter’s persecutors, Sue twisted off chunks of dough, kneaded and shaped them and dumped them into bread tins. “What do you plan to do instead? Tennis has been your whole life for so long.” 
 
    “Coralie has offered me a job working for her in the flower shop. That’s what I’d like to do, but I said I’d talk to you, first.” With her forefinger, Debbie pressed three indentations into each lump of dough. 
 
    “You really want to do that?” Sue paused to peer closely at her younger daughter’s expression. 
 
    Debbie nodded, biting a fingernail. “Just until we get married.” 
 
    Sue said nothing. She put the six bread tins on a tray and carried them away to the airing cupboard to rise. There was nothing she could say: certainly she couldn’t speak the thoughts going on in her mind. Thoughts, feelings, that Justin was playing Debbie along in a dead-end relationship. She longed to relay the sound of warning bells in her brain, confide her thoughts and feelings on the subject to this gentle, vulnerable child, but she knew that far from helping, she would simply be creating distance between herself and Debbie. “The flower shop sounds like a lovely idea, darling. And if something else more interesting crops up at a later date, there is nothing to say you couldn’t make a move. Coralie seems a nice girl: do you get on with her?” 
 
    “Oh yes, she’s a sweetie. Terribly kind and thoughtful. I find it hard to believe she has a sister like Amanda!” Debbie kissed Sue’s cheek. “I’ll go and give her a call to say I’ll take the job.” 
 
    When she had gone, Sue flicked on the electric kettle and flopped on to the kitchen stool, crisis temporarily averted. The relationship between a mother and daughter had the potential for great confidence and intimacy, yet seemed so fragile. Unlike the relationship with one’s sons who tended always to hold one at a distance. Normally the females of any species including cats, dogs and horses, were much more affectionate and loving. Yet look how her relationship with Stephanie had collapsed! Hopelessly. And she still didn’t have a clue why. 
 
    She warmed the teapot and measured in the leaves before the kettle switched itself off, poured and waited, thinking back to the strained relationship she had had with her own mother, Sarah. 
 
    Over the years she had developed a guilt complex about it, starting in Denbigh during the war when, with no photographic reminders, she had forgotten what her parents looked like. She knew she missed them, longed to return to them, to be one of the family again, daily loved by and loving the people around her. 
 
    The guilt was magnified dramatically when, after five long years, the great day of reunion dawned . . . and she had felt nothing! Armed with a man-sized handkerchief for the emotion of their meeting, she had carried her battered suitcase along the dockside towards two vaguely familiar strangers: her tall, handsome father now gaunt and grey, her beautiful mother prematurely aged and shrunk. The fact that these people, however changed from the pre-war photographs of them all sent to her after Liberation Day, were the parents she had longed to see again, made her drop the suitcase and rush impulsively to hug and kiss them, hang on to them, reclaim them as her long-lost family. But there was no deep-seated stirring, no special sense of loving. Just a blank. As though Sarah was a distant aunt, Daddy an old family friend. 
 
    So what was the matter with her? Had she become some cold, unnatural freak? True, Mummy hadn’t helped, trying to boss her around, treat her like the ten-year-old she had been when she was evacuated from the island with her school, just days before the Germans had landed. As a streetwise fifteen-year-old, oh how she had resented that. But it had been no excuse for the vacuum in her soul, her lack of feeling, particularly for her mother. She had hoped that maybe, after a few months or even a year, the fractured relationship would heal, but when it did not, so the guilt grew. Thank God a new kind of loving had developed between them a year or so before Mummy died. 
 
    Sue suddenly remembered the tea, poured herself a cup and took a biscuit out of the tin. 
 
    The guilt had remained until quite recently when, after visiting Stephanie in her commune in Wales – a heart-wrenching experience – she had boarded a train in Rhyl bound for Euston, London, and found herself sitting opposite a plump, middle-aged woman whose face seemed very vaguely familiar. She had glanced at her several times and found the woman staring at her. 
 
    “Suzanne Gaudion?” the woman said, suddenly. 
 
    Sue stared back, memory stirred. “Angele Phillips?” 
 
    The old, wartime schoolfriends had both laughed, shaken hands and asked a thousand questions. 
 
    “Where do you live?” 
 
    “What happened to you when you left school?” 
 
    “Have you a husband? Children?” 
 
    Sue told her story, briefly, leaving out the gory details. 
 
    Angele’s tale followed. Then she added that she had had a wonderful billet throughout the war with a couple who treated her like their own daughter. The heartache at parting after the Liberation of the island was only matched by the total void that had existed between her and her real parents after their reunion. She had born a painfully strained and guilt-ridden relationship with the latter until leaving school, going to England for training and then being free to return to North Wales to take a job near her dear foster-parents in Denbigh. She had married a Welsh boy, raised a family, and lived in Wales ever since. And now, still feeling guilty for failing to maintain a love for her real parents, she was hurrying back to Guernsey for her father’s funeral. 
 
    The train journey to London had taken over five hours. Five hours of open-hearted confessions and memories which, for them both, swept away a twenty-six year long burden of guilt. 
 
    Sue poured another cup of tea. Yes, mother and daughter relationships were very fragile, so easily broken. And while praying she wrong, she had a quite frightening feeling that the bouncey, bubbly, loving and super-sensitive Debbie was going to need to have their relationship intact in the not too distant future. 
 
    * 
 
    “She’s a real peach, Richard!” 
 
    “How is she rigged, ketch?” 
 
    “No, sloop. She’ll need some of the rigging replacing, mind, but that shouldn’t be a problem,” Billy enthused. 
 
    “I thought you said she’d only be a hull. How come if she’s needing so little, she’s going so cheap?” Richard emerged up the companionway sticking his head and shoulders through the hatch of a battered-looking Westerly. 
 
    “The galley’s a bit of a mess, all the charts are missing and she’ll need to have radar installed.” Billy took a packet of Silk Cut out of his breast pocket, offered one to Richard who shook his head, and lit up. “She should have all new cushion covers and curtains in the cabins and saloon, too. Freshen her up.” 
 
    “And you are absolutely sure the hull is sound?” 
 
    “Guaranteed. Though she could do with a coat of antifouling.” 
 
    “Well, let’s see what Uncle George and my father think about it.” 
 
    * 
 
    There were two visits Sue had wanted to make in England in the summer of 1972: one, with Stephen, to see the Tutankhamen Exhibition in London, and the other to Stephanie in Wales again. It was decide that she should see her daughter first and Stephen would join her at the Strand Palace on her return to London. The choice of gifts for Stephanie was not difficult: food and money. Packets of dried fruits, soups and cake mixes seemed to be both manageable as luggage and could easily be stored by Stephanie. Sue wondered about clothes, but couldn’t make up her mind what sort. New ones would seem a waste of time and money in the commune setting, yet her own cast-offs, which should fit the girl, would be laughably out of place. 
 
    The widower father of a London art student called Griffith Evans had died in 1970, leaving his very rundown and dilapidated farm in Wales to his only child. Friendly with Marcus and Tony, Griffith was equally cheesed off with the demands of his degree course and was keen to drop out of university. And so the group had moved into the farm with great determination and enthusiasm for healthy living and self-sufficiency, agreeing to pool their funds and resources. Unfortunately, neither had lasted very long – only the stubborn determination ‘to make it work’ remained, along with a reluctance to return to a “bourgeois” lifestyle and nine-to-five jobs. Artists are not particularly practical people: they make pots and pictures and “interesting” collages, but when it comes to repairing a broken window or hole in the roof they often prove exceptionally inept. When the members of the group had not been involved in “creative” works, the girls had been obliged to learn manual skills while the boys strummed their guitars and composed love songs. 
 
    Sue checked into a guest house in the town nearest to the farm, and from there she took a long taxi ride. She had written to Stephanie that she was coming but was unsure of the exact time she would arrive, finally turning up unannounced. 
 
    “Stephanie’s outside, I think,” said the dreamy-eyed girl who answered the door. “Probably over there beyond that wall, in the vegetable plot.” 
 
    Wales was obviously having a damp summer. Sue picked her way around the worst of the mud in the yard and peered over a grey stone wall to where a plump girl was bent over a row of greenery. “Excuse me!” she called. “Can you tell me if . . .” The girl stood up and Sue gasped. “Stephanie!” 
 
    She was largely pregnant. 
 
    “Hello Mum! What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Didn’t you get my letter?” 
 
    “The one about Debs working in a flower shop?” 
 
    “No, later than that. It should have arrived last week.” 
 
    “The postmen don’t deliver here anymore. Not since one got bitten by one of our dogs.” She stretched her back to ease some discomfort. 
 
    “You didn’t tell me about the baby,” Sue remarked. 
 
    “Didn’t think you’d want to know. Can you wait a minute while I finish pulling these carrots?” 
 
    “Of course. Have you grown them?” 
 
    “Yes. My only success. Everything else I’ve tried always gets eaten by slugs or rabbits before it’s ready to pick.” She pulled half a dozen more and put them in a plastic bag. 
 
    “I haven’t seen any dogs.” It was just something to say. 
 
    “They’re probably with the boys who have gone fishing. And in answer to your next question, no, I’m not married.” 
 
    “I wasn’t going to ask,” Sue assured her. “Who is the father?” 
 
    Stephanie hesitated before saying “Does it matter?” 
 
    Sue tried to smile. “Where will you have the baby?” 
 
    “Here. Melanie had her’s here; a midwife came up from the town. It was fine.” 
 
    Sue attempted to sound open-minded. “You could always come home to have it if you want to.” 
 
    “No thanks.” 
 
    “Or I could come here to help out till you feel, well, you know . . .” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Mum. I’ll be okay. Truly.” 
 
    How can you say that? How do you know? Supposing it is a difficult birth and you end up with a string of stitches and can’t walk for a week? Sue felt quite panicky as the thoughts raced through her mind, but she resisted the temptation to voice any of them, asking instead, “Is Caroline Patterson still here with you?” At least she was another Guernsey girl and might call if Stephanie needed help. 
 
    “No. She left ages ago for the fleshpots of the Mediterranean.” They reached the farmhouse door. “Is this your bag?” 
 
    “Yes. I’ve brought some things I thought might be useful. Mainly food.” 
 
    “That was clever of you. Very useful. Come on in.” The place smelled of animals: cats, dogs and goats. “Sorry about the pong. Marcus has been trying to make goat cheese. He’s not very good at it.” 
 
    The rooms were a shambles. Clothes and rugs and cooking pots were scattered amongst books and papers. A bunch of wild flowers had died a natural death in a vase, some weeks earlier. Dirty mugs and overflowing ashtrays littered the tables, miscellaneous cats littered the chairs. Every room appeared to be used for a multitude of purposes, excepting for the kitchen which was comparatively tidy. 
 
    “This is my domain,” Stephanie announced. “Here I reign supreme, mainly because no one else wants to cook. Not, Mummy dear, that I want the role of chief cook and bottle washer. But I do like to eat.” She gave a rare smile. “In fact right now I could eat a horse, if it was well cooked.” 
 
    “Why don’t you keep me company for dinner tonight?” Sue suggested. The girl might have a large appetite but she didn’t look as though she was eating much. “The taxi is coming back for me in an hour. You could come with me and return when we have eaten.” The outlay in fares would be astronomical, but so what? 
 
    Stephanie frowned and bit her lip. “Oh, I don’t know, Mum. I don’t think I’d better. The boys will be wanting a meal when they get back. I might have to cook fish, if they’ve caught any.” 
 
    The temptation was to argue but Stephanie was being quite nice and friendly at the moment, not at all her old aggressive self, and Sue did not want to upset her. Spoil the atmosphere. “It’s up to you, darling. Now let’s get these things out of my bag.” 
 
    That evening in her room, Sue starting scratching, first a leg, them her stomach. Armed with a cake of damp soap she undressed very carefully, caught the flea on the soap and crushed it between her fingernails. Then cried herself to sleep. 
 
    Next day, when the initial shock had worn off, Sue felt a bit better. She and Stephanie spent the whole day together, talking quite normally, as though the girl’s weird, drop-out lifestyle was not an insurmountable barrier between them. 
 
    But of course it was, and Sue spent the whole journey back to London trying to compose herself so that her despondency didn’t spoilt the next few days with Stephen. 
 
    They both enjoyed the Tutankhamen Exhibition enormously. It was exquisite, exciting, exhilarating and they both exceeded their budgets on souvenirs. 
 
    Stephen was aware that Sue had something on her mind, but it was not till they were back home in Guernsey that she told him about Stephanie’s baby. 
 
    * 
 
    “Hallo, Dad. Have a good game?” Sue reached up to kiss Greg’s cheek. 
 
    “No. Had a disaster every time I took a wood out of my bag. Finished up using an iron off every tee.” He sagged into an armchair. “Dunno why I go on playing. Getting too old.” 
 
    “Better not let Uncle George hear you. He’ll crow for a week.” 
 
    “He wasn’t much better. Said he was going home to bury his putter six feet deep in his potato patch.” 
 
    They both laughed. 
 
    “Lunch won’t be long. Stephen has just taken Bobbie to stay with his friend for the weekend. Will you have a drink?” 
 
    “Yes. A G and T would be nice. Tell me, do you hear much from young Stephanie?” 
 
    Sue poured them both an aperitif. “Yes indeed. In fact, strangely enough, she seems to be writing a lot more frequently than last year. Why do you ask?” 
 
    Greg stared up at her as she passed him his glass. “I worry about her. One hears things about these communes.” 
 
    “Like what?” Sue asked, though she guessed what was coming. 
 
    “Drugs. And people sharing each other’s beds in haphazard fashion. Flower power and all that.” He raised his glass. “Cheers.” 
 
    “Cheers. Though you certainly don’t sound very cheerful.” 
 
    “I can’t help thinking what your mother would say about it all, if she was alive today.” 
 
    Sue moved over to the window. “I hope she doesn’t know, Dad.” 
 
    “Makes me so sad. Is there nothing we can do?” 
 
    “Not a thing. You know I’ve been to see her three times. I’ve tried desperately hard not to show my disapproval, or ask her to come home. She knows how we all feel without me saying anything.” 
 
    “Do you think she’s happy?” 
 
    Sue didn’t answer immediately, wondering whether or not to add to his misery by telling him the whole truth. That Stephanie had given birth to a beautiful baby daughter and either wouldn’t or couldn’t name the father. That the girl was looking thin and ill; thoroughly under-nourished. And that behind her false calm she looked restless and unhappy. “Hard to say, Dad. She seems to take life very seriously. She has done some beautiful art work. They all do, there, and sell some of it in tourist shops.” 
 
    Greg watched the tonic bubbles in his glass. “And what about her sister? Such a shame she has given up her ambitions re tennis.” 
 
    “I thought so at first. But maybe she just wasn’t mentally cut out to drive herself through all the stress and strain. And the unsporting attitudes were getting her down, badly.” 
 
    “How do you mean?” 
 
    Sue told him of her conversation on the subject with Debbie. 
 
    Greg screwed up his face in horror. “Well those cheats and thugs don’t behave like that for honour and glory! It’s all money. That’s the effect that money has on people . . . and on sport.” Sue had seldom seen her placid, easy-going father get so heated. “It destroys the whole meaning of sport! Unfortunately it seems to be happening more and more in every walk of life. Moral standards have dropped out of sight. Politics and business were the first to go.” 
 
    “Come on, Dad! That’s as ever was, right back to ancient Egypt!” She remembered the relevant history she had learned on her trip with Stephen to the Tutankhamen Exhibition. 
 
    “But we are supposed to be a modern and civilised society,” Greg argued. 
 
    “That doesn’t alter the nature of Homo sapiens, does it? It just means he is that much craftier and more devious.” 
 
    “Things weren’t like that when your mother and I were young. Anyone caught cheating at sport was ostracised for life! Did that apply only in Guernsey? Or did the same standards exist in England, then?” Suddenly he looked up at her. “By the way, What is her relationship with that young man?” 
 
    “You mean Justin?” Sue shrugged. “They appear very fond of each other.” 
 
    “Yes. But that’s been going on a long time. Isn’t he going to propose?” 
 
    She turned to her father, feigning horror. “Debbie is only nineteen, Dad! There is plenty of time.” 
 
    Greg gave her an old-fashioned look. “Not unless she is acceding to his requirements, I imagine.” 
 
    Sue flushed. It was so unlike her father to refer to such matters! “Well stop imagining, Dad. It won’t do you a ha’p’orth of good! Now I’d better go and put the carrots on.” And she escaped to the kitchen. It was bad enough worrying one’s self sick about one’s children, without the older generation putting their oar in as well. 
 
    * 
 
    While at university, Roderick had had a nodding acquaintanceship with a young man named Alex Grolinski who was reading Economics and Social Sciences. Roderick, with his career clearly mapped out before going to college, had no idea what Alex meant to do when and if he got his degree, but then neither had Alex himself. Until he came to Guernsey. 
 
    One day Roderick received a telephone call from Alex. “I’ve come to work over here,” he announced. 
 
    “Doing what?” 
 
    “Real estate.” 
 
    “Oh! How long have you been doing that?” 
 
    “I haven’t, over here. I start on Monday. Meanwhile, I wondered if we might meet up for a drink.” 
 
    Roderick chose the upstairs bar at the Kosy Korner during the lunch hour because it was reasonably close to the office and easy for Alex to find following his directions. 
 
    The latter was there first. “What will you have?” 
 
    “Er . . .” Roderick did not normally drink during working days and seldom went into a pub, “What are you drinking?” 
 
    “Whisky dry.” 
 
    “Er . . . no thanks. I’ll have a half of mild.” 
 
    “So, tell me what you’ve been doing with yourself since graduating,” Alex demanded when he returned to the table with the beer. 
 
    “What I always planned to do. Architecture.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    Roderick elaborated for a few minutes then asked, “What about you?” 
 
    “My father wanted me to go into the business with him.” 
 
    “What sort of business?” 
 
    “Producing farm machinery. But you know what these family businesses are,” Alex smote his forehead dramatically. “Degree or no degree, it is decided that you know nothing and must start at the very bottom, on a pittance of course, and work your way very slowly to the top by the age of sixty.” 
 
    Roderick laughed. “I know what you mean. We have some firms like that here in the island.” 
 
    “And do they go broke and get sold up through lack of modernisation?” 
 
    “Most of them, yes! So how long did you stick it out?” 
 
    “Nearly six months. Then Dad asked me to deliver some heavy machinery to a firm in Nassau, in the Bahamas. Marvellous place. Met some super people and sent Dad a telegram giving him my notice with immediate effect.” 
 
    “Crickey! So what did you live on?” 
 
    “Not a lot! But as you may remember I had done a fair amount of yachting. One of these people I met needed to have a sloop delivered to a Miami broker’s yard and its replacement brought back to the island. He couldn’t go himself and offered me a handsome sum to do it for him.” 
 
    Roderick gave him a sidelong glance. “Are you sure it was only the ketch you were delivering?” 
 
    “No, in retrospect. At the time I was totally innocent about the drug-running activities between the islands and Florida. Wasn’t until I delivered a third boat, for one of his ‘friends’, and was handed a briefcase full of cash by way of payment on delivery that I finally smelled a rat. Never went back! Boxed up the money and sent it to the bloke by courier and got on the first flight back to London. Didn’t draw a decent breath till I was home!” 
 
    “So then what?” 
 
    “I had a serious chat with an uncle of mine in the real estate business in the south of England and have been working for him for three months. Boy, that’s where the money is.” 
 
    “You can say that again! There is a hell of a boom in the market over here at the moment.” 
 
    “I know. That’s why I’m here. And that’s what I want to talk to you about. You see, uncle has the basic know-how and wants me to be his agent over here, but I have no local knowledge. Now there are three options. One, you and I could set up business together working for uncle. Two, I would open up under my own steam and pay you a consultancy fee. Three, you can tell me to bugger off and forget it.” 
 
    Walking back up High Street towards the office, Roddy couldn’t stop grinning to himself. Of all the wild, impetuous propositions in the world, this had to be the most audacious. Dammit, he hardly knew the guy! And for that matter the guy hardly knew him! Of course he hadn’t wanted to be rude so he’d told Alex he would think about it . . . but naturally there was no way he’d give it a second thought. The only decision he had to make was how to tell him he was taking the third option! 
 
    Throughout the afternoon as he leaned over sets of plans his mind drifted back to the lunchtime conversation . . . and recalled the fact that he had thought about the property market several times, as an alternative to the much harder work and less lucrative job of architecting. He had accepted the status quo most of his life, but there had been times, especially more recently, when he had felt the urge for more and better. He hoped that within the next five years or so he would meet a girl he would want to marry. But what were the prospects? Years of saving up for a down payment for a mortgage, followed by twenty or more years trying to pay off the darned thing. Twenty years of counting every penny, whilst raising a family. Restricting the size of family to what they hoped they could afford. What standard of home could he hope for? What kind of lifestyle? No doubt Mum and Stephen would want to help a bit, financially, but they could do no more for him than they could afford to do for for the other three as well. Stephen and his father paid him a decent salary, and no doubt his prospects in the firm were excellent, but he never saw himself becoming . . . rich, or even well off. 
 
    By the time he and Stephen headed home that evening, Roderick had calculated that if he sold one hundred thousand pounds worth of real estate in a week at two percent commission, he could make one hundred thousand pounds in a year . . . allowing for taking two weeks holiday off. 
 
    Next morning Roderick made a telephone call to Alex Grolinski, suggesting they have another drink at lunchtime at the Kosy Korner. 
 
    * 
 
    Piped jazz greeted the guests as they drove up to Cy and Carol Blaydon’s new place, jarring with the otherwise peaceful ambience of the old granite house. 
 
    “Maybe the noise is in keeping with the grosser garden ornaments,” Sue suggested to Stephen, as they got out of the car. It was not her first visit, but it was still hard to resist comparing the end result with the way it might have been had she been in charge. She thanked Heaven she was not in Stephen’s shoes, being paid to design the alterations and then forced to accede to such fearful examples of bad taste. But this was to be a garden party and, apart from the addition of gnomes, frogs and other plaster and stone object d’art the hosts had shown little interest in the layout of the garden, leaving it to hired professionals. 
 
    “Stevie, boy!” Cy called as they crossed the lawn to the gathering. “Suzy! So nice to see you. Hey you,” he turned to a temporary barman, “give these people a drink,” and he wandered off to greet more newcomers. 
 
    “Oh look, there’s Richard,” Sue noted. “But I don’t see Anne anywhere.” 
 
    “She’s at home with the children,” Richard explained. “She thinks little George has measles. Derek is just recovering from it. His whole class went down with it at school.” 
 
    Amanda, yards of thigh emerging from microscopic short-pants which failed to cover the curves of her bottom, pranced up on very high heels which served well for aereating the lawn. “There you are, Dickie. Come on, I want to introduce you to some friends who are staying with us. Excuse us, won’t you?” she smiled sweetly at his sister, slid a possessive arm through his and dragged him away. 
 
    Stephen and Sue watched in amazement. “What an incongruous pair!” the latter exclaimed. 
 
    Roderick joined them. “I still think Richard was crazy not to go on to university. You know, he really does have a brain.” 
 
    “He is so happy doing what he does,” Sue argued. “He loves his life.” 
 
    “But he could have so much more. That house of theirs is so tiny, and his car is totally delapidated. He could have a decent job . . .” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say as much to him if I were you,” Stephen suggested. “I’ve never seen a man happier in his work.” 
 
    “I already have,” Roderick grinned sheepishly. 
 
    “What did he say?” Sue asked. 
 
    “He enquired whether I thought sitting at a desk throughout the daylight hours, looking out at the sun you can’t feel, might be better.” 
 
    “That boy has his priorities right,” Stephen said with feeling. 
 
    Roderick stared at his stepfather in surprise. Then shrugged and wandered off. 
 
    “Superb food,” Sue remarked on the way home. 
 
    “And good wine. Too good, really, for alfresco eating.” 
 
    “Alfresco! Sitting at tables laid with white linen and cut glass! You have to be joking!” 
 
    Stephen patted her knee and laughed. “Okay. I’m joking. Now tell me why weren’t the Tetchworth’s there?” 
 
    “They’re in England.” 
 
    “Oh. I wondered if there had been a grand falling out.” 
 
    “No.” Sue shook her head. “Well certainly not with the young. Amanda and Coralie seem to get on very well with Jane. They are often at the Tetchworth’s place. I didn’t know very many of the people there. Did you?” 
 
    “No. I think most of them were English newcomers.” 
 
    “Who don’t fraternise too much with the natives?” 
 
    “I think they’re somewhat put off by the fact that the locals are so appallingly unimpressed by ostentatious wealth.” 
 
    “Oh come on! Not all the newcomers are like that. Some of them are charming.” 
 
    “Yes. I’ve just acquired a new pair of clients whom I think are very nice. You must meet them. They’re keen on tennis and want a court.” 
 
    “What are their names?” 
 
    “Martin and Sheila Gillespie.” 
 
    * 
 
    “Where’s dinner?” 
 
    “In the oven.” 
 
    “Can’t eat it in there. Can I get it out?” Tony asked. 
 
    “It won’t be ready for another half hour.” 
 
    “Why not! I’m starving!” 
 
    “No you’re not, just greedy!” Stephanie snapped. “And what’s more, if it wasn’t for my efforts we would all be well and truly starving!” She stomped out of the kitchen, cradling the baby on her hip. 
 
    “What’s got into her?” Tony asked Melanie as he followed her through to the living room. 
 
    Melanie shrugged, smiling. “We all have the right to our moods, don’t we?” she took the cigarette from Marcus, inhaled, and passed it on to Tony. 
 
    He took a couple of drags and handed it to Stephanie who was standing by the sideboard, taking out a miscellany of mismatched, chipped and cracked plates. “No thanks.” 
 
    “Take it,” he ordered. “You need it.” 
 
    “I said no thanks! I do not need it.” 
 
    Aggressively, he stuck it between her lips. 
 
    Furious, she spat it onto the floor and ground it into the carpet with her heel. 
 
    Tony’s hand shot out and hit her across the ear before she could duck. 
 
