


[image: img]







Sleeping Tiger


Rosamunde Pilcher


[image: image]


www.hodder.co.uk




First published in Great Britain in 1990 by Hodder and Stoughton
An Hachette UK Company


Copyright © 1967 by Rosamunde Pilcher


The right of Rosamund Pilcher to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


The characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


Epub ISBN: 9781444719390
Book ISBN: 9780340521163


Hodder and Stoughton
An Hachette UK Company
338 Euston Road
London NW1 3BH


www.hodder.co.uk




 


Also by Rosamunde Pilcher and available from Coronet:


The Shell Seekers


September


The Blue Bedroom


Flowers in the Rain


Wild Mountain Thyme


The End of Summer


Another View


The Day of the Storm


The Empty House





1



The wedding dress was creamy-white with a suggestion of pink behind it, like the inside of a shell. It was made of very stiff, thin silk, and it swept the red carpet as Selina moved forward, and when she turned, the hem stayed where it was, so that she felt as if the dress were wrapping her up in a luxurious parcel.


Miss Stebbings said, in a high ladylike voice, “Oh, yes, you couldn’t choose one prettier than that. It suits you down to the ground.” She pronounced it syuits. “Now, what about the length?”


“I don’t know – what do you think?”


“Let’s pin it a little. . . . Mrs Bellows.” Mrs Bellows moved forward from the corner where she had been standing waiting to be needed. Miss Stebbings wore draped crêpe, but Mrs Bellows was in a black nylon overall and shoes that looked suspiciously like bedroom slippers. She had a velvet pincushion held to her wrist by a piece of elastic, and knelt down and pinned up a portion of the hem. Selina watched in the mirror. She was not sure if she agreed with Miss Stebbings that the dress suited her down to the ground. It made her look much too thin (surely she had not lost yet more weight!) and the warm colour only emphasised her pallor. Her lipstick had come off and her ears were showing. She tried to shake her hair over her ears and only succeeded in dislodging the small coronet of satin which Miss Stebbings had placed on the top of her head, and when she reached up to push it straight again, she spoiled the set of the skirt, and Mrs Bellows drew her breath in through her teeth, as though some terrible catastrophe was about to take place.


“Sorry,” said Selina.


Miss Stebbings smiled quickly to show it didn’t matter, and said conversationally, “And when is the happy day?”


“We thought about a month . . . I think.”


“You won’t be having a big wedding . . .?”


“No.”


“Of course not . . . under the circumstances.”


“I don’t really want to have a proper wedding dress. But Rodney . . . Mr Ackland . . .” She hesitated again, and then said it: “My fiancé. . .” Miss Stebbings beamed with nauseous sweetness. “He thought I ought to. He said my grandmother would have wanted me to be married in white. . . .”


“Of course she would. How right he is! And I always think a very small, quiet wedding, with the bride in white, has a special charm all of its own. No bridesmaids?”


Selina shook her head.


“Charming. Just the two of you. Finished, Mrs Bellows? Now. How does that strike you? Just take a step or two.” Selina paced obediently. “That’s better. We can’t have you tripping.”


Selina wriggled slightly inside the rustling taffeta. “It seems awfully loose.”


“I think you’re getting’ thinner,” said Miss Stebbings, plucking at the material to make it fit.


“Perhaps I’ll get fat again before the wedding.”


“I doubt it. Better make a tiny alteration, just to be sure.”


Mrs Bellows hauled herself off her knees and inserted a few pins at the waistline. Selina turned and walked some more, and finally the dress was unzipped, levered delicately off, over her head, and borne away on the arm of Mrs Bellows.


“When will it be ready?” she asked, pulling her sweater over her head.


“Two weeks, I think,” said Miss Stebbings. “And you’ve decided on this little coronet?”


“Yes, I suppose so. It’s quite plain.”


“I’ll let you have it a few days before, so that you can show it to your hairdresser. It would be rather sweet to have your hair swept up, and through the coronet . . .”


Selina had an obsession about her ears, which she considered large and ugly, but she said weakly, “Yes,” and reached for her skirt.


“And you’ll see about the shoes, Miss Bruce?”


“Yes, I’ll buy some white ones. Thank you so much, Miss Stebbings.”


