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Chapter One


1923


For the villagers of Kingshampton, the third Saturday afternoon in July was like no other in the year. Come rain or shine, everyone was intent on wringing every ounce of pleasure out of the few hours of the fête. Early in the week, two housewives waiting to be served in the butcher’s shop had needed no interpreter to make sense of their brief exchange. ‘Let’s hope this sunshine lasts for us,’ from one, and from the other: ‘We’ll be lucky this year. My bit of seaweed outside the back door is dry as a bone.’


And she was proved right. Under a clear sky, by three o’clock on the Saturday afternoon the large lawn of Shelton Manor was thronged with people. Sir Herbert Dinsdale, who annually allowed his garden to be used, had formally declared the fund-raising event open and was already setting a good example by spending at each stall.


On the stone-flagged terrace in front of the house, tables and chairs were set out in readiness for the strawberry tea and it was here that already Archibald and Adelaide Westlake were sitting, enjoying their vantage point. Not that they’d be afraid to spend; when they’d had their tea they would dig as deep into their pockets as anyone.


‘Ask me what’s best about this village, Addy, and I reckon I’d say it was out fête day.’ Archibald viewed the scene, his expression spelling contentment in all he saw. Not that there was anything unusual in that, for Archibald was seldom less than content.


His wife looked at him with tolerant affection. ‘None of it happens all by itself,’ she reminded him. ‘Think of the hours those roped in to help spend, begging around for prizes for the hoop-la and for that thing they call a tombola; persuading Ernie Waldeck to let them take the strawberries from his fields without paying – how they do it I can’t think, so tight he squeaks, is Ernie; George Bryant from the farm, now he’s a different matter, he gives the cream willingly and glad to do it; then between them they make all the scones and little fancies. Easy for us, all we have to do is come along and enjoy it all. Plenty of work for the lady helpers.’ She said it with pride, for one of those ladies was their own daughter Lydia.


‘Ah, she’s a good lass, our Lyddy.’ He followed her meaning.


Despite the mass of people milling around on the large lawn, stopping to view or to purchase at the fancywork stall, queuing to buy their children the ice-cream cones being served in the shade of the tall elm, or spending their pence trying their luck on the various games, there was an atmosphere of peace about the afternoon. Perhaps it had to do with the smell of the newly mown grass, the tinkle of crockery as the cups were set out on the trestle table for teas or with the fact that on the afternoon of the annual fête, superficially at any rate, the village knew no social barriers; from the squire to the most humble villager everyone joined in the fun as they raised money to pay for a day out for the children from Oaklands, the gaunt-looking home for orphaned girls situated in Brackleford some five miles away.


‘Year on year, nothing changes here, even during the war no one thought of letting this slip. Well, I should think not! Some of those poor little ’uns wouldn’t have been put in the home but for that dreadful carnage. How long is it we’ve been coming? Long before Sir Herbert inherited the place.’ Archibald doffed his Panama to the local schoolmarm as he spoke. ‘No, looking around us we might be back twenty years and more except that our gals ain’t children any longer. But for that, we’d not be able to put a date to it.’


That he bracketed the two girls together in the description ‘our gals’ hardly registered with Adelaide. The fact that Lydia was their own daughter and Sophie his orphaned niece had made no difference; they’d been brought up as sisters, the daughters of the house. In fact, sometimes – although Adelaide was loath to admit it, even to herself – she believed he made more fuss of Sophie. She had understood it in the early days, for he had adored his young brother Vincent and it had been as if all that love had been given to the toddler he’d left behind to be cared for. And no one could have helped loving her, she’d been such a jolly, happy, affectionate, pretty child. Even so, Adelaide thought now as she mulled over what he’d just said, it was more than time the girl grew up and learned to take responsibility for something apart from enjoying herself.


‘That’s just it, Arch, they’re neither of them children. It really is time Sophie realised it and tried to follow Lyddy’s example.’


‘No harm in the gal, Addy my love. Just look at her, eh? Like bees round the honey pot, the young fellas are.’ There was no doubting his pride in the lovely girl. What harm was she doing anyone if she egged the lads on a bit? Life was just a game to her. Time enough to shoulder responsibilities when she had to, but for the present it was more than enough to see her enjoying herself. ‘Can’t begrudge any of them their ha’porth of fun.’


‘She’s twenty-one years old; I was expecting Lyddy when I was her age.’ She wished she hadn’t said it, it was a reminder that of the two girls Lyddy was seven years the elder, a reminder that she’d reached twenty-eight with no sign of a suitor.


Archie was sensitive to the way his wife’s mind was turning, and quick to restore the delight in the afternoon that might easily have been lost.


‘That you were, Addy m’dear. But then, look who it was who’d bowled you over,’ he chuckled, reaching for her hand across the table. ‘Let time take its course, my dear. The lasses are as they are, and when the good Lord sees fit he’ll point the way to their futures.’ By no means a religious man in the accepted sense, Archie saw no point in worrying about things that couldn’t be altered. ‘Just let’s be grateful that we’re all of us here together, the sun’s shining and – ah yes, here comes our Lyddy with that great teapot. Same old pot, year on year. Look at her, Addy, pleased as Punch she is, to be doing her bit.’ This time his pride was for Lydia. Adelaide’s misgivings melted.


Affection and admiration mingled in her expression as her gaze rested on her daughter. How many young women of her age would concern themselves with anything more than making sure they enjoyed the event? Lydia was a truly good girl, she always had been. Never a moment’s trouble. Now that other flighty one … But the fête day was no time to waste on comparisons and even the word ‘flighty’ wasn’t without the accompaniment of an indulgent smile.


‘Like I say, Addy, it’d take more than time to change any of this. I wouldn’t mind holding the hands of the clock still for all that, just keep things as they are.’ Not a romantically inclined man, it was seldom he put his innermost feelings into words. ‘What would you say to that, eh?’ Then, without waiting for his wife’s answer, ‘But doesn’t it do your eyes good just to watch them? See, young Sophie,’ he chuckled indulgently, ‘fancy a slip of a girl like that thinking she’ll get a better score on the dart board than those fellows who spend their evenings swilling ale at the Dew Drop Inn.’ He watched proudly as his young niece hurled a dart in the direction of the board.


Adelaide wished he hadn’t said it, somehow it cast a shadow on what had gone before about holding time still.


‘The trouble is, Archie, you’ve always spoiled that girl.’ She heard the sharp note in her voice but she couldn’t help herself. ‘Of course you tried to make up to her for what she lost, of course we all tried, even though we knew she was too young to remember. Think how Lydia accepted her as a little sister, never a scrap of jealousy. She has you eating out of her hand, she’s always known she could twist you around her little finger. It’s not good for her.’


‘What nonsense the woman talks,’ Archibald laughed at his wife’s words and her carping tone alike. ‘Spoiled her, you say. If a thing is spoiled, then it’s marred. But not Sophie. Nothing wrong with the lassie.’


‘I didn’t say there was. You know that’s not what I meant. But the truth is that even if there were, you’d not see it. Pretty as a picture, it’s no wonder every young swain in the county has an eye to her. She’s a dear girl and I’m not saying it’s she who makes the running, but you can’t tell me she doesn’t like being the centre of attention. Plays up to their every move. I’ve tried to bring her up just the same as I did Lyddy, but would you ever see Lyddy behaving the way she does? Look at them jostling round her, one, two, three, and now the rector’s son joining them, all cheering her on.’


‘And why not, my dear? Where’s the harm? They’re just lads, of course they have an eye for a pretty piece like she is. All right, our young Sophie is a show-off, that I’ll admit. But it’s the sort of showing-off of a child, not a scheming thought in her pretty head.’