    She screamed. 
 
    So did the baby. 
 
    “For Crissake, Tony!” Marcus drawled. “Leave her alone, unless you want to take over as cook!” 
 
    Stephanie fled upstairs. These altercations were beginning to happen more frequently, and she suspected it was because Tony had starting sniffing some hard stuff. It made him behave very oddly at times. He never used to get rough. She was thankful her mother hadn’t met him; his odd behaviour might have surfaced and . . . and what? And nothing. Mum would have done nothing, because she, Stephanie, wanted her to do nothing. 
 
    It was very tempting to taking a lungful of smoke, stop the worrying, stop minding about the occasional swipe from Tony. Stop wondering about what sort of life baby Sarah was going to have . . . her darling little daughter named after her great grandmother. 
 
    * 
 
    Richard and Anne were invited to La Fregate Hotel for dinner with Richard’s old school friend and his wife, Geoffrey and Rosemary Duggan. The Duggans hadn’t been over to the island for two years but as Geoffrey’s mother was ailing they decided to come for a long weekend. 
 
    Walking down the carpeted stairs to the restaurant, Anne was very self-conscious about her dress. She had put on quite a bit of weight since George was born and this was the only respectable garment she could still get into. Just. The trouble was that the buttons down the front were straining too much over her bust and she was terrified one would pop open during the meal. 
 
    “Does it look all right?” she whispered to Richard. 
 
    “Fine. You always look stunning. And I promise that as soon as we’ve replaced the living room window you will have a new dress. Hopefully by Christmas!” He put an arm round her waist to give her a reassuring hug, just as a waiter came to take her wrap. 
 
    Geoff and Rosemary were waiting in the bar, looking as prosperous and self-assured as ever. 
 
    “Splendid to see you again, Richard. How are you, Anne?” the London businessman shook hands and kissed cheeks with accomplished ease. “Will you have a spot of bubbly? Anne, do sit here by me. How are your boys?” 
 
    Once in the dining room and the meal progressed Richard found himself able to relax a little more, though he remained very conscious of the difference in their lifestyles. Rosemary produced photos of their home in Surrey, large with lawns and a waterfall. The pair talked of their annual skiing trips, and their cruises. Anne said they loved the islands so much they stayed at home for holidays, taking lots of trips to Herm and Sark. 
 
    Afterwards, on the way home, Richard was very quiet. 
 
    “What’s up, darling?” Anne asked. 
 
    “Just thinking about something Roderick said the other day.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “That if you go on to university and get a degree you have the world at your feet. You can get a job in anything you like, climb the ladder to success . . .” 
 
    “What as?” 
 
    “Anything. Doesn’t matter what the subject. Providing you have flexed your mental muscles sufficiently you can become a leader in business, finance, you name it.” He patted her knee. “Doesn’t it get to you, sometimes, that people like the Duggans have so much and yet we have so little by comparison?” 
 
    “Depends on your priorities. I would hate to be like her, having to employ someone else to bring up my children while I go out to work for money for fine holidays. And look at you. Would you like to leave home every morning at half-seven and be gone for twelve hours?” she leaned across the gear lever and handbrake so she could lay her head on his shoulder. “I like having my husband coming home for lunch every day, and seeing him play with the little ones in the evening before they go to bed.” 
 
    Richard grinned into the darkness. Sometimes, just sometimes he fell into the trap of thinking the other man’s grass was greener. But Anne could be relied upon to set the record straight. 
 
    And of course there was always a chance that Billy Smart’s scheme for doing up secondhand boats might work out . . . put a little extra into the coffers. 
 
    * 
 
    Debbie came home with a fresh lot of photos she had just collected from being developed. They included snaps of a seriously fun beach party last month, just before the weather turned nasty, when people were darting around in bathing suits playing cricket in the shallows. They had built a fire in the rocks and burnt sausages and chicken thighs, and she had taken a lovely shot of Justin washing his bit of chicken in the sea, after dropping it in the sand. And there was another one of Peter wearing Sophie’s sunhat. 
 
    She showed them to Sue in the kitchen. “When you’ve finished going through them I’ll pop across to show them to Justin before we have supper.” 
 
    “That’s a naughty one of someone wrestling with a bathing suit under his towel!” Sue laughed as she handed them back. 
 
    “That’s Don Bainbridge. His towel is only the size of a handkerchief. Right, I’ll away. Back soon,” and she skipped out of the door. 
 
    Stephen and his neighbours had been persuaded long ago to cut a hole in the hedge dividing the two properties and put a gate in, to save Debbie and Justin the bother of going all the way round via the road. She slipped through the gate quickly before the dogs could follow, much to their disgust, and went to the Tetchworth’s kitchen door, looking for Hilary. 
 
    “Cooee?” she called. 
 
    No reply. 
 
    She remembered that Hilary’s car wasn’t in the drive, but Justin’s was. She peered into the sitting room. It was empty. So Justin must be in his room reading or listening to records. Upstairs the music was louder. She rapped briefly on his door before swinging it open . . . then gasped, swayed and leaned against the doorpost. 
 
    Justin and Amanda Blaydon, were on the bed together, stark naked, locked in passionate embrace. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
    Chapter Six – Consultations 
 
      
 
    Sue pushed the large Pyrex dish of macaroni cheese to the centre of the oven shelf, closed the door and returned the ovencloth to its hook. There was a little mirror on the wall near the kitchen window: she glanced into it as she brushed a wisp of stray hair away from her eyes. She raised her eyebrows in an attempt to get rid of the crow’s feet, grinned to examine her teeth . . . then shrugged and gave up; at forty-two what could one expect. Age was definitely catching up. A change of skirt, a comb through her hair and a fresh dash of lipstick might improve things, she decided as she moved away past the window. 
 
    It was only by chance that her eye was caught by something, someone outside, standing by the wire netting round the tennis court. The evenings were drawing in and her eyes narrowed as they pierced the gloom. She opened the back door for a better view, then frowned. “Debbie? Is that you? Are you all right?” 
 
    There was no reply, but the shoulders hunched a little more and the head flopped sideways against the wire. 
 
    “Debbie!” Sue darted across the path and the wet grass. “What is it? What is the matter?” 
 
    Debbie’s fingers were locked into the wire for support. She stared at her mother. Then squeezed her eyes closed very tightly. Opened them to stare again, her mouth opening and shutting involuntarily. 
 
    Sue put her arms round the girl. “Darling! Come into the house, you’re shivering.” 
 
    But Debbie either couldn’t or wouldn’t unlock her fingers from the wire. 
 
    They both heard the click of the side-gate latch and saw Justin leap up on to the verandah. 
 
    “No! Oh no, please no,” Debbie gasped and shook her head. “I don’t want to see him.” 
 
    Justin heard her voice. “Debs? Is that you?” he came across the grass towards them, then saw Sue. “Oh, hallo. I suppose she’s told you. Well it’s her own fault! She shouldn’t have come bursting in like that . . .” he began to back away. 
 
    “Like what? Bursting in on what?” 
 
    From beyond the fence came the sound of a car ignition, an engine engaged, wheels churning gravel and a gear lever grinding as the machine drew away. 
 
    Justin turned towards the noise and uttered a strangled, “Oh God, my gearbox!” 
 
    Sue’s brain was doing overtime. Someone was over there with Justin when Debbie walked in . . .? 
 
    “Amanda . . .” Debbie whispered. 
 
    “Look, she’s gone,” Justin said sharply. 
 
    “Amanda Blaydon?” Sue exclaimed. 
 
    The young man glared at her. “Do you mind leaving us, please? I need to speak to Debs.” 
 
    “No!” the girl wailed, turning her face away. 
 
    “You heard her,” Sue snapped. “Out!” She pointed at the gate, repeating “Out!” as he hesitated. 
 
    Justin retreated with a couple of “Huh!”s. 
 
    When the gate slammed behind him Debbie gave a long shudder of relief, released her hold on the wire netting and allowed Sue to lead her indoors and up to her bedroom. Sue undid Debbie’s wet shoes and slipped them off, then swung the girl’s legs up onto the bed under the eiderdown. “I’ll fix you a hottie,” she said. When she came back from the bathroom, Debbie was lying on her back, staring at the ceiling. 
 
    “He was with Amanda?” 
 
    The girl nodded, accepting the hot water bottle. 
 
    “Upstairs?” 
 
    Another nod. 
 
    “In bed?” 
 
    The questioning had the desired effect. At last, with a huge, shuddering gasp, the floodgates opened. Clutching the hottie, Debbie rolled onto her side, buried her head in her pillow, and wept. 
 
    * 
 
    “She caught him in bed with Amanda Blaydon,” Sue explained to Stephen at supper. 
 
    “What?” Stephen threw his fork onto his plate. “Seriously?” but he could see by her expression it was true. “The bounder! The dirty, rotten cad!” He pushed back his chair. He pushed away his plate of slightly burnt macaroni. “You can put that in the oven. I’m going over there to give the rotten little sod—” 
 
    “You will do no such thing!” Sue ordered sharply. “There is nothing you can tell him that he does not already know. And if he doesn’t, he never will.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Like me, all you want to do is let off your own fury at the boy. Which would certainly make us both feel a lot better, but will do nothing whatever to help the situation.” 
 
    Stephen was puce with unquenched anger, but he sat down. “Where is Bobbie?” 
 
    “Watching TV. He had his meal early.” 
 
    “And Roderick?” 
 
    “I’ve no idea. Out clinching another deal I suppose.” 
 
    “What about Debbie? Isn’t she going to eat?” 
 
    “The bottom has just fallen out of her world, darling. Macaroni cheese is hardly the best foundation on which to rebuild her life.” Sue toyed with a forkful in front of her mouth. 
 
    “I still have an urgent desire to go and shoot that bastard.” 
 
    “Then try to overcome it,” Sue snapped irritably. “I must go up to Debbie again, but I don’t want to leave you alone if you are going over there as soon as my back is turned to make more mayhem.” 
 
    He shook his head. “Don’t worry, I won’t. But tell me, did you ever suspect he was getting up to this?” 
 
    “In a sub-conscious sort of way, yes. I suspected for a long time that his feelings weren’t sincere.” 
 
    “What made you suspicious?” 
 
    Sue shrugged. “Feminine intuition? Anyway, I’ll nip up with a glass of milk and see how she is.” 
 
    * 
 
    The door closed behind their late-evening client, and his footsteps could be heard retreating down the hallway to the stairs. Alex and Roderick looked at each other, questioning with their eyebrows. 
 
    Then Alex grinned. “Can’t be bad?” 
 
    His partner could only manage half a smile. “Almost too good to be true.” 
 
    “How do you mean?” 
 
    “Can he really come up with this sort of money?” 
 
    “He has written deposit cheques on at least half a dozen properties placed with other people, to my knowledge. I haven’t heard of one bouncing, yet.” 
 
    Roderick ran slim fingers through his long, blond hair, sweeping it back from his forehead. “Yet. But how long can he keep this up?” 
 
    “Don’t you trust him?” 
 
    “It’s not that. I just don’t like him. He’s so slick . . . smarmy . . .” 
 
    “. . . and foreign? There are some honest foreigners around, you know. Anyway, what does it matter? The deal is straightforward enough and if his money is good then we’ve nothing to worry about.” Alex eyed him speculatively. It wasn’t the first time he had questioned his own decision to take his straight-laced, solemn-faced old friend into partnership. Roderick had some very old-fashioned ideas on business, almost like his own father. Heaven forbid! 
 
    In fact Roderick had cursed several times the impetuous impulse that made him telephone Alex back for further discussion on the idea of them working together. His step-father, Stephen, had been appalled when he told him he was resigning, and spent a month trying to dissuade him. So he had only himself to blame. Yet there was no questioning the fact that, financially, the venture had proved an outstanding success . . . though not least due to the extraordinary activities of this same man with his foreign name and accent, boosting the property market with fantastic offers, island-wide. Roderick had to admit he admired Alex for his confidence and daring; he had bought an open market flat, meaning that as a non-islander he was allowed to occupy it, and much of the bank loan involved had already been paid off in the first year. So Roderick himself was now looking at local market cottages before the prices went up any further. He could certainly afford one. G & M Properties Ltd. was a very profitable concern. 
 
    “The only problem,” Alex went on, “Is finding enough people willing to sell to keep this beggar happy.” 
 
    “Yes. And that is the amazing thing. It can’t have missed your attention, that he doesn’t often complete a conveyance until he has a market for the resale.” 
 
    Alex laughed again. “Nothing if not crafty!” 
 
    “Hm. One day he may find he has a hell of a lot of money tied up in properties he cannot sell. Then he’s up the creek.” 
 
    “Of course. But in the meantime, let’s cream the system.” 
 
    “Then what?” 
 
    “Sit back and wait for the market to restabilise. Dammit, we are moving places with other clients besides him. Several local market ones, too.” 
 
    Roderick went to the window and looked down into the parking lot where his orange MGB GT stood under the lamplight, so out of character with his previous image. Yes, he smiled, the business was perfectly healthy, even without the weird foreigner. 
 
    * 
 
    “I haven’t seen Debbie over at our place, lately,” Hilary remarked as she stretched her legs towards Sue’s kitchen Aga and sipped her cup of tea. 
 
    Sue tipped a baking tray of fresh-baked scones onto the wire cooling tray. “I thought Justin was away?” She hadn’t expected Hilary to pop in and was unsure how she wanted to tell her the news which Justin had obviously failed to mention. 
 
    “He is. And that’s odd, too. He suddenly announced the other day at breakfast that he was sick of the island, and walked out. I cannot think what is going on.” 
 
    “Like a scone while it’s hot?” 
 
    “Yes please!” 
 
    Sue put butter and homemade strawberry jam on the table. “Help yourself.” 
 
    “Suzanne Martel! You’re withholding something from me! What has happened?” 
 
    Sue plonked herself down on a kitchen chair, began buttering a scone, and said, “The kids have split up.” 
 
    “Oh, no!” Hilary leaned back in her chair. “Why?” 
 
    Sue took a deep breath. “Because Debbie marched into your house one day, uninvited, and found Justin in bed with Amanda Blaydon.” 
 
    Hilary’s eyes closed, deep furrows between them. “Oh dear. Oh dear, oh dear, oh dear.” Then she gazed sadly across the table. “Oh Sue, my dear, I am so very sorry. I did so hope he would not turn out like his father.” 
 
    Sue looked startled. 
 
    “Oh sorry, didn’t you know? I thought everyone knew that Johnny chases everything that moves in a skirt.” 
 
    Sue rubbed a floury hand across her forehead. “Then it’s my turn to say how sorry I am.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry. I have become used to it over the years. It used to hurt like hell, in the beginning. But not any more. At least he doesn’t fall madly in love and go off with them.” 
 
    Sue thought that was probably because Hilary held the purse strings, but she didn’t say so. 
 
    “Poor little Debbie. How is she?” 
 
    “Pretty grim, I think. She walks round like a zombie. Doesn’t eat enough to keep a fly alive, and goes off to work every morning as though her life depended on it.” 
 
    “Perhaps it does.” 
 
    Sue sighed. “Perhaps.” 
 
    * 
 
    Debbie wrote the little card, attached it to the bouquet and laid it in a cardboard delivery box. The phone rang and she answered it, pen in hand, no longer fearful that Justin might be on the other end. She placed the order note in the tray, picked up the next instruction and moved round the shop selecting flowers from buckets and display vases. Debbie wasn’t smiling, but then nor was she crying: she was simply going through the everyday motions of living . . . trying not to feel. 
 
    “Everything going all right?” Coralie asked in a matter-of-fact voice as she staggered in behind a huge cardboard box. 
 
    “Fine. No problems,” was the colourless reply. 
 
    Coralie deposited the box in the middle of the floor, enabling her to peer at her friend over the top. “And what about you? Did you eat those sandwiches I bought you?” 
 
    “I had some of them.” Debbie omitted to add that she had only managed a couple of bites of one ham and tomato before hiding the rest away in her handbag. 
 
    But Coralie guessed. “Honey, you just have to eat or you are going to make yourself seriously ill. I still can’t believe my bloody sister has done this to you.” Strong words from one who normally avoided saying ‘damn’. 
 
    “Don’t worry about Amanda. I gather from the gossip flying round that she wasn’t the first. Look,” she held up a stem of golden lilies, “do you think these would look right in the Harvey’s centre piece for their dinner party?” 
 
    Coralie put her head on one side and considered. “No. Too tall for diners to talk across. Try cutting the stems down on these lovely, flat zinnias.” 
 
    The subject of Justin’s infidelity was dropped, temporarily. 
 
    * 
 
    “Mrs Harris has made a lovely job of those cushions,” George said through the hatchway. “Who chose the material?” 
 
    “Anne did,” Richard replied, fixing a bottlescrew into place. “Like the colour?” 
 
    “Turquoise is my favorite. And it matches the curtains and the decoration on the plastic cups and plates. Very smart. Almost makes me feel our asking price is too low. What do you think?” 
 
    “I’m more interested in the hull and the engine. That’s what should sell the boat. They are in good nick but still secondhand. I think we’ve set a fair price.” 
 
    “I don’t.” Billy was listening from the floor of the workshop. “We could have asked another three thou.” 
 
    “That would give us a disproportionate amount of profit,” George said severely. 
 
    “Only because I got such a good deal on the hull in the first place,” his step-nephew grumbled. 
 
    “But she wasn’t just a hull. She was virtually a fully-equipped motor sailer.” 
 
    “So I knocked ’em down. Why not?” 
 
    George presumed the previous owners must have been hard up and had to sell – or they were mentally retarded, and the brokers who bought her couldn’t wait to get rid of her. But he didn’t pursue the argument. “We’ll advertise her while she is still up. Prospective buyers prefer the chance to inspect the hull.” 
 
    Richard climbed down over the spanking new dodgers, patting the freshly painted boot-topping appreciatively as he passed. “Definitely. You are so right, Uncle George.” Though George Schmit was not really an uncle, because he was his father’s longtime friend, the younger man continued to give him the courtesy title. 
 
    “Are you ready to start work on that one, yet?” Billy asked, indicating a barnacle-clad hull blocked up on a trailer at the far end of the workshop. 
 
    “No. We have to finish the work on a couple of local boats, first,” George replied, leaning over the trim. 
 
    “Don’t know why you bother,” Billy remarked. “We only get peanuts for labour.” 
 
    “We! You should try putting in a bit of labour yourself, sometime. Then there might be a few more peanuts all round.” George was always irritated by the young man’s reluctance to work with anything but his mouth. 
 
    “I’m cutting off home now. I have to drop in at Sue’s on the way with a bag of stuff Anne borrowed,” Richard said on the way to the corrugated iron gable door. “See you after lunch.” 
 
    He drove off along the Bordeaux coast road, glancing repeatedly across the grass and rocks to the Little Russel. With the westerly wind against tide, white caps were charging down past the Brehon Tower between Guernsey, and Herm and Jethou, buffeting the rocks at the entrance to the little harbour and setting all the small fishing boats dancing on their moorings. He smiled, thinking about Geoff Duggan. “Who’d want to live and work in a city?” he asked himself out loud. 
 
    Sue was on the phone when he walked into the kitchen. “Fine, I’ll see you tomorrow at about three-thirty. ’Bye!” She replaced the receiver. “Hi, little brother! Haven’t seen you for weeks. How are you all?” 
 
    “Derek’s been off school with a cold, but otherwise we are all fit. What about you lot? Saw Debbie the other day and thought she looked very peaky.” 
 
    “She isn’t feeling too good yet. You know she and Justin have broken up?” 
 
    “No! Good grief! I thought they were all set to get married. What happened?” 
 
    Sue grimaced and told him and was surprised at his reaction. 
 
    “That tart! She had a go at me once, back along. Gave every indication of wanting to roll me in the hay.” 
 
    Sue had to laugh. “No! When?” 
 
    “Remember that party her folk gave in their garden in the summer? Well, there she was, dolled up to the nines and as Mum would have said, ‘Asking for it’, following me round to every group of people I spoke to, in a tiny little pair of shorts that showed off virtually everything she has.” 
 
    Sue nodded. “I remember them well.” 
 
    “Who wouldn’t? And next thing I know she links her arm through mine and is rubbing her thigh up against me, quite deliberately.” 
 
    “Charming!” 
 
    “If you like that sort of thing and your wife enjoys sharing your favours. Anne does not. I was fool enough to tell her when I got home. She was not amused and accused me of encouraging the painted witch.” 
 
    “Poor Anne! She must have felt very upset at the thought of it going on in front of all those people.” 
 
    It was Richard’s turn to laugh. “Poor Anne nothing! You may remember she was carrying quite a bit of extra weight after having baby George, well apparently Amanda’s behaviour decided her to look to her laurels. She started dieting like mad and now says she needs a complete new wardrobe!” 
 
    “Well done Anne!” Sue exclaimed. Adding, “but it’s not fair to blame Amanda entirely for Debbie’s misery. Since the break up, people have felt free to relay gossip over all Justin’s other infidelities. It seems that even while they were on tennis tours in England, he would go off to London or elsewhere to meet up with various amours. Debbie never suspected a thing.” 
 
    “Just as well she is rid of a type like that before getting hitched.” 
 
    “True, in a sense. The pity is she ever fell for him in the first place. She really believed that her whole future was mapped out with him as husband and father of her children to be. Now, the bottom has fallen out of her world. It’s worse than a bereavement. At least if he’d died she could cherish his memory. As it is, she cannot even think of him without hurting.” 
 
    “Tell her her Uncle Richard says she is well rid of the louse,” he growled. 
 
    * 
 
    “The court is quite playable after this dry spell, Debs. Would you like to pull on a sweater and come out for a knock?” Sue was worried to find the girl still shut away in her bedroom as lunchtime approached one Sunday. January was very chilly but they might still work up a steam. 
 
    Debbie looked up from the magazine she wan’t reading, green eyes unnaturally large and pale in their dark circles, set in a pinched little face. Compared with the bouncing, bubbling character of a year ago who had been so full of enthusiasm for life, this was a pathetic ghost. 
 
    Sue’s heart plummeted. She wanted to weep. 
 
    “It’s very sweet of you, Mummy darling, but I think I’d rather go for a walk along the shoreline with you and the dogs. After lunch?” 
 
    “Of course, sweetheart, if that’s what you’d prefer.” Sue sat on the edge of the bed with a sigh. “What can I do to help?” 
 
    Debbie reached out to pat her hand. “You are helping, Mum. Just by being there.” 
 
    “But that doesn’t seem like enough. You are not getting over this. You look worse as every week, every month passes. Talk to me. Tell me what is going on in your mind and we can discuss the thing through.” 
 
    “I don’t see how we can. Or how it could help. I mean, without being rude, how can anyone your age know how I feel?” 
 
    Sue managed not to laugh but couldn’t avoid a wry smile. “My age? Do you imagine that the teens and twenties have exclusive claim to all feelings of love and sexual desire?” 
 
    A faint grin and pale flush crept into the girl’s face, but she said nothing. 
 
    “Do you think I cannot remember my first love? And my second? Not to mention my third. Do you think I didn’t grieve for the man I married when your father’s accident robbed him of his love for me? Turned that love into cruel aggression, almost hatred? Do you imagine I didn’t weep into my pillow for years at the daily reminders of what once had been? Do you think I don’t know what it is like to ache for the physical love of the man I once adored, until every mouthful of food stuck in my gullet and I could count every rib in my body?” 
 
    “Oh, Mum!” Debbie’s eyes filled with tears as she flung herself into her mother’s arms. They sobbed together for each others’ sadness. Then the girl mopped her eyes with a soggy tissue and said, “Tell me about your first love.” 
 
    So Sue told her all about David Morgan, the boy she had met in Wales at the age of fourteen. The boy who had helped fill the void left by the absence of parents and family during the five war years of exile. Then she went on to talk of the handsome ex-serviceman she fell in love with and married: their love, and the home and business they built together. She spoke in a way, and with an openness, that Debbie had never heard before. 
 
    “You were fortunate, of course, that you were living back in the island again and able to talk to Grandma, like we are talking now,” the girl observed. 
 
    Sue shook her head. “No way. Your grandmother would have been shocked out of her socks if I had tried to discuss the matter in this way. Certainly the sexual side was an unmentionable topic.” 
 
    They talked on, for a while, till Sue looked at her watch and leapt to her feet. “Nobody will get any lunch today if I don’t get down to the kitchen.” 
 
    “Want a hand?” 
 
    “You might do the carrots for me while I turn the potatoes.” 
 
    They exchanged warm, intimate smiles as they left the room and Sue only wished that things could be the same between herself and Stephanie. 
 
    * 
 
    Sarah was a wiry and agile baby, walking before she was a year old. Which didn’t make looking after her any easier. 
 
    “No, Sarah, not out there!” Stephanie grabbed her in from the muddy yard, cursing the person who left the door open again, yet daring to say nothing. She was bruised enough. In fact everything was enough. Too much of enough. Too much work trying to make meals out of nothing. Too many swedes and carrots and no meat. Not enough eggs because the boys kept killing off too many chickens for the pot. Too much bread and cake from the local supermarket, going cheap because it had passed the sell-by date. Too much rain and mud. Too much cold. Too many arguments and fights. The nearest doctor or nurse was too far away when the little ones were sick. But what was the alternative? Thank God for Mum’s food parcels: they’d scarcely survive without them. The only problem was keeping a fair share for the babies before the men got hold of it all. There had been six big bars of Cadbury’s Milk Chocolate in one parcel, and the boys had knocked the lot off in one evening. It was so unfair. She kept a packet of chocolate digestives hidden in the nappy box under her bed, and was idiot enough to feel guilty about it. But Sarah’s need was far greater than Griff’s or Tony’s, the two greedy gannets. 
 
    “No, Sarah. Don’t cuddle that cat, she has an abcess from fighting off the torn.” She picked up the baby who couldn’t understand what she was saying, and blew a loving, explosive raspberry into her neck. Sarah squirmed and chortled with joy, unaware of the dirt that clogged her baby shoes and smeared her legs: not seeing her mother’s concern at the fleabites on her arms. 
 