“Not at all.” Miss Stebbings held out the jacket of Selina’s suit and helped her into it. She noticed that Selina was wearing her grandmother’s pearls, two rows fastened with a sapphire-and-diamond clasp. She noticed, too, the engagement ring, a huge star sapphire, set alternately in pearls and diamonds. She longed to remark on it, but didn’t want to be thought inquisitive or vulgar. Instead, in a ladylike silence, she watched Selina pick up her gloves, then held aside the brocade curtain of the fitting-room, and saw her out.


“Goodbye, Miss Bruce. It really has been a pleasure.”


“Thank you. Goodbye, Miss Stebbings.”


She went downstairs in the lift, walked through various departments, and finally out of the revolving doors and into the street. After the overheated interior of the store, the March day felt nippy. Above, the sky was blue, patterned with racing white clouds, and as Selina moved to the edge of the pavement to call a taxi, the wind caught at her, blew her hair all over her face, her skirt up, dust into her eye.


“Where to?” said the driver, a young man in a sporty checked cap. He looked as though he might race greyhounds in his spare time.


“The Bradley, please.”


“Rightey ho!”


The taxi smelt of scented disinfectant with an undertone of stale cigars. Selina got the bit of dust out of her eye, and then rolled down the window. There were daffodils blowing in the park, and a girl on a brown horse, and all the trees were misted with green, the leaves as yet untouched by soot or the dirt of the city. It was not a day for London. It was a day to be in the country, to climb a hill, run down to the sea. The streets and the pavements were crowded with lunch-hour traffic, businessmen, and shopping ladies, and typists, and beatniks and Indians, and lovers, hands entwined, laughing at the wind. A woman sold violets from a barrow by the pavement, and even the old derelict who paced the gutter between a pair of sandwich boards wore a daffodil, perkily, in the lapel of his sagging overcoat.


The taxi turned into Bradley Street, and stopped in front of the hotel. The doorman came to open the door, and let Selina out. He knew her, because he had known her grandmother, old Mrs Bruce. Selina had been coming to the Bradley for lunch with her grandmother since she was quite a little girl. Now Mrs Bruce was dead and Selina arrived on her own, but the doorman still knew her, and called her by her name.


“Morning, Miss Bruce.”


“Good morning.” She opened her bag to find some change.


“It’s a lovely day.”


“Frightfully windy.” She paid the driver, and thanked him, and turned towards the door. “Has Mr Ackland come yet?”


“Yes, about five minutes ago.”


“Oh, bother, I’m late!”


“Doesn’t do any harm to keep them waiting.”


He spun the door for her, and Selina was injected into the warm, expensive interior of the hotel. There was the smell of fresh cigars, of warm delicious food, of flowers and scent. Elegant little parties of people sat about in groups, and Selina felt windblown and untidy. She was about to sidle in the direction of the Ladies’ Room, when the man who sat by himself near the bar saw her, stood up, and came over towards her. He was tall and good-looking, in his middle thirties, dressed in the businessman’s uniform of dark grey suit, lightly striped shirt, inoffensive regimental tie. His face was unlined, well-featured, his ears flat against his head, his brown hair thick and smooth, coming down, at the back, to meet the shining edge of his collar. Across his well-cut waistcoat hung a gold watch-chain, and his cuff-links and his watch were also gold. He looked what he was: well-to-do, well-groomed, well-bred, and slightly pompous.


He said, “Selina.”


Her flight to the Ladies’ abruptly halted, Selina turned and saw him.


“Oh, Rodney . . .”


She hesitated. He kissed her, and said, “You’re late.”


“I know. I’m sorry. There’s so much traffic.”


His eyes, though quite kind, conveyed that he thought she looked a mess. She was just about to say, “I must go and powder my nose,” when Rodney said, “You go and powder your nose.” This, she found maddening. She hesitated for a second, wondering whether to explain that she had been on the point of going to the Ladies’ when he had interrupted her, but it hardly seemed worth the trouble. Instead, she smiled, and Rodney smiled back, and, apparently in complete accord, they momentarily parted.


When she returned, her fawn-coloured hair straight and combed, her nose powdered, her lipstick fresh, he was sitting on a small curved satin sofa, waiting for her. In front of him was a small table on which stood his martini and the glass of pale dry sherry which he always ordered for Selina. She went to sit beside him. He said, “Darling, before we talk about anything else, I must tell you this afternoon’s off. I’ve got a client coming to see me at two, rather an important chap. You don’t mind, do you? I can make it tomorrow.”