Adelaide turned her gaze from the excitement in front of the dart board to the trestle table where tea would be served. The difference in the two young women couldn’t have been greater: the one exposing altogether too much leg for decorum, set on following this silly new mode as if she were one of those flapper girls as they were called in fashionable high society; high society indeed, this was Kingshampton, a Berkshire backwater. Then there was Lyddy, dear Lyddy. Such good upright deportment, Adelaide’s maternal pride boasted silently. In her heart she probably knew that Lydia’s straight bearing was emphasised by her figure, tall, as flat as the newly purchased ironing board Ethel Mullens, their living-in helper, was so proud of. No one looking at Lyddy would suspect the other thing Adelaide tried not to see: the shyness and lack of confidence hidden beneath the efficient front.


‘Just because Lydia knows the meaning of service and likes to help, just because she acts with proper decorum, none of those young men will give her a second glance. No, not even Reverend Hatcher’s son – and wouldn’t you expect him to have been brought up to know gold from dross?’


Archibald let the insinuation pass. He was more sensitive than she gave him credit. Reaching across the bamboo table, he took her long capable hand into his own. My word, the thought sprang into his mind, you can feel the strength in her just by the touch. Now me … time was when these soft, flabby hands of mine had the strength of an ox, but look what idleness has done to me. Not good for a fit man to sit on his backside behind a desk; muscle turns to fat. The only exercise I get these days is going around picking up my rents, and more often than not even that’s something Lyddy does for me. Even my waistcoat is bursting at the seams, damned if it isn’t. But Adelaide, she goes from strength to strength. It’s because of Lyddy, that’s what makes her sound so edgy. Why, the lassie’s knocking twenty-nine and never a sign of a suitor to reach her down from the shelf. Pity, for, like Addie says, she’s a good girl, she’d make a splendid partner for a chap. Ah, but little Sophie, she could have any she wanted at the snap of her fingers; and the little monkey knows it, bless her. Time will bring the right one to partner our Lyddy, best we can do is not look for worries. The danger with being content, content like me and Addy, is it’s too easy to take our blessings for granted and forget to be grateful. It’s when you take your eyes off being grateful, just relax a mite and start to get used to things, then your happiness gets snatched. Me and Addy, we’ve had more than thirty good years – and plenty more to come if Him upstairs lets us. Archibald’s mind jumped back twenty-one years, as clearly as if it had been yesterday in his mind’s eye – or was it his mind’s ear – he could hear Vincent’s sobs, the news he’d brought almost impossible to understand. His beloved Trudie had died giving birth to a baby girl. Who would have thought then that in less than two years he would have followed her, killed in a rock-climbing accident?


‘I don’t believe you heard a word I said,’ Adelaide’s voice cut through his reverie.


‘I’m sorry, my love.’ He turned his good-humoured face to her with a smile, taking off his Panama hat and using it as a fan. ‘What a scorcher, eh? No, the truth is I was back down the years. Silly thing to do on a day like this. But Addy, we ain’t done so bad, what do you say?’


‘I say you’ve worked hard and got your just desserts, Arch. Plenty of folk would like to be as content as us. Let’s go and collect our tray of tea before the crush, let Lyddy pour it for us while it’s nice and fresh.’


‘I’ll go, my dear, you stay here in the shade. My, but it’s a scorcher,’ he said again, blowing out his cheeks as if to emphasise the words. ‘Wouldn’t mind being a kid again with a cornet to lick.’


‘A cup of tea will cool you down.’


Adelaide watched him make his way to the refreshment stall. A fine-built man, she thought with satisfaction. Even if his hair was getting a bit thin and his waistline not what it was, he was still a stalwart figure. She noticed he took out his wallet. Tea and two plates of strawberries with thick cream wouldn’t come to more than a shilling and tuppence even taking into account that things were overpriced in the need to boost the fund, but she knew he wouldn’t take any change from the ten-shilling note he passed to Lyddy. His words echoed in her mind, ‘We ain’t done so bad, eh?’ This afternoon she tried not to let his grammatical lapse irritate her. Archie was the same dear man who had first learned to lay his bricks, unchanged by ambition and the rewards of hard work; his nature had a core of gold which hadn’t altered as his bank balance had grown and they’d moved into a larger house and engaged Ethel, a living-in maid. No, she thought, you’re right, Arch, indeed ‘we ain’t done so bad’. Then she turned her gaze back to Lydia, watching with maternal affection as her daughter wielded the heavy teapot, greeting each customer with a polite – but, it must be said, a reserved – smile. It just wasn’t fair the way no young man ever gave her a second glance. She was always well turned out; just look at her this afternoon with her new straw toque bedecked with silk roses. She never slouched, stood straight as a ramrod, excellent deportment. She was tall – on the thin side, that had to be said, but wasn’t that better at her age than being too well-rounded? Anyone meeting her might be forgiven for seeing her as efficient and confident. Efficient, yes. But confident? Adelaide wouldn’t let herself admit to seeing behind the façade.


Excitement round the dart board took her attention back to Sophie who, more from luck than skill, must have acquitted herself well. Now, who was that she was talking to as she turned away from her retinue of admirers? A well set-up young man wearing a navy blue, green and white striped blazer, his fashionable boater hat set at a rakish angle. Very up to the minute, Adelaide decided, and unless she was much mistaken not someone from around these parts. Now just look at young Sophie, there she was chattering to him as though she’d known him for years, or at least as though she had had a formal introduction, which seemed most unlikely. Not such a boy as the rest of the circle of local admirers: there was something in his bearing the others still lacked.


‘Here we are, m’dear. Lyddy found me a nice big tray. Strawberries smell a treat, you get the waft of them right across the grass. Now, while I think of it, let me tell you: she said not to expect her home for supper this evening.’ His words were met with a look of immediate interest. ‘She wants to stay and help with the clearing-up after they’ve got rid of all us riff-raff, pick up the bits and get the garden back to rights. Then she’s been asked to join those going into the manor. It seems the organising committee always get the use of the breakfast room so that they can get their money counted and bagged – that and hold a post-mortem on the afternoon, I dare say. She whispered that she’d been told to expect a bite of food would be sent through to them from the house. Pleased as Punch, she is.’


‘All the work she does for the cause, it’s quite time they showed their appreciation,’ came the tart reply, followed almost in the same breath with, ‘But Arch, this might be the start of her getting dragged out of her shell.’


‘There you go again,’ he chuckled. ‘There’s plenty a girl like our Lyddy can do with her life apart from waiting on some man hand, foot and finger.’


‘Of course there is. Hand, foot and finger, indeed – is that what you expect of me?’ There was even something bordering on the flirtatious in her glance and he didn’t let her down.


‘You and me, ah, we get along fine. Plenty we share and enjoy, daytime, ah that and night-time too—’


‘Hush, Archie, not here with all these people about.’ She looked at the empty tables as if they had ears.


‘Be a rum thing if we didn’t share the pleasure we find in each other. Bet those girls of ours would expect all that sort of thing to be over for us, eh? Kids … they don’t know the half of it.’


‘Drink your tea, Arch, here comes the man who does the milk round for Farmer Bryant, whatever would he think if he could hear you?’


Archibald’s round face beamed with merriment. ‘Lucky old bugger, that’s what he’d think,’ and he gave her a broad wink that added to her confusion.


‘Ssshhh, watch your language.’ Then, turning to Eddie Thorne, who only at the fête had she ever seen in anything but his old work suit and tweed cap and with a yoke across his shoulders bearing two pails of milk, ‘Good afternoon, how lucky we are to have such a glorious day,’ she said with a cordial smile supposed to emphasise that on this special day social barriers were discounted.


Archibald doffed his Panama to Mrs Thorne, lapping up the atmosphere of fraternity.


As if to prove Adelaide’s view that Sophie was a hoodlum – a dear hoodlum – the girl had left her retinue of admirers and was approaching them at a speed quite inappropriate for a young lady.


‘Mums, I’ve invited someone to eat with us this evening. That is all right, isn’t it? I knew you wouldn’t mind. And I couldn’t say to him, “Wait there, I’ll have to go and see,” before I asked him, could I?’


Archibald chuckled.


‘Which one is it to be, then? Bertie Howarth? I see he’s hanging around again.’