    Standing there at the kitchen sink, Stephanie’s eyes wandered subconsciously to the ceiling, towards the bedroom above where money lay stitched into the lining of her jacket on the hook behind the door. Money sent by her mother to pay her fare back to the island for a holiday. 
 
    She bit her lip, took a deep breath and started counting out the wrinkled, sprouting potatoes that needed peeling for supper. 
 
    * 
 
    “Do you think I should try and force her to go to the doctor?” Sue asked. “Is there anything he might prescribe to help her?” Yet again she was at Les Marettes, the Banks’s home at Bordeaux. And yet again she was consulting her cousin Sybil about her children, Debbie in particular at this moment. 
 
    “I don’t know about medication, but what he might do is impress on her the seriousness of her condition. After all this time, her depression appears to have become endogenous,” Sybil replied, gently. At fifty-five she remained a stunningly beautiful woman: her figure was good, muscle tone firm and only the glistening blonde hair had artificial assistance. “Have a word with him, first, and see what he thinks.” 
 
    “I’ll ring him in the morning when she’s at work. See what he says.” 
 
    “How is Roderick getting on, these days?” 
 
    “Splendidly, it would seem. He has bought the cutest little cottage near Cobo and is currently doing it up. He and Alex Grolinski have made a great success of their business. Stephen was very worried at first, you know. He did his best to dissuade the boy from giving up architecture. But now he’s quite pleased he failed. I have to say that Roderick is a totally changed character. I don’t know if it is Alex’s influence, but he has joined the cocktail set, and started dating a variety of girls.” 
 
    Sybil’s elegant eyebrows shot up. “Wow! That’s hard to believe. He was always such a quiet, serious boy.” 
 
    Sue laughed. “So much so that I used to worry about him.” 
 
    “I must admit there have been times when I’ve wished we’d had children. But then seeing the way they go on being a worry to one all their lives, not just as babies, I am thoroughly thankful we didn’t!” 
 
    “It would be rather trying for poor Gordon, I imagine, to be coping with a teenager at . . . what age is he?” 
 
    “Coming up seventy-six this year. Yet I don’t know. I think he’d cope better than I would. Know what he’s doing at this moment? Lying underneath his car fiddling with the rear axle, or something. Says the garage man hasn’t a clue!” 
 
    “If he’s happy, why stop him? By the way, what’s all this I hear about your mother and her next door neighbour?” Sue asked. 
 
    “Jim Mahy? Well, they play a lot of bridge together. Where did you hear the gossip?” 
 
    “From Dad. He says they are thick as thieves!” 
 
    “If you call trading help with their respective darning and their vegetable patches ‘thick as thieves’, yes. But as far as I can tell there is nothing wildly sexual in their relationship!” 
 
    “I should hope not. Otherwise you’ll have to advise her on taking the pill.” 
 
    “Sue, dear, Mother is the same age as Gordon. I hardly think that would be necessary.” They both giggled, wickedly. “Talking of babies, how is Stephanie?” 
 
    “Not happy. Though she wouldn’t dream of admitting it.” 
 
    “Then how do you know?” 
 
    “By the number and length of her letters. She writes about the baby, and the vegetable garden, and her latest culinary achievements, but never says she is enjoying her life. I’ve told you how horrible I thought it all was each time I’ve visited her. I have the feeling my poor, uptight girl is stuck in an impossible situation.” 
 
    “Would you let her come home to live?” 
 
    “I can’t imagine she would want to. You know she and I could never hold a conversation without having a row.” Sue screwed up her face, sadly. “But I have sent her the money to come back home for a visit. She may have spent it on food, of course.” 
 
    Lady Sybil squeezed her cousin’s arm. “Cheer up, old thing. Have another cup of tea.” 
 
    * 
 
    Sue’s and Stephen’s social life took a very busy turn through the spring and summer of 1973. There were lots of new friends among his clients, as well as old friends from years back. There were dinners and dances, tennis and beach parties. Two of Stephen’s clients had installed swimming pools which opened the way for enhanced barbecued lunches on summer Sundays. The Martels reciprocated with all-day tennis tournaments starting early on Sunday mornings through till evening, while Sue and and the solemn Debbie produced large meat casseroles, endless fresh fruit and cheese, and teas of gache, sandwiches and Victoria sponges. Debbie was occasionally talked into playing a set, but her obvious reluctance deterred all but the bravest from asking her. Nowadays beach picnics tended to happen in the evenings, after work, instead of being all day affairs. Sue loved the memory of those old days but one had to change with the times, and now she enjoyed the evening gatherings almost as much, swimming lazily in the path of setting sunlight then, snug in sweaters and slacks, settling down on rugs and cushions to enjoy a hot supper out of wide Thermos’s, all washed down with paper cups of cheap wine, while the tide rose to lap at their feet. It was what island life was all about. Debbie would seek any excuse to duck out. 
 
    Greg, however, regretted the passing of the all-day Sunday beach picnics, when all branches of the family and all generations congregated for swims and lunch, followed by post-food snoozing for the oldies, and rock-pool shrimping for the young. There used to be beach cricket and more swimming before tea, after which sleepy children would be gathered up and hauled reluctantly home to bed. Those were the days, when all the generations were part of each other’s lives, but where had those days gone? Why had the successive generations lost interest? Were they dumping the older and younger members of their families in favour of private pools and boats and a faster, more entertaining lifestyle? 
 
    “I’m glad you have retained the job of housewife,” he told Sue. “So much more important to have someone building a happy home environment, being there for the young as they grow up, rather than this modern compulsion for young women to chase high-powered jobs.” 
 
    “I was a working mother myself, remember, when Jonathan and I had the hotel.” 
 
    “And you were thin as a wraith and looked awful, doing it.” 
 
    “Well, Dad, there are so many more pressures, nowadays. The current working generations want to keep up a certain standard of living.” 
 
    “Money! Practically all most people think about today is ways to make more money, or acquire it from the State. And most of it is spent on amusements and unnecessary luxuries.” 
 
    Oh dear! Dad was on his hobby horse again! Sue tried not to grind her teeth. “There are certain improvements in life which are considered basic necessities, today.” 
 
    “You mean cars and televisions and fancy gadgets. Well, fair enough if they can afford it, I suppose, and the children’s family life doesn’t suffer. But of course the lazy and the uneducated want the same advantages, and why should we, the taxpayers, pay for the entertainment of unemployed layabouts? So many of them could earn quite enough to live comfortably.” Warming to his subject, he wagged a forefinger at her. “They don’t put their money to improving their homes or family life, you know. The entertainment of the illiterate idiocracy has always been sex, booze and gambling. More money in their pockets has always meant more of those. Once upon a time a poor child’s treat was a sticky bun. Now, they are fed so many sticky buns and iced lollies and chips they are grossly overweight; and all to keep them quiet while the parents sit watching endless TV, smoking and drinking too much and sleeping around. The kids are too often thoroughly neglected; they may have smart clothes and expensive toys, but their parents never bother to talk to them. Just like children of the upper ten, brought up by cheap nursemaids and so-called nannies. Never feeling their parents had any love or interest in them.” 
 
    “Oh look! Here’s Stephen home already. I must put the kettle on.” Sue breathed a sigh of relief. It wasn’t that she disagreed with much of what her father said. But once he got on his hobby horse there was no stopping him. 
 
    * 
 
    “Are you going to enter any flower arrangements in the North Show?” Coralie stood back to cast a critical eye over her latest creation. 
 
    “Me! I wouldn’t dream of it. I’m not nearly good enough.” 
 
    “Pity. I’ve put your name down.” 
 
    “You haven’t!” Debbie was horrified. “Honestly, I’m nowhere near your standard.” 
 
    Coralie grunted. “Even my sister could do better than this with one hand tied behind her back.” She glared with distaste at the arrangement in front of her. 
 
    “Why do you say that? It’s lovely.” 
 
    “Too much heavy foliage in the front, here. And I cannot get this altrameria to do the right thing. It keeps twisting.” 
 
    “Are you putting in any entries?” Debbie asked. 
 
    “No. I can’t because I’m professional. But I’m entering some of the riding events. Are you coming to the show?” 
 
    “I hadn’t thought of it.” 
 
    “Do. I’d love someone to go with. And you can shout encouragement or clap when I’m in the ring. There won’t be anyone else to spur me on.” 
 
    Which made Debbie feel she had to say yes, even while every bone in her body wanted to say no. She didn’t want to mix with crowds of people, because inevitably she would catch herself seeking his face in that sea of faces, listening for his voice from the midst of passing snatches of conversation. After all this time she continued to ache for the dream of what might have been. People, including her mother, had tried to tell her that Amanda was only one in a list of infidelities – but she didn’t want to know. She could not bear to face the thought that those years of loving, of lovemaking, of lying in each others arms giving all, body and soul, had been, for Justin, only a fake. That she could have been to him just another lay. So she told herself that Justin was a very sexual animal who needed more than one woman at a time to satisfy his needs . . . and she had to face the fact that he would never change. But though acceptance of that knowledge might be the first step on the road to understanding and forgiveness, it was not a situation she could live with: she loved him still, desperately. Although every hour of each day she suffered a painful lump in her stomach with yearning for the feel of his arms, she knew she was a one-man woman and needed a one-woman man . . . or none at all. And right now it was impossible to visualise any one ever taking Justin’s place in her heart. 
 
    * 
 
    It had been a warm, misty summer and in Sausmarez Park the marquees were sweltering hot that August. Judges moved along the trestle tables tasting and comparing the scones and buns, Guernsey gache and Guernsey biscuits, fruit cakes and sponges. The entries were from all age groups from five-year-olds to great-grannies. Amongst the produce, wilting green vegetables vied for attention with huge pumpkins and onions: and in the Arts and Crafts, entries of knitted garments and framed tapestries, pretty handmade blouses and embroidered tablecloths, dressed dolls and quilted tea cosies had been submitted from the very young up to the very old. 
 
    Debbie was most impressed with many of the flower arrangements and glad she had entered after all when she saw she had placed third in her section. She loved the miniature gardens the children had made in tomato trays, tiny gravel paths leading between flower borders filled with minute flower heads, imitation lawns and hand mirrors for garden ponds. Three small children stood admiring their handiwork, and reminded Debbie of the children she and Justin would never have . . . 
 
    The two girls sat together in the tea tent eating huge wedges of coffee-iced walnut cake, then they wandered round the sales tents admiring shiny farm machinery, and the growers tents to see the boxes of dozens of different types of flowers prepared for Covent Garden market and trays of graded tomatoes. 
 
    “There aren’t as many entries in the cattle sections, nowadays,” Debbie remarked. “There used to be lots more cows and young heifers, bulls and goats.” 
 
    “There seemed to be more competition in the animal sections at the West Show,” Coralie replied. She looked quite splendid in her riding gear and won a rosette on Thursday afternoon. Then they both stayed on for the parade of flower-decked floats and the Battle of Flowers. 
 
    “I’m quite glad I made the effort to go,” Debbie told her mother when she arrived home. “I really felt much better, most of the time. Part of the scene.” 
 
    Sue and Stephen looked at each other. Might this be a turning point in Debbie’s recovery? 
 
    After two or three abortive visits with feeble explanations and excuses, nothing more had been heard from Justin. Hilary relayed his whereabouts in England to Sue when the latter asked, and explained what he was doing – which seemed to be very little of any consequence. While Amanda continued her busy social life in the island, as well as in London. Being one to spread his favours around on his solo visits to England, Cy Blaydon was inclined to laugh off the ‘incident’, as he called it, and wonder what all the fuss was about. Not that he approved of his stepdaughter, or even liked her much, but he made no attempt to reprove or condemn her. Which did not improve his popularity in the Martel household, but of this he seemed blissfully unaware, continuing to seek their company, especially when his son Neal was on the island. He genuinely doted on the young man, now in his mid thirties, and was devastated when Neal’s wife Annabel asked for a divorce. 
 
    “Why? What is the matter with the girl?” he demanded. 
 
    Devastated himself, Neal had no answer. Annabel had moved into a smart little terraced house with her cat, and he was allowed to visit her if he wished. 
 
    When he came over on holiday, it was immediately obvious to Sue that he was a lost soul going through the motions of a social life which had lost all meaning. “A very weird situation in the Blaydon household,” she said to Stephen one night. “No one seems to talk to anyone else.” 
 
    “Amazing, really,” Stephen agreed. “Annabel staged her walkout months ago, and poor Neal doesn’t seem to know yet what has hit him. He walks round in a daze, a bit like Debbie.” 
 
    “Yes, I’ve noticed. He is a funny-looking chap, too much like his father in appearance to be attractive, but one has to feel sorry for him.” 
 
    * 
 
    Sybil, Lady Banks, held a coffee morning that November for her mother Maureen, Sue, Richard’s wife Anne and the latter’s mother, Aunt Filly, for the sole purpose of them watching together the wedding of Princess Anne to Captain Mark Phillips. A trolley was loaded with cups and coffeepot, plus plates of hot, buttered Guernsey biscuits, and tiny savoury tartlets. Sybil had arranged the chesterfield and chairs to the best advantage round the big television screen and all the ladies were seated in good time to see the arrival of important heads of state, followed by members of the royal family in their respective carriages. 
 
    Princess Anne looked so lovely, walking up the aisle on the arm of her father, that everyone felt quite weepy. 
 
    “This must be a dream marriage, made in heaven,” Maureen sniffed into her handkie. “Let’s hope they look as adoringly at each other on their ruby anniversary as they do today.” 
 
    Everyone “Mmmm,”d their agreement. They all knew what a very difficult marriage Maureen had had . . . and survived. 
 
    * 
 
    Cyril and Carol Blaydon gave a large New Year’s Eve Party to welcome in 1974, and having established that Amanda Smith would be living it up in London that night, Debbie agreed to accompany her parents, plus Bobbie who was coming up thirteen and wearing a dark suit and bow tie for the first time, and Roderick, who was tending to team up nowadays with Jane Tetchworth, Justin’s sister. 
 
    “It’s time you had yourself a new look,” Sue told Debbie, after checking through her wardrobe. “Come on, let’s go into Town during your lunch hour and see what we can find.” 
 
    Debbie acquiesced, not through any desire for a new dress, but rather because she lacked the will to argue, and they came away with a stunning number in green, a shoulder-strapped gown with matching bolero jacket which somehow managed to disguise her painfully thin frame. Added to which, Sue made an appointment at her hairdressers for Debbie at the same time as her own, from where they both emerged stiff-necked in headscarves, trying to protect their elegant coiffures from the south-easterly whipping up the High Street. 
 
    There was no lack of prospective partners for Debbie at the Blaydons that night: she danced politely but without enthusiasm with each gentleman who asked her and was greatly relieved when Neal took pity on her, led her to a corner of the conservatory and proceeded to question her on his stepsister Coralie’s progress with the shop. 
 
    “I don’t get to see the books, actually, but judging by the number of regular customers I would say the business is doing very nicely,” she told him. “Coralie has tremendous artistic flair.” 
 
    “Not the sort of girl to set the world on fire,” Neal grinned, “But a genuinely nice, steady person.” 
 
    Debbie warmed to him. “Yes. She has a heart of gold. She has been so kind to me.” She smiled at the quiet, bald young man beside her, relieved to be under no pressure from a would-be ardent admirer. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
    Chapter Seven – Allegiances 
 
      
 
    Joe Mason withdrew his head and shoulders from the engine compartment below the deck of the cockpit and nodded at Richard. “Yes, well, she is obviously not new but seems to be in reasonable condition. What was the previous owner like? Did he know anything about marine engines?” 
 
    “I don’t know anything about the man, except that he seems to have looked after her very well.” Aware that Mason, their third prospective buyer for the boat, was trying to work a canny deal, Richard added. “He must have loved her like a mistress the way he lavished paint and oil on her.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Mason commented, running his hand along the smooth teak trim. “What do you think, dear?” 
 
    Monica Mason was grinning broadly. Fed up with the discomforts of their racing yacht on the Hamble, she had been trying to talk Joe into something like this for two years. “She is beautifully equipped below. Mr Gaudion says the crockery, cutlery and the saucepans in the galley are all part of the inventory. And I do like the layout of the master cabin.” 
 
    “Fine. We are seeing another boat tomorrow,” he said which judging by the expression on Mrs Mason’s face Richard guessed was a lie. “And we will then discuss which we prefer. However, I think you will have to consider dropping your price for us to settle on this one. You are definitely asking more than I’d planned to spend.” 
 
    When the Masons had gone, Richard crossed the road to George Schmit’s house to report. “They are certainly hooked,” he told his boss, “but trying to play hard-to-get.” 
 
    George spread his hands. “They all do, my boy. Especially the ones who fancy themselves as businessmen. Where do they live?” 
 
    “Birmingham.” 
 
    “Oh! So they’ll want to purchase her through a locally registered company. Which almost certainly means they’ve got more money than they’re letting on.” 
 
    “I think you’d better handle the rest of the deal,” Richard laughed. “You’re obviously a harder nut to crack than I am.” 
 
    Much to Billy’s annoyance, his Uncle George did allow the Masons to knock him down the extra thousand he had added to the asking price, especially for the purpose. “You’d have got it, easily, if you’d hung on,” he declared. 
 
    “Possibly. But this way I’ve not only got a happy, permanent customer in the repair yard, but also he is going back to Birmingham to tell his friends about this funny little halfwit dealer he found in Guernsey and how he knocked the price down. Then his friends will come over and buy some more boats from us.” 
 
    “And they’ll all want to knock us down,” Billy grumbled. 
 
    “Don’t you worry, lad. We’ve made a very fair profit on this boat. Richard’s nearly finished the second one and she’ll get a good price, too.” 
 
    “Number three is a nice little cabin cruiser. When shall I fetch her?” 
 
    “Soon as you like,” Richard told him. “We are taking on an another hand at the end of the month, to cope with the extra work.” 
 
    * 
 
    “What’s that new gadget you’ve got there?” Greg wanted to know as he sipped his coffee at Sue’s kitchen table. 
 
    “This?” she patted a sleek white machine under the work counter. “This is my new dishwasher. An absolute godsend.” 
 
    Her father shook his head and grinned. “I don’t know what this world is coming to. Your mother never had any of these things and seemed to manage very well.” 
 
    “Oh come on, Dad! With the help of a full time maid! I only have a lady coming in for three hours, twice a week.” 
 
    “Is that all? I thought you had a girl called Sharon, every day.” 
 
    “She left to get married years ago! And that was when the children were young and I had an old fashioned washing machine with a mangle. And no tumble dryer. I tell you, I needed her.” 
 
    “They say that some young mothers nowadays use throwaway nappies. Can’t be bothered to wash them.” 
 
    Surreptitiously, Sue studied his grey head and noted the increasing lines round his eyes and mouth. He was still a fine figure of a man for his seventy-five years, broad shoulders showing no sign of a stoop, but mentally he seemed to be ageing. Maybe it was from being without Mum for so many years. “Well, I wish disposables had been around when my kids were babies. Though I don’t know if I could have afforded them.” 
 
    When Greg had gone, Sue continued her baking for the weekend, thinking about their conversation as she worked. How things had changed. She patted the over-worked Kenwood mixer which dominated the kitchen on baking days, knowing she couldn’t produce half the cakes, pastry and homemade bread without it. She remembered the wet nappies strung out round the kitchen and round the sitting room fire on wet winter days; there were no nappies to worry about now but she was still grateful for the tumble dryer, and for the washing machine that did all the rinsing and spun the excess water from the clothes automatically. It saved so much time and energy, yet where did the saved time go? Years ago she travelled by bike or bus, now she flew everywhere in her own little Fiat: dashed to the shops, sped off to see friends and family, collected Bobbie from school and delivered and fetched him for all his extra-curricular activites like football, cricket and music. And there would be more of the latter now, since he had decided to learn the oboe as a second instrument, having reached grade five on the piano. He was growing into a strapping lad, way larger than Roderick had been at his age. And so like his father: he had Stephen’s heavy black hair and grey eyes, and the same strong, square chin. He had lots of Stephen’s mannerisms, too, like holding both hands behind his back while talking to one, and combing his hair back off his face with an impatient run of his fingers. He was good at sport, much to his grandfather Greg’s delight, tennis figuring strongly as his favourite, probably because of the court in their back garden and the keenness for the sport throughout the family. He was fond of all types of music, from pop to classical, and it was not unusual to hear him switch over in his bedroom from Simon and Garfunkel to Gustav Hoist. 
 
    Stephen was keen on classical music and he and Sue attended all the Guernsey Choral and Orchestral Society concerts which were of very high standard. Their friends Uhtred and Tilly Walgrave were enthusiastic members of the choir and often asked the Martels to their social functions which, added to Stephen’s business associates and all their sporting friends, meant a very busy social life. “We really must leave a couple of evenings a week for just being at home,” Stephen said, every few months, but it wasn’t easy. 
 
    “Can’t live, if living is without you,” Sue crooned happily to herself as she drew the two quiches out of the oven. That was supper taken care of, which would leave her free to pop round to Aunt Filly this afternoon before picking up Bobbie and taking him to the football field. Then while he was playing she would run over to Uncle John and Edna to discuss the future of her vegetable patch which, at the moment, produced solely for the benefit of the bugs. From there she would fetch Bobbie, bring him home and feed him, and quickly get changed before Stephen came in for his meal prior to them both dashing off to tonight’s concert. Maybe when Bobbie was a bit older and had the scooter he craved, life might ease up a bit. Or would the extra available time promptly fill up with more activities? 
 
    Poor, dear Stephen, he was such a home-lover. Such a lover, full-stop! He continued to be as deliciously romantic as that never-to-be-forgotten day, so many years ago, when they had met quite accidently, at the Buttes at L’Ancresse and on impulse, made love in the sea. She closed her eyes, smiling. And the memory made her tingle all over. 
 
    * 
 
    Roderick was very happy living in his little old Guernsey cottage. He was not an enthusiastic gardener so there were no roses round the door; the small area of garden between the lane and the front door was a neatly gravelled extension from the driveway down the side of the grey granite building. The only concession to floral adornment in the front was by way of a half barrel of soil either side of the white painted door, planted with azaleas into which, on dry days, he tipped a bucket of water while his breakfast kettle was boiling. There was a lean-to conservatory across the back of the cottage, which led out to a walled-in patio complete with a teak table, bench seat and chair, behind which, hanging on the wall was a terracotta flower pot containing a non-flowering plant which was also watered at breakfast time. A cleaning lady popped in two mornings a week to do laundry and hoovering, but as Roderick was a clean and tidy person, her tasks were not onerous. Of course he liked to entertain, keeping a small barbecue at the back of the garage for summer use, and an electric frying-pan for the winter. Whatever the season, the menu remained consistent: melon or grapefruit starter as available, barbecued or fried steaks with salad and French bread, followed by cheese and celery, coffee and mints. His guests always knew what to expect. In his quiet way Roderick discovered he enjoyed socialising; he loved to fill his one big cosy living room with friends, and they enjoyed examining the latest additions to the bookshelves that lined the walls, sinking into the leather settee and chairs, beers in hand, listening to Roderick’s records. Most Sundays he went to La Rocquette de Bas for lunch with the family, and often dropped in during the week on the way home from work to sit in the kitchen with a cup of tea while his mother was fixing supper. 
 
    One Tuesday night just before Easter, Roderick and Stephen arrived at the same time. Sue had a pot of fresh tea waiting, and the two men automatically sprawled on kitchen chairs so that Sue might be included in their conversation. 
 
    “How well do you get on with Alex Grolinski?” Stephen asked. 
 
    “Much better now. I thought him a bit butterfly-brained in the beginning, but he has settled down very well. Funny really, the way you meet people at university, think you know them, and then later on when you meet them out in the big wide world they seem so different. Mind you, he always was a big talker! But why do you want to know?” 
 
    “We rather felt you had had your doubts about the venture soon after you first linked up with him.” 
 
    “You’re dead right I did! Some of his ideas seemed totally woolly – and I’d burned my boats!” 
 
    Sue swilled out a saucepan and left it on the drainboard, brushed the hair out of her eyes and sat down with the men. “Not entirely, you know. I suspect Stephen would have let you back into the firm if you’d asked him nicely. But what about the business side? You appear to be doing very well. Are you happy with the results?” 
 
    “Oh, very! And I hope Stephen is happy with the new clients we pass on to him. It is obviously a very good move to have a tie-in between the property business and the architectural firm. But I have to say that I think I’m in the better half, financially.” 
 
    “Am I right in believing you and Alex are branching out abroad?” Stephen wanted to know. 
 
    “Correct. We are putting adverts in some of the big glossy magazines and brochures. It was Alex’s uncle’s idea. He already has an agent in the Caribbean, and now Alex is spending some time in Spain and Portugal. Quite a market there.” 
 
    “What about here in the island? Heath’s government made such a hash of the British economy, your trade must have been affected. I wonder if Harold Wilson can do any better?” 
 
    “Business has certainly slowed down in the past few months. I don’t really know how much it has to do with the British economy or how much to do with this notorious property speculator we have here. He is getting somewhat tardier in completing his conveyancing.” 
 
    “Really!” Stephen pushed his cup across the table towards Sue for a refill. “Are you worried?” 
 
    “Not so much for ourselves, though frankly he has been our proverbial golden goose, but we do have a few worried clients who have bought properties to move into, and now are stuck with both, plus a bridging loan. We simply have to keep our fingers crossed, and hope he doesn’t default.” 
 
    “Changing the subject, would you like to stay to supper?” Sue invited. It continued to feel strange asking her own son for a meal. She wasn’t sure how much of a social life he had and was convinced he suffered from a lack of female company, even if the only company on offer tonight would be his mother and younger sister. 
 
    “Love to, but I can’t tonight. A bunch of us are eating at the Marina.” 
 
    “Lovely! Who are you going with?” 
 
    “Alex and his girlfriend, Tom and Alice and I’m taking Jane.” 
 
    “Jane Tetchworth?” 
 
    “Yes. You don’t think Debbie will mind, do you?” 
 
    “I’m sure she won’t. She’s a nice girl.” 
 