Their plan had been to go to the new flat which Rodney had leased, and in which they intended starting their married life. It had recently been repainted and the plumbing and electrical work was completed, and now all they had to do was to measure and choose carpets, and curtains, and decide on colour schemes.


Selina told him that of course she didn’t mind. Tomorrow was as convenient as today. Secretly, she was grateful for twenty-four hours’ grace before she was compelled to make up her mind about the colour of the sitting-room carpet, and the alternative merits of chintz and velvet.


Rodney smiled again, warmed by her acquiescence. He took her hand, moved the engagement ring a little so that the sapphire lay dead centre on her narrow finger, and said:


“And what have you been doing this morning?”


To such a straightforward question Selina had an essentially romantic answer.


“I’ve been buying my wedding dress.”


“Darling!” He was delighted. “Where did you go?”


She told him. “It sounds very unimaginative, I know, but Miss Stebbings – she’s in charge of the model gown department and my grandmother always went there, and I thought I’d rather go to someone I knew. Otherwise I’d probably make the most frightful bloomer and buy something desperate.”


“Now why should you do that?”


“Oh, you know how feeble I am with shops; they make me buy anything.”


“What’s the dress like?”


“Well, it’s white, sort of pinky-creamy white. I can’t describe it. . . .”


“Long sleeves?”


“Oh, yes.”


“And is it short or long?”


Short or long! Selina turned to stare at Rodney. “Short or long? But it’s long, of course! Oh, Rodney, do you think I should have got a short one? I never thought of buying a short wedding dress. I didn’t even know you could get them.”


“Darling, don’t look so worried.”


“Perhaps I should have got a short one. As it’s going to be such a quiet wedding, a long one’s going to look ridiculous, isn’t it?”


“You could change it.”


“No, I can’t. It’s being altered.”


“Well then . . .” Rodney was soothing. “In that case it doesn’t matter.”


“You don’t think I’ll look a fool?”


“Of course not.”


“It’s very pretty. Really.”


“I’m sure it is. And now I have news for you. I spoke to Mr Arthurstone, and he has agreed to give you away.”


“Oh!”


Mr Arthurstone was Rodney’s senior partner, an elderly bachelor, very set in his ways. He suffered from arthritis in his knees, and the thought of coming up the aisle – supporting, rather than being supported by, Mr Arthurstone – was daunting.


Rodney went on, with raised brows, “Darling, sound a little more pleased than that.”


“Oh, I am. It’s so nice of him to say he’ll do it. But, really, does anybody have to give me away? Can’t we just go to the church together, and you and I walk up the aisle and then get married?”


“That really wouldn’t do at all.”


“But I hardly know Mr Arthurstone.”


“Of course you know him. He’s looked after your grandmother’s business affairs for years.”


“But that isn’t the same as knowing him.”


“You only have to walk up the aisle with him. Somebody has to give you away.”


“I don’t see why,”


“Darling, this is the way things are conducted. And there is no one else. You know that.”


And of course, Selina did know that. No father, no grandfather, no uncle, no brother. Nobody. Only Mr Arthurstone.


She sighed deeply.


“I suppose so.”


Rodney patted her hand again.


“That’s my girl! Now, I’ve got a surprise for you. A present.”


“A present?” She was intrigued. Was it possible that Rodney, too, had been affected by the springlike gaiety of this bright March day? Had he, while walking to the Bradley for his lunch date with Selina, been induced into some charming boutique, bought her some useless frivolity to bring a little romance into her day? “Have you, Rodney? Where is it?”


(In his pocket? Expensive presents come in small parcels.)


Rodney reached behind him and produced a package wrapped in stationer’s paper and string, which obviously contained a book.


“Here,” he said.


Selina tried not to let her disappointment show on her face. It was a book. She hoped that it was a funny one.


“Oh, a book!”


It felt heavy, and hope that it might make her laugh died. It would be an instructive, thought-provoking volume, touching intelligently on various social problems of the day. Or maybe a travel book, with eye-witness accounts of the garish customs of some Central African tribe. Rodney was a great one for improving Selina’s mind, and it distressed him deeply that she showed such a marked partiality to magazines, paperbacks and detective stories.