‘Bertie Howarth nothing! It’s really so that he can meet you that I want him to come, Pops. His name is Christian Mellor, he’s an architect. He has some plans he wants to show you.’


Archibald frowned.


‘I’ll look at his work, be glad to look at it,’ Archibald told her. ‘This evening I’ll make an appointment so that we can meet in the office.’


‘Home is home, and work is work.’ Adelaide nodded her approval.


‘He’s awfully keen, Pops, I said you’d give him some time this evening. You could shut yourselves away in your study.’ Then, sensing rather than seeing his weakening of resolve and Adelaide’s strengthening of irritation, ‘Please, Pops. I shall look so stupid if I have to go back to him and say that he mustn’t bring his work. Anyway,’ she pulled what she considered the ace from the pack, ‘don’t you see, if you won’t talk work at home he’ll get the idea I’m setting my cap at him and that’s why I’ve asked him for the meal.’


‘The gal’s right,’ Archibald chuckled, addressing himself to his less than certain wife. ‘Don’t want the young hopeful running away with any ideas, do we, m’dear. Work and pleasure don’t mix, that’s always been my rule. But just this once. What do you say, Addy?’


‘Better than giving him the impression you are throwing yourself at him, I suppose. How did you meet him? Who introduced you?’ As if she didn’t know the answer!


‘Oh, we didn’t need an introduction. He’s very friendly, you’ll like him.’


Adelaide shook her head helplessly. What was the use of arguing? Try as she might she seemed to have instilled no sense of refined behaviour in the girl. Just imagine Lyddy asking a complete stranger to the house!


‘Personally,’ she answered Sophie, meaning to ‘take her down a peg’, ‘I shouldn’t for a moment think he would harbour the idea that you had an ulterior motive. If he’s the one I saw you walk away from the others with, then I’d say he’s too old to see you in that light, dear. Yes, of course ask him to share the meal, but remember it can’t be at our usual hour – six o’clock is so much better for the digestion – but today has to be different. Ethel is here enjoying the afternoon like the rest of us, she can’t have a meal ready for us before eight at the earliest. Tell him about a quarter to. That’ll give you a chance to size him up, Arch.’


‘It’s his drawings I have to size up, my dear. But you’re right, if I consider a man a bounder, I don’t want to do business with him.’


‘He’s no bounder, Pops. You’ll like him, both of you will. Older than me, you say? Yes, I suppose he must be or he couldn’t be an architect. He’s over there with Lyddy getting my strawberries, we’re going to eat our tea on the grass under the trees. Are you having fun, Mums? There are lots of things to try your luck on.’


Despite all her misgivings, Addy looked on her with affection. Twenty-one she may be, but she neither looked nor acted like it.


Archibald dug in his pocket and pulled out some coins.


‘Here, open up your purse,’ he told her, to be rewarded by a kiss planted on his sunburnt forehead.


Standing behind the long trestle table, Lyddy poured tea for the handsome stranger, wanting to feast her eyes on him but determined to keep her gaze firmly on what she was doing. Who was he? She’d noticed him with Sophie, but he’d appeared not to be the guest of any of the familiar locals.


‘Would you like scones? Or strawberries and cream?’ Her voice was calm and grave.


‘I’d like both,’ he answered, smiling. What a prim young woman! ‘Is that permitted?’


‘But of course,’ came the unruffled reply. ‘I’ll find you a larger tray. Is that two of everything? For Sophie too?’ More than anything Lydia wanted to recall the words that betrayed that she’d been watching them together.


‘You know her?’


‘She’s my sister.’ Just that, as if being sisters explained her curiosity.


‘Really? Yes, for us both.’


That ‘Really?’, as if he couldn’t believe two people so unalike could be connected, only added to Lydia’s discomfort. She piled the plates on to her tray and held out her hand for the money, dropping it into a china ‘money’ bowl and turning to the next customer, his sign of dismissal.


‘Times are changing too fast,’ Adelaide said critically as she watched Sophie and Christian Mellor settle themselves on the grass in the shade. ‘Girls are losing their femininity.’


‘Times have always been changing too fast for the previous generation, m’dear. And you’ll never push the gals back into the place their mothers occupied. The war put paid to all that.’


‘But look at her, Arch! Why can’t she sit properly at the table the same as everyone else?’ He looked and saw nothing to complain about in the childlike position, ankles crossed, knees wide apart, back straight, as supple as though she were made of India rubber.


‘Sniff hard,’ Sophie said to her companion, her chin raised as if that way she could inhale more of that special summer fête day aroma. ‘It’s a mix of so many things that you can’t be sure just what it is. Warm earth, newly cut grass, fir cones, flowers.’ She took a great gulp of the pungent air. ‘You know what, Christian?’ Not answering, he watched her. There was no shyness in her, he had known that from the first moment he’d set eyes on her as she’d lapped up the admiration of the local hopefuls. ‘You know what?’ she repeated.


‘If I don’t, I soon shall,’ he laughed.


‘All this, shut your eyes and listen, a hum of voices, somewhere there’s a bee too, the tinkling sound of crockery, strawberries and cream, and the smell, doesn’t it make you understand why it is that an alcoholic can’t stop drinking?’


‘I can’t say it does. Tell me.’ There was a teasing note in his voice, but she didn’t notice.


‘If one could get drunk on all this, then I’d have no control, I’d just go on soaking it all up until I was – what is it they say? – legless.’


And that, he thought, would be a pity! While most of the young women at the fête wore skirts no more than six inches above their ankles, he recognised that Sophie was a girl of her time – in a country district like this, even forging ahead of her time. The hem of the pleated skirt of her yellow silk dress was scarcely below her knees, the waisline was low. Any suggestion of immodesty was dispelled by the effect of the puratanical large white Peter Pan collar. The outfit was delightful, bright and uncluttered, so different from most of the village girls, who, in Christian’s opinion, were either dressed in their Sunday church clothes or bedecked with every bauble in sight. No wonder he looked at Sophie with such open admiration, even though all he could see protruding from the skirt she’d pulled over her knees was her ankles, slim, enticing. Legless, did she say? Yes, that would be a pity.


‘It’s good of Mr Westlake to agree to see my drawings this evening. The best I’d hoped for was an appointment for some later time.’


‘After the excitement of the fête it will be nice to have some company.’


‘The young lady serving tea tells me you and she are sisters.’


‘That’s Lyddy. You’ll like her, she’s,’ she looked at him solemnly as she groped for the right words, ‘she’s – real gold. Does that sound affected? I don’t mean it to, it’s just the best I could think of. She’s older than me, more like your age, I expect.’


Christian leaned back against the trunk of the elm and watched her. Never had he seen a more expressive face. Was she beautiful? Feature by feature, perhaps not: her eyebrows and lashes were darker than her golden brown hair, a purist would have considered her retroussé nose barred a claim to beauty, her mouth so ready to smile yet in repose the full bottom lip might even be seen as a pout. Did she know it was crying out to be kissed? Somehow he thought she probably did, despite her innocent chatter. She interested him, she would have interested him even if he hadn’t heard of her as the gateway to Archibald Westlake and the rumoured development on the lower field of Highland Farm.


That evening he arrived promptly at a quarter to eight, his blazer and flannels replaced by a sober dark suit and striped silk tie, earning him a favourable point from Adelaide.


‘I must be honest, sir,’ he told Archibald. ‘I’m not from around here, but I’ve been visiting friends in Brackleford. You may know the family, my friend’s father is a councillor by the name of Enfield.’


‘Housing committee man. Aye, lad, our paths have crossed. Fair-minded enough, but it irks me how some of these fellows who earn their livings in quite different fields can give the yea or nay to our work. So what did Councillor Enfield have to say about Westlakes?’


‘Perhaps I shouldn’t repeat it, after all he spoke to me as a friend. Is council business confidential?’


‘I dare say it is until it’s made public. He told you that I have had plans approved to build thirty houses on the lower field at Highland Farm. Is that it? Well, nothing confidential about that, it’s all been published in the Brackleford News.’