    “A great deal nicer than her brother,” Stephen muttered. 
 
    Sue also thought the girl rather pale and willowy, a true replica of her mother, Hilary, but maybe she was nearer Roderick’s type than a more flamboyant girl, like Amanda Blaydon, for instance. 
 
    * 
 
    Sue was not prepared to worry about Roderick’s love life, he was only just twenty-four and there was plenty time for him to select a prospective wife whilst playing the field, and she had more than enough to worry about with her two daughters. She planned to return to Wales to see Stephanie and little Sarah in the coming week, knowing that she would inevitably leave with tears in her eyes and a terrible ache in her middle. How could any normal mother fail to be devastated seeing her daughter and grandchild living in such circumstances. 
 
    Debbie meanwhile, was much improved but seemed positively off men. She was coming up to her twenty-first birthday on the second of June and Sue was determined to throw a really good party, alive with nice young people as well as family. She wanted to surround the girl with wholesome, decent boys her own age so that eventually memories of the misery caused by Justin might be eradicated, and he could be supplanted in her affections by someone infinitely more worthy. Debbie was starting to relax more, smile, laugh and join in family gatherings, but apart from Coralie, she socialised with too few friends. 
 
    Only four weeks before the party did Sue venture to tell Debbie of her plan. 
 
    “Oh!” the girl looked startled. “Who are you intending to invite?” 
 
    Sue read a list of suggestions from a spiral notebook on the kitchen counter, and Debbie expressed doubts about nearly all of them. 
 
    “I haven’t seen Marjorie in yonks, or her brother,” she complained. 
 
    “All the more reason to ask them,” Sue retaliated. “And I thought of asking our friends Frank and Christine Jordan. Their son Ian finished his business course in England at Easter and is working over here, now, so he’ll be included.” 
 
    It was obvious to Debbie what her mother was trying to do, and, while on the one hand she appreciated the old girl’s effort, on the other she wished she wouldn’t interfere. She really did not want to be thrown into a pond full of prospective suitors and dearly longed to say so. Still, she didn’t want to hurt Sue’s feelings; her mother had been such a brick in the past couple of years, never once telling her to ‘pull herself together’ as other members of the family were wont to do, like Roderick had done till Debbie’s redheaded temper reached flash point and she let fly at him. Muttering something about trying to help, he had retired hurt. So now, instead of making some adverse remark, Debbie merely said “That would be nice,” and refrained from further comment, other than a sweet smile or a nod. 
 
    Sue was no fool. She had no doubt what was going on in Debbie’s mind, but remained convinced she was doing the right thing. “So, together with family, that should total thirty-five of us. How does that sound?” 
 
    Horrendous, Debbie thought. “Wonderful,” she said, trying to force herself to feel grateful for having a caring parent. Then, on sudden inspiration added, “What chance, do you reckon, of getting Steps over for the event?” 
 
    Sue clasped the top of her head in mock despair. “Heaven alone knows. I don’t. But I’m going over next week. I’ll ask her. I’ll say you have particularly requested she comes.” 
 
    “I’m glad that she keeps up corresponding with me. Weird sort of letters, both ways. Neither of us mention touchy subjects, just relate our adventures in the world of vegetables, babies and flower arrangements. Funny really. She and I are only a year apart in age, yet in many respects we hardly know each other. If anything, I feel I know Roderick better than her.” 
 
    “Interesting you should say that. She and I always had a rather strained relationship and I tended to blame myself, wondering what I had done to make her dislike me.” 
 
    “I don’t think it was a matter of liking or disliking anyone. She appeared to want to distance herself from everyone. Didn’t like to feel tied or obligated, just hankered to be a totally free spirit.” 
 
    “Well she is certainly all of that, though whether or not she is currently enjoying it is open to question.” Sue sighed, staring into the middle distance. “Now let’s talk about party food. We must get it all organised before I go away so that I can get straight on with preparations as soon as I return.” 
 
    * 
 
    The river chortled over rocks and pebbles as Stephanie and Sarah lay on the bank blowing seed puffs off dandelion heads. A cotton sunhat was squashed down over the toddler’s crown of soft brown curls, but she wore nothing else, bottom dimpled as she wriggled and laughed on her tummy in the long grass. Apart from the river, and the occasional raucous outbursts from the residents of a rookery in nearby trees, there was no sound on the still air. No mechanical rumble of cars, planes or trains hurrying people from offices to business meetings, or away on holidays to escape their personal stress: no thump of electronic music to relieve somebody’s tensions. Stephanie smiled sadly and rolled over onto her back. Ironic, wasn’t it, that she had chosen this laid-back existence to get away from the tensions and stress of mainstream life, only to find herself beset by more worries than she had imagined possible. Unless one got drugged out of one’s mind, it was impossible to avoid the petty squabbles, jealousies and irritations of communal living. Maybe if some of the members were a little older, more mature, they would be more willing to share responsibilities rather than each others’ supposed partners. Personally, she knew she was a far better artist than several of the other girls, yet she seldom had either time, energy or inclination to indulge her talent. Well, someone had to take charge of the catering or they would never eat at all, and Heaven knew their diet was far from satisfactory as it was. 
 
    Stephanie took deep breaths, sucking in the sweet scent of wild flowers together with the heady ambience of peaceful solitude, a rare enough commodity living in the commune. She thought about her mother’s impending visit, about Debbie’s letters, about . . . home. Her other home, La Rocquette de Bas. Were her nice clothes still hanging in her wardrobe where she had left them? The ones that were unsuitable for community living. Would Troilus and Cressida remember her if she went back? What a gorgeous pair they were, so gentle and loving . . . so different from the hungry, snarling curs around the farm. 
 
    She was suddenly swamped with an overwhelming sadness, an urgent desire to see La Rocquette de Bas again, and the dogs, and the people. Roddy and Debs. Granpa, Richard and Anne, and she thought yet again about the money sewn into her jacket behind the door of her room. How many times had she sat on the edge of her bed debating whether to hang on to it, or turn it into much needed food? Yet after all this time, over a year, the getaway money still survived. 
 
    “Wanna go fwishin’” Sarah declared, struggling to her feet and heading for the river. 
 
    “All right, I’ll come and help you.” Stephanie kicked off her sandals, tucked her skirt up into her briefs and crawled down the bank with the child into the shallow water. They waded barely ankle deep together, Sarah frequently slipping on the stones under foot and falling in, laughing. They spied tiny fish from time to time which got the child hugely excited, but they never came near enough to touch. 
 
    Sarah screamed with frustration when her mother finally dragged her out of the water. Their feet were frozen, skin wrinkled, and it was getting late. How late, Stephanie had no idea, someone had pinched her watch and flogged it for grass. She never did bother to find out who it was. 
 
    When Sue arrived three days later she found a much calmer and more smiling Stephanie. She is obviously much happier with her life now, Sue decided sadly. But she couldn’t have been more wrong. The apparent happiness stemmed from her daughter’s new resolve to visit the island again for the first time in four years. Nothing was said, however. Even when Sue passed on Debbie’s message about the party, All Stephanie did was shrug and say she would think about it. 
 
    * 
 
    On the Saturday, the day before the party, Sue overslept. She was exhausted by the previous day’s work, arranging tables and chairs, shopping, and preparing all possible food in advance. Deep in the throes of a nightmarish situation when double the number of anticipated guests turned up, obliging her to leave them while she chased round the island in her car trying to buy extra bread, she was startled awake by the phone. Dazed, she reached out to answer it, and was momentarily fazed by the caller. “Who are you? Where did you say you are phoning from? I can’t hear you! All that noise in the background!” Then the fog cleared and the penny dropped. “Stephanie! Oh, darling, how wonderful! On the dock? I’ll be there in ten minutes.” 
 
    Seeing the girl at the farm, Sue had thought that, like her friends in the commune, she looked rather odd. Now, in long ethnic printed cottons and strings of beads, Sarah beside her looking quaint in a dress nearly to her ankles and their luggage not in a suitcase but tied up in a bundle, she stood out like a sore thumb alongside the horde of T-shirted holidaymakers who had disembarked from the overnight boat. Positively weird. The need not to show any reaction helped overcome the emotion of Stephanie’s return to the island. The girl allowed herself to be hugged, briefly, and Sarah let her grandmother carry her to the car. 
 
    They were sitting in the kitchen over the teapot when Debbie came downstairs for breakfast, and this time there was no stemming the tears. 
 
    “Steps!” 
 
    “Debs!” 
 
    And the sisters were in each others’ arms, laughing and crying, watched in amazement by little Sarah. Debbie was introduced to her niece who adored her on sight, wanted to follow her every step and insisted on an identical bowl of cereal and slice of toast. 
 
    Stephen and Bobbie appeared and joined in the fray, delighted to welcome Stephanie home, Stephen thrilled for Sue’s sake. 
 
    Upstairs in her old room, after Debbie and Stephen had left for work, Stephanie and Sarah explored every cupboard and corner, drawer and shelf. Nothing had changed, every item being in the old familiar place. Momentarily, the young woman was surprised, then assumed that as this was quite a large house her mother had not needed the room for visitors, or any other purpose so had simply left it alone. She took a dress out of the wardrobe and held it against herself in front of the mirror. It looked huge, but then she had been liberally coated in puppy fat before leaving the island, all of which had been worn off with hard work and poor diet. 
 
    Sarah fell in love with the old teddy, and with the wind toy which still dangled, tinkling, over the window. Her mother showed her pictures, photos of herself at Sarah’s age, which the child could not fathom. 
 
    Four years! Stephanie lay back on the bed and stared at the ceiling. Four whole years! And yet nothing had changed. It was as though the intervening years had never happened. But no, that was not true: something had changed. She got up and went to the dressing table to gaze in the mirror. 
 
    And the person looking back at her was quite, quite different. 
 
    * 
 
    There was a chill easterly breeze blowing on the day of the party. Fortunately the garden was reasonably sheltered so the guests were able to spend most of the time out of doors, well wrapped in woolly cardigans. Older members of the family congregated on the verandah with Granpa Greg, except Sir Gordon who, although two years Greg’s senior, considered himself to have mastered the art of perpetual youth, took command of the tennis rota and time off to play croquet and boules. Uncle John and Edna arrived and sat with Aunts Filly and Maureen, either side of Greg. Lady Sybil was proving her worth with a croquet mallet. Partnered by Uti Walgrave, she was soon roqueting Martin and Sheila Gillespie all over the garden. 
 
    Debbie found herself press-ganged on to the tennis court with Ian Jordan against her uncle Richard who was severely handicapped by his partner, Marjorie, whilst a gaggle of young people cheered and jeered from the sidelines. 
 
    Sue had pressed some of the young into service behind the temporary bar. Two at a time, they were kept busy as more and more people arrived. Debbie glanced through the tennis netting while changing ends and was convinced there was at least double the number her mother had originally told her. She saw the Blaydons turn up with Coralie and Neal: she did a quick scan of the area, failed to spot Amanda and just prayed she hadn’t had the gall to show up. When her set was over, Ian led her across the lawn to the bar where they were joined by Neal. 
 
    “How did you get on?” he asked. 
 
    “We won,” Ian told him. “Six games to one, no thanks to me.” 
 
    “You played some excellent shots at net,” Debbie commented. 
 
    “Perhaps you and I could have a set, later?” Neal suggested to Debbie. 
 
    But for the fact that she rather liked him, she would have made some excuse. She had never seen him on the tennis court and doubted if his shape was designed for the game. Instead she said, “Yes, love to. Now I really must circulate,” and she left her two eager partners to talk amongst themselves. 
 
    Two complete buffets of food were laid out for lunch, one in the dining room and the other in the kitchen. It was simple and straightforward fare: bowls of prawns, trays of smoked salmon and huge ashets piled with Coronation Chicken, and sliced ham and beef. There were rice salads, tomato, onion and cucumber salads, lettuce, beetroot, pickles, and wicker baskets of French bread. Guests loaded their plates, carried it all off to the tables on the lawn and verandah, ate and came back for more. The bar boys circulated with trays of glasses of wine, and Sue thanked heaven that her help, Mrs Marquis, and her sister had agreed to give up their Sunday to help out. At a price. 
 
    Cheese and biscuits were followed by big bowls of strawberries, raspberries and logans, and jugs of fresh Guernsey cream, while in the background, Stephen was marshalling his bar troops with champagne flutes and bottles. 
 
    And then Roderick stood up. “Ladies and gentlemen,” he called, ringing his dessert fork against an empty wine glass. “I feel that, as Deborah’s big brother, it is my duty to draw your attention to the fact that she has, today, become of age. Age for what is open to speculation, but we won’t go into that right now.” 
 
    Debbie blushed scarlet and prayed the ground would swallow her up. Mummy hadn’t said a word about speechifying. Neal put a comforting hand over hers on the table and squeezed. 
 
    Sue had agreed that Roderick should propose a toast before the cake was carried out for Debbie to cut, but she was totally unprepared for the speech that he proceeded to deliver. Unprepared both because she had no idea he was going to do it, and also because till that moment, she had no idea that her over-serious eldest child was capable of such wit. Without saying anything that could possibly hurt or embarrass his super-sensitive sister, he managed to reduce the company to eye-watering hysterics. Even Debbie herself was in a state of collapse as her half-brother, Bobbie, bore the massive cake, plus lit candles, out of the house and laid it on the hastily cleared table in front of her. 
 
    “Wish, wish,” they all shouted. 
 
    Debbie closed her eyes, wished, took a deep breath and blew. 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen, will you join me in wishing Debbie a very happy birthday!” Roderick raised his champagne glass, and everyone stood up to join him. 
 
    “Happy twenty-first, Debbie!” 
 
    * 
 
    Stephanie stayed for two weeks. 
 
    Sue had harboured a faint hope that she might decide against returning to Wales: the idea obviously crossed Stephanie’s mind, especially as she watched little Sarah blossoming in the loving family atmosphere. Even Greg had fallen for the little scrappet, once he had got over the initial shock of her existence. “She looks so much like her great-grandmother,” he kept saying. 
 
    “You know you are welcome to stay as long as you like,” Sue told Stephanie. 
 
    “That’s awfully sweet of you, Mum. But I think in all fairness I ought to go back. But I would like to visit again, next year, perhaps.” 
 
    “Of course. This is your home from home. Use it whenever you want.” 
 
    They managed not to get weepy when they said good-bye, and Sue was convinced that her granddaughter would miss the dogs far more than “Ganny”. 
 
    * 
 
    Anne Gaudion was incredibly like her mother — everyone said so. Short, plump with blue eyes and blonde curls she was a naturally happy, contented soul with Felicity’s bubbly characteristics. Greg, and George Schmit’s wife Gelly, both of whom had known Filly in her twenties, never failed to laugh with incredulity at the amazing similarity between mother and daughter. And although Aunt Filly was now white-haired and in her seventies, even Sue, Stephen and the children remarked that there was no mistaking the relationship. Anne enjoyed life as it was, the way Richard did. They were only too willing to sacrifice the popular need for speed and affluence, for the sake of a gentler lifestyle. While their friends were dashing from tennis court to cocktail party and winging off to exotic locations for holidays, they were blissfully content with a day’s boating, trailing lines for mackeral and dropping anchor in a bay to swim and lunch with their boys. And the highlight of their year was sleeping under canvas at the top of Herm Island, where they could watch the sun come up over Sark or a crescent moon poised over the distant lights of Guernsey as they returned to their camp from a late supper in the tiny island metropolis. 
 
    Therefore Sue was duly surprised to see the serious frown on Anne’s face when she dropped in unannounced at La Rocquette de Bas with her children one afternoon in July. “Hello, sister-in-law! Hello Derek and George. Have you time for a cup of tea, Anne, or is this a lightning visit?” 
 
    “I’d love a cup,” Anne responded. “Boys, you can go and play outside.” 
 
    “Here you are, lads. Take these tennis balls out to throw for Cressida. She’ll fetch them and bring them back to you over and over.” Sue handed them a ball each from the string bag behind the kitchen door, then filled the kettle. “So tell me, Anne, what’s on your mind?” 
 
    Anne looked startled. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You look as though the end of the world is nigh!” 
 
    “Oh dear! Is it that obvious?” 
 
    Sue stared at her. “Oh dear,” she echoed, “Is it that serious?” 
 
    Anne flopped onto a chair. “I don’t know. I hope not.” 
 
    Sue sat down opposite. “Tell me.” 
 
    “I don’t know whether or not I have anything to tell, to be honest. It’s just that I’m so concerned about Richard.” 
 
    Sue waited. 
 
    “You know what your brother is like. He is no great worrier. If I fret about something he is always the one to calm me down. ‘Nine out of ten troubles will go away of their own accord,’ he says, ‘providing you leave them alone’. Well I’ve left this worry alone and it only seems to get worse.” 
 
    “What worry?” 
 
    “That’s the trouble. I don’t know.” 
 
    Sue sighed with exasperation as she made the tea. “Try telling me the symptoms.” 
 
    “Richard isn’t eating properly. He pushes the food round his plate and eventually gives half of it to the dog when he thinks I’m not looking.” 
 
    Anne was looking so miserable Sue refrained from prompting. 
 
    “And he’s not sleeping, either. Tosses the bed into a haystack by morning.” 
 
    Sue put some milk in a jug and poured tea into the two cups. “Do you reckon it’s a digestive problem or has he got something on his mind?” 
 
    “He doesn’t complain of stomach ache or anything. And come to think of it, I have caught him gazing vaguely into space when he is in the middle of doing something. He dropped one of our dinner plates yesterday while he was helping with the drying up; one of our best set. Just didn’t look what he was doing when he went to put it on the table.” Anne added milk to her tea and took a gulp, blue eyes filled with worry as she stared at Sue over the rim of her cup. “What should I do?” 
 
    “Have you tried asking what’s bothering him?” 
 
    “Oh yes, several times. And all he does is laugh, rumple my hair and tell me to stop fussing. I just don’t know what I should do.” 
 
    “There is nothing you can do at the moment. He is being a typical man!” Sue poured them another cup each. “Well, let me know if you find out any more, won’t you?” 
 
    “Yes of course. You don’t mind me dropping in for a moan, do you?” 
 
    “Of course not. A worry shared is a worry halved.” 
 
    For the first time since arriving, Anne managed a wide smile. “Now I’d better drink up and go and rescue your dogs from my children.” 
 
    * 
 
    Greg came round to watch the Wimbledon finals with Sue, Bobbie and Debbie, who had asked Coralie if she could take the afternoon off for the purpose. They drew the curtains to get a better picture, and sat glued to the television screen throughout both singles finals, as Chrissie Evert easily beat Olga Morozova, and her fiancé, Jimmy Connors defeated the old favourite Ken Rosewell, eighteen years his senior. 
 
    “Pity,” said Greg. “I’d love to have seen Ken get it just the once.” 
 
    Judging by his muttered comments during the game, the others guessed he was also backing the man with the old-fashioned manners and sense of good sportsmanship. 
 
    “Want a game before supper?” Debbie asked her brother. 
 
    “Yeah! Sure!” 
 
    The youngsters were both well satisfied by the outcome of both matches. 
 
    Sue re-opened the curtains. “Like to stay for supper, Dad? We’ve got mackeral, new potatoes, fried toms and mangetout.” 
 
    “Sounds marvellous. Yes, I’d love to. Mrs Mahy said she’d leave me some cold ham in the fridge, but it’ll keep. And I’ve been wanting to talk to you.” 
 
    “Yes?” Sue sat on the arm of a chair. “What’s on your mind.” 
 
    “Richard. He doesn’t really seem himself, lately.” 
 
    Another member of the family worried about her brother! “What do you think is the problem?” 
 
    “I wish I knew. I wondered if you’d seen him recently.” 
 
    She debated in her mind whether to tell him of her conversation with Anne, but decided against. No point in worrying the old chap unnecessarily. “No, I haven’t. Do you think he might not be well?” 
 
    “I’ve a feeling it’s more likely he has something on his mind. He has always had this habit of scratching his ear when he is worried. Just like your mother used to.” 
 
    “I’ll see if I can find out anything and let you know, Dad.” 
 
    “Thanks.” He shook his head. “Not a bit like Richard. Very odd.” 
 
    * 
 
    “Hallo! Haven’t seen you for weeks. How are you?” George Schmit emerged from the newsagent’s on the Bridge and ran full tilt into Sue who was laden with shopping bags. 
 
    “Hallo, Uncle George! I suppose you want to read all about Nixon’s resignation,” she commented, eyeing his newspaper. 
 
    “About time, rotten beggar! Boy has he wriggled, like a fish on the end of a line. But they landed him in the end,” he chortled. 
 
    “So how’s business?” 
 
    “Excellent. Richard is doing marvels with those boats Billy has been buying in France. There is certainly more money in selling boats than just repairing them.” He began walking beside her along the wide pavement. “It’s great for me to see the yard doing so well, now that I’m semiretired.” 
 
    “I’d have thought you’d be sitting back with your feet up all the time, by now,” Sue said, and laughed. 
 
    “You joke. Got to keep myself occupied or I’ll be pushing up daisies in no time at all.” 
 
    She would like to have talked to him a bit more about the business: probed a little to see if there could be anything there that was worrying Richard. But the old chap had obviously not noticed anything, and like her father she didn’t want to worry him unnecessarily. But she did say, “I haven’t seen Richard for weeks.” And waited, hopefully. 
 
    “I’m glad you said that. Reminds me I must nip down here to Bougourd and Harry. I promised to get him another pound of brass screws while I’m out. Nice seeing you, Sue.” And he limped off on his arthritic hip. 
 
    “Bye-bye, Uncle George,” she called after him, cursing brass screws. 
 
    * 
 
    Debbie was cleaning out the flower buckets under an outside tap over a drain in the tiny yard behind the shop, when Coralie called her. 
 
    “There’s someone to see you, Debs!” 
 
    It was the end of a long day, she was tired, her face was dirty and her hair all over the place. “Who is it?” 
 
    “A young gentleman.” 
 
    Debbie’s mind automatically flew to Justin, but she knew Coralie wouldn’t do that to her, so she dried her hands, brushed the hair off her face and went through into the shop. 
 
    Coralie’s step-brother, Neal Blaydon, was standing there. Thirteen years her senior, he wasn’t exactly young, but compared with his father he could definitely be described as a gentleman. 
 
    “Hallo! What brings you back to the island again so soon?” 
 
    “You! I never had a chance to take you out to dinner last time I was over. So here I am. Would you like to go up to the Fregate tonight?” 
 
    “Wow!” Debbie giggled. “Well, yes I’d love to go to the Fregate,” it was the best restaurant in the island, “but as for your reason for being here, I don’t believe a word of it!” 
 
    “But it’s true!” Neal protested. “Coralie, how late do you intend keeping Deborah’s nose to the grindstone this evening?” 
 
    “Oh, take her away. She won’t be any use to me now with the promise of a Fregate nosebag in the offing,” she teased. 
 
    He turned to Debbie. “May I give you a lift home?” 
 
    “I’d make the most of the opportunity, Debs. It’s not an offer he has ever made to me. Go on. I’ll lock up.” 
 
    Actually, Debbie wasn’t at all sure that she wanted to go out to dinner with Neal, á deux. He was very nice, quiet and considerate, but not someone she wanted to encourage. In fact she didn’t want to encourage anyone. Ever again. 
 
    He collected her again at seven-thirty, noting that her hair looked pretty but she hadn’t smothered her face with make-up on his account, nor decked herself in some seductive outfit. And he was glad. Annabel always wore ultra slinky clothes, even to the office. He had been devastated when she walked out on him, but now he was beginning to view her departure with relief. And as for his step-sister Amanda . . . she invariably looked like a third-rate tart. He never wanted to spend an evening sitting opposite a woman who looked like either of them, ever again. 
 
    He had managed to get a table alongside the window, overlooking the harbour and Castle Cornet. Conversation was very stilted at first, both rather shy, no sexual vibes prompting their tongues. Gradually the wine did its work and they both relaxed sufficiently for Debbie to question Neal about his work, and for him to ask about her tennis, her family and request details about the island of which he knew little. 
 
    When he delivered her home at eleven-thirty he planted a kiss on her cheek. 
 
    Debbie kissed him back, happy that Neal was interested in her company without wanting to get his hands on her body. That was nice. 
 
    Very nice. 
 
    * 
 
    “Hi, it’s Sue here. Hope I haven’t dragged you away from anything too vital?” 
 
    “No, not at all. I was just tackling some paperwork from which, I must admit, I am only too happy to be distracted,” Richard said. “So, what can I do for you?” 
 
    “I was wondering if you could pop in for ten minutes or so on your way home to lunch today?” 
 
    Richard frowned at the receiver, mystified. “I could. Anything in particular on your mind?” 
 
    “Yes, actually. I’ll tell you about it when you get here.” 
 
    It was the first opportunity Sue had had, with the house to herself now that Bobbie was back at school and neither Stephen nor Debbie due home for lunch, to ask Richard round so that she could question him about his “problem”. She had seen him a couple of times and given him an opening to speak, but he hadn’t taken it up, just fielded her mild enquiries and changed the subject. 
 
    When he arrived she came straight to the point. “You are driving us all nuts, dear brother. When are you going to tell us what is bothering you? Why bottle it all up?” 
 
    He had guessed she would question him, but was totally unprepared for her directness. “I don’t see what possible business it is of anyone else’s, if I choose to keep my own counsel,” he said, obviously offended. 
 
    “Fair comment, as long as it doesn’t affect anyone else.” 
 
    “It doesn’t affect you.” 
 
    “Yes it does, when Dad comes and tells me how worried he is about you.” She didn’t want to mention Anne’s visit for fear of creating trouble between them. “Anyway, I can tell there is something wrong. Are you nursing a secret illness or is it something to do with money?” 
 
    He crossed the carpet to the sitting room window to gaze out through the teaming rain. “It could all be a storm in a teacup, Sue. I could be imagining the whole thing. That’s why I haven’t said anything to anyone.” 
 
    “So are you imagining that Anne is having an affair or something?” 
 
    “Good Lord, no!” 
 
    “Well, are you going to tell me, or not? Would a beer help?” 
 