It was the same in other fields of culture. Selina loved the theatre, but could not enjoy a four-hour endurance test about two people living in dustbins. Likewise she was devoted to ballet, but preferred her ballerinas to wear tutus, and waltz to Tchaikovsky, and her musical appreciation did not include solo violin concerts which invariably left her teeth feeling as though she had lately bitten on a sloe.


“Yes,” said Rodney, “I’ve read it myself, but I was so impressed by it that I bought you a copy of your own.”


“How very kind.” She weighed the parcel up. “What’s it about?”


“It’s about an island in the Mediterranean.”


“That sounds nice.”


“It’s a sort of autobiography, I suppose. This chap went to live there about six or seven years ago. Converted a house, became very much involved with the local people. His comments on the Spanish way of life struck me as being very balanced, very sane. You’ll enjoy it, Selina.”


Selina said, “Yes, I’m sure I shall,” and laid the parcel down on the sofa beside her. “Thank you very much, Rodney, for buying it for me.”


After lunch, they said goodbye on the pavement, standing facing each other, Rodney with his bowler tipped forward over his nose, and Selina carrying the new parcel and with her hair blowing over her face.


He said, “What are you going to do with yourself this afternoon?”


“Oh, I don’t know.”


“Why not toddle along to Woollands and try to make up your mind about those curtains? If you could get hold of some patterns, we could take them along to the flat when we go tomorrow afternoon.”


“Yes.” It seemed a sound idea. “That’s a good idea.”


He smiled at her encouragingly. Selina smiled back. He said, “Well, goodbye then.” He did not kiss her in the street.


“Goodbye, Rodney. Thank you for lunch. And the present,” she remembered to add.


He made a small gesture with his hand, indicating that neither the lunch nor the present were of any account. Then, with a final smile, he turned and walked away from her, using his umbrella like a walking-stick, and edging swiftly and in a practised fashion between the crowds on the pavement. She waited, half-expecting him to turn for a final wave, but he did not.


Selina, alone, sighed. The day was warmer than ever. All the clouds had been blown away, and she could not bear the thought of sitting in a stuffy shop trying to choose patterns for sitting-room curtains. She walked aimlessly down into Piccadilly, crossed the road, at peril of her life, and turned into the park. The trees were at their prettiest, and grass beginning to be new and green, not brown and dingy with winter any longer. When she walked on the grass it smelt bruised and fresh, like a summer lawn. There were spreading carpets of yellow and purple crocuses, and chairs, in pairs, under the trees.


She went and sat in one of the chairs, leaned back with her legs sprawled and her face turned up to the sun. Soon her skin began to prickle with its warmth. She sat up, and shucked off the jacket of her suit and pushed up the sleeves of her sweater, and thought, I can just as easily go to Woollands tomorrow morning.


A child passed, on a tricycle, with her father walking behind, and a little dog. The child had on red tights and a blue dress and a black band on her hair. The father was quite young, in a polo-necked sweater and a tweed jacket. When the child stopped her tricycle and went over the grass to smell the crocuses he made no attempt to stop her, but watched, holding the tricycle so that it wouldn’t roll away, smiling as the little girl bent over, revealing a charming expanse of red tights. The little girl said, “They haven’t got a smell.”


“I could have told you that,” said her father.


“Why haven’t they got a smell?”


“I haven’t any idea.”


“I thought all flowers had a smell.”


“Most of them do. Come along now.”


“Can I pick them?”


“I shouldn’t.”


“Why not?”


“The park men don’t like it.”


“Why not?”


“It’s a rule.”


“Why?”


“Well, other people like to look at them. Come along now.”


The little girl came, clambered back on to her trike and pedalled off down the path, her father behind her.


Selina watched this small scene, torn between pleasure and wistfulness. All her life she had listened in on the lives and conversations of other families, other children, other parents. Their attitudes towards each other caused her endless speculation. As a child, taken to the park by Agnes, her Nanny, she had always hung shyly about at the edge of other people’s games, longing to be invited to join in, but too timid to ask. It was not very often that she was invited. Her clothes were always too tidy, and Agnes, sitting knitting on a nearby bench, could look very forbidding. If she thought there was a danger of Selina becoming embroiled with a set of children whom old Mrs Bruce would obviously consider “unsuitable,” then Agnes would roll up her ball of wool, spear it with needles, and announce that it was time to walk back to Queen’s Gate.