‘Yes, he told me you’d had outline approval. So you’ve not yet submitted detailed plans of what you intend to put up?’


‘Ah,’ Archibald nodded, openly sizing up the young man. ‘That’s not saying I haven’t been talking to local architects, not saying I haven’t and not saying I have either. So he told you how to corner me, is that it?’


‘No, sir, talking to him just gave me the idea. I went to have a look at the field, then I called at the Dew Drop Inn.’ Christian held Archibald’s gaze. Adelaide thought his smile quite beguiling; what a personable young man he was. If only Lyddy hadn’t been out to supper! Archibald was not a man to be easily swayed by charm, but he liked this young fellow’s direct approach. ‘If you want to learn local gossip the pub is the place for it. All the talk was about the summer fête, clearly an annual event not to be missed. I put out my feelers and I was rewarded.’ Exactly what feelers he’d used he didn’t elaborate as he turned to Sophie with a broad smile. ‘I was led to believe that the prettiest girl there would be Sophie Westlake.’


Sophie laughed, enjoying the compliment despite the inference that Christian had attached himself to her for the furtherance of his own ends. Still, she preferred not to dwell on that. Pops wasn’t stupid: if the drawings weren’t suitable that would be the end of it, and if they were she was proud of her part in getting Christian the commission. In her usual fashion, she was prepared to find all the pleasure she could from the situation.


‘Knock back that sherry, lad, and we’ll clutter off to the study and have a look at what you’ve brought to show me. Now what I have in mind – always supposing your councillor friend and his lot feel disposed to be agreeable – is ten detached four-bedroomed properties with gardens big enough to be worth having, room for a game of tennis or croquet, you know the sort of thing; ten three-bedroomed semis, and I mean them to have space enough for the folk to grow their veg if they feel inclined or make a good garden; and then for the not so well-offs, the youngsters just starting out and wanting a place to call their own – not that all of them have the sort of wage whether to rent or buy, more’s the pity, but for those who can, ten smaller properties in a terrace and sited down near the road. Prices to suit every pocket, or nearer the mark, every pocket with something in it. The four-bedroomed would have pride of place at the top of the slope so they’d get a pleasant view across the fields to the back. Let’s go and have a look at what you’ve brought me, then. This way, across the hall.’


‘A very personable young man,’ Adelaide said approvingly as the study door closed. Sophie detected a trace of regret in her tone.


‘If he’s any good, Mums, he’ll be around for some time.’ Then, laughing, ‘And if he’s not any good, then that makes him less personable.’


‘Mustn’t let yourself be carried away by his good looks, dear.’


‘Me? I was just his ticket to get in to see Pops. He’s nice though, isn’t he? He must be about Lyddy’s age, wouldn’t you think?’


For a moment Adelaide looked at her earnestly, weighing her words, wondering whether the girl was mature enough to talk woman to woman.


‘I wish she was here for supper. No, that’s not true. When I heard that they’d taken her into their magic circle and she was staying on with the organisers, you don’t know how pleased I was. She has no chance of meeting anyone, anyone suitable, I mean.’


‘To be good enough for Lyddy he’s got to be really super. Just look at most of them we ever see in the village, certainly no Douglas Fairbanks amongst them.’


‘Silly child, looks are only skin deep.’


‘I know they are, but we don’t want Lyddy to fall in love with an unappetising-looking saint do we!’ She poured them each a second glass of sherry, making the most of this being no ordinary evening. Normally the family sat down to their meal at about six o’clock when Archibald and Lyddy came home from the office in the builder’s yard, a meal such as many a household might refer to as high tea but to the Westlakes was simply ‘the meal’. This evening, having been to the fête and, more particularly being joined by a visitor, a bottle of good sherry had been decanted and both Sophie and Adelaide had helped prepare something more than the makeshift meal that had been intended. Sophie had shelled peas, Adelaide had taken charge of finding something for a first course (another rare treat and one that had taxed her ingenuity as she’d hunted in the larder for inspiration). The end result was hard-boiled eggs on a bed of lettuce served with tinned salmon beaten into mayonnaise and piped round each half egg. Not exciting, but it was the best she could conjure up, and setting the tray on the sideboard in readiness she felt rather pleased with her efforts. It wasn’t fair to expect Ethel to come home to prepare a special meal, not on fête day. That’s why a chicken had been cooked in advance and the new potatoes scraped before they’d set out for Shelton Manor.


‘I wish you’d invited him tomorrow instead, Sophie. This really isn’t good enough for visitors.’


‘Poppycock! Anyway, when I took the peas to the kitchen Ethel was bustling about like anything, almost as excited as we are at having an unexpected guest. And I bet I know why: because she’d seen me with Christian at the fête and fallen for his good looks just like everyone probably does. Now, if he’d been an unappetising saint we should have been served up cold chicken and cheese and biscuits to follow. As it is, the chicken is going back in the oven for an extra blast and a rhubarb tart was already well under way.’


Keeping business and home separate, Archibald said nothing about his impression of Christian’s drawings when they emerged from the study, but there was an air of satisfaction about them that was a good omen for the meal set before them. The conversation flowed easily. Sophie was as natural with a stranger as with someone she’d known all her life; Adelaide was more than impressed with their visitor and pleased that, from the look of things, they could expect to see much more of him; Archibald beamed his pleasure on one and all. Only Lydia was missing. But Adelaide consoled herself that if, as looked more certain by the minute, Christian Mellor was to have business dealings with Archibald, perhaps it was as well that Lyddy’s contacts with him would be in the environment of the works office where she was a self-appointed and most useful helper. At home she might have been gauche (even thinking it, gave her mother a nudge of guilt), but there in the office she would be at her best.


Christian was being seen out as Lydia arrived home. The events of the evening were filling her mind, and she greeted him with a friendly handshake, keen for him to be gone so that she could tell the family about her evening. She had been given a place on the committee, and more than that, she had been made Treasurer; the other members had watched as she signed the necessary form authorising her signature at the bank. As the door closed on the visitor, she poured out the news.


‘They couldn’t have entrusted it to better hands, my dear,’ Archibald congratulated her, while, with a rare outward show of pride, Adelaide kissed her.


‘That’s wonderful, Lyddy,’ Sophie joined the chorus. ‘Tell you what you ought to do, you ought to arrange an event here in the garden.’


Lydia laughed. ‘The village wouldn’t want two fêtes even if we had a big enough lawn.’


‘Of course not,’ Sophie agreed. ‘But you could organise a cream tea or something, maybe those little Girl Guides of yours might sing or dance or do whatever they’re good at. I’d help.’ Whether or not she was sensitive to other people’s feelings had never crossed her mind, but she was aware that something in her suggestion had taken that look of pride off Lydia’s face. ‘I don’t mean I’d help on the day,’ she added, ‘but I could go round the area putting up notices. Anyway, that’s not important, Lyddy, you could probably make quite a bit for your orphans.’ Clearly that was the angle that might tip the scales, and while Lydia was turning the idea over in her mind Sophie’s imagination had jumped ahead, envisaging a sunny day, their garden as full of people enjoying themselves as Sir Herbert’s had been a few hours ago. ‘And wouldn’t it be fun!’


‘I wish I’d thought of it,’ Lydia said, ‘this evening I mean, so that we could have started planning.’


‘Better and better,’ came the quick response from the originator of the idea. ‘You could send a note to each of them inviting them here to discuss your plan. Don’t you think that’s a good idea, Mums? We’d keep out of the way, wouldn’t we?’


There might be times when Adelaide found it hard not to resent Sophie’s easy ride through life, but moments like this made them as nothing. That fund-raising committee would soon see their error in not including Lyddy long ago! Her glance met Archibald’s, both of them well satisfied with the evening. His words came back to her, ‘We ain’t done so bad.’ Oh no, they certainly hadn’t. Things were good, the future bright with hope.


Another hour and Kingshampton’s special day drew to a close.