    “I’d prefer a cup of tea.” 
 
    “Then let’s go into the kitchen. It’s the best place for conferences, anyway.” 
 
    Richard followed and watched her make the tea and pour it, before he began. “I’m seriously worried about these boat deals that Billy has set up. I won’t bore you with all the details, but several little things, things Billy has said, apparently minor discrepancies in the paperwork, mix-ups over registrations for which Billy always has a perfectly good explanation, they are all building up to make me thoroughly suspicious. Possibly quite unjustifiably so.” 
 
    “There was a rather unpleasant business years ago with Billy, wasn’t there?” 
 
    “Yes, when we were in our teens. Very stupid. And as far as I know he hasn’t put a foot wrong since. I mean, I shouldn’t let the memory of that incident make me suspect him now, should I? Give a dog a bad name, and all that.” 
 
    “Or, on the other hand, does a leopard ever change his spots? Look, you are not normally a suspicious type. Too easy-going, if anything. So if these little details are bothering you, then I think it’s worth talking them through with someone. I don’t pretend to know the first thing about yacht brokerage, but if you want to go through it all with me I’ll happily lend an ear. Otherwise, maybe you’d rather talk to an expert.” 
 
    “No, not at all. I’d prefer to keep it in the family, if possible. You see, it all started with this document pertaining to the sale of the first yacht.” 
 
    Sue listened carefully to all the details and guessed that Richard’s main problem was in deciding where his allegiancies lay. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
    Chapter Eight – Balance of Power 
 
      
 
    “Heard the news?” Stephen shouted from the hallway. “Margaret Thatcher has won the Tory leadership battle.” 
 
    “Yes. At last we may get some common sense prevailing in Westminster,” Sue responded with glee. 
 
    “Dammit, I might have known you’d crow for Women’s Lib.” 
 
    “Come off it, you know I’m no bra burner. But this is nineteen seventy-five, International Women’s Year, and I don’t see why a woman can’t be as good a Parliamentarian as any man!” 
 
    “Well, Thatcher can’t hope to make a worse mess of things than Heath.” 
 
    “I gather he’s furious about her winning! Gone into deep sulks.” 
 
    “Can’t be funny for him being succeeded by a woman. Though it was actually poor Willie Whitelaw she beat. They say he was nearly in tears.” 
 
    “Why? Because of coming second or because he was devastated that his beloved party would be in female hands?” 
 
    “The latter, I imagine! Now then, do I dare ask one of the winning species what she is giving me for supper tonight?” 
 
    A cushion whizzed past his head as he walked into the sitting room. 
 
    * 
 
    A freezing wind rattled the corregated iron roof and the huge gable doors at the north end of the boat shed. It whistled underneath the doors driving dirt and rubbish swirling under the boat cradle and into corners. 
 
    Richard and the electronics engineer, working in the saloon and helming station below decks, had made themselves quite snug with a little electric heater, and they didn’t hear George calling till he climbed the ladder up the side of the hull. 
 
    “You two working in there or have you both gone to sleep?” he shouted. 
 
    “Trouble is your voice is failing, Uncle George. It’s with all the yelling you do.” Richard climbed out of the hatch to grin down at the older man over the gunwale. 
 
    “Trouble is having to employ young’uns like you who never listen,” George growled. “I wanted to know if you’ve seen Billy today?” 
 
    “No. Nor yesterday. Not since before the weekend.” 
 
    “Funny. He is meant to be here in the island at the moment, but I’ve tried telephoning him and there’s no reply.” 
 
    Richard drew the zip of his jacket up to the neck, shivering. “Want me to go round to his place at lunchtime and see if I can find him?” 
 
    “Might be as well. Someone in France has been trying to get him. I’ve got their telephone number for him to ring.” 
 
    “Give it to me and I’ll take it with me. It’s nearly knocking off time, I might as well go now.” 
 
    Billy Smart had a flat in a house in St Sampson’s. Richard rang the bell, but without much hope of seeing the man, judging by the unclaimed cartons of milk on the doorstep. 
 
    A woman in a pinafore and curlers appeared as he returned down the stairs. “Oh! I thought perhaps you were Mr Smart,” she said, sounding disappointed. 
 
    “I’m looking for him.” 
 
    “You’re not the only one. No one’s seen him since last week.” 
 
    “Seems like he must be away.” 
 
    “Well, he’d better get back quickly if he wants to keep this place,” with a tilt of her head she indicated the direction of the flat. “His rent is overdue.” 
 
    The worrying knot in Richard’s stomach which had been troubling him, on and off for the past several months, suddenly turned into a large granite stone. “Oh dear, I am sorry.” He couldn’t think what else to say. “When he gets back, if you see him would you tell him Richard wants to speak to him, please?” 
 
    The woman nodded. “If I see him.” 
 
    He decided not to tell Uncle George of his encounter. No point in worrying the old chap, yet. 
 
    But by the end of the week George Schmit was worrying, anyway, on a slightly different score. “I hope that young idiot hasn’t tried to bring a yacht through from Le Havre in this weather. He’ll be in trouble if he has.” 
 
    “I doubt it,” Richard said. “He wouldn’t set out without a professional skipper, who wouldn’t leave port till this passes through.” Then he frowned. “He isn’t due to get another boat for a while, is he?” 
 
    “No. Not that I’m aware of. But he brought the previous one over before your father and I had agreed to it, if you remember. We don’t want him acting on his own initiative again or we’ll find the business over-capitalised.” 
 
    “Yes,” Richard nodded, thinking hard. “Quite.” 
 
    * 
 
    After the freezing February, March had come in like a lamb and now it was going out like a lion. Sue imagined it was rain lashing against the bedroom windows that had disturbed her; she rolled over and curled her knees up under Stephen’s rump, rousing him sufficiently for a warm hand to slide over the nightie on her thigh. She kissed the back of his neck and drifted down into a pleasant pre-dawn slumber. 
 
    The sound of voices brought her to the surface, footsteps, a child crying! Heart pounding she tumbled out of bed, into her slippers and dressing gown and out of the bedroom to the head of the stairs. 
 
    “What’s going on down there?” Stephen had followed, calling over her shoulder. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Debbie’s voice came from somewhere below. “We have a welcome visitor.” 
 
    “Whatever time is it?” Sue asked. 
 
    Stephen peered at his watch. “Nearly seven,” he replied. 
 
    “Stephanie!” she flew down the stairs, along the hallway and into the kitchen. “Darling! What a lovely surprise!” She sank to her knees to gather the little one into her arms. “Sarah! You’ve come to see your Granma again!” 
 
    “Hallo, Mum. How are you?” Stephanie looked awful. 
 
    “I’m fine. What’s more to the point, how are you?” 
 
    “Ghastly. We had a terrible crossing.” 
 
    “Weren’t you able to lie down?” 
 
    “Only on the floor with a number of other sick bodies throwing up all over the place.” The weary traveller sank onto a chair. “Debs dear, I could kill for a cup of tea.” 
 
    Debbie lifted the Aga cover and placed the kettle on the hotplate where it immediately began a comforting hiss. 
 
    Sue warmed some milk for Sarah, stripped off her wet, ill-fitting anorak and, sitting her on her knee held the glass while she drank. There were numerous questions she wanted to ask: what was Stephanie doing here? Why had she made this unscheduled trip? Where did she get the funds? 
 
    Sarah was tucked up in bed with a hot water bottle and Stephen and Debbie were upstairs getting dressed for work, when Stephanie finally explained her sudden arrival. “I felt I couldn’t take any more of the commune. Not at the moment, anyway. I had to get out for Sarah’s sake, if not for my own. Several of the original group have moved on and been replaced. A few of the new people are reasonable but others . . . well, I don’t want to go into that. Enough to say it is right to be concerned about the wefare of other people, of animals, of our environment, but when folks get truly fanatical about ‘rights’ they seem to lose all touch with reality.” She covered her face with her hands, slowly sweeping them back over her hair, scratching her fingers into her scalp. “What I want more than anything is a bath. Haven’t had a decent hot bath for months.” 
 
    “Of course. And where is your luggage? Perhaps you’d like to put some things in the machine . . .” 
 
    Stephanie held up her hand. “Forget it. We didn’t bring any luggage, except Sarah’s doll and a teddy bear.” 
 
    No luggage! Had this been some quick getaway? Sue tried to look unfazed. “Fine. No problem. I dare say you’ll find clothes in your room. If not you can borrow from Debbie and me. Ah, but what about the little one?” 
 
    “Perhaps we can wash out her dress for now, and then I’ll have to buy her one or two things. If you don’t mind lending me the money.” 
 
    Stephanie hadn’t been on top of the world when she came over for Debbie’s birthday, but had shown no hesitation in returning to her weird communal life. Now, her mood was quite different: there were long silences when she seemed dazed and confused. Her words and actions were negative. Sad. “I did a really nice painting of the river, you know. I was very pleased with it.” 
 
    “Good. I hope you have brought it with you.” 
 
    “No. I sold it for just enough money to get us here.” She leaned over the kitchen sink, looking out over the drenched garden. The lawn was strewn with twigs and dead leaves; tree branches bowed frantically at the gale’s bidding. “Best price I ever got.” 
 
    Sue wanted to weep for her. Heaven knew, the girl had asked for all the trouble she got, going off to live with a bunch of dropouts as she had. But now her regret was obvious in her tone of voice, the way she looked. Sue could not help but share her sadness; she felt desperately sorry that, as a mother, she had failed to protect Stephanie from all that had happened in the past few years. Yet what could she have done? She was the last person from whom the girl wanted to hear advice, let alone take it. “You’ll do lots of others. Every view in the island is waiting to be transferred onto your canvases.” 
 
    Stephanie turned with a slight lift of the eyebrows, and a half smile. “We will see. In the meantime it is nice to be home, Mum.” And fearing that that sounded too emotional she added, “Nice and warm,” as she held her hands towards the Aga. 
 
    Sue got the message. 
 
    * 
 
    “Remember that chap, Joe Mason, we sold a boat to last year?” George said, as he and Richard sipped flask coffee in the cubbyhole office in the corner of the boat shed. 
 
    “Yes. Hell-bent on knocking the price down.” 
 
    “Right. Well, he rang me up this morning to see if he could bring a friend of his over to see us about getting a similar craft. He must have been impressed with Mason’s bargain.” 
 
    “I’m not surprised,” Richard grunted. But he wasn’t happy. 
 
    “This one,” George indicated with his thumb the yacht on which Richard was currently working “is not what he is looking for. So we’ll have to see if Billy can find something suitable. If we can find Billy.” 
 
    “Mmm. If . . .” 
 
    George shot him a querying look. 
 
    Richard hurriedly drained his beaker and screwed it back onto the top of his flask. “I must get on with it or this job won’t be out of the way before starting the next.” He desperately needed time to think, to work out how to word his worries to his father and his boss without alarming them. 
 
    George watched him go, sensing what was on his mind. 
 
    * 
 
    Sue couldn’t sleep that night. She tried to get Stephanie and her troubles off her mind and failed miserably. Her thoughts kept returning to those early months, and years, after the war when she had returned to the island, returned to home and family, only to find something drastically wrong. Something missing. Both she and her parents had been too close to their mutual problem to realise that the parent-child bond between them had been severed by their five-year separation. Each had blamed the other for the frictions that had arisen, failing to accept the basic fact that they were strangers from different backgrounds, coming together under one roof and attempting the impossible – a normal, loving and compatible family relationship full of sympathy and understanding for each other. Neither side had had the least understanding of the other’s cares, worries, problems and peer pressures. Her mother and father had fully expected her to conform to the set of rules, standards of behaviour as existed pre-war. She on the other hand, had returned to the island a self-sufficient teenager forced by circumstance to mature early. Not only had she deeply resented all attempts at parental authority but she had lost the art of living in an environment of mutual love and respect with others. She had often shared a billet with another girl whom she liked very much, and some of her billetors were very kind; but there had not been a solitary soul with whom to share love and affection, anyone for whom she might have felt deep concern. 
 
    So how did that situation compare with the relationship between herself and Stephanie? Had the parent-child affection between them been broken at some stage? And if so, how? Why? Sue’s mind went back over the years, examining each incident involving Stephanie, looking for clues. The only possible answer that occurred and recurred, lay with the problems between herself and her first husband, Stephanie’s father, Jonathan: the rows, the angry shouts . . . and the constant weariness. Instead of being there for her children, she had handed them over to a teenage maid to be looked after. Had Stephanie subconsciously felt abandoned? Or had the child thought her mother unsympathetic to her crippled father? Been deeply disturbed by the rows? There would be little point in asking her: she would have no idea and only be embarrassed by the question. However, in retrospect one could see how the little girl, “Daddy’s girl”, could have been deeply disturbed by the upsets and resented her mother’s apparent unconcern for the man in the wheelchair. How could one so young have understood that her father’s paralysis had turned him into a tyrant? And the biggest question of all was whether the damage could ever be repaired. 
 
    The unanswered problems continued to torment Sue’s brain for hours. It was nearly dawn when she finally slept. 
 
    * 
 
    “Good morning. G and M Properties Limited,” Mandy announced. “How may we help you?” She paused, ballpoint poised over a notepad. “I’ll just see if he is in the office. Will you hold on please.” 
 
    “Who is it?” Roderick was standing in his office doorway. 
 
    “Allan Fallaize for you,” the secretary replied, hand over the mouthpiece. “Are you available?” 
 
    Roderick sighed. “Yes. Put him through.” He returned to his desk and picked up the receiver. “Hallo, Allan. I suppose you are wanting some news.” 
 
    “Desperately. I’m worried out of my mind.” 
 
    “Let me make a couple of phone calls and I’ll get right back to you. Are you at the office?” 
 
    “Yes. But I have to go out in half an hour.” 
 
    “I won’t need that long.” 
 
    Alex Grolinski drifted in. “Another one?” 
 
    “Yes. Allan Fallaize bought that place in the Castel before the conveyance on his house had gone through. Naturally he thought the contract of sale had clinched the deal. And now our ‘friend’ has vanished leaving him the proud owner of two expensive properties and a bridging loan he can’t afford.” 
 
    “Well, at least he has the deposit on his place,” Alex grunted. 
 
    “So what? That still leaves him nearly a hundred thousand in debt. He has a mortgage on his own place, remember.” Roderick buzzed Mandy. “Try and get through to our elusive Mr B again, will you?” 
 
    She was not successful. 
 
    “Well, will you try Sergeant Burgess at the Police Station. We’ll see if he has heard anything yet on the grapevine.” 
 
    The sergeant had little to add, other than the fact that several people were wanting to know the man’s whereabouts. “All we can tell you is that he does not appear to be in the island.” 
 
    “I feel particularly bad about Allan,” Roderick told Alex. “He’s not just another client, we were friends together at school.” 
 
    “What does he do?” 
 
    “He’s an accountant with Moore and Whitehouse. When our dubious friend offered him and his wife such a crazy high price for the guest house his wife was running, they went a bit mad. The place at the Castel was really beyond their range but . . . you know how housebuyers can get carried away.” 
 
    “And may the Lord make us truly thankful!” 
 
    “Except when personal friends are involved!” 
 
    * 
 
    Sue stood at the kitchen sink, unseen, watching the game of tennis between Debbie and Neal Blaydon. Neal was spending a surprising amount of time in the island lately, and she couldn’t help wondering if this was because he was doing more work in the island for his father, or whether, in fact, Debbie was the true attraction. The pair of them were certainly spending a great deal of time together and Sue was not entirely happy about it. In her opinion the family were neither good company nor socially acceptable, though admittedly Neal himself seemed quite reasonable and Coralie was very sweet in her way. But the parents! And that dreadful Amanda! Not that that was really the most worrying factor: she simply did not want Debbie to get involved with a divorcee so much older than herself. She longed for the girl to meet a handsome young Adonis who would sweep her off her feet and wipe the memory of Justin from her mind. Someone like the Jordan’s boy, Ian. Now that would be a splendid match! Not only that, Neal was not an attractive man: plump and bald, he was far from Sue’s vision of an ideal partner for her pretty young daughter. Debbie’s bouncy red curls and shining green eyes, which so perfectly portrayed her personality up until the split with Justin, seemed so wasted on Neal. One had the feeling that she might deliberately throw herself away on Neal, imagining that the only true love of her life was lost and could never be replaced . . . and that would be too awful . . . 
 
    * 
 
    “I don’t think your mother approves of me,” Neal commented as they sat together on the bench putting their racquet covers back on. 
 
    “Whatever makes you say that?” 
 
    “Her cool politeness, mostly.” 
 
    “You don’t want to take any notice of that. She was like that with Justin. I think she would be like that to anyone I associate with.” 
 
    Neal’s eyes slid sideways to study her. There was no doubt in his mind that he was heavily drawn to Debbie: she was so sweet and soft, so unsophisticated . . . so different from Annabel. The latter had impressed him so much when he was younger, with her sharp mind and air of confidence. Now, looking back, he could see that she had made up her mind that he would make a suitable partner for her, a man in the shadow of her ambitions. She had set out to woo him, ensnare him, dominate his life regardless of his own ambitions or feelings. And he had been fool enough to feel flattered by her attentions; fell for her line and married her without thinking through the forthcoming scenario. His euphoria had failed to outlast the honeymoon. Making love to Annabel had been equivalent to making love to a rubber dolly, he imagined, though not so bouncy on her almost anorexic frame. Her response, if any, had been a polite act. It was hard to imagine the same applying to Debbie . . . if they ever got round to it. If. Could she ever want to make love to anyone again, after finding his atrocious step-sister in bed with the beloved Justin? There was no doubt the poor kid was still hurting. 
 
    Zip cover fastened and tennis balls stowed in the tube, Debbie looked up and saw Neal’s eyes on her. She smiled. “Penny for your thoughts?” 
 
    “I was just thinking what a kind and gentle creature you are.” 
 
    Debbie’s eyebrows shot up. He could say that when she had just given him one hell of a pounding on the court? 
 
    He laughed, reading her mind. “Yes, I mean it. Tennis apart!” He stroked her arm. “What shall we do now? Feel like a swim?” 
 
    “Mmm,” she nodded. Anything to prolong their being together. Somehow, she felt so safe with Neal. This was no handsome and conceited Apollo with women galore falling at his feet: just a genuine person who seemed to enjoy her company. She tucked her hand into his as they left the court. 
 
    Sue watched them go, wondering. 
 
    * 
 
    “Dad? Can I bring Uncle George round for a chat after work?” 
 
    Greg frowned into the receiver. “Of course, Richard. But what’s up? What’s on your mind?” 
 
    “I’ll explain to you both when we get there. See you later.” 
 
    The line went dead and Greg drifted away from the phone with a deep frown on his forehead. 
 
    * 
 
    The three men sat round the kitchen table with mugs of tea. 
 
    “Hard to know where to begin,” Richard said. “But I have to tell you I’m not happy about these boat deals of Billy’s.” 
 
    “In what way?” George asked. 
 
    “Well, I didn’t pay too much attention when the first boat’s registration didn’t quite gel. These things happen. There were discrepancies on the second, too, but that could have been purely coincidence. But now that Billy’s been missing for so long without telling anyone where he was going or why . . . well, I must admit the hairs on the back of my neck are beginning to rise.” 
 
    “Billy’s gone off like this before,” George began. 
 
    “With his rent overdue and without even cancelling the milk?” 
 
    Greg cleared his throat. “Come on Richard, out with it. What are you suggesting?” 
 
    “I don’t want to suggest anything . . .” 
 
    “Well, then tell us your suspicions. You’ve obviously got some or you wouldn’t have called this meeting.” 
 
    Richard ran a forefinger round inside the neck of his shirt, then scratched his ear. “What I’m wondering is how much we know, or don’t know about the history of these boats? Can we be sure that there was no . . . foul play along the line?” 
 
    “Foul play?” George rubbed the whiskers on his bald head. 
 
    “He means, were they stolen?” Greg guessed. 
 
    “Stolen! Billy wouldn’t . . .” 
 
    “No. No doubt he wouldn’t.” Richard agreed. “But just how scrupulous has he been in checking out where they came from before he bought them from the French yard?” 
 
    “You mean that the French yacht broker may have obtained them dishonestly?” George asked. 
 
    “Precisely. I mean, the man may be some kind of fence.” Richard hated to see the alarmed expressions on the two elderly men. He felt responsible. After all, it was he who had put Billy’s suggested deals to them in the first place. “Maybe he has returned to the Brittany yard, discovered the truth and, well, just been scared stiff and done a runner.” 
 
    There was a long silence. 
 
    “Well, how are we going to find out?” 
 
    “Maybe we should take a closer look at the paperwork on the yacht we’ve got in hand at the moment. That might give us a clue.” 
 
    “Haven’t you done that already?” Greg asked with a half grin, having guessed the answer. 
 
    Richard nodded. “Yes, I have. Not that there was anything obviously wrong. But I wasn’t entirely happy. That’s why I wanted to warn you. And I think we ought to decide a plan of action in case the whole thing blows up in our faces.” 
 
    The older men looked at each other, shrugged, and agreed. Suddenly they looked desperately worried. A plan of action! 
 
    The discussion went on for an hour, none realising that the whole matter would be taken right out of their hands within the week. 
 
    * 
 
    While Jane Tetchworth’s fingers scampered over the keyboard of her electric typewriter there was a happy smile on her face. Having done all necessary research in the laboratories at university and made all relevant notes there, she was completing the final copy of her thesis in micro-biology before submitting it for, hopefully, a PhD. She had enjoyed the research, worked very hard, long hours and was now looking forward to relaxing with . . . Roderick? 
 
    She had never spent much time thinking about the opposite sex. They made her nervous. And it seemed that her brother Justin had more than a fair share of the family’s sex hormones. His exploits made her shudder and she hoped never to get herself involved with anyone like him. Not that that was likely: his sort always finished up with girls with lashings of sex appeal, and she was intelligent enough to realise that that was not a commodity she oozed in abundance. In fact, boys at college had usually given her a wide berth, unless they were equally unattractive and covered in pimples. So it had come as quite a surprise when Roderick Martel, who’s parents lived next door, asked her out for a drink, twice, which was nice, and to dinner with a group of friends at the Marina, which was fun, then suggested they play tennis together, which was not because she was hopeless at all sports except riding. And yesterday evening he had rung up to ask if she would like to go round to his place for supper tonight! She liked Roderick: he was sensible about things, not a bit flippant. He didn’t waste conversation in trying to be clever with flashy repartee, but preferred intellectual discussion. He was a perfect example of the way she thought all men should be . . . as unlike her brother as humanly possible. 
 
    Rolling the last page out of the typewriter, Jane removed the carbon and copy, placed the pages on their appropriate piles and carefully lined up the separate stacks of foolscap sheets before stapling them. She tidied her desk, put the cover on her typewriter and slid the stapled papers into their respective folders. The pens and pencils were in a stone jar, reference papers filed in the cabinet drawers. She checked that that area of her bedroom was immaculate before moving over to the dressing-table. 
 
    The mirror image staring back at her was far from beautiful, but fortunately Roderick seemed to seek her company more for her brains and intelligence, than for her looks. 
 
    In fact, if she could be bothered to pluck her eyebrows a little and wear a bit of rouge and mascara, she could make herself really quite attractive. But she didn’t want to create the wrong vibes. He mustn’t get the idea that she wanted him for anything but his interesting company. However, she might try a little . . . 
 
    She heard his car wheels on the gravel sharp at seven-thirty. 
 
    “Ready?” he asked when she opened the door. 
 
    “Of course. Good-bye, Mummy,” she called over her shoulder. “I may be late, so don’t wait up.” 
 
    Roderick steered her out to his car. He liked the sort of girl who was on time, and had her life under total control. “You don’t mind me not wearing a tie, do you?” It was more of a statement than a question. 
 
    “Not in the least,” she assured him, glad that she had decided not to change out of her cotton dress and cardigan. “Tell me, have you been toiling over a hot stove?” 
 
    “No! I’ve got a melon and a couple of steaks which have to be barbecued on the patio.” 
 
    “Definitely my kind of food.” 
 
    * 
 
    Richard had wanted to go straight to the police and voice his doubts. George had said no, it might go badly for Billy who had been in trouble with them years ago and police had long memories. 
 
    Greg suggested making a trip down the Brittany coast with George in the latter’s boat. They could go into the yard where Billy bought the boats and try to find out more about their origins. 
 
    “If they were guilty they wouldn’t admit to anything and all it would achieve would be to warn the yachtbroker to cover his tracks,” Richard told the older men. 
 
    So in the end they had done nothing: decided nothing, and Richard was standing on the deck of a repaired local boat as she was lowered into the water, directing the operation, when he noticed a stranger wandering along the pier behind the crane, watching. 
 
    The yacht swayed perilously and Richard clung to the halliards as she broke the surface, then he bent to put a couple of reverse turns on the warps, fastening them to the cleats fore and aft. He had released the ring on one end of the thick, webbed forward strap which had circled under the hull bow and was making his way aft to undo the same on the stern, when a French voice called to him from above. 
 
    “Monsieur Schmit?” 
 
    Richard looked up at the stranger. “No. I am a business associate of his. Can I help you?” he called back. 
 
    “I telephone Monsieur Schmit because I wan’ to speak wiv Billy Smart. You know ’im?” 
 
    Richard’s feet were sweating in his Docksiders. “Yes. I know him.” 
 
    “You tell me where I find him?” 
 
    “Just one moment.” Unscrewing the bolt to release the stern strap gave him time to think, but it didn’t help. Who was this guy? The French yachtbroker? Or some bloke who had lost a boat? He straightened. “Okay,” he shouted to the workmen who were waiting. “Draw them up.” 
 
    The crane driver thrust his gears and the straps slid up the side of the pier and were swung ashore to the men. 
 
    “Thanks, boys,” Richard said as he climbed the vertical ladder. “I’ll be in touch. See you.” Then he walked up to the Frenchman. “I’m afraid Billy is away at the moment. Is there anything I can do?” 
 
    “For ’ow long ’e is away?” The man looked alarmed. He was short, thickset, and wearing a shiny blazer whose sole button was strained to the limit. He also looked angry. 
 