Here, they were a household of women – a small feminine world, ruled by Mrs Bruce. Agnes, who had once been her maid, and Mrs Hopkins, the cook, and Selina, were all her obedient subjects, and a man, unless it was Mr Arthurstone, Grandmother’s lawyer, or, in more recent years, Rodney Ackland, representing Mr Arthurstone, had scarcely ever entered the house. When one did – to mend a pipe, do a bit of painting, or read the meter – Selina was invariably found in his company, asking questions. Was he married? Did he have children? What were the children called? Where did they go for their holidays? It was one of the few things that made Agnes cross.


“What on earth would your grandmother say if she could hear you at it – keeping the man from his work?”


“I wasn’t.” On occasions Selina could be stubborn.


“What do you want to talk to him for?”


She could not answer because she did not understand why it was so important. But nobody would talk about her father. His name was never mentioned. Selina did not even know what he had been called, for Mrs Bruce was her mother’s mother and Selina had taken her name.


Once, indignant on some score, she had asked outright, “I want to know where my father is. Why haven’t I got one? Everybody else has.”


She had been told, coldly, but quite kindly, that he was dead.


Selina was taken regularly to Sunday school. “Do you mean he’s gone to heaven?”


Mrs Bruce had tugged at a tiresome knot in her tapestry wool. The idea of That Man consorting with the angels she found hard to swallow, but her religious discipline was strong and it would be wrong to disillusion the child.


“Yes,” she said.


“What happened to him?”


“He was killed in the war.”


“How killed? How was he killed?” (She could imagine nothing more horrifying than being run over by a bus.)


“We never knew, Selina. We really can’t tell you. Now –” Mrs Bruce glanced at her watch with an air that indicated the conversation was closed. “Go and tell Agnes it’s time for your walk.”


Agnes, when tackled, proved a little more forthcoming.


“Agnes, my father’s dead.”


“Yes,” said Agnes. “I know.”


“How long has he been dead?”


“Since the war. Since nineteen forty-five.”


“Did he ever see me?”


“No. He died before you were born.”


This was discouraging.


“Did you ever see him, Agnes?”


“Yes,” said Agnes reluctantly. “When your mother was engaged to him.”


“What was his name, Agnes?”


“Now that, I cannot tell you. I promised your grandmother. She doesn’t want you to know.”


“Well, was he nice? Was he good-looking? What colour was his hair? How old was he? Did you like him?”


Agnes, who was also highly-principled, answered the one question that she could answer truthfully.


“He was very good-looking. Now, I think that’s enough. Hurry along, Selina, and don’t drag your feet; you’ll scuff the toes of your new shoes.”


“I’d like to have a father,” said Selina, and later that afternoon spent half an hour or more standing watching a father and son sail their model yacht on the Round Pond, edging nearer and nearer all the time in the hope of listening in to their conversation.


She found the photograph when she was fifteen. It was a depressing, wet London Wednesday. There was nothing to do. Agnes had her day off, Mrs Hopkins was sitting with her arthritic legs on a footstool, immersed in the People’s Friend. Grandmother had a bridge party. Muted voices and the smell of expensive cigarettes stole from behind the closed drawing-room doors. Nothing to do! Selina, prowling restlessly, came into the spare bedroom, looked at the view from the window, made a few film-star faces into the triple mirror, and was just on the way out when she noticed the books in the small cupboard between the two beds. It occurred to her that she might perhaps find a book she had never read, and with this idea in mind she went to kneel between the beds and run her forefinger along the titles.


It stayed still at Rebecca. A yellow-jacketed war-time edition. She took it out and opened it, and a photograph fell from the closely-printed pages. A photograph of a man. Selina picked it up. A man in uniform. Very dark-haired, with a cleft in his chin, his eyebrows irregular, his black eyes glinting with laughter although his face was set in suitable solemn lines. He was a soldier, tailored and well-buttoned, with a glimpse of gleaming Sam Browne across one shoulder.


There was the beginning of a wonderful suspicion. Somewhere, behind the dark amused face, was a suggestion of Selina’s own. She took the photograph to the mirror, trying to find resemblances in the planes of her face, the way her hair grew, the squared-off corners of her chin. There wasn’t much to go on. He was very handsome, and Selina was plain. His ears lay neatly against his head, and Selina’s stuck out like jug-handles.


She turned the photograph over. On the back was written:


Harriet, darling,
from G.


and a couple of crosses for kisses.


Harriet had been her mother’s name, and Selina knew then that the photograph was of her father.