‘I reckon young Mellor has his eye on our little Sophie,’ Archibald chuckled as he climbed into bed.


‘Like the rest of them. And she soaks up flattery like a sponge. What did you make of his drawings, did you like them?’


‘Ah, that I did. Good-looking elevations. He’s put a lot of new thinking into the layout.’ But he said no more. Home was home, work was work. Only with Lydia did he discuss the plans in any detail. Except concerning the business, he wasn’t a deeply thinking man. He accepted people as he found them and, as far as the family went, he loved them all just as they were. But nudging at the back of his mind was that worry that Adelaide so often hinted at: Lydia needed a boost to her confidence. Funny, really, when you considered that she could take eighteen giggling and excited Girl Guides away to camp and never turn a hair, yet send her into a room full of strangers and she would be miserable as sin. That was why he liked to encourage her interest in the business. Easy enough to pay a girl to come and type his few letters and sort up the men’s time-sheets, but it was good for Lyddy to feel he depended on her. And tell the truth, he enjoyed having her there, and her grasp of the business often surprised him. Then his thoughts jumped away from his dear, solemn daughter and alighted on that other image – Sophie. Not realising it, his mouth softened.


In a fortnight’s time Lydia, or Captain, as her troop of Girl Guides respectfully called her, was taking her party of eighteen to the New Forest for their annual camp. Time after time she had tried to persuade Sophie to join, but the answer had always been the same. Group activities weren’t for her even though of the two it was Lydia who found mixing difficult; perhaps children gave her the confidence she lacked.


‘Now that Sophie’s old enough she ought to start going to Guides,’ Adelaide had said the day after Sophie’s eleventh birthday. ‘She’d soon get to enjoy it.’


But Archibald had known better. ‘Can’t push the lassie. If you’d known Vincent as a child you would see, she’s inherited that streak in him that – oh, jiggered if I know what the devil he got out of it, but he was happiest when he was all alone pitting himself against some challenge that, to be honest, I could see no point in trying.’


‘And if he hadn’t he might still be with us. Where is the child today?’ Only the previous day Sophie had been given a new bicycle for her birthday. ‘Off by herself, if you please, with a pile of sandwiches and not a clue where it was she was heading.’


Archibald had laughed. ‘I dare say she had some secret mission, Sophie never drifts with no direction. Give her her head, m’dear, she’s wise enough to come to no harm.’ This was Vincent’s daughter, loving, headstrong, courageous, full of fun, a constant reminder of her father. In the evening, Sophie had arrived home tired but triumphant, full of apologies that she was late for ‘the meal’.


‘It took longer to get home than I thought.’ Contrite or not, she couldn’t keep the beaming pride from her face. ‘Guess where I’ve been? Well, you won’t be able to, you’ll never guess, so I’ll tell you. I cycled all the way to Windsor.’ As she’d eaten her solitary meal she’d talked incessantly of her adventure: she’d been into St George’s Chapel, she’d watched the Guards, she’d eaten her sandwiches in the Great Park.


That had been her first long cycle ride – no wonder her legs had felt like jelly when she’d put her new bicycle away in the shed – but the day had been more than that. It had set her on a course that, better than any of them, Vincent would have understood. Always everyone’s friend, yet solitude was important to her. When she persuaded Archie to buy her a canoe, she kept it in a boat house on the Loddon, which meant a four-mile ride to get to it but, once there, the boat and the river were the only companions she needed. Paddling with determination, her adrenalin would race as fast as any explorer’s. On summer days she’d tie the boat while she swam. At other times she would travel the country lanes on her bicycle, always by herself with no one to tell her where to go or what to do. Yet although she’d never needed close friends, she’d been popular at school, where she’d worked as hard as she’d played; perhaps because of her unfailing enjoyment in all she did, it had been accepted without resentment that she’d been something of a show-off in physical training drill, invariably the fastest runner on the annual sports day and had suffered no stage fright in the annual drama production. All this had made her something of a heroine, something she appeared not to notice. Orphaned at less than two years old, yet she’d lacked nothing, she’d known herself loved and cherished just as if her Mums and Pops had been her true parents.


The night of fête day, buoyed up by the excitement of the evening, Lydia took longer than usual to get ready for bed. Letting her thoughts race where they would, backwards to the moment when Miss Harkness, the retiring Treasurer, had nominated her as successor, followed by the unanimous approval of the other members – even thinking about it made her heart race – then a leap forward to the moment Sophie had suggested the cream tea. Just imagine if they were all in agreement, the grass newly mown, the beds weeded, people coming here to her own home. One by one she peeled off her stockings, shaking each one and draping it carefully over the back of the chair; next came her petticoat and her thin, summer-weight vest. The long mirror showed the reflection of her folding first one garment, then the next, but seeming to have no interest in the gaunt body left exposed.


‘Lyddy, are you awake still?’ came Sophie’s urgent whisper as she opened the door an inch or so. ‘May I come in? Don’t want to wake the others.’


‘Of course you may. I’m not even in bed yet.’


‘Get your nightie on. I’ve been thinking. We ought to talk and I expect you’ll be off to the office with Pops in the morning.’


Turning her scrawny back on her young visitor Lydia slipped her nightgown over her head.


‘There! Ready! Do you want to hop in too? There’s enough room.’


‘No, you get in. I’ll sit the foot end, that way we can see each other. Listen, Lyddy, I’ve had an idea about your Guides. What if we wrote some sort of a sketch to be put on at the cream tea, would they act it, do you think? It could be a Guides’ sort of thing, some sort of adventure at camp, or – oh, I don’t know, but we’ll think of something. That might encourage new recruits and your lot might like to rehearse it round the camp fire while you’re away. What do you say?’


‘The idea’s lovely. But write it, you say? Sophie, I don’t think I’d be any good at writing.’


Sophie chuckled. ‘Nor me. But nothing’s impossible. We can’t know if we don’t try. If you like I’ll see if I can pull something out of the air, then you can make improvements. I don’t know anything about the mysteries of what you lot get up to, so you may find lots to alter, but it’ll be a start. How much do you think you could make – if the weather’s good, of course? I thought cream tea at sixpence, tuppence extra for a second cup or a second scone, with perhaps forty or maybe fifty people. We could ask to borrow the crockery from the church hall; the rector couldn’t refuse if he was told it’s for your orphans. If we do notices and put them all round the village we may get lots more; people are always nosy when it comes to having a look at other people’s gardens. If you pop round and see each member of the committee you could arrange a meeting quickly.’


‘Call on them! Oh Sophie, I couldn’t do that. I can’t look as though I’m pushing, they’ll wish they’d left me where I was as just a voluntary helper.’


‘Faint heart never won fair … But if you won’t do that, what about if you type a nice polite letter to each of them tomorrow, then the next day I’ll pedal around and push them through their letterboxes.’ Secretly, she thought she might have an opportunity to speak to one or two, then she’d tell them that Lyddy had had this brilliant idea but felt it wasn’t her place to sound pushy. She knew just the way to say it – with slight variation of expression according to whom she was approaching. The idea of serving on the committee, or even tying herself to helping regularly at fund-raising events, didn’t appeal to her at all, but this evening with the idea at the front of her mind she looked forward to the challenge. Once the date was fixed she could really get to grips with things.


‘Sophie, thank you. You really ought to get more involved, you’d be such an asset.’ Lydia turned solemnly to the girl she looked on as her sister.


‘I wouldn’t, you know,’ Sophie chuckled. ‘Most of the time I’d be more of a liability. But this sounds like being fun, doesn’t it?’ How pretty she was, Lydia thought, with no trace of jealousy. Eyes the blue of cornflowers, light brown hair with a sheen of gold cut short and with a fringe in that modern way, hair that sprang into waves until it grew just long enough to curl, each cheek home to a dimple so exactly like those in the picture of her father. ‘Write your letters tomorrow, Lyddy’.


‘What if they don’t think it’s a good idea?’


