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Foreword

The Reckoning is a sequel to The Reunion in so far as its main characters, Mark and Clare, are its hero and heroine, and their friends, Lee and Shane, again play a part in their lives. This story, however, begins five years after Mark and Clare are married, and the reader who is not aware of the events leading up to the start of this book will be glad to know it is complete in itself and needs no further introduction.


Chapter One

1953

‘Every time I see you, you seem to have grown prettier, Lee!’ Clare said with sincerity as she looked at her friend’s face. At thirty Lee looked younger and certainly a good deal happier than she had at twenty-five.

‘A good deal plumper, too!’ Lee replied with a smile lighting her dark brown eyes. ‘Shane wants me to go on a diet!’

‘What nonsense, Lee! Don’t take any notice of that handsome husband of yours. You’re just right now.’

‘I’m getting matronly!’ Lee argued. But her voice held no regrets, and Clare, better than most, could understand why. Beside them on a rug, cooing happily to himself, lay Lee’s youngest child, six-month-old Timothy. From somewhere beyond the rose garden came the shrill voices of her other two children, Sheila, four, and three-year-old Mark.

‘You must be so proud of yourself, Lee!’ Clare said involuntarily, her eyes on the baby’s plump little suntanned body.

‘Well, give Shane his share of the congratulations!’ Lee laughed, but for once the laughter did not reach her eyes. There had been an unconscious note of envy in Clare’s voice, and although she had never spoken on the subject of her own childlessness, Lee had guessed that Clare had been wanting a baby herself for some time.

It must be nearly five years since Clare and Mark were married, Lee contemplated. Her own marriage to Shane had been but a few months before theirs. How quickly time passed! Five years since Sally, her sister-in-law, had departed to America with her young husband, Lyndon. And now Sally, too, was a mother. It was difficult to imagine Shane’s spoilt, wilful and very attractive twin sister as the mother of twin boys! But then life – or was it love? – could change people so easily. Sally, whom none of them had believed capable of making and keeping intact a happy marriage, was, judging by her radiant letters, still as devoted to Lyndon as Lee herself was to Shane.

I’ve changed, too! Lee told herself. She had been so restless and ‘taut’ before she had met and married Shane. An unhappy love affair had twisted her emotions and she had believed her life ruined. Now here she was, as contented and happy as any woman in the world could be. Of course, she had everything in the world to make her happy. Shane … dear Shane! … was as adoring and attentive as ever. He had given up his boyhood passion for painting and had gone into his father’s film business on the management side. Now he was almost as wealthy as her father-in-law, and their beautiful country house lacked nothing she could want.

All she had to do was to manage the large staff who ran the house and supervise Eilie, the young Finnish girl who helped her with the children. Gardener, chauffeur, cook and maids she was willing to employ, but the children she preferred to take care of herself. There would be no Nanny to keep them out of her way. They were her joy, her most lasting and worthwhile occupation, and if she had to leave them to play her part in the social whirl that Shane’s work imposed on them, there was Eilie to take over temporarily.

But Clare … Clare had so little by comparison. Mark was still struggling to make a decent living as an architect. Shane had put as much work Mark’s way as he could, but somehow the Big Money did not seem to come the way of architects these days. It seemed unfair when one stopped to consider how hard Mark worked, how many hours every day compared with Shane’s casual visits to his office or the studios, his semi-business, semi-pleasure trips to America, his long and prolonged holidays.

Not that Clare ever complained about their comparative poverty, Lee reminded herself. It was doubtful if Clare ever did compare their lives in that respect. She was far too deeply in love with Mark to think how different her life might have been had she married a wealthy man like Shane! But then Clare had had to fight for Mark, who was once engaged to the irresponsible Sally, and had loved him for a long while before Mark had woken up to the fact that he loved her! Dear Mark … so simple and kind and good. No wonder Clare loved him. She herself had come to love him too, as a friend. It seemed awful that so perfect a marriage should have any flaws, yet there it was, that note of longing in Clare’s voice.

‘Doesn’t Mark want a family, Clare?’ she asked impulsively.

The younger girl’s face was suffused with sudden colour, which receded quickly, leaving her paler than seemed usual, for the very darkness of her hair gave her skin a creamy look even when she was tanned.

‘Yes! We have both wanted a baby for ages. We just don’t seem to be getting very far very quickly!’ Clare said, her blue eyes not meeting Lee’s compassionate look.