She never told anybody about it. She slid Rebecca back into the shelf, and took the photograph into her room. After that, she carried it everywhere with her, wrapped in thin paper to keep it clean and crisp. She felt now that she had, at least, a root, however, tenuous, but it still didn’t fill her need, and she still watched other families, and still listened in to other people’s conversations . . .


A child’s voice penetrated her thoughts. Selina had been dreaming in the sun. Now, awakened, she was aware of the endless roar of Piccadilly traffic, car horns, and the high-pitched chatter of a baby girl, sitting in a pushchair. The other little girl on the tricycle and her father had long since disappeared. Other groups had taken their place, and a loving couple lay, entwined with complete abandon, only a few yards from where Selina sat.


The wooden chair had grown uncomfortable. Selina shifted her position slightly, and the parcel that Rodney had given her slid off her lap and fell on to the grass. Stooping, she picked it up, and aimlessly, without a thought, began to undo it. The dust-jacket of the book was in glossy-white with the lettering in red:


FIESTA AT CALA FUERTE
by George Dyer


Selina turned down the corners of her mouth. The book seemed very heavy. She riffled its pages and then closed it, as though she had already finished reading it, with the back of the book lying upwards on her knee.


The face leapt at her, as a name does, suddenly out of a column of newspaper print. It was a casual photograph, blown up to fill the space on the back of the jacket. George Dyer. He wore a white open-necked shirt, and his skin, in contrast, was dark as leather. His face was seamed with lines, they splayed from the corners of his eyes, drew deep channels from nose to mouth, furrowed his brow.


But still, it was the same face. He hadn’t changed so much. The cleft was there in the chin. The neat ears, the light in his eye, as though he and the photographer were sharing some outrageous joke.


George Dyer. The author. The man lived on an island in the Mediterranean and wrote about the inhabitants with such balance and sanity. That was his name. George Dyer. Selina picked up her bag, took out the photograph of her father, and, with hands that trembled, held the two photographs alongside each other.


George Dyer. And he had published a book. And he was alive.
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She took a taxi back to Queen’s Gate, ran up the stairs, burst into the flat and called for Agnes.


“I’m here, in the kitchen,” Agnes replied.


She was making tea. As Selina appeared in the open kitchen door, Agnes, spooning tea into the pot, looked up. She was a small, ageless person, her slightly sour expression a defence against the tragedies of life, for she had the kindest heart in the world, and she could scarcely bear to hear of hardship or sadness which she was unable to relieve. “Those poor Algerians,” she would say, putting on a hat in order to go out and buy a postal order, probably for more than she could afford, and during the Freedom from Hunger campaign she had done without lunch for seven days on end, and suffered cruelly from the resultant tiredness and indigestion.


The lease of the Queen’s Gate flat had already been sold, and when Rodney and Selina were married and moved into their new house, Agnes was going with them. It had taken some time to make her agree to this. Surely Selina wouldn’t want old Agnes under her feet . . . she would want a fresh start on her own. Selina had managed to assure Agnes that nothing was further from her mind. Well, Mr Ackland, then, Agnes argued; heavens, it would be like having his mother-in-law come to live! Rodney, primed by Selina, talked Agnes out of this one. Then she said she didn’t like the idea of moving, she was too old to move, so they took her to see the new flat, and she was charmed, as they had known she would be, by the brightness and convenience of it all, the American kitchen filled with sunlight, and the small sitting-room which would be Agnes’s own, with a view of the park, and her own telly. After all, she told herself stoutly, she was going with them to help. She was going to work. And, in time, no doubt she would become a Nanny again, with a new nursery to rule, and another generation of babies, an idea that stirred anew all her latent mothering instincts.


Now she said, “You’re back early. I thought you were going to go and measure the floors.” Selina stood in the door, pink-cheeked from running upstairs, and her blue eyes bright as glass. Agnes frowned. “Is anything wrong, dear?”


Selina stepped forward and laid a book on the scrubbed table between them. She said, looking Agnes straight in the eye, “Have you ever seen that man before?”


Agnes, alarmed, let her gaze slowly drop to the book on the table. Her reaction was more than satisfactory. She gave a small gasp, dropped the caddy spoon, and sat down suddenly on a blue-painted chair. Selina half-expected her to place a hand over her heart. She leaned forward across the table. “Have you, Agnes?”
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