‘Oh Lyddy, if you can’t see trouble you go out and hunt for it. If they’re so stupid that they don’t want anything to do with it, then we’ll get along without them. It’s not up to any silly old committee to tell Pops whether he can let his garden be used to raise money.’ Then, seeing her threat had only added to Lydia’s uncertainty, ‘Of course they’ll be thrilled to bits, anyone with half a brain would be. And they won’t have to do anything, only pay their sixpences and have their tea. Mums will be able to get lots of offerings of jam and scones from her Mothers’ Union friends, I bet. It’ll be wonderful, you just see!’ Then crawling up the bed she planted a kiss on Lydia’s forehead. ‘I’m off. By the way, what did you think of our visitor? Quite the handsomest man at the fête, I bet you noticed him when he collected our tea, didn’t you.’


‘I wondered who it was you were with,’ was as far as Lydia would go.


‘It looks as though Pops will use him for the new development. He didn’t actually tell us so, but he was all smiles and you could tell he was deep down excited by what Christian had shown him. So you’ll have to get used to seeing him in and out of the office, I expect. Night night, sleep tight.’ And she was gone.


But for both of them sleep was elusive, their minds were racing, filled with images of the day that had gone and dreams of the days ahead.


Two days later, just as Sophie was getting her bicycle out of the shed, a motor cycle drew up at the gate.


‘I came early; something told me that you weren’t a girl to waste time. Hop on the back of the bike, it’ll save you pedalling,’ was Christian’s cheery greeting. ‘Lyddy showed me her letters yesterday and said you were going to deliver them to save time.’


‘I know if she’d put them in the post yesterday they would have arrived this morning, but don’t you think a hand delivery shouts “Urgent”? I do. I was planning to cycle, but I’d love a ride on the motor bike.’ She’d been looking forward to her delivery round, imagining what her approach would be if she were able to pass any of the letters over by hand. But riding for the first time on a motor bike was too tempting to refuse: it presented a new situation and there was nothing she liked more.


‘You called her “Lyddy”,’ she shouted as, with a roar, they set off, ‘you’ve soon got to know each other. It was Miss Westlake when you were introduced the night before last.’


‘I, like you, my pretty maid, don’t waste time,’ he yelled back. ‘You’re very different, you and Lyddy. You get on well?’


‘Of course we do. I told you, no one could not love Lyddy, she’s pure gold.’


‘How’s the play coming along?’


‘She told you about that, too?’ How unlike Lyddy to be so free with a stranger.


‘You sound surprised,’ he said, slowing to a gentler pace that saved them having to shout quite as loudly. ‘We got along splendidly. Which is as well, because we shall see plenty of each other once the plans have approval. Seeing your designs take shape, isn’t that how a composer must feel when he first hears his work played by an orchestra?’


She had to strain her ears to hear him even though he repeatedly turned his head in her direction.


‘A bit different,’ she laughed as she shouted her reply, ‘he could hear a whole symphony in about forty minutes. You’ll have to wait months, brick by brick, it’ll take ages.’


‘I’ll stick around. Now, which way do we go?’


They delivered the letters. The one or two committee members with the luxury of a telephone in the house took the lead and contacted the others, all of them congratulating themselves and each other on the wisdom of involving young Miss Westlake and deciding on a date convenient to them all to accept her invitation to meet at her home. By nightfall it was all arranged and the date fixed.


‘Any replies?’ Christian asked Lydia the next morning.


‘Better even than that,’ she smiled. ‘They’re all thrilled with the idea and today Sophie is finishing the draft of a sketch for the Guides to do. If she sets her mind on getting something done, nothing stops her. I shall type out each part and take it all to camp for rehearsal.’


‘You’ll need notices. I’d like to do them for you if you’ll let me?’


‘She didn’t push it on you, did she?’


‘Sophie? No of course not. This is your event. If I can do the notices for you I’d like to feel involved.’


‘I’d be grateful,’ she made herself say it calmly; she even turned her back on him as she moved to open the window wider, frightened that her cheeks might have the sort of tell-tale flush that would let him guess her strange and unfamiliar excitement. ‘If you’re interested I’ll bring the draft sketch in for you to read through – just if you’d like to, I mean. She says it’s just bare bones, but to be honest I don’t think I’d be much good at putting flesh on them.’ Then, as another thought struck her, ‘But I don’t want Sophie to feel I’m taking it away from her. I tell you what, why don’t you come to the house this evening? Let’s all of us go over it together.’ Then, surprised that she could have been so bold, ‘If you are free this evening, I mean. Of course, you probably already have arrangements made for something else.’


What a funny, prim old stock she was! Old? Probably no older than he was himself but, pure gold or not, youth seemed to have passed her by.


‘Nothing better than a lonely evening in my bedsit, or a solitary drink in the Dew Drop Inn,’ he assured her. ‘I’d be delighted to join you for the reading.’


That’s how it was that for the second time in the space of three days he found himself invited to share ‘the meal’ at Drydens. Adelaide was overjoyed when at lunchtime Lydia told her that he was coming to the house in the evening to read through the sketch.


‘We shall expect him to the meal, dear. I hope you invited him.’


‘I – I – well, I thought he might think …’ She didn’t finish the sentence, didn’t want to give a hint of what was stirring into life in her mind. ‘But he’s coming in this afternoon, Mum, so I’ll give him your invitation. Or Dad can, that might be better.’


Sophie knew no such reticence. ‘That’s great, Lyddy. He’s nice, isn’t he, and isn’t he the most handsome creature!’


‘Beauty is only skin-deep, I’m always telling you,’ Adelaide admonished.


‘Course it is, Mums. But he’s nice too, he must be or he wouldn’t want to help.’


That was the beginning of Christian’s easy acceptance into the household.




Chapter Two


Before Lydia went off to camp with her troop of Girl Guides, Christian showed her the first of the notices he was preparing. Throughout the week she was living under canvas, teaching the girls self-reliance and rehearsing them in their roles, her mind was racing ahead, eager to be home as it never had in previous years. She made sure the girls were word perfect not only in the sketch but in the campfire songs which, at Christian’s suggestion, were to follow it. His idea was that while the uniformed Guides led the singing of well-known songs the ‘comfortably cream-tead’ audience would join in to the accompaniment of his piano accordion.


By the time she arrived home she found that he was a regularly accepted visitor at Drydens. Her joy ought to have been complete; indeed she told herself constantly that it was.


Sophie had never been short of attention but the thought of falling in love with any of the local swains hadn’t ever entered her head. She had never doubted that one day when she was ready her prince would come; she had assumed it as her natural right. And Lydia? Her thoughts were her own, her dreams were her own but she had no power to control them. The ‘sisters’ had never had secrets from each other, but now by common unspoken consent neither of them wanted to discuss Christian. Even though jealousy wasn’t part of Lydia’s nature, she was constantly aware of just how pretty Sophie was, how young, how full of fun – everything that she, herself, could never be; time and again she pulled her thoughts into line and reminded herself that Sophie was a darling, the same now as always. On the surface she treated Christian as she might a brother, a cousin, a family friend; what lay beneath the surface, only she knew. There was no doubt that he liked her, never had she felt so relaxed with anyone outside the family. But how would he feel if he could know the desires he had awakened in her, desires that thrilled her, frightened her, overwhelmed her?


And Sophie, who had taken adulation as her natural right, what had those weeks done to her? Always admiration had been part of a game she enjoyed. Now, for the first time, she was frightened that it wasn’t she who was in control of the situation. Patience had never been part of her make-up. And hadn’t Christian said to her, ‘Like you, my pretty maid, I don’t waste time’?


But summer passed, the cream tea became a memory – one that exceeded Lydia’s dreams – with the money paid into the orphanage coffers; autumn turned to winter. If Christian wasn’t a man to waste time, why was he letting the weeks and then the months drift by? Surely he must see that Sophie was in love with him? Inexperienced and naive as she was, in her view it all could have been so simple.