    “I don’t know. Possibly a few weeks.” 
 
    “But does ’e not work for Monsieur Schmit? Does Monsieur Schmit not know?” 
 
    “If you would care to come back to the boatyard with me you can ask him yourself.” The dockside was rather too public for what might follow. 
 
    George was in his house, adjacent to the yard. He came out immediately, wiping cake crumbs out of his moustache. “Shall we go into the office?” he suggested. He didn’t want Gelly to overhear what might be said. He led the way, indicated an ancient chair and the Frenchman sat down, none too willingly. “Now would you care to explain who you are and what your problem is?” 
 
    “Je suis Gaston le Sauvage. I am a vendor of boats, comprennez?” 
 
    George nodded. “Yes. And have you sold a boat to Billy?” 
 
    “Oui, oui! Many monfs past! And he does not give me ve monnaie!” He spread his arms wide in furious exasperation. 
 
    “What sort of boat was it?” Richard asked. 
 
    The waving of his hands did little to help the Frenchman’s audience follow his description, but after a few minutes they agreed he could possibly be referring to the first boat they, or rather Billy, had purchased. 
 
    “Pour quelle prix? Er, what price? Dammit,” Richard turned to George, “He’s got me talking double Dutch, now!” 
 
    Neither of them could interpret the answer so they made their guest write it down. 
 
    George and Richard stared at the pad. The figure was not remotely near what they had paid. 
 
    George shook his head. “No. No idea what boat that is.” 
 
    “You ’aven’t seen ’her?” 
 
    “No. Did Billy pay you any of the money?” 
 
    “Oui, oui! Demi. ’Alf le prix. ’E say other ’alf after two monfs. Maintenant, is nearly six monfs!” The collection of papers, pens and miscellaneous objects bounced as his fist hit the desk. 
 
    Richard shook his head. “The deal you describe had nothing to do with this yard. Nothing to do with Monsieur Schmit.” 
 
    The visitor flushed with anger. “But yes—” 
 
    “But no. We have not seen it here.” 
 
    “Ven I go to ve police. Yes?” He was on his feet. 
 
    Richard stood, also, grateful for his several additional inches as he gazed down at Gaston le Sauvage, displaying a cool he did not feel. “Of course. If you feel it is necessary.” 
 
    The Frenchman glanced at the phone, then changed his mind and stormed out. 
 
    Richard and George sat stood staring at each other. 
 
    “What do you reckon, Richard?” 
 
    “I reckon that Billy has been visiting more than one French yachtbroker. That chap never mentioned more that one yacht.” 
 
    George slumped into a chair again and dropped his head into his hands. “Oh dear. Gelly is going to be so upset.” 
 
    * 
 
    Sue parked her car in the front drive and opened the boot to collect all her shopping bags. 
 
    “Want a hand?” Stephanie called from the front door. 
 
    “Thanks. There is far more here than I’d expected. I got some extra meat, we can always put it in the freezer, but there seem to be so many people coming and going at the moment it’s hard to anticipate what we will need.” As she strung various plastic bags from her fingers, little Sarah appeared. “Hallo, sweetheart. Have you come to help Granny, too?” 
 
    “Me help Ganny.” 
 
    Stephanie handed her a bag of bread rolls. “There you are. Put them on the kitchen table, please.” 
 
    “Heaven knows what we will have for supper tonight,” Sue groaned. 
 
    “Well I saw you had plenty of spaghetti so I’ve knocked up a nice thick bolognese sauce with the minced meat from the fridge. Would that do?” 
 
    “Wonderful. What a relief.” And what a different Stephanie this was from a few years ago. “I didn’t expect you to do that. I thought you and Sarah were going shopping this afternoon.” 
 
    “We did. We found some nice pyjamas for both of us. Some socks and panties.” 
 
    “An’ a dress for me!” squealed her happy daughter. 
 
    They unpacked the shopping together while the kettle was coming to the boil, then sat down with their cups of tea to chat. 
 
    “Mum, I’ve been thinking. You and Stephen have been very kind to us since we returned to the island. You haven’t complained once!” 
 
    “You have given us nothing to complain about!” Sue protested. 
 
    “Sweet of you to say so, but the fact remains we cannot sponge off you for all time. I have to get a job.” 
 
    “No need to think about that yet, darling.” 
 
    “Yes there is. We’ll soon be into September and I want to sign up for some Further Education classes. At the moment I’m not qualified to do anything but scrub floors.” 
 
    “Surely with your artistic talents you could get a job in an advertising agency?” 
 
    “No way. My art is totally undisciplined and self-indulgent. Sitting down in front of a view that appeals to one and transferring it to a canvas is comparatively easy. Producing something which will appeal to a certain section of the public, make them buy and please the client, is a different matter. For that I would need some serious training.” 
 
    “I suppose you could be right,” Sue acknowledged. 
 
    “The job I get will have to be sufficiently well paid to support Sarah and me in a rented flat or cottage.” 
 
    “But surely you would stay here?” 
 
    Stephanie reached out to give her mother’s arm an affectionate squeeze. “You are a dear, but we must not outstay our welcome. We will need to be here for quite a while yet, I’m afraid, until I can convince a prospective employer of my usefulness.” 
 
    “You know you are welcome to remain here as long as you like. After all, it is still your home.” 
 
    “Thank you. But do you realise I am going to have to ask you if you mind sitting-in in the evenings while I’m out on my courses.” 
 
    “That’s not a problem.” 
 
    “I will try to help around the house as much as possible when I—” 
 
    “You do a tremendous lot already. I had hoped you were really going to take a long rest. You still don’t look one hundred percent fit.” 
 
    “You have been feeding me up so well I don’t think I ever felt better. Now,” Stephanie jumped up, “let’s all go upstairs. I’ll get Sarah bathed and ready for bed, while you have a wash and brush up before Stephen gets home.” 
 
    “Fine. Let’s go.” Sue wanted to hug herself. It was so wonderful, not only to have Stephanie back home, but to wallow in this heartwarming new relationship. 
 
    * 
 
    “Don’t you think we should notify the police that Billy is missing?” Gelly and George were sitting in front of a welcome autumn fire in their sitting room. 
 
    George stared at her. “I’m not sure that would be wise.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “We don’t know what he was up to before he left.” 
 
    “Oh dear! You think he might have been involved in something . . . shady?” 
 
    Her husband nodded. “You know we had a chap from a French broker’s yard over two or three months ago, asking why Billy hadn’t paid what was owing on a boat he had purchased there.” 
 
    “You mean one of the boats he got for you?” 
 
    “No. Richard and I didn’t think the price matched up. Nor did he mention more than one deal, which we have had with someone. Someone of a different name.” 
 
    “So you think that if we go to the police we might be getting Billy into trouble.” 
 
    “I don’t know, my love. All I do know is that he has disappeared leaving debts in the island. His landlady has had me collect all his gear so she could re-let the flat, and I have personally paid off his outstanding bills for milk and the like. Though why I should be roped in and not your sister, I don’t know. After all, she is his mother.” 
 
    “Yes. But of course she hasn’t any money.” Gelly sighed. “What does Richard think?” 
 
    “That we should go to the police to clear ourselves. This thing could blow up in our faces and it would look bad.” 
 
    “You must do whatever you think right for yourselves. After all, you have given the boy two chances to behave himself.” 
 
    Which was what George wanted her to say. 
 
    * 
 
    Debbie was concerned about her mother’s reaction to Neal. She was not far wrong in her guess as to Sue’s opinion and she wanted to talk about it. Square her own attitude with her parent before the matter became a serious issue. 
 
    It was a cold evening in late November when Neal was away in London and Debbie arrived home from work to find her mother curled up in a chair with The Telegraph spread over her knees. 
 
    “You are early,” Sue commented. 
 
    “Nobody in Town so we shut up shop.” She stood close to the fire, rubbing her hands. “Gosh, it’s cold out.” She sat down on the hearth rug at her mother’s feet. “Are you about to dash off into the kitchen or somewhere?” 
 
    “No, why? Want to talk?” 
 
    “Yes. About Neal.” 
 
    “Yes?” Sue waited, realising this was not easy for the girl. 
 
    “I’m worried you don’t approve of him.” Debbie sat staring into the fire, arms clutched round her knees, brooding. 
 
    “I’m sure he is a very nice person, dear . . . Oh, crumbs, that does sound trite, doesn’t it? What I mean is . . .” 
 
    “What you mean is you think he’s okay but not as a partner for me.” 
 
    “Something like that,” Sue admitted. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Sue sat up properly and folded The Telegraph. She took a deep breath and said, “I wouldn’t want to think you were getting, well, emotionally involved . . .” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because . . . he is a lot older than you are, for one thing.” 
 
    “And for another, he is not cast in the traditional ‘Prince Charming’ mould. Right?” 
 
    Sue hesitated. “He does not appear to be most young girls’ dream hero.” 
 
    “No. He is not. But then I’ve been through all that, haven’t I, and look where it got me!” 
 
    “I know, darling, but that’s not to say that all handsome young men are going to behave like Justin did!” 
 
    “You’re probably right, mother dear. But I am not prepared to prove your point for you. Neal and I are very fond of each other. I feel happy, safe and confident in his company.” 
 
    “But is that a good reason for making a commitment with him?” Sue argued. 
 
    “For me, yes. Honestly Mum. Please believe me!” Debbie’s big green eyes gazed up imploringly. 
 
    Sue leaned over to kiss the top of her head. “Okay. I’ll believe you. But thousands wouldn’t!” 
 
    Debbie laughed happily. “You’ve been a very patient Mum. Now,” she got up and went to switch on the television, “let’s get the early evening news. I want to see if there are pictures of Juan Carlos’s coronation in Spain.” 
 
    * 
 
    It was typical November weather; freezing winds rattling the corrugated iron gable of the boatshed and whistling in under the great doors. The noise was deafening and it was some minutes before Richard realised that someone was actually knocking on the door. He dripped the excess varnish off the paintbrush on the rim of the tin before clambering down the ladder. “Hallo?” he shouted as he swung open the door. The light was very poor at that end of the shed and it was pitch dark outside, so he didn’t see the face behind the fist. He reeled backwards from the blow to his mouth, tasting the blood from his split lip. Then another blow caught him in the solar plexus. He doubled up, totally winded, in time for the third blow to take him under the chin, driving his teeth through his tongue. 
 
    “Listen!” A knee was driven into his back as he lay face down on the concrete floor. “If Billy doesn’t pay the money it will be worse next time!” The voice had a French accent. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
    Chapter Nine – Veering with the Tide 
 
      
 
    “Sergeant Burgess is here to see you, Mr Martel,” Mandy’s voice came through the intercom. 
 
    Roderick grimaced. If the sergeant had taken the trouble to visit the office the news must be serious. “Show him in please, Mandy.” 
 
    The two men shook hands and Roderick raised a querying eyebrow. 
 
    With a sigh, Sergeant Burgess dropped into the chair in front of the desk. “Gone! Done a runner, it seems, leaving a whole heap of chaos and unfinished business behind him.” 
 
    Roderick sat opposite him, glowering across the papers on his desk. “Hell and damnation!” 
 
    “Any idea how many properties floating on your books with his name attached?” 
 
    “Not exactly. I’ll have to check with my partner. There may be some that he is handling that I don’t know about.” 
 
    “Are they impending sales or purchases?” 
 
    “Both. I am holding . . . let me see . . . four deposits for him on contracted sales, but I don’t believe the conveyances have gone through for the prior purchase on at least two of them.” 
 
    The sergeant frowned. “Are you telling me he is selling property he doesn’t yet own?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Is that legal?” 
 
    “Let’s just say it is a rather bad loophole in the law which invites property speculation on a grand scale. Several times he has had conveyances on a purchase through the Court on a Tuesday, then sold again on the Friday.” 
 
    “Which means he must have re-marketed the properties at least before the ink was dry.” 
 
    Roderick shook his head. “No. Before that. The conveyances couldn’t have been prepared in two days! You know how long some of the local Advocates take.” He sat back, running fingers through his thick, blond hair. “Naturally, I am not negotiating my local clients’ cheques until and unless he reappears to honour the deals. But frankly, the ones I am most worried about are where my clients have already purchased a new property in anticipation of him completing on the sale of their original house. Admittedly they will ultimately be credited by the amount of the deposit, in a couple of cases, but in two others the man’s cheques have bounced.” 
 
    Sergeant Burgess flipped over a page of his notebook. “They are not the first rubber cheques, I’m afraid. Have you tried re-presenting them?” 
 
    “Not yet. They came back on Friday. Hasn’t been a chance over the weekend. I’ll do it today.” 
 
    “This business is certainly going to leave a few people in queer street. He seems to have been offering such inflated prices for places.” 
 
    “Yes. Encouraging the vendors to buy on, way above their means.” 
 
    “Not good for business.” 
 
    “Very good for business until the bubble bursts. Then the estate agent’s reputation flies out of the window.” 
 
    The visitor stood up. “We’ll keep in touch. Let me know if you get any luck with those cheques. And perhaps you would let me have all the details of sales and purchases through G and M Properties Limited, pertaining to this character which have not been completed.” 
 
    “This is all highly confidential information,” Roderick pointed out. 
 
    “Of course. And we will respect that. As with all the data from the other agents, and some individuals who thought they were doing themselves a favour by cutting out the middle man,” he grinned. 
 
    Roderick walked with him through the outer office. “Speak to you again soon,” he said. He returned to his desk worrying about Allan Fallaize and asked Mandy to get him on the phone. 
 
    He wasn’t available but rang back later. “Good news, I hope?” 
 
    “No, sadly. I hate to tell you this but it seems the bugger’s done a runner.” 
 
    “Shit!” 
 
    “And there are several other people in the island in the same boat. I’ve just had the police here. Look,” Roderick swallowed, “I feel very badly about this. You came to me because we are old mates and instead of protecting you I seem to have dropped you right in it.” 
 
    “For Chrissake don’t start blaming yourself. You weren’t to know. Anyway, the situation has improved somewhat.” 
 
    “Really? How’s that?” 
 
    “The reason you couldn’t get me when you called is because I’ve changed jobs. I was head-hunted and am feeling rather pleased with myself.” 
 
    “Go on! Where are you?” 
 
    “With Goldberg Financial Services. A big step up in responsibility and also in salary, so things are not as bad as they were.” 
 
    “Boy, am I relieved to hear that. And congratulations. In fact you are the third person I’ve heard about moving up in the finance industry in the past month.” 
 
    “Well, you know the housing situation only too well. The banking houses can’t get enough licences for overseas employees to occupy local market properties, so they are desperate to employ Guernsey people with local residential qualifications.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt your professional qualifications far outweighed the other.” 
 
    Allan laughed. “You are so kind. Anyway, let me know if there is any news on that so-and-so. If our deal with him does fall through it will mean delaying building our swimming pool for at least another year.” 
 
    “My heart bleeds for you.” 
 
    “Come off it. You estate agents have been creaming it in recently!” 
 
    “Did I say I was complaining?” 
 
    * 
 
    No one could possibly have described Jane Tetchworth as beautiful, or even pretty. But on the strength of Roderick’s invitation to accompany him to a reception celebrating the opening of the extended offices at Goldberg Financial Services, she bought an elegant little coral silk suit, had an expensive new haircut and applied make-up with unusual care. Roderick watched her come down the stairs of her parents’ house, next door to his own family’s home, with increased interest: she was looking quite elegant and sophisticated. Jane wasn’t feeling either of those things – she never would – but she did feel a little more confident than usual, once she noted the appreciative reaction on his face. 
 
    The reception was in full swing when they arrived. A waiter presented flutes of champagne on a silver salver; a waitress offered dainty canapés. 
 
    “Rodds, you old devil!” Allan Fallaize squeezed through the crush of bodies, his eyes lighting with interest as he realised Jane’s presence. “Hallo! We haven’t met!” 
 
    Trying not to betray his irritation at being called “Rodds”, a form of address dropped when he moved up from the Lower School, Roderick made the introductions. 
 
    “Come over here, there’s more room,” Allan commanded. “I want you to meet my new boss, Malcolm Pennet.” 
 
    The latter proved to be not much older than Allan and Roderick. Tall, heavy, with already thinning hair, he had piercing eyes which darted round the room constantly while he was talking, his mobile features no doubt mirroring his mental activity. Like so many others in the room, Roderick thought, looking round at the smart suits, hearing the slick chatter of his intellectually agile peers. These were not bank clerks with pens in their pockets who counted their tills and the minutes to clocking off time. These men and women didn’t have tills, they handled portfolios worth hundreds of thousands of pounds. They didn’t talk about weekend sport, they discussed money markets, the rises and falls on the FTSE, the Dax and the Dow Jones. They talked big money. They earned big money. They were happy to talk properties, especially abroad. 
 
    “Lot of money will be invested in Spain in the next few years, now old Franco has gone,” someone speculated. 
 
    “In Portugal and Italy, too,” another added. 
 
    “I’ve got a client dead keen on finding a few blocks of offices here in Guernsey. Got anything on your books, Roderick?” 
 
    “Yes. Two. One in the centre of Town, the other a little way out. I’ll let you have the details in the morning. You don’t happen to have anyone looking for a really beautiful Open Market property overlooking the West coast, do you?” 
 
    Jane was enormously impressed. 
 
    “I hope you weren’t too bored,” Roderick said as they drove off in the orange MG. “Afraid there wasn’t much ordinary social chatter.” 
 
    “I wasn’t the least bit bored!” she responded indignantly. “I find the manipulation of money and markets quite fascinating. As a matter of fact I’m pretty hopeless at social gossip. I don’t socialise enough to know who is sleeping with who, dying his or her hair or having their legs waxed.” 
 
    He laughed. “You really are delicious. Talking of which, I’ve got a bite of supper laid on at my place. Could you face steaks again?” 
 
    Jane most certainly could. No one had ever before told her she was delicious. 
 
    * 
 
    Painfully, Richard dragged himself to his feet and clung to a tool rack near the open door. His mouth was full of blood, his tongue swelling by the minute. He was winded, his back agony. Worst of all he was shocked. The most unaggressive, inoffensive of characters, he had never been assaulted before in his life. He had made no attempt to defend himself, let alone retaliate. Slowly he regained control of his muscles and managed to close and lock the gable door before staggering to the rear door of the shed, peering cautiously through the darkness then crossing the yard to George’s house. 
 
    George and Gelly were having their tea. The latter shrieked when she saw the battered face. “Richard! What has happened?” 
 
    It was difficult to explain, his tongue being several sizes too large for his mouth. 
 
    But they understood. 
 
    “That’s it, then!” George announced angrily. “We’ve dilly-dallied long enough trying to protect Billy. But no more. I’m sorry, Gelly, but this is the boy’s fault and he’s got to take the consequences – if he ever dares set foot in the island again!” 
 
    Aunt Gelly agreed. “He has had his chances, but we can’t be doing with this! Call the police, George. Right now. And the doctor.” 
 
    “No, no,” Richard protested. “I don’t need a doctor. Just the poleesh.” 
 
    “Well at least let me clean up your face.” 
 
    George was already dialling. “Better let the police see him the way he is, first. They’ve got to know what we’re up against!” 
 
    A police car drew up outside ten minutes later when Richard was trying to swallow a little tea. 
 
    “You’ve been in the wars, then,” commented the plain clothes sergeant. 
 
    Richard attempted a smile. “You could shay that,” he said, and painfully relayed the evening’s events. 
 
    “A Frenchman, you say? Ernie, you’d better get through to the station and get a watch put on the harbour and airport. He might try to get on the hydrofoil to St Malo in the morning. Or a plane to Dinard or Cherbourg.” 
 
    There followed a great many questions about Billy’s business activities, much sighing and nodding of heads. 
 
    “Now may I clean him up?” Gelly asked when she reckoned they’d finished. “If he goes home looking like that his wife will have a fit!” 
 
    She was able to improve his face, somewhat, but his clothing remained shockingly bloodstained as he and George led the police officers into the boatshed so that Richard could show them exactly where and how it had all happened. 
 
    “Didn’t realishe at first there wash anyone there. It’s such a rough night. I shay night,” he squinted at his watch, “but it’s still only just past shicksh.” He demonstrated the opening of the door, and the attack. Then shook his head, still disbelieving. “Right out of the blue!” 
 
    “Tell you what,” the sergeant said, “You are looking pretty knocked up. I’ll drive your car home for you with you directing the way, and Ernie will follow in our vehicle.” 
 
    It was a very cold night, but Richard knew that was not the only reason he was shivering. He was in a state of shock and accepted gratefully. 
 
    * 
 
    “Would you like us to have our coffee by the fire?” Roderick asked her. 
 
    Jane eyed the cosy sofa in front of the burning logs, and nodded. “May I help?” 
 
    “You might bring in the tray. I’ll get the coffee. Want milk?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Just sugar, thanks.” 
 
    He let her pour, watching her long, slim fingers gently handling the cups which were placed on the little tables either end of the sofa. His arm slid along the back, a hand falling softly onto her shoulder. “Comfy?” 
 
    Her eyes gazed vacantly into the dancing flames. “Very.” 
 
    His fingers strayed up into her hair, pressing her head gently towards him. “Happy?” 
 
    She turned her face and smiled. “Very.” 
 
    Their lips touched, noses nuzzled and then they began some serious kissing. 
 
    * 
 
    Louis Brizzard was arrested as he boarded the St Malo hydrofoil in St Peter Port harbour, and charged with assault. He was a dumb giant of a man with a short forehead, half his teeth missing, obviously from a previous encounter, and blood on his shirt which would prove to be from the latest. He admitted being an acquaintance of Gaston le Sauvage. The court hearing was a few days later: the man was found guilty of the assault and sentenced to three months in prison. 
 
    After the hearing Richard asked the police sergeant if he could visit the man before he left prison. “I want to try to convince him that we have absolutely no idea where Billy is; that the latter owes us money and we are as anxious to track him down as Gaston is.” 
 
    “I’m sure something can be arranged, providing we have your assurance that you won’t try to get your revenge!” 
 
    Richard laughed. “What me? Against that hulking great brute? You have to be joking!” 
 
    “Surprising what some angry people will take on, you know. But are you so keen to find Billy Smart? Hasn’t he caused enough problems?” 
 
    “It’s old George Schmit, really. He is the one who has paid off all Billy’s debts and arrears. I think he’d like to give him a piece of his mind.” 
 
    “He wasn’t obliged to pay off the debts.” 
 
    “No. But Billy is his wife’s nephew. Her sister hasn’t any money and George did it out of kindness to them. He really is an old softy.” 
 
    “I’ll put in a word for you with the prison governor.” 
 
    “Thanks. It’s not that I ever wish to lay eyes on Billy again. He’s nothing but an idle troublemaker, after easy money. I bet he’s comfortably holed up, somewhere, living it up beyond his means.” 
 
    * 
 
    The pale green Mercedes open sports car pulled up alongside the pavement. A young man climbed out and waited while his shapely blonde companion wrestled with her passenger door, a tight skirt and high heels. They wove through the pavement tables of the tapas bar to join a group of friends, shouting and waving. 
 
    “We kept you a couple of chairs but were beginning to think you weren’t coming. You’re nearly an hour late,” complained a curly-haired man from behind sunglasses and beer-belly. “What you bin doing, Jason?” 
 
    Jason Smith, alias Billy Smart, dropped his dark glasses to the end of his nose and stared at his new friend over the top. His lips twitched as he said, “What the hell do you think I’ve bin doing, Kevin?” 
 
    Kevin’s eyes strayed significantly over the blonde and he bellowed with laughter. “Miguel!” he shouted at the waiter. “Dos cervezas, por favor. And what are you having, darling?” 
 
    “The name’s Sharon and I’ll have a rum and coke, thanks,” was the arch reply. 
 
    Benidorm was busy. As ever. Early tourists filled the cafés, cars ignored all traffic signs and pneumatic drills ploughed into rock and concrete as huge cranes swung over the tops of skyscrapers. 
 
    A long-haired, geriatric teenager at their table held his hands to his head. “How much longer is that racket going on? Had a heavy night last night.” 
 
    Kevin studied the watch on his sunburnt wrist. “Half-an-hour. Then they’ll stop for lunch and siesta. Where were you last night? Didn’t see you at Dirty Dick’s.” 
 
    “Went up to Calpe with Ronnie’s lot. Wound up in a place called El Gato Negro.” 
 
    “Hell!” Kevin’s girlfriend Annie laughed. “What a combination. Ronnie and the Black Cat. The vino tinto in that place is real gut rot.” She made room for Billy’s chair beside hers. “I like your car.” 
 
    “Why don’t you get Kev to buy it for you for your birthday?” 
 
    “Are you serious? Is it for sale?” 
 
    “All my cars are for sale.” 
 
    “Huh! At a price, eh Corin?” 
 
    Corin swept a hand back over his black, oily hair and smiled. “I’m not complaining. I’ve had an offer for mine six hundred higher than I paid Billy.” 
 
    Billy knew he was lying, but didn’t say so. Corin had paid his asking price, which was far more than the car was worth. But the man was happy with the slinky yellow repaint. It suited his image. 
 
    In fact there was a very nice, lurative market down here on the Costa Blanca. And just think of all the other costas there were, as yet untapped. He was already building up a good trade in used cars, taking them to and fro through the French border with only one or two minor adjustments to the paperwork. Of course to really hit the big time he would need to take on a couple of extra drivers of which there were plenty around. What was difficult was finding ones with innocent faces. Take Kevin for instance. One look at him and the border guards would have him in irons, convinced he must be carrying contraband. Recently, however, he had had a brainwave. Girls. Really nice attractive, innocent-looking girls. And Sharon would start the ball rolling. Not that she could be classfied as exactly innocent! But the Spanish aduana were not to know that. 
 
    * 
 
    One day in March Roderick picked up another log from the wicker basket and placed it carefully at the back of the grate, withdrawing his hand quickly before burning himself. He checked he had not scattered ash on the hearth, then stood up, glanced in the mirror over the mantelpiece, pushing his hair back from his forehead with his fingers. The small family photograph on the mantelpiece was askew. He straightened it, then returned to the table at the far end of the room to double check that everything was exactly in place. But had he left everything ready in the kitchen? Hell, he wasn’t yet twenty-eight and already he was becoming a fussing old woman! 
 