‘I’m sorry, Clare, I never realised before. How selfish of me, so wrapped up in my own happiness that I’ve never noticed you haven’t been so lucky. I’m ashamed to think of it, especially when you have taken so much time and trouble with my kids.’

Clare looked up from the baby, her face now radiant.

‘Oh, but I love them dearly, Lee, you know I do. After all, Sheila’s my godchild, and Mark is Mark’s! And who could help loving Timmy? It’s you who have been so wonderful, letting me see so much of them.’

‘Clare, that makes me feel worse than ever. Surely it’s only human nature that you should … well, resent my good fortune? Haven’t you sometimes hated me for having so easily what you’re having to struggle for?’

A smile touched Clare’s blue eyes.

‘But of course not, Lee. I think I was as thrilled as you were when Puss came along. Funny how that nickname Shane gave Sheila has stuck! Then when Mark was on the way, those two months when Puss came to stay with us were the happiest …’

Her voice trailed away as if she feared that what she had been about to say was in some way disloyal to Mark. Yet it was true. Much as she loved Mark, and no matter how wonderfully and perfectly they were suited to each other, it had always seemed to her as if something vital were missing. Even on their honeymoon, that wildly ecstatic week in Scotland following their wedding, they had spoken about the children they would have. Now, four years later, there was still no sign of a baby, and she was getting desperate! Mark, who had been so sympathetic and understanding about her impatience at first, seemed to have lost interest in the subject. Once she had flown into a temper and accused him of not caring any longer about their family. He had given her a long, strange look, and then in his quiet voice had said, ‘I thought it might only make you worse, Clare, if I added my worries on the subject to yours.’

Make me worse! Clare thought bitterly. And yet it was true. In four years she had become neurotic, bad tempered, prone to bouts of hysterical weeping and nagging at Mark that would have driven any other husband away by now. Dear, patient, kind Mark. He so seldom alluded to her changed temperament, and yet he must wonder sometimes how he had ever fallen in love with her.

Suddenly, in the middle of this hot sunshiny August afternoon, she found herself telling Lee, not just the superficial facts, but the most intimate details of her life … her heart. Lee, who had always been so mature, so understanding even as a girl, so good a friend, would give her wise counsel, or at worst would understand.

‘This obsession of mine is ruining my life,’ Clare heard herself saying desperately. ‘It has become an obsession … this wish to have a baby. At first it didn’t seem to matter so much. One often heard of people waiting a few months before they knew a baby was on the way. But then it became a year and still nothing. I found myself reading books, articles, all kinds of literature on the subject. I don’t think Mark realised it at first, but I began to take control of the physical side of our marriage. An article would say that too much love-making sometimes prevented a woman from becoming pregnant. So I would tell Mark I was too tired. Then I’d read a book that said it was all a question of cycles … if you hit the right day then you would be bound to become pregnant. So I tried to lure Mark to bed early every night! I know it sounds quite funny when I talk about it this way, but it wasn’t funny. Naturally, Mark didn’t know what I was up to, and then, if he didn’t comply, I’d get upset and he couldn’t see why. That would irritate me and I’d take it out on him. Sometimes I’ve wished he would turn round and beat me!’

Lee looked at her friend with sympathy as well as humour. It couldn’t be too bad if Clare could still smile at herself.

‘My dear, why didn’t you tell Mark what you were up to?’ she said sensibly.

‘I did, eventually!’ Clare cried. ‘For a while we seemed to be working together again … but then even that began to go wrong. We both knew that our love-making had ceased to be a natural expression of our love for each other. It had resolved into a clinical purpose, a means to an end. Then one night Mark moved into the spare room and locked himself in. I was nearly frantic. He just refused to answer me when I called out to him. When he did unlock the door, he was furiously angry with me … I think because he felt he had failed me in some way when it was really I who was failing him. He said he couldn’t go on like that any more … that we must either go back to our old way of life or he’d end up in a mental home.’

‘Oh, Clare, it doesn’t sound a bit like you … or Mark!’

‘That’s just it, Lee. It’s not like me … or Mark. It’s my fault that Mark has grown so reserved and silent and depressed because I’ve let him know how much having a baby means to me. He thinks he’s failed to make me happy. If only I’d never told him!’

‘But, Clare, you must have seen a doctor? Hasn’t he advised you?’