As the seasons went by, Christian spent a good deal of his time with the Westlakes, either in the office ‘hindering’ Lyddy, on the site where the building work was progressing or at Drydens. For Liddy those months had about them an aura of wonder. Everyone respected her; those who came near enough to start to know her – and that included the fund-raising committee – liked her. Had she been more confident, more able to make the overtures, friends would have been there for her, but something always held her back. A psychiatrist might have found her an interesting case, the outcome of being a gawky nine-year-old who had suddenly found herself elder sister to the irresistible Sophie, everyone’s darling. Rather than being jealous of the toddler she had almost burst with childlike pride to be included under the same umbrella of admiration; when the young Sophie had lapped up attention, soon learning to take it as her due, Lydia had looked on with adoration. As she’d gone from childhood to adolescence, that she’d been too tall and with no sign of the feminine curves of other girls of her age, that her features were angular and her complexion pale, even sallow, she’d accepted in the same way as she did Sophie’s loveliness. In her secret heart she might wish she could have been different, but that was something she wouldn’t allow herself to consider. That same psychiatrist might also have recognised that her acceptance was to a large extent based on the unchanging certainty of her parents’ love, that and the bond that held the two girls ever closer.


‘Pity our Lyddy can’t let herself go a bit, Addy m’dear. That’s what holds her back from joining in the fun like Sophie always manages. Keeps herself too buttoned up for her own good.’ That was Archie’s opinion, said with affection not criticism.


‘Sophie’s idea of fun wouldn’t be hers. Wait a while, Arch, just you see which one of them wears better with the years.’ Addy was quick to come to their daughter’s defence. But in her heart she knew that what he said was true.


So why had it been so different when Lyddy had met Christian? Why, on that first morning in the little office on the building site had she been utterly relaxed in his company? Here again the psychiatrist might have had views: only the previous day Sophie and Christian had been together at the fête; it had been as Sophie’s guest he had been invited to Drydens for the meal, so as Sophie’s sister she had offered him her friendship and, hardly realising it, talked of Sophie’s idea of the cream tea to boost orphanage funds. The ice had been broken before it had had time to set.


As his plans were adopted for the new Westlake development, he spent a good deal of time at the office. In fact, Lydia knew he came far more often than necessary and even though she was frightened to let herself admit to it, she believed that as the warmth between them grew he took pleasure in being with her. Even so, his own work wasn’t suffering: through the intervening months he had been given plenty of commissions, individual houses or extensions, a village hall, but nothing else on the scale of the Westlake housing development, which incorporated many different designs, no two houses being identical. He always showed her his plans, he talked about his hopes and ambitions. She knew their friendship was as important to him as it was to her. Friendship? She tried to tell herself that that was what she felt for him. She wasn’t blind to her mother’s anxiety that, like so many women in those years after the carnage of the Great War, she would go through life a spinster. The idea hadn’t worried her, not until now.


He had become a familiar figure in Kingshampton, where he had been accepted like a local at the Dew Drop Inn, and having an outgoing charm had been entertained at most of the more well-to-do houses. He seldom walked the length of the High Street without someone stopping to speak.


In the beginning he didn’t suspect the pleasure it gave her parents to find her so relaxed – and indeed blossoming – in his company. But he had no doubt that beneath her companionable manner she harboured feelings quite out of keeping with the well-ordered, prim young woman known by the community. Enjoying the humour of the situation, he gave no sign that he noticed, instinct telling him how quickly she would learn to hide the emotion he was sure was new to her. As for Sophie (and, like everyone else, he felt himself wanting to smile at the thought of her), he recognised the open invitation in her glances and wasn’t surprised. Hadn’t he seen how she’d behaved towards the young hopefuls on the day of the fête? So he had no qualms in leading her on, just far enough to keep her guessing. To him it was a game at which he excelled and one for which Sophie had a natural flair. All in all, during the time the development took shape, Christian found life very sweet. No mother in a Jane Austen novel could have been more anxious to see the family married off than Adelaide, first the elder and then the younger. Christian read her thoughts and played along, finding the same enjoyment in the situation as an angler when he is playing a fish he knows will end safely in his keepnet to be released when he decides. There was something about the atmosphere of Drydens he found irresistible: it was as if the four of them had been in a perfect circle, complete in themselves, and yet were prepared to draw him in. He enjoyed the evidence of their interest; he enjoyed knowing he had Archibald’s respect; he enjoyed the sport of ‘playing’ the sisters; but perhaps most of all he enjoyed the freedom of bachelorhood.


Work progressed at Meadowlands as the housing development was called. The original outline permission had been granted for ten detached houses, ten semi-detached houses and a terrace of ten more. In fact when the detailed plan was submitted it was for ten five-bedroomed detached properties, each standing in its own spacious garden just as Archibald had envisaged and, to complete the development, just ten more also detached but with four bedrooms and, here again, standing in sizeable ground. As far as the construction business went, it wasn’t often Archibald was open to advice, but on this occasion he had listened to Christian and seen the wisdom of what he said. Twenty residences of the standard these would be would bring him in as much rent – or capital repayment if any were sold rather than rented – as the thirty previously envisaged. When people in unchanging Kingshampton had objected to a development of houses on the perimeter of the village Christian had pointed out, ‘Make each house a gem – and they will be – no two alike, each in a good-sized garden, then they will enhance the village.’ What he’d sensed better not put into words to this one-time bricklayer was his opinion that anyone interested in moving into high-priced homes such as these would think again if they had to approach through a complex of terraced houses with rows of washing hung out to dry and children playing in the street. Already, even before building was completed, he was being proved correct: there was no shortage of tenants, the sort of tenants who would have no trouble in having the rent when either Archibald or Lydia called to collect it on the first day of each month.


Month followed month, another fête day came and went. On a morning in late September, as Christian came out of Mrs Triggs’ general store-cum-post office, Lydia appeared along the road on her bicycle.


‘Hello, friend Lyddy.’ He doffed his soft felt hat, returning it to his head at his usual jaunty angle. ‘Where are you off to on this lovely morning?’ And indeed it was a lovely morning; the summer that had shown every sign of being over had suddenly returned, giving them what looked like being the warmest day of the year.


‘I’m on my way to see the furniture into the show house.’


‘I’ll help, I’d like to. Have you time to walk?’


Immediately she slipped from the saddle; with one hand she straightened her straw hat and with the other she held the handlebars as she started forward.


‘Here, let me push that. Off we go then. We’ll turn the show house into a home fit for a king. Seeing the place with furniture will be the icing on the cake. You know, Lyddy, I’ve never watched my work take shape like I have here. And it’s not just that. All of you, you and your family, have made me feel that this is where I belong. I’ve had more than enough of being in digs, I’ve a good mind to look for somewhere to rent in the village and make a permanent base. Perhaps one of these houses. What would you think?’


Calm, unemotional Lydia was frightened to trust her voice. It took all her willpower to keep her tone level, not to let him know what his words were doing to her. The way he said it, the way his free hand brushed against hers as he walked pushing her bicycle (was it intentional? She didn’t know. She was frightened to ask herself). One of these houses … what did she think? … what was he hinting? She mustn’t let him guess how every nerve in her seemed to be tingling at the very thought. If he guessed that, then that might lead him to knowing all those other fantasies, fantasies that threatened to bring the colour to her cheeks as she imagined them.


‘Stay permanently in Kingshampton? You could do a lot worse, Christian.’ Thus might a maiden aunt have answered. ‘It’s a good location. Did Dad tell you that someone moving his family into one of the top houses is coming from London? He means to travel there each day but wants his family to have a country life. The service from Brackleford is excellent. That advertisement we put in a national newspaper proved to be money well spent, it’s awakened a good deal of interest.’ How could he not know how hard her heart was hammering? ‘If your commissions come from anywhere in the home counties – and from what you tell us, they do – you’ve already found that you can easily work from Kingshampton.’ She knew she ought to have left it at that, but she couldn’t. ‘Dad would be delighted, he enjoys having you come in and out at home. I’ve never known him take to a young man like he has to you. If only he’d had a son – for the business I mean.’