    Roderick Martel had been on edge for days. Weeks. Ever since that evening when they had kissed so long and passionately. But today had been the worst, so far. This was it. This was the day he had planned for so long. He always laid plans well in advance, it was all part of having a tidy mind. It used to drive his mother and siblings mad when he lived at home. He never let Mum put his clothes away – he couldn’t be sure she would put the clean vests and pants at the bottom of the pile, or the clean socks at the back of the drawer. He had hated to join in some spur-of-the-moment family function because there hadn’t been time to think it through. It wasn’t possible to leave papers scattered over one’s desk and just jump in the car and go . . . or dirty dishes piled on the drainboard . . . 
 
    He looked at the clock. Half an hour to wait. Too early to start drinking but he wanted something. A cup of tea? He switched on the kettle and stood staring at the blackness beyond the kitchen window, seeing only his own reflection. So he drew the curtains, and went back into the living room to draw the ones in there . . . or would it look more welcoming to leave them open till she arrived? No. The light over the front door was welcoming enough. 
 
    He was standing in the kitchen sipping from his mug of tea when the doorbell rang. It made him jump and he nearly spilled tea down his shirt. He quickly tipped the remainder down the sink, swished the mug out under the tap and hurried through the living room to the door. 
 
    Jane was one of those people who could look immaculate in casual clothes. Removal of her overcoat revealed a high-necked tangerine jumper and a brown silk scarf knotted round her neck with studied carelessness, a brown skirt flecked with tangerine, and brown Hush Puppies. 
 
    Roderick almost purred with approval as he placed her coat over the back of the sofa, leaving his arms free to hold her. “You look even nicer tonight than last night,” he said after kissing her, adding, “if that is possible.” He took her coat and hung it on the row of hooks at the foot of the stairs. 
 
    “You have been saying some very nice things to me, lately. Do you feel all right?” 
 
    “Haven’t I always said nice things?” 
 
    “Good Lord, no. Years ago when I was a pigtailed schoolgirl you were ever so high and mighty and disdainful. I used to be scared stiff of you!” 
 
    “Honestly?” He was shattered. “How can I make it up to you?” 
 
    “You could offer me a drink or a cup of tea?” 
 
    “Which?” 
 
    “Both, please, but I’ll start with tea. It’s been a hard day.” She had recently got a temporary job as secretary to an Advocate. 
 
    “You too?” He returned to the kitchen to refill the kettle. 
 
    “We’ve been flat out from first thing this morning,” she called after him. “I hate legal papers, especially all the French ones.” 
 
    “It’s fortunate you are so fluent in French.” 
 
    “I thought so, once. Now I realise it only means I get stuck with all the interpreting.” 
 
    He wondered if she would ever consider a job in real estate. Hardly a taxing position for a girl with a possible Phd, but Mandy had married last year and would soon be leaving to have a baby. There would be a vacancy . . . but there was another matter on his mind to be dealt with first. He carried in the cups and put them on the occasional tables. “Come and sit down,” he said. His heart was pounding. 
 
    “You look terribly serious,” she frowned. 
 
    “I am. There is something I want to . . . discuss with you before we start drinking.” 
 
    “Before? Why?” 
 
    “Because I’d hate you to think what I have to say is alcohol induced.” 
 
    Her grey eyes grew large as saucers, her mouth forming a small O. An onlooker might have thought she resembled a scared rabbit: “Go on,” she whispered. 
 
    Roderick thought she looked utterly enchanting. His heart thumped so loud in his chest he thought she must hear it. “I was wondering if . . . Look, why don’t you drink your tea?” He watched while she obeyed, took another breath and started again. “I was wondering if you might consider . . . the idea of er . . . marrying me?” 
 
    Her mouth twitched and his heart sank because he thought she was going to laugh at him. But she didn’t. Her small mouth widened into a huge grin as she replaced her cup and hurled herself into his arms. “Oh Roderick! My own darling sweetheart!” She smothered his face with kisses. 
 
    He backed off. “Do I take this response to mean an affirmative?” 
 
    “Mmm! Oh yes. Mmm.” 
 
    “Then let’s forget this tea lark. I’ve got a bottle of Cordon Rouge in the fridge.” He was glad he had got it over with early. Now they could relax and enjoy a really happy evening. 
 
    * 
 
    Roderick went through the formality of asking Johnny Tetchworth’s permission. Johnny went through the process of consulting Hilary but there was no doubt they were both delighted. So too were Stephen and Sue, though the latter had always thought Jane rather colourless. But then Roderick was so staid and straightlaced himself . . . 
 
    The young couple would have liked a small, quiet wedding but realised from the beginning that they didn’t stand a chance. Johnny was determined to put an impressive show on the road and Hilary, for once, was happy to go along with him. The date was set for September, the setting was to be the Vale Church and the festivities were to be held at the Royal Hotel because it had the best car parking facilities and the largest reception rooms. 
 
    Sue was not required to do a thing, though she did offer. Still, she was quite happy to sit back, relax and watch her next door neighbours vacillate between joy and elation, annoyance and frustration and downright fury as their plans developed or were thwarted. 
 
    With a touch of regret Roderick came to a decision. “I do like my little cottage. It’s a highly suitable batchelor pad,” he told Jane, “but I don’t think it is adequate for a married couple.” 
 
    “Oh! But it is. It’s lovely. You surely don’t want to part with it!” 
 
    “Lovell’s have got a rather nice place on their books at the moment which I want to take you to see tomorrow afternoon. Do you think you can take an hour off work?” 
 
    “Why Lovell’s? Why not something on your own books?” 
 
    “Not ethical, my sweet,” he said severely. 
 
    Set in lanes not far from Bordeaux, Le Marais was an old farmhouse with a long lawn in front and several outbuildings behind. “It’s huge!” Jane exclaimed. 
 
    “Only five bedrooms.” 
 
    “Five! What do we want five for?” 
 
    Roderick raised an eyebrow at her. “Hopefully we won’t only be two of us forever!” 
 
    She grinned. “But at the moment . . .” 
 
    “At the moment we have a one-bedroomed one-reception-roomed cottage, suitable for one but not for two. Far too small. And now we must decide if we intend to keep on moving every time we swell our ranks, or make one move now, for life. Gradually we can develop this place to fulfil all our needs. We would have to transform at least one of the bedrooms into one or two bathrooms – there are none upstairs, and one of the downstairs rooms can be turned into a study.” 
 
    “But it looks very expensive.” 
 
    “It’s not cheap but it is soundly built and the roof is in excellent condition. Come inside and see if you like it.” 
 
    “I love it,” she whispered out of the agent’s hearing. 
 
    “Do you want to see some other houses?” 
 
    “I bet you’ve examined every property currently on the market and you’ve picked this out as best.” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    “Then you’d better open negotiations. I can’t think of a better place to live. Though I’ll be sorry not to have lived in the cottage at all.” 
 
    Roderick gave her a discreet hug. “You may yet. We don’t know how long it will be before this might be ready to move into. We only have five months in hand.” 
 
    * 
 
    Meanwhile, Roderick was not the only one with marriage on his mind, but it was early May before Neal broached the subject with Debbie. 
 
    His step-sister, Coralie, had suspected he would for sometime, and was beginning to feel impatient that he wasn’t getting on with it. 
 
    Sue had feared it for nearly a year, but had become resigned to the inevitable as Stephen tried to soothe her qualms. 
 
    Neal collected Debbie from work and drove her out to Vazon Point. 
 
    “Why are we coming out here?” she asked. “Are you wanting a walk and fresh air?” 
 
    “No. Just a chance to have you all to myself where we can talk without interruption.” He parked high on the stony ground facing west across the bay, boisterous breakers glistening in the early evening sunlight as they rolled up the beach below. 
 
    Debbie felt totally relaxed as she always did in Neal’s company. He had a soothing effect on her soul. 
 
    He produced a stiff, manilla envelope from his pocket. “Guess what this is. My divorce absolute. My marriage to Annabel is now null and void.” 
 
    “That must be a relief.” He hadn’t talked much about his marriage, or about his wife, but Debbie could think of nothing worse than being tied to someone who was nothing more than a irritation; someone whom one didn’t even like, let alone love. 
 
    Neal laughed. “That’s the understatement of the year. It’s a great deal more than that. It means I am now free to get on with the rest of my life.” He took her hands in his. “Our joint lives, I hope.” 
 
    Debbie cocked her head on one side causing the sun to turn her red curls into a golden halo. “Joint?” She was smiling. 
 
    “You and I are a unit, are we not?” 
 
    “I certainly feel so,” she whispered. Her green eyes were sparkling again, more intensely than they had done since that fateful day . . . 
 
    “Do you? I am so much older than you, and I don’t kid myself I am God’s gift—” 
 
    She withdrew a hand so that she might press a finger over his lips. “Stop denigrating yourself! Only thirteen years older: not so very much. And you are the dearest, sweetest person I have ever known, and I love you. You know that.” 
 
    “More than you loved Justin?” 
 
    “That was lust. This is real love.” At least, that was her newly developed conviction. 
 
    “Do you think it might ever be both?” he looked like a winsome schoolboy. 
 
    “The only reason I have never slept with you is because you have never asked. But of course I want to,” she said determinedly. “You should have guessed that already.” 
 
    “My darling Debbie! The only reason I didn’t ask was because I didn’t feel it was fair to involve one so young in an adulterous relationship.” 
 
    “You mean you were scared I would think you were a dirty old man!” she teased. 
 
    “Something like that,” he agreed as he wrapped her in his arms. 
 
    Another car drew up alongside them and they realised the bunch of kids in the back were all giggling. 
 
    “Come on,” he relinquished his hold. “I’ll take you home and get Stephen’s formal permission. And if your Ma isn’t too appalled she might even ask me to stay for supper.” 
 
    * 
 
    Sue guessed what had happened as soon as they walked into the house, so she was able to warn Stephen, adopt a happy smile and congratulate them as soon as they announced their news. “Wonderful,” she said, “and not unexpected.” 
 
    “Splendid,” nodded Stephen. “You have our joint blessings, you know that.” 
 
    Well aware how Sue had felt about the alliance, initially, Debbie blew her mother a kiss of gratitude. 
 
    “Where are you going to live?” Bobbie asked, being practically minded. 
 
    “I’ve been working for my father in the London office, up to now, flitting over here to see Debbie on the excuse of work and consultations in the island. But Dad hasn’t enough work here to keep me going,” Debbie’s face fell, “so he has agreed to accept my resignation and I am now free to get a job in the local finance industry. Marriage to Debbie will give me local residential qualifications so it shouldn’t be difficult to find one. I thought we might rent a small place till we find something we really like.” 
 
    “And when do you plan to marry?” queried Stephen. 
 
    “As soon as possible,” Debbie cut in. 
 
    “It will have to be a civil ceremony in the Greffier’s office in the Court House,” Sue pointed out. 
 
    “Of course,” Debbie nodded. “As small and quiet as possible.” 
 
    “We could walk on up the hill for a reception at Old Government House Hotel.” 
 
    Debbie glanced at Neal for his approval. 
 
    “Great idea,” he agreed. 
 
    And Sue’s mind immediately got to work on the details. 
 
    * 
 
    Unlike Jane, whose mother went wild with raw silk, stiffened petticoats and antique lace veil and train, Debbie and Sue agreed that as an “experienced” woman, a gown of plain cream ankle-length satin and a pill-box hat trimmed with pink roses matching those in the small spray she would carry, seemed a far more suitable outfit for the Greffe. The doors to the hotel ballroom would be flanked by pedestal arrangements of pink roses, white freesias and ivory stephanotis, the simple, two-tier cake carrying a swathe of palest pink sugar roses from the base to circle the tiny silver vase filled with lilies-of-the-valley at the top. 
 
    Only closest family members attended the brief, formal ceremony, Roderick acting as best man and little Sarah, in cream net and minute ballet pumps, holding a posy of pink rosebuds, as an enthusiastic flowergirl. Seventy guests were hand-shaken and kissed when they arrived at the hotel shortly after the bride and groom. The hotel laid on a champagne reception and finger buffet, Stephen proposed the toast to the happy couple and Cyril and Carol Blaydon contrived to remain sober. Amanda had excused herself on the strength of a business commitment in New York. “Applying for a couch position” Stephanie speculated. Everyone was relieved by her absence, not least her step-brother. 
 
    Sue was delighted to see how relaxed and happy her sensitive, younger daughter appeared. The bride bubbled and glowed as she grasped her groom’s arm possessively, waltzing him round the room showing him off to their family and friends, allowing herself to be kissed and congratulated, over and over. Barely taller than the girl, his bald head gleaming and stout frame encased in a morning suit, Neal too glowed with love and joy. He looked so supremely happy that, at last, Sue allowed herself to be convinced that this was indeed a true love match and her daughter had every chance of lasting contentment. 
 
    There was a guffaw of laughter from the far end of the room. Despite her in-laws, Sue thought. 
 
    The Blaydon’s wedding present to their son and new daughter-in-law was a honeymoon in Hawaii. 
 
    * 
 
    Stephanie felt quite dazed at first by the new and different society of the business art world. Some fellow pupils in her art classes were school leavers, but a fair number were mature students with much the same ideas and intentions as herself. At first she found it extremely hard working to order, snipping away with scissors at shapes and colours, pasting together unrelated objects, blending them with her pen into what were intended to be eyecatching designs. She was disappointed and baffled when two of her favourite creations were met with bland and unenthusiastic comment, and totally bemused when the disaster she was about to screw up and hurl into the wastepaper basket, was hailed as a work of near genius. But the days she enjoyed most were those spent acting as dogsbody in offices and studios for “work experience”. Though she stood more often at the coffee machine churning out cups for workers than at a drawing board, she loved the intensity of drive and direction, the camaraderie. These people were true artists, yet so capable applying their talents to business markets, relating mental images to customer requirements. A shaded wash of single colour, a reverse negative and half a dozen brush or pen strokes suddenly became a superb insert for a glossy magazine. The retail whizzkid about to set up in business who came in with a vague idea of presentation, within minutes was staring at inspirational logos, while someone else bounded into the room with crisp slogans. But more inspiring even than the products themselves were the people: lively, fun people with agile brains, mobile features, and hands full of expressive gestures. What was more, they seemed to like her, invited her to join them after work for drinks and even asked her to their homes. 
 
    Those homes in themselves were different. Different from La Rocquette de Bas, portraying a totally alternative concept of living, they tended to be open plan. Gone was the formality of a dining room, kitchen suppers ruled. Barbecues were in, set on smart patios amid cascading flower pots and hanging baskets. Settees with throw rugs stood on pale polished floorboards under a tall bamboo palm or potted lemon tree. Clean, tidy, studied carelessness, an atmosphere in which to relax, laugh and exchange ideas . . . Stephanie couldn’t stop herself thinking back to the commune, to the utter indiscipline of “waiting for inspiration”, to the pretence of unity which did little to hide the petty jealousies, the irresponsible attitudes and irritabilities, the irrational arguments, the dirt, poverty and degradation . . . and nor could she stop herself from shuddering at the memory. 
 
    Time after time Stephanie wondered how her mother had managed to show so little reaction to the conditions in which her daughter and granddaughter were living, and still faced making return visits, keeping faith, smiling . . . and loving. And yet at the time she, Stephanie, perhaps because of her underlying guilt, had searched Sue’s face for a hint of criticism on which to feed her antagonism and resentment. Why? Why had she resented her mother’s very existence all these years? 
 
    * 
 
    In front of the cameras, Sarah was a natural. A flowergirl for the second time within months, on this occasion in a confection of pink taffeta with a mother-of-pearl headband which tended to slip forwards over one eye, she positively pranced up the path to the church alongside her mother, Stephanie, who had been invited to fill the role of her sister’s bridesmaid. 
 
    Hilary was regal in her Paris couturier dress and three-quarter length coat, and a hat fit to grace the front cover of Vogue. Justin sat with his family, and Debbie was relieved to find she could look at him with scarcely a twinge of pain. Clinging to Neal, she was convinced that even that would pass in time. 
 
    Sue had not attempted to compete with the mother of the bride. She had found a very smart silk two-piece dress and jacket at Creasey’s in High Street and, for once, quite admired herself in her chosen hat. She was delighted when Stephen, who didn’t usually notice these things, remarked that she looked stunning. Which was true. At forty-eight she had retained her figure, mainly thanks to the tennis court, not a single grey strand of hair was to be seen and only when she laughed did the deepening crow’s feet betray the years. Both her daughters thought she looked marvellous, and said so. 
 
    The slightly ivory tone of raw silk did little for the bride’s complexion. Jane had tried to oppose her mother’s decision but the result was inevitable. Nevertheless, with her hair softly waved and after the judicious application of make-up, Roderick, waiting beside his best man Alex Grolinski, thought she looked fantastic as she approached him up the aisle. He spoke his vows boldly, and though hers were barely audible to the congregation, he heard them well enough, which was all that mattered. 
 
    The formal line-up at the Royal Hotel seemed to last forever as two hundred guests were greeted. Lord Hartwell, an old friend of the Tetchworths, had been invited to toast the bride and groom, his title intended to make up for his lack of gifted oratory. 
 
    Jane was longing for the opportunity to start married life in Roderick’s tiny cottage, but instead allowed herself to be hustled up to the airport amidst a shower of confetti, en route to their honeymoon in Corfu. 
 
    Stephanie stood at the airport window with the crowd who had followed them up, waving till the plane was out of sight. She didn’t feel the least twinge of envy. There was no man in her life, at present, with whom she particularly wanted to spend an evening, let alone a lifetime. She gathered her darling, sleepy daughter into her arms and bore her out to the waiting cars. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
    Chapter Ten – A United Family 
 
      
 
    “Solomon and Sheba are very lively for Golden Retrievers,” Stephanie remarked. She was sitting in a comfortably cushioned cane chair on the verandah at the back of La Rocquette de Bas. There had been one or two changes to the house in recent years. The verandah, had been extended to nearly twice it’s original width and glassed in, turning it into a conservatory, though everyone still referred to it as “the verandah”. 
 
    Sue sat with her, a tray of tea between them on a glass-topped table. “They are still only pups. I have no doubt that within a couple of years they will turn into animated doormats like Troilus and Cressida were.” She sighed as she always did, thinking about the two beautiful dogs who had been so much a part of their family life for more than fourteen years. 
 
    Stephanie read her thoughts. “You’ll grow to love these two just as much, Mum.” 
 
    “I do now, really. They are such bright, loving characters, and they are so good with Sarah, aren’t they?” 
 
    The two women watched as the five-year-old climbed onto Solomon’s back, trying to coax him into fulfilling the role of pony. His response was to roll over onto his back with his feet in the air, sending the child tumbling across the grass, grumbling indignantly. 
 
    There were shouts of triumph from the tennis court. Bobbie was over on vacation from university with three pals, all equally keen on the sport; that and surfboarding at Vazon where the rollers could be quite spectacular. The gate to the court clicked and the tall, bronzed young men crossed the lawn to the open conservatory. 
 
    “We’ll just help ourselves to some juice and then be heading off to Vazon, if that’s okay, Ma?” 
 
    “Of course, Bobbie. Have fun, all of you. Will you be in for supper?” 
 
    Tony, the chunkiest one, grinned. “That sounds good, Mrs M. If it’s not too much hassle.” 
 
    “No hassle at all, boys. See you later.” 
 
    “Mum, you are a barefaced fibber!” Stephanie declared when they had gone. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Feeding those four hulks three times a day, every day for a week! What on earth do you give them?” 
 
    “Food that is unimaginative but filling!” Sue laughed. “Sausages, mash and peas, tonight, followed by tons of bread, cheese and fruit.” 
 
    “They look a nice bunch.” 
 
    “They are. Bobbie is lucky to have met up with such a likely crowd so soon. Especially ones who are all keen on tennis.” 
 
    Stephanie sipped her tea, watching Sarah throwing an old tennis ball for the enthusiastic dogs. “I suppose we would all describe our concept of the ideal friend quite differently.” 
 
    Sue thought for a minute. “Perhaps. Yet on the other hand, wouldn’t the universal requirement be loyalty and amiability?” 
 
    “Oh yes. But there is so much more. A sense of humour would be important to me, but I doubt if it would be Roderick’s first priority.” 
 
    Sue smiled. “True.” 
 
    There was a pause, then Stephanie asked, “Do you think one should allow oneself to idolise people?” 
 
    “My mother considered idolatry to be dangerous. But I think that was through seeing it from a religious viewpoint. Not much difference in her eyes between worshipping a mere mortal or a graven image.” 
 
    “Then what difference is there between worshipping and loving a person?” Stephanie was gazing into space, the palms of her hands cradling her cup. 
 
    A frown divided Sue’s forehead as she considered the question. “Loving a person surely means warts and all. You know them, admire their strengths, understand and make allowances for their weaknesses, whilst not necessarily giving in to them. Worship, on the other hand, I see as a kind of blind faith. To worship God is good because he is immortal and perfect. But no mere mortal can be perfect; therefore if you worship one it is because you imagine quite wrongly that they are perfect. Blind to their faults, you may well turn them into atrocious tyrants.” Sue paused, thinking she was getting a bit heavy. “Some parents idolise a child to the point of turning it into a fearful, precocious brat that no one else can stand.” She laughed. 
 
    Sarah had mis-thrown the ball and Stephanie jumped up out of her chair to fetch it down from high in a bush which was threatened with destruction as the dogs scrambled to retrieve the missile. When she returned she asked, “Was I a fearful, precocious brat?” 
 
    Sue snorted. “Good Lord no! What makes you ask that?” 
 
    “The fact that I cannot remember Daddy ever scolding or correcting me.” 
 
    “Jonathan? Really? Come to think of it I don’t suppose he did. Not any of you.” 
 
    “Did you know that I worshipped him?” 
 
    “You did? Are you sure that it is not more a matter of sanctifying his memory? You were very young when he died.” 
 
    “Not too young to feel desperately sad for him, seeing him crippled and in a wheelchair.” 
 
    Sue studied her daughter’s face. It was as strong as ever, but her grandmother’s big, amber eyes had softened in recent years: the obstinate contrariness had gone. And the long, wavy brown hair no longer hung down in strands over her eyes but was swept back either into a ponytail or a neat, Chinese style chignon on top of her head. “And I suppose you thought I was very cruel to him?” 
 
    Silently, Stephanie nodded. 
 
    “Perhaps I was.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Do you really want to know? Do you want to hear about the constant tongue lashings I received from morning till night, often in front of hotel guests and staff? Do you want to know that I worked all hours God gave until I was down to skin and bone? But it was never enough. That try as I might I could never do a thing right? Not until he knew he had terminal cancer did he change, and then we had a most marvellous year together, of loving, caring and mutual respect, until he died. He was wonderful to me, to us all, during that year.” 
 
    Stephanie kept her face averted from her mother so her swimming eyes would not betray her feelings. “What about Stephen?” she whispered. “When did he come into the picture?” 
 
    “During the very bad times. I think he saved my sanity. Mind you,” she added, “The relationship we had had made me feel extremely guilty, later, when your father’s attitude changed. When he became caring again.” 
 
    Stephanie’s sigh became a long, shuddering gasp. “And now it’s my turn to feel guilty. Oh Mum! I am so sorry. I got it all wrong.” And when she turned to offer a wan smile, Sue saw her lashes were wet, her eyes brimming over. 
 
    “Let’s have another cup of tea.” 
 
    “Yes. And you can tell me about Daddy and Stephen: the good things, but how they were different.” 
 
    Tea freshly poured, Sue began. “It is so difficult to judge people. One can idolise a person one has never met . . . like President Jack Kennedy of the United States. Millions of people, worldwide, idolised him, followed his administration and his family life with close interest. And like so many of those people, I can clearly remember exactly where I was standing, near the television set, when the programme was interrupted with the announcement of his murder. And like millions of others I wept. Yet in the years since his death, and the death of his brother, Bobby, there has been so much sleaze written and said about him. He appears to have had the most awful downside to his character; to have been a shameless manipulator and adulterer. A thoroughly weak man, not the wonderful man of strength as his publicists portrayed.” 
 
    “Perhaps he was a mixture of both – strength and weakness, good and bad,” Stephanie suggested, thinking back over all the people in the commune, her old school associates, the new crowd who had become her friends in the business art world, here in the island. 
 
    “Stephen has none of the forcefulness and drive of your father, yet the strength of his gentleness and love is felt and remarked on by nearly everyone who knows him. Because of the war, Jonathan became a man before he was through his adolescence, yet looking back, I think much of the hail-fellow-well-met bonhomie, his driving force and laughter when we first met, were just a shell, a mask covering his actual deep sensitivity. No one was allowed to know how easily he could be hurt. But that hurt turned to such anger and resentment after his terrible accident that his character became almost unrecognisable.” 
 
    “How sad, Mum. And how different things might have been if that kid hadn’t lost control of his car that evening, so many years ago.” 
 
    “Yes, so sad. Yet one cannot play the game backwards. But for that I would have had so much more time to spend with my children, instead of being tied to running an hotel. On the other hand I would never have had Bobbie. Obviously, for your father’s sake I regret what happened, but I have no regrets for myself.” 
 
    “Good. I should hate to think you had.” 
 
    “Mummy! Granma! When is tea?” Little Sarah clambered up the steps to join them. “I’m hungry and Solomon and Sheba want some biscuits.” 
 
    “Teatime is right now,” Sue declared, pushing herself out of her chair. “Let’s go into the kitchen and see what we have in Gran’s cake tins.” 
 
    * 
 
    The two octogenarians sat at a table in the window of the golf club, beer mugs in hand, complaining about the course, the club and the standards of behaviour of some of the newer membership: a well-worn theme, latterly. 
 
    “Standards are slipping all the time,” George Schmit grumbled. “I actually saw someone walk into the bar last week not wearing a tie!” 
 