‘Naturally I told my doctor, but that was only a few months after we were married. He said it was far too early to bother about examinations and things yet and to wait a few months longer. Then all this trouble between Mark and me started, and after that row over the locked door we agreed to forget about the baby and just start loving each other again. Believe me, Lee, I was so horrified by Mark’s face that night that I really meant what I promised. Nothing mattered but Mark … and for a week or two our life was wonderful. Then, when I discovered at the end of the month that I’d failed again, all the old restlessness and longing came back to me. I tried to put the thought out of my mind but I couldn’t, and I was scared to let Mark know what I was feeling. Somehow or other he guessed. I think between people who have been so deeply and closely in love as we have, the one can always sense it if the other is keeping something from them. I felt I couldn’t force the issue of seeing doctors and examinations at that stage. Then you wrote and asked me if I’d like to have Puss for a few weeks while Mark was born and I forgot my own baby. Having Puss practically saved our marriage.’

‘Clare!’ Lee said, shocked that Clare could talk in such a way about a marriage all of their friends as well as herself had believed to be idyllic. In fact, only recently Shane had said, ‘Those two are so taken up with each other, I suppose they don’t need kids!’ and she hadn’t known whether it was a purely objective remark or a suggestion that they themselves needed a family to keep them together. Shane, of course, had guessed her unspoken thoughts and teased her in his boyish way. ‘Now you’ve given me the brats, you can push off, old girl. Don’t need you any longer!’ Dear Shane! He was really so dependent on her … always asking her opinion, her advice, coming to her with his troubles and worries. He was more like an older son than a husband … and perhaps that was why she loved him so dearly. The maternal strain in her had appeared late, but was none the less strong. And what a strong emotion it was! Look how it had affected poor Clare, seemingly the most placid and gentle of the three girls who had been at school together so many years ago!

‘Mark was happier too … because he knew I was happy again,’ Clare went on thoughtfully. ‘Puss kept me pretty busy and when Mark came home there was always something to talk about that wasn’t remotely connected with our baby. Somehow or other we’d grown pretty silent. Mark would tell me about his work, of course, but that didn’t take all evening and I had nothing to tell him. With Puss there, we could talk all night … and she was such an enchanting little girl. When she came home to you, I felt as if I’d lost my own child, I’d grown so fond of her. Does that sound crazy?’

Lee shook her head.

‘I can understand, Clare. Of course, Shane and I have a much larger circle of friends than you and Mark have. Shane’s job demands that we entertain a lot and are entertained. So time would not have hung quite so heavily on my hands as it must do on yours.’

‘I’d always been so busy at home,’ Clare agreed. ‘If you remember, Mother and I were running the house for Douglas, who was only sixteen then, and my sister and brother-in-law and their two children. I seldom had five minutes to myself. Keeping house for Mark, who is a very tidy person by nature, has left me too much time on my hands.’

‘Couldn’t you get a job, Clare?’ Lee asked.

‘I did suggest it once to Mark, but he didn’t like the idea. I think he felt it reflected on him in some funny way. With you and Sally being married to such rich men, it looked as if I was dissatisfied with his income. Naturally, I told him the real reason, but he wasn’t convinced and so I dropped the idea. Anyway, there isn’t much I can do, you know … unless I became a mother’s help or something like that. I’m not talented as you are, Lee.’

‘Talented!’ Lee laughed. ‘Those artistic efforts of mine are part of my past. I haven’t touched a paint brush in years. Still, those book jackets weren’t bad when I think about it … even if I do say so myself!’

‘They were very good, Lee, and if I remember rightly you earned your own living quite satisfactorily as a freelance. I wish I could do some creative work. I’d try and train to be a writer … or at least take a secretarial course, but it seems such a waste of money if I do succeed in starting a baby soon. If only I knew, Lee. That’s what is so unsettling about this whole business … not knowing when.’

‘But surely your doctor can give you some ideas. He must know if anything is actually wrong. Sometimes a minor operation can correct a slight fault and then you’d find yourself pregnant next day!’

‘But that’s half the trouble,’ Clare said miserably. ‘My GP can’t find anything wrong with me. He examined me a fortnight ago and he says he can see no reason why I shouldn’t conceive. He wants to see Mark now, but I dread asking Mark to go. Besides, the doctor said it could all be due to my state of mind. He said that the more you want a baby the less likely you are to have one … and vice versa! And I must try and stop thinking about it. As if I can! Meanwhile, he has given me some pills to take but they don’t seem to have made much difference.’ Her voice broke a little on her next words. ‘Oh, Lee,’ she said, ‘I wish I could stop wanting a baby. It’s coming between Mark and me and is ruining our lives … our love for each other. We’re almost strangers. If only he could understand what this means to me!’