‘Indeed, yes. Still, if it wasn’t to be, perhaps there’s a good reason.’


She laughed. ‘What a comforting approach to life when things don’t go the way you want. Look, the furniture van has arrived. And that must be Sophie’s bike, she said she’d probably come over. She’ll enjoy deciding how the things should go.’


‘Don’t you mind? You work with your father every day, don’t you want to be the one to arrange the furniture?’


‘Oh, we’ll all have our say, I expect. It’s nice when she shows an interest, I know Dad is always pleased.’


Seeing them coming, Sophie ran to meet them. Just like the unseasonal change in the weather from the previous week’s autumnal storms, she seemed to believe it was still the height of summer. Wearing a white pleated skirt and sailor blouse she could have passed for fourteen instead of twenty-two. ‘Good, now all three of us are here. We’ve put the big rugs down, me and the furniture men. Isn’t this fun! The kitchen is really smart, glass-fronted cabinet with a letdown flap for a sort of work-bench. That’s what Arnold – he’s the one in charge – that’s what he called it. If Ethel sees it, she’ll be green with envy having to put up with the old dresser and wooden table.’


‘A good deal more space to work, I expect,’ Lydia the practical answered, trying not to notice how Christian’s eyes devoured Sophie.


‘We live in changing times,’ he laughed.


A shiver of apprehension ran down Lydia’s spine. Did she only imagine that his whole demeanour brightened at the sight of Sophie? His voice echoed in her mind. ‘Perhaps one of these houses … what would you think?’ But she pulled her thoughts back to the work they’d come to do and, not even conscious that she did it, held her tall, straight figure even more erect.


‘Where shall we start?’ she asked, ‘Upstairs or down? I want to be back at the office by half past eleven, that’s why I brought my bike. Dad has an outside appointment.’


‘Let’s just see how it goes. The office won’t run away if you’re not there.’ To Sophie it all seemed so simple. But Lydia’s sense of responsibility was strong enough for the two of them.


‘I’ll start upstairs,’ she said. ‘You can do the downstairs. You two have more idea on arranging things than I have.’ As if to punish herself for letting her wild dreams get out of hand she threw the two of them together, belittling her own ability at the same time. She mustn’t build her hope on dreams – and yet, ‘… perhaps one of these houses … what would you think?’ Fearful they might read her thoughts, she said, ‘People’s interest in bedrooms doesn’t go much further than size, there’s not much scope for choice of arrangement. And I can hang the curtains while I’m here, Sophie, I’m taller than you are.’


Sophie beamed on them both, indeed on the world at large. ‘Good idea, Lyddy. The chaps are still up there, ask them nicely and they’ll put the beds up.’


At the idea of asking the delivery men nicely to do something outside their remit, anything that remained of Lydia’s self-confidence evaporated. ‘I can manage, I’ve brought spanners and things.’


‘Give me a shout and I’ll give you a hand if you like,’ Christian offered. His words were willing enough, so how was it she knew he said it only because in the circumstances he could do no less? Mounting the stairs, she was determined she would erect the three beds unaided. In fact, the fat and jolly driver from the furniture van was already organising his team, one bed was erected, one well on the way and the third stacked against the wall of the third bedroom waiting. The amount of tip she had intended to give them took a leap upwards, even while she seemed to stand outside herself considering what great importance she put on independence, while to Sophie it seemed to mean nothing. But then, why should it? Looking as enchanting as she did, Sophie would never have to ask for assistance, instead she would seem to bestow a favour on whichever of her willing helpers she chose. And today she’d chosen Christian.


From downstairs came the sound of their voices. To Lydia’s ears they were happy voices, laughing, teasing, turning the chore into the sort of fun that Lydia never felt able to be part of. She set about hanging the bedroom curtains while the delivery men erected the final bed, then came to tell her, ‘We’re off now, missus. Reckon we’ve done all the heavy, you’ll be all right from here.’ The hint wasn’t necessary, a more than generous tip was waiting on the dressing-table.


‘I really am grateful, now we’ll have everything done in no time.’ She smiled. A minute later they were clattering down the stairs, well pleased with her appreciation of their morning’s work.


‘And right nice it’s going to look. Lucky families who can find the cash to live in one of these and no mistake,’ the foreman said as he pocketed the tip and followed his helper out of the house. Once they got back into the truck he’d see to giving the fellow a share. It was a pity Lydia couldn’t hear what he said as they shut the front door behind them. ‘A real nice lady, that one. I dare say you fancied that other little madam, all legs and smiles. A pretty smile don’t pay the bills, my lad. Here, put these sponduliks in your pocket, it’ll pay for your pint and a bite of cheese before we go off back to town.’


The van disappeared from sight and Lydia concentrated on getting the curtains hung, bedrooms, bathroom, then the downstairs rooms too before she went back to look after the office. By twenty to twelve she viewed their work with satisfaction. Was it Sophie or Christian who had such a good eye for effect? The sitting room looked delightful; it wouldn’t be long before someone would want to buy or rent it just as it was. She forced herself to imagine the people who would live here, probably a husband and wife and two children, the man cycling each day to work in Brackleford and glad to do it, knowing his family was out of the bustle of a growing town. Lydia sighed, her gaze going involuntarily to Christian before she could pull it back in check. Fortunately, he was busy admiring the end result of their labours.


‘I’m not coming home at midday, Lyddy,’ Sophie was saying. ‘We’re doing awfully well, but the dining room will take a while. I want to get it all perfect before we leave. Christian says he’s in no hurry today so he’ll stay and help.’


After Lydia had gone, the other two kept up their pace of work and soon the whole of the ground floor looked good enough to tempt the most critical would-be resident.


‘Lyddy’s done the upstairs curtains, but there’s this box of ornaments and bits for the bedrooms,’ she said.


‘I’ll carry it, it’s heavier than it looks.’


So work went on for another half-hour or so, setting chests of drawers and dressing-tables in the most advantageous positions. Sophie made up the beds in the three double bedrooms while Christian, with an eye for effect, hung pictures and arranged ornaments. Every few minutes they stood back to admire their handiwork. Then all that remained to be done was the smallest bedroom.


‘Let’s stop for five minutes.’ Christian held his hand out to her and drew her towards him. ‘We’ve earned a break.’ As openly friendly as a child, that’s how Archie and Addy saw Sophie; but, holding her at arms’ length as he looked at her, Christian would have had to be blind not to read the message in her eyes, a message he’d seen for months but never been more aware of than this morning, a message he saw as a reflection of the way his own thoughts had continually turned. Only a man made of stone could fail to respond and this morning there was nothing stone-like in the racing of his blood. ‘It’s been a good morning.’ Still he held her at bay – but only just. ‘My fair maiden is more than a pretty girl, she’s a great worker. We did well, pretty Sophie. You liked our morning?’


Sophie’s eyes shone as she turned to him, nodding. ‘Magic,’ she whispered. She felt that the one word said it all. Arranging furniture, choosing how they wanted the room to look, making a home … None of the local ‘eligibles’ had ever made her feel like this, as if a million butterflies were fluttering in her arteries – or was it her veins, she didn’t know, didn’t care, didn’t care about anything except something she believed as last she could read in his eyes.


‘Sophie,’ he whispered, drawing her close against him. In an age of innocence, Sophie was anything but ignorant. Pressing herself to him she thrilled to feel the proof that he felt the same as she did. As if to let him know it hadn’t gone unnoticed, she moved her hips. Pulling her blouse from where it was anchored under the waistband of her skirt, his hands moved on her naked back. Pressing against him she could feel the beating of his heart; the butterflies grew stronger, wilder. It wasn’t the first time she’d felt this deep ache of longing, but never had it been to the accompaniment of excitement so great that she felt she could scarcely breathe. ‘You know what you do to me?’ She heard the urgency in his whisper. Yes, oh yes, she knew and with all her heart she rejoiced in it. He was telling her that he had this same hungry, empty, dreadful and yet wonderful feeling; he was telling her he was in love with her.
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