    “They think we are old-fashioned,” Greg Gaudion snorted. “But in fact we know they are just slovenly. They’ll be coming in here in shorts, next!” He drained his glass. “Want another?” 
 
    “Just the half,” George pushed his mug across the table. 
 
    When Greg returned he asked, “Have you come to terms yet, with being retired?” 
 
    “Of course not. Never will, though I have to admit that your boy, Richard, is coping very well. He’s selling a lot of fast boats to all these young money manipulators in the banking business. They must be earning huge salaries because the maintenance isn’t cheap. None of them seem to do any work on their boats like we used to; it’s straight to the yard for the least thing. I don’t believe many of them could screw on a cleat!” 
 
    “I was down at the Town marina the other day watching some young fellow trying to put a reverse turn on a fender. He never did get it right.” 
 
    They watched a fourball putt out on the eighteenth. 
 
    “You’ve never had any more trouble from those Frenchmen over the Billy Smart affair?” 
 
    “None at all. But I tell you what, your Richard has been doubly careful to check every last word on the registrations in our brokerage department.” 
 
    “Has Gelly’s sister heard anything of Billy?” 
 
    “She gets a card or letter from time to time, posted in various parts of England. Always says he is doing fine and means to bring his girlfriend over to meet her, but of course he never comes. Knows he’ll be copped the minute he sets foot on the island.” 
 
    “What for? You paid off all his debts.” 
 
    “True. But he doesn’t know that. Anyway, I doubt he would have the nerve to show his face.” 
 
    “So you think Richard makes a good managing director of your business?” Greg prompted, loving to hear praise of his son. 
 
    “I have to say I didn’t go along with some of his new-fangled ideas at first. But they seem to have worked. The shop he has added to the south side of the sheds brings in a lot of chandlery trade, and the smart new office has seen thousands of pounds worth of brokerage and insurance already.” 
 
    “I don’t suppose he has much time for physically working on the boats, now?” 
 
    “Not a lot. He has a good team of blokes working there, but he is always game to take his jacket off and show them how the job should be done, when necessary.” 
 
    “He and Anne have a good life. Their boys are growing up. George is twelve, now and Derek is fourteen. Pity poor old Filly is so ill.” 
 
    “Yes. Anne practically lives in her house at the moment, helping to nurse her, but I gather she is steadily going downhill.” 
 
    Greg gazed down into his beer sadly. It was hard to think of young Felicity with her giggly blue eyes, yellow curls bouncing as she darted round the other side of the tennis net before he and Sarah were even married, now old, wrinkled, white-haired and dying. Was it a good thing, perhaps, that Sarah had been taken from him so many years ago, still in her fifties, so that she had been spared this awful ageing process? He sighed, knowing how much he would have preferred the opportunity to share their ageing together. He had missed her so dreadfully, the one and only love of his whole life. Of course, he was lucky to have a daughter like Sue and a son like Richard, along with their jolly families, to keep him young and alert. It was disappointing that young Stephanie was an unmarried mother, but she was a nice girl and hopefully would find a husband and respectability eventually. 
 
    “Better be getting home for lunch or Gelly will complain,” George said, heaving his stout body up from his chair. 
 
    Greg drained his glass and unwound his lean frame to stand, towering, over his lifelong friend. “Yes. Sue likes to have lunch on the table sharp at one.” He loved the routine of lunching with Sue and the family on Sundays. 
 
    * 
 
    “You are late today.” Neal looked up from the Financial Times as Debbie came into the flat. “Is my step-sister overworking you?” 
 
    “Heaven’s no! In fact I left the shop ages ago. I had one or two things to see to before coming home.” She dropped her bags in an armchair and crossed to where he sat, planting a kiss among the few hairs left on the top of his head. 
 
    He twisted in his chair to find her mouth, kissed her long and hard. “So what things had to be seen to?” 
 
    “Well, we hadn’t anything in the fridge for supper, for a start.” 
 
    “So what did you get?” 
 
    “A couple of steaks, some French bread, salad, and a bottle of wine.” 
 
    “Wow! A real feast! What’s the celebration?” 
 
    “I have had an idea. You know Anne and Richard have decided to sell Great Aunt Filly’s house, out on L’Ancresse Common?” 
 
    “I didn’t. But go on.” 
 
    “I wondered if we might consider buying it for ourselves?” 
 
    “We could consider it, I suppose,” he said, doubtfully. “I can’t even picture it. I’ve never set foot in the place.” 
 
    “It’s a lovely, old-fashioned bungalow with fabulous views.” 
 
    “And equally old-fashioned plumbing and wiring, no doubt.” 
 
    “Oh, Neal!” she pretended to pout. “Blow the plumbing! It’s a place to die for! I’ve always loved it. Mummy used to take us there, visiting, when we were kids. It’s a wonderful spot for children, being able to step out of the front door on to the Common to play. And perfectly safe.” 
 
    “But what’s brought this on? I thought we had agreed to stay here in Town until we started a family?” 
 
    “We did. And that’s the other reason for a celebration dinner. I’ve just been to the doc and he has confirmed it. I’m pregnant.” She watched for his reaction, and wasn’t disappointed. 
 
    A huge grin spread over Neal’s face. “Yippee!” he bounced out of his chair, flinging sheets of the FT across the floor, and gathered her into his arms. “Oh my sweet! My darling, clever little girl!” At last he was going to be a father; he had begun to think it might never happen. 
 
    * 
 
    The late Felicity Warwick’s bungalow was not yet officially on the market. Anne Gaudion had wandered through the rooms several times, but had not had the heart to begin the dismantling of her mother’s treasures, which would have to be done before strangers were admitted for ‘viewings’. There were so many precious ornaments, tiny silver replicas of tennis trophies she had won with Richard’s mother, Sarah. Sepia photographs in silver-embossed frames. Mementos of holidays taken with Father, items of furniture which had belonged to generations of ancestors. It was impossible to know where to start. So sad. The end of an era. 
 
    Richard had apparently told his mother that the place would be sold, and Sue had mentioned it to Debbie. Hence the latter had telephoned the previous evening to ask if it might be possible to take Neal round to see it. Of course Anne had said yes – she didn’t want to refuse and sound rude, but she wasn’t at all sure she was ready for this move, yet, only two months after her mother’s funeral. 
 
    “Debbie and Neal might be the very answer to the problem,” Richard had said. “They might be interested to buy much of the furniture and fittings – you know how Debbie loves traditional things and antiques.” 
 
    Anne had thought about it for a while, then agreed. “It would be nice to feel the place stayed in the family, along with some of Mummy’s treasures. She would be heartbroken to think of everything being sold off to strangers.” 
 
    So Anne had opened up the bungalow the following afternoon to air the rooms, and even put a vase of roses on the oak coffee table, waited till Debbie and Neal arrived and left them to wander at will and return the key to her at home when they left. 
 
    Neal was enormously enthusiastic, right from the beginning, quickly overcoming his reservations about the outdated bathroom and dilapidated electrical wiring. “That can all be dealt with in due course,” he declared. “Just look at this view! And the lovely master bedroom built into the attic. We can lie in bed and look at the sea! I mean, it’s not huge, but very cosy!” 
 
    “Our bed would fit in here very nicely, and Aunt Filly’s single can go into a spare room. Don’t you just love her dressing-table?” 
 
    “Do you think Anne would be willing to part with some of these pieces?” he asked, running a hand appreciatively over a pretty Victorian chair. 
 
    “I think she would love to feel that anything she can’t take would stay in situ.” 
 
    “It will stretch our resources, I’m afraid, to the limit. We may not be able to do much by way of improvements for some time.” 
 
    “So what? We have all the time in the world, haven’t we?” 
 
    There was no question about the fact that they were both as keen as mustard to buy. 
 
    So after consultations with Roderick and Alex Grolinski with regard the true value, Anne and Richard came up with an asking price over which Neal haggled only slightly, hands were shaken and it was agreed they would pass contracts within the month. 
 
    * 
 
    “Cooee! Where are you?” Stephanie called as she hurried through the house. 
 
    “In the kitchen!” Sue and her granddaughter shouted in unison. They were both wearing pinafores and up to the elbows in flour. 
 
    “You’re baking! What’s cooking?” 
 
    “We’ve made a pie for tomorrow’s lunch and this is for blackberry and apple crumble,” Sarah told her mother. “When Gran fetched me from school we went blackberrying. We got lots!” 
 
    “I see that. And ate lots, too, judging by the state of your face!” she stooped to kiss the child, then flopped into a kitchen chair. “Is this tea hot?” she indicated the pot sitting at her elbow, under a cosy. 
 
    “Made about ten minutes ago. There’s a cup there for you. Help yourself. There, young lady, I think that crumble is about ready, don’t you?” 
 
    “Can we cook it now?” 
 
    “We’ve got to get home, darling,” Stephanie interrupted. “We both have things to do.” 
 
    “Oh Mummy! Please?” Sarah wailed. 
 
    “Shh! No need to panic,” her grandmother admonished. “I’ve put some of the fruit mixture into a plastic tub, and some of this crumble can go in a bag for you to take home and cook for your supper.” 
 
    “Oh goodie!” the child squealed. 
 
    “Thanks, Mum,” Stephanie acknowledged Sue’s thoughtfulness. Which didn’t start and finish with apple crumble! Her mother was such a brick, collecting Sarah from school every weekday, and having her here during the holidays, taking such a load off her mind, leaving her free to work and concentrate on her career. It remained hard going, forcing herself out of bed early every morning to make herself look neat and smart for the day, cook breakfast, make preparations for the evening meal and leave their home reasonably tidy. Then get Sarah ready for school and deliver her there, before hurrying into Town to hunt for a car park. However much she enjoyed her work, the extra chores at morning and evening made the days very long and tiring, so it was wonderful to know that Sarah was with her grandmother, and far happier than with a paid carer. That was another thing, the saving of money; for of course Sue flatly refused to be compensated financially, even for the petrol in her car. 
 
    “Having Sarah with me so much is all the reward I need. She keeps me young and feeling useful. You have no idea how redundant some women feel at my age.” 
 
    Stephanie knew her mother wasn’t exaggerating, though she guessed there were many times when she might have preferred the chance to relax, to do something more amusing. As for herself, Stephanie was aware that tiredness was the cue for the recurrence of memories of the commune, of the luxury of lying in bed till one felt inspired to get out, of drifting, undriven, through the hours of a day unhurried, unpressured by clocks and business hours, uninterrupted by beeping phones and appointment diaries, but those memories always ended with shuddering thoughts of the downside – the aimlessness and the endless dirt. 
 
    Her salary remained very modest but was sufficient to rent what had once been a holiday chalet near L’Islet, no great distance from La Rocquette de Bas. A roll of secondhand carpet, some discarded curtains from home and various pieces of redundant furniture from Mum’s attic had turned the soulless four walls into a cosy home. Granpa Greg had supplied a bed and some old paintings and a few potted plants had completed the picture. 
 
    Of the pair, Sarah had most enjoyed the building of their new nest, installing her toys, favourite Rabbit taking pride of place on her bed. 
 
    “Long may your desire to fight redundancy continue!” Stephanie laughed. “Now we must away. Being Saturday tomorrow Sarah and I will be at home, so I doubt you will see us.” 
 
    “But you will come for lunch on Sunday, won’t you?” Sue insisted. 
 
    “Wouldn’t miss it for the world!” 
 
    * 
 
    “Why, after nearly twenty years, do I still have this urgent desire to maul your body?” Stephen nuzzled under the curls in the back of Sue’s neck while his hands moved over the front of her T-shirt. 
 
    “You always were a lecher!” She leaned against him, turning her face to rub the short stubble on his chin with her forehead. 
 
    “And I suppose the children would call me a dirty old man, if they saw us.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t they be right?” she stopped stirring the gravy, pulled the saucepan away from the heat and twisted in his arms, reaching up to draw his face down to hers. 
 
    “Really, you two! Must you carry on like that in public!” Bobbie exclaimed as he came in the backdoor. 
 
    “Why the hell not?” his father demanded. “You do!” 
 
    “I’m barely twenty!” 
 
    “So what? Do you imagine that gives you a priority on lust?” 
 
    The boy roared with laughter. “Lust! At your age!” 
 
    “Bobbie!” his mother complained. “I shall be very disappointed for you if you can no longer lust after your wife when you have been married a mere twenty years!” 
 
    “Honestly, Mum! You have to be joking!” 
 
    “Of course, darling,” she said with a note of sarcasm. “Now I shall be dishing up in five minutes and I don’t want you disappearing into the bathroom as soon as I put it on the table.” 
 
    “Of course not, Mother,” returning the sarcasm with interest. “As though I would.” 
 
    Playfully, Sue pulled the ovencloth from her shoulder and flung it at his head. 
 
    “Lunch!” Stephen called across the lawn to the tennis court where Debbie and Neal were playing. 
 
    “Thank heavens for that. I’m starving!” Already there was a slight bulge under her tennis skirt, denoting she would be eating for two. “Anyway,” she added as she came into the kitchen, “It’s not much fun playing with Neal at the moment. He’s so afraid I might over-stretch myself that he deliberately returns every ball to the centre of my racquet.” 
 
    “Quite right too,” said Greg from the doorway, remembering how taboo the subject of pregnancy had been when his Sarah was expecting Sue. When she had told her mother the glad tidings, the old lady hadn’t spoken to her for weeks! 
 
    “Not many of us today for lunch,” Sue complained as she carried in the roast pork. 
 
    “Uncle John and Edna not coming?” asked Stephanie, following with an ashet piled with roast potatoes. 
 
    “No. They’ve been invited out to friends in St Saviour’s.” 
 
    “And what about Roderick and Jane?” Stephen brought in the carrots and parsnips. 
 
    “She is still getting the most appalling morning sickness.” 
 
    “Why?” Greg asked. “Is she pregnant again?” 
 
    “Oh Dad! You are becoming so forgetful! I’ve told you several times. She’s nearly four months gone, now!” 
 
    “And I suppose Sir Gordon and Lady Sybil are still in Spain,” Bobbie observed. 
 
    “Yes.” Stephen picked up the carving knife and honed it up and down the steel. “I wonder how they are getting on.” 
 
    * 
 
    Lady Sybil was stretching out on a sunbed on the naya, overlooking the little fishing port of Moraira on the east coast of Spain. They had seen scarcely a cloud since arriving at the villa nearly a month ago. General Sir Gordon Banks, now a youthful eighty-three, preferred a recliner chair where he could read yesterday’s papers more comfortably until they dropped on to the naya tiles and he fell under the spell of the Spanish siesta hour. He enjoyed their annual trip to the sun; he felt truly invigorated by the drive south from St Malo, down the superb French autoroutes – even Spain was extending her autopistes, though Sybil who did all the navigating, complained bitterly that the signposting left too much to guess work. He thought this villa, the same one they rented every year, was delightful, with it’s tosca stone arches, wide shady nayas with tosca balconies, decoratively curved iron rejas over the windows and colourfully tiled kitchen and bathrooms. Three times a day he plunged into the blue-tiled swimming pool to do the statutory ten lengths and showered away the clorine before changing into khaki shorts and sandals, North African desert gear as he remembered it. The only thing that got his goat, slightly, was the fact that the English papers were always one day late. Not that it really mattered nowadays – he was not in a position to influence national events any longer, though he did like to keep up with current affairs. 
 
    His eyes drifted over the stone balcony to the glistening horizon where two yachts were seeking, unsuccessfully, a breath of wind to fill their sails. Then he smiled as he watched his wife slumbering, her magazine on the floor beside her. She was so beautiful still, a mere girl of sixty-two. He knew she assisted her hair to remain as blonde as ever, but her figure in that skimpy two-piece bathing suit remained perfect, revealing how she had gently toasted her skin to a golden tan. 
 
    “Hmm!” he would need to get some sleep, ready for this evening. They were meeting up with some English friends who had settled out here, years ago. Not something he would care to do himself: nothing to do here all year round but drink till you dropped. No, he preferred living in the island amidst constant family and friends, where one had easy access to London’s theatres and clubs. 
 
    Sybil wore a sleeveless, pale turquoise silk dress and matching stole, with gold-mounted ivory earrings and ivory bead necklet. Gordon was in a linen khaki suit, the jacket doubling as open-necked shirt and tunic. 
 
    Jean and Geoffrey Havers were waiting for them in the bar at the Parador in Javea, and the four settled down in a corner with gins and tonics. 
 
    “Lovely to see you both looking so fit and bronzed,” Jean remarked. “You were quite pale when you arrived.” 
 
    “Not a very bright start to the summer, this year, up north,” Sybil responded. “In fact jolly frigid!” 
 
    “So the family tell us,” Geoffrey nodded. “It’s why we prefer to live out here.” He turned to Gordon. “Doesn’t the though ever cross your mind?” 
 
    “Not seriously. Too far from London and from the family.” 
 
    “Personally, I think having the family out to stay for a fortnight each year is more than enough. Their visit always leaves us feeling totally washed out,” Jean complained. “Can’t think of anything worse than living within permanent hailing distance of them.” 
 
    “Absolute hell,” her husband nodded, laughing. “The women would end up never speaking to each other.” 
 
    So much for family unity, Sybil thought, picturing the happy family lunches at the Martels’ home. Of course she was in no position to make judgements, never having had any children herself. Gordon already had a family by his first wife and had had no desire to start again. They had a very different kind of lifestyle, enjoying each other, indulging their whims and fancies, travelling . . . but she would have considered herself a failed parent to have maintained such a miserable relationship with any progeny. Such antagonism and intolerance! 
 
    “. . . bridge last night with friends who have a villa in near Orba,” Geoffrey was saying. “We were talking cars: well, as you know ours is getting truly dilapidated and we want to get a new one. Trouble is bringing it into the country without paying phenomenal duty on it. So I pricked up my ears when they told us about this fellow who deals in really good quality secondhand cars. Brings ’em in duty free. So I asked them for an introduction.” 
 
    “Are you sure it is legal?” Gordon asked. 
 
    “Seems to be all above board. The fellow swears they are clean, so who’s to query it?” 
 
    “I imagine he is doing a roaring trade. Is he a Spaniard?” 
 
    “No, no. English. Name of Jason Smith. And by coincidence I believe he has some connection with one of the Channel Islands. He also deals in boats.” 
 
    Brows slightly raised, Sybil caught Gordon’s eye. They had both heard the full story of Billy Smart’s dubious deals involving Richard Gaudion and George Schmit. “What is the fellow like?” she murmured casually into her drink. 
 
    “Short, chunky. A bit of a smart Alec if you ask me. But if he can supply any type of car I want at a good price, I’m not going to turn down the chance because I don’t like the cut of his jib!” 
 
    Gordon had met Billy Smart once, at the boatyard, and he had to admit the description fitted to a T. But was it possible it could be the same chap? 
 
    Jean opened her handbag. “I can do better than that. We all had lunch together, remember dear, at the Los Amigos restaurant and I took a photo. Look.” She handed the rather blurred snapshot to Gordon. 
 
    Blurred it might have been, but there was no doubt left in Gordon’s mind. His expression remained perfectly blank as he handed it back. “You seem to have had quite a jolly party,” he said. 
 
    “We did. Oh, and by the way, you’re going back next Monday, aren’t you? He gave us some mail to be posted in the UK. No use posting anything out here: doesn’t get sorted for weeks!” She took a packet of letters and cards from her bag and handed them to Sybil. “I told him we knew someone going back, soon. You might stick them in a box at Heathrow. They have English stamps on.” 
 
    Gordon looked at his watch. “Great Scott, it’s quarter to nine, The dining room must be open by now. Let’s go and find a table.” 
 
    “You didn’t feel we should warn them?” Sybil asked as they drove back through the gorge at Gata. 
 
    “They didn’t want to be warned,” Gordon argued. “They knew well enough that they would be . . . skirting the law if they bought from him and they are prepared to take the risk.” He paused, concentrating on the narrow, winding road. “Anyway, what could we say? That it was suggested he had been involved in some dubious deals a few years ago, but nothing was proved? And suppose their deal did go wrong and they were caught by the Guardia, do we want to be called as witnesses next time we come over?” 
 
    Sybil sighed. “I suppose not.” 
 
    “Then let’s forget it. The man was holding a beer mug in front of his face in the photo. Almost unrecognisable, eh?” 
 
    “Yes dear,” she grinned into the darkness. “Now you had better slow down, this is our turning coming up, by that pile of stones.” Then she added, “I tell you what, I think I might go down with a sore tummy next year when we are due to meet up with the Havers. Frankly, darling, I don’t think I like them all that much.” 
 
    “Good. Nor do I. Let’s drop round to the Parsons’ tomorrow and see if they’d like a trip down to the Quo Vadis in Alicante, before we go? Now they seem very reasonable.” He couldn’t overcome the feeling that there were an awful lot of ex-patriots who had come out here for a geographical cure for their problems. The trouble was their problems always seemed to follow them. 
 
    * 
 
    “Are you happy, dear?” Sue asked Stephanie. They were sitting on the wooden bench at the court side, having just completed a set in which Sue had walloped her daughter. 
 
    “Good heavens yes, Mum. Why do you ask?” 
 
    “I sometimes feel you have a rather lonely life.” 
 
    “Well, it might have been, a few months ago, but it is becoming less so.” 
 
    Sue cocked her head. “Really? Tell me.” 
 
    “There is a very nice crowd at work, you know. And I get asked out quite a lot.” 
 
    “What do you do about babysitters?” 
 
    “Nothing. I take Sarah with me and put her to bed in the host’s house. It’s a very easy arrangement, then I take her home fast asleep and put her into her own bed.” 
 
    “Excellent. And nobody minds?” 
 
    “No. Least of all Sarah! She thinks it all quite an adventure.” 
 
    “Ever meet any nice men?” 
 
    Stephanie laughed. “I didn’t think it would be long before you asked that. Yes. Several, and I have to admit there is one who is particularly nice. But it is very early days. We only met three weeks ago, but the vibes seem good.” 
 
    Sue grinned. “I’ll keep my fingers crossed.” It would be lovely to think of Stephanie finally settling down in a happy partnership. And wasn’t it wonderful to think that they could talk about such things so openly, now. Only a few years ago the girl would have deeply resented such an invasion of her privacy. “Let’s go and see how Uncle Bobbie is getting on helping his niece with her homework.” 
 
    * 
 
    Suzanne Martel looked down the length of her dining table with satisfaction. Although so many things had changed in the past twenty-five or so years, and not all for the better, providing one was prepared to accept the changes – veer with the tide – much could remain constant. Her family were all here, all twenty of them, and nothing made her happier. Like any normal family they did have their squabbles from time to time, but generally it could be said that they were a very contented and aimiable crowd, sitting under the eagle eye of her father Gregory Gaudion, the family patriarch. 
 
    Her mother’s brother, Uncle John, was still going strong. He had to be in his late eighties, but his dear Edna fed him so well he looked fit for at least another ten years. Then there was Dad’s late brother’s wife, Aunt Maureen, mother of the beautiful cousin Sybil who had married General Sir Gordon Banks. The latter was such a fun person, not the slightest bit pompous or stuffy, who had fitted into the family with the greatest of ease and showed Aunt Maureen so much affection. 
 
    Brother Richard was the shyest, quietest member of the family, happily married to Anne who, with her bouncy blonde curls, blue eyes and plump figure, was the reincarnation of her mother, dear Aunt Filly who had died earlier this year. Their two boys, Derek and George, now fourteen and twelve respectively, were proving to be a right couple of tearaways, but nice with it. She remembered when she was their age, away on the mainland during the war with no family, most of the time. How she had longed for a real home again, for the parents she had almost forgotten over the five years of separation. Yet it had been so hard to re-establish the parent-child relationship when she came back. Hard for both sides. As each of her children reached their tenth birthdays, she had felt deep sympathy for her own parents, waving good-bye to their then only child . . . though little had they realised that far from being for a matter of a few weeks, it was to be for five long years. Years in which she had grown up fast, to return as an independent young woman who would deeply resent interference with her decisions! 
 
    And now her own children were grown up, with families of their own. Roderick, blond hair and sharpening aquiline features like his father, her first husband, Jonathan, sitting down there next to the mouse-like Jane, who was spoon feeding young Gregory in his high chair, while attempting to fight down the nausea of her current pregnancy. Stephanie had sat herself next to Uncle John, but young Sarah was not to be separated from her idol, Uncle Bobbie. He was a handsome boy, the image of his father, Stephen, and studying architecture at university so that he might go into the family business. 
 
    Then there was her dear Debbie, the athletic, green-eyed redhead who still excelled so well on the tennis court. Despite her early misgivings, Sue had to admit that the girl’s marriage to Neal Blaydon, a much older divorcee, showed every sign of being a huge success. Sitting next to her, he was ever attentive and enormously proud of her bulge, under the tablecloth. They had recently bought Aunt Filly’s house on the Common, which was marvellous. It meant that they would be near so that she could see them and their children more frequently. 
 
    And finally, there at the opposite end of the table, was her beloved Stephen, his gentle grey eyes an everlasting source of comfort and contentment. They was an increasing amount of grey mixed with the jet black hair on his temples, but he was still gorgeously handsome. And what a wonderful husband he was: he had coaxed and soothed her through so many family crises, supported her when she was troubled and talked her out of battles and confrontations which her fiery temper had persuaded her to enjoin. 
 
    “What’s on your mind, Sue?” Stephen asked, from the far end, always sensitive to her moods. 
 
    “I was just thinking how very lucky I am to have such a wonderful family. Forgive me, everyone, for being a bit maudlin today. It is just that this particular happiness is something I missed out on so dreadfully for a long period of my life. Which makes me appreciate it so much more, now.” 
 
    Stephen thought she had never looked more beautiful, with her lovely dark hair and eyes as green as the sea had been, that day so many years ago when they had first made love. He smiled and raised his glass. “To happy, united families, my darling!” 
 
    And everyone joined in. “To happy families.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    If you enjoyed The Guernsey Saga, please share your thoughts by leaving a review on Amazon and Goodreads. 
 
    For more discounted reads and a free eBook when you join, sign up to our newsletter. 
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