‘Now don’t upset yourself about it, Clare. It’s probably a good thing you have confided in me. You’ve bottled it up too long. You must keep a sense of perspective. You know, I’m sure Mark does understand … as far as any man can understand the maternal urge. Most of them don’t seem to develop any paternal emotions until the child is there. And Mark is a young man still … thirty-three? He probably thinks there’s lots of time, and of course there is.’

‘But I don’t want to be old when I have my first baby,’ Clare whispered. ‘I’m thirty, Lee, and I’d like to be young with my children … as you are.’

‘I’m sure you’ll have a baby soon, Clare. If nothing is wrong with you, then it’s bound to happen sooner or later. There’s Sheila and Mark coming across the lawn to us now. We’ll talk some more later when they are in bed.’

‘This must be very boring for you, Lee. Forgive me for blurting out my troubles like that.’

Lee put her arm on Clare’s and said warmly:

‘How could I be bored with anything that happens to you, Clare? Your life and Sally’s are bound up with mine and I take as great an interest in your happiness as I do in my own. If it wasn’t for you and Sally, I might never have married Shane.’

‘Nor I Mark!’ Clare agreed, remembering how the three of them had kept a schoolgirl tryst to meet ten years later; how, at twenty-five, they had kept that promise and she herself had fallen in love with Mark, who was then Sally’s fiancé, and Lee had fallen in love with Sally’s twin brother Shane, and Shane, unbelievable as it seemed now, had imagined himself in love with her.

‘Hullo, darlings!’ Clare heard Lee’s voice as she welcomed her two elder children.

‘We’re not darlings,’ Mark said gravely. ‘Puss is Dick Barton and I’m Tex Ritter. We’ve shot a man dead.’

‘He was the wicked one!’ the little girl explained. ‘Aunty Clare, will you come and play with us? We’re tired of being cowboys. I want to play mothers and fathers, but Mark won’t play it.’

‘But it’s teatime!’ Lee broke in, smiling. ‘Here comes Eilie to tell us. I rather think there are meringues for tea, too!’

‘Golly! Race you indoors!’ Puss cried, and with Mark’s fat little legs chasing her longer, slender ones, they dashed off towards the young Finnish girl, games forgotten in the happy anticipation of meringues for tea.

‘Time you had your fruit juice, young man!’ Lee said, as she bent down to gather up her chubby little baby. ‘And you’re wet again, I’ll bet. Honestly, Clare, they aren’t all fun, you know!’

But her eyes told Clare she had no regrets, just as her tone of voice belied her words.

‘I shan’t be able to stay till bedtime this afternoon,’ Clare told Lee regretfully. ‘Mark is calling for me on his way back from Arundel. He should be here in an hour.’

‘I’ll be glad to see him. He always seems so busy these days,’ Lee said as they walked towards the house. Privately, she decided to have a word with Mark alone. Naturally she could not discuss such a personal matter with him as their inability to produce a baby, but she could talk to him about Clare’s health; suggest that he took her out a bit more … indicate tactfully that Clare had too much time to sit and brood.

Happily for Lee’s intentions, Clare was somewhere in the garden playing with the children when Mark was shown on to the terrace. As he sat down beside her, Lee found herself noticing for the first time how tired and depressed he looked … how much older. There were lines beneath the handsome, deep-set brown eyes, a greyness beneath his summer tan.

‘You don’t look very well, Mark,’ she said involuntarily. ‘Working too hard?’

His face lost its seriousness and he grinned down at her.

‘Probably! But thank goodness I am pretty busy. This easing up on private building licences has brought a lot more work my way. You look radiant as usual, Lee.’

‘Oh, I’m very fit!’ Lee agreed. ‘But I’m worried about Clare, Mark. She’s losing pounds in weight. You two need a good holiday by the sea or something of the kind.’

A veil seemed to fall over Mark’s face, and Lee, unusually keyed up for emotional impressions, felt as if he had withdrawn his friendliness from her. He said:

‘Clare didn’t seem very keen on the idea. I think she’d prefer to go to Scotland, to her home, but it’s not really worth while going so far for so short a while. I could only get away for a week.’

He means that they couldn’t afford it, Lee thought, wishing that, with all her money, she could give them some. But neither Clare nor Mark would ever forgive her if she made such a suggestion. The most she could do was to make them handsome presents when they were setting up house in the little white cottage in the village; and occasionally offer Clare her very expensive clothes which she would swear vehemently she had worn till she was tired of them when they were practically as yet unworn! But then Clare, in reply, was always bringing toys for the children that must have cost her far more than she could afford. ‘You do so much for me, Lee. Let me bring the children things if I wish.’

‘Why not have a holiday at home?’ Lee asked, and could have bitten out her tongue, for Mark’s ‘No!’ was abrupt to the point of rudeness. After a moment’s embarrassed silence, he said, more gently: ‘It wouldn’t be a very good idea, Lee. I think you were right when you said we need a change.’

He’s afraid of being alone too much with Clare, Lee surmised without much difficulty. So Clare hadn’t minimised the difficult state their marriage had arrived at. It wasn’t that they loved one another any less but that somehow or other they had grown afraid of each other, or afraid, perhaps, of themselves. If there were only something she could do to bring the two of them together again; to help them back to that wonderful happiness they had had in each other! She could remember watching them dancing together a few weeks after they were married, in this very house; remember thinking to herself that the love between these two friends of hers was of the kind so rarely granted to two human beings … a perfect and complete marriage of the heart, mind and soul. She had known deep down inside that she would never have quite this same relationship with Shane. He was emotionally younger than she was, and their relationship was different. She had envied Clare, and now her own seemed the idyllic marriage, and Clare’s as if it were on the road to failure.

A dance! Lee thought. Perhaps if she could recreate that evening …

‘I’m giving a dance next week, Mark … a rather gala affair. I hope very much that you and Clare will come. I know you don’t keep late hours in the week when you have to be up so early, but this is on Saturday. You will come, won’t you?’

Mark raised his eyebrows.

‘I don’t suppose we’ve anything else on, Lee. But knowing your fabulous parties, I rather doubt if we can come suitably attired. My d.j. is about fifty years old!’

Lee laughed.

‘Then hire one from Moss Bros. All the best people do these days. And as a matter of fact, I’ve been meaning to give Clare a dress that she could wear for just such an occasion. I bought it last month and can’t bring myself to wear it. I think I must have imagined myself a slim young girl instead of a matronly old woman. It makes me look enormous. It should just fit Clare.’

‘Lee, it’s most awfully kind of you, but you’re always giving Clare clothes which must have cost a fortune.’

‘So what?’ Lee grinned back at him. ‘I have to spend a fortune on clothes or else Shane thinks I’m letting him down in his exalted position. I’m not supposed to wear the same “creation” twice in front of his film buddies in case they recognise it and think we’re slipping. Thank goodness Clare isn’t too proud to take my cast-offs.’

‘You make them sound nondescript when they are really so beautiful,’ Mark said warmly. ‘It’s very good of you, Lee.’

‘Then you’ll come, Mark? I’d like to count on you. Shane always appreciates your help at the bar.’

‘A job I always enjoy!’ Mark said. ‘We’ll come, Lee, and many thanks for asking us. You and Shane constitute the glamour in our lives, you know.’

‘We’d rather be just plain friends,’ Lee said with an underlying note of seriousness. ‘The sort of dull, homely friends that people go to when they are in a mess. I hope we don’t seem too unapproachable because we live in style! After all, I used to live in a garret, remember?’

‘The studio! Yes, I remember. How long ago that seems!’

Mark lit a cigarette and stared thoughtfully at the smoke.

‘Yet it’s only five years!’ Lee reminded him. ‘Remember when you and Clare used to meet there? How unhappy and how happy we were. I shed many silent tears over Shane in that flat!’

Mark was silent and Lee guessed that he, too, was remembering.

‘I wish …’ he began, when the sound of Clare’s laughter reached them across the lawn. He looked up and for a moment his eyes were bright and young again. He half rose in his chair and then, as he caught sight of the two young children, each clinging to one of Clare’s hands, he sat back again and his face clouded.

He knows Clare’s laughter is for them not for him, Lee thought intuitively. Poor Mark! Poor Clare!

‘Clare, Mark’s come to fetch you,’ she called, unable to bear Mark’s bitter expression. ‘Come along, darlings. It’s almost bedtime!’

They came towards her across the lawn. Clare with her face flushed, her eyes bright, the children talking excitedly. They were always so good … so happy with Clare. She had a way with children. If only …

‘Now I’m starting,’ Lee reproved herself.

‘I’m glad Clare has you for a friend, Lee. She’s happy here,’ Mark said quietly.

‘I’m glad she has you for a husband, Mark. You know, she loves you very much.’

It was a strange thing to say in the middle of the late afternoon, but after one quick, penetrating glance at her face, Mark replied:

‘I love her, too, Lee. That’s the pity of it!’

Lee had to be content with his enigmatic reply.
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