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A REGIMENTAL AFFAIR


Kate Lace




I am indebted to a number of people who gave me help and information about the life of long-suffering army wives. If there are mistakes in this book, it is not the fault of the following: Emma Brambell, Sarah Buckley, Cathy Carter and Jan Smith, to whom I am very grateful.




Chapter One


Ginny Turner was surrounded by chaos. On the floor of her room was a suitcase piled high with clothes, mostly various sorts of army uniform, but with a number of skimpy outfits that bore witness to Ginny’s off-duty retail habit. By the bed was a packing case half-filled with books, CDs, walking boots and a tennis racket, while a hockey stick balanced precariously in the corner. Her skis were propped against the end of her bed until she could work out how the hell she was going to fit them in a tea chest. Music blared from her radio and Ginny herself was lying on her back on the bed wearing a T-shirt and shorts, her left knee crooked with her right foot resting on it, nattering into her mobile phone.


‘I know, it’s a pisser, isn’t it? I mean, two weeks’ notice to move. It’s all very well them saying “exigencies of the service”, but it still means I’m the one getting mucked about and this new place I’m going to is in the back of bloody beyond – although I’ll have more to do than you have where you live.’ There was a knock on her door. ‘Hang on a mo,’ she instructed. She held the phone away from her mouth as she yelled, ‘Come in!’ The door opened and an attractive young man poked his head round and tapped his watch. She looked at her own. ‘Oh shit.’ She re-clamped her phone to her ear. ‘I’m sorry, Netta. Gotta go. I’m late. Ring you tomorrow. Yeah, hugs to all the kids and love to Petroc. Bye.’


Smiling apologetically at her visitor, Ginny bounced off her bed, flicked her phone shut and switched off the radio. ‘I’m so sorry. I was chatting to my sister and forgot the time. Give me two ticks and I’ll be there.’


‘It’s your farewell party.’


‘I know, I know. But let’s face it, if you lot haven’t got used to me being late by now, when will you?’


Tim Benson nodded and gave her a lopsided smile. He wondered how could anyone so utterly organised at work be so shambolic in her social and private life?


As soon as he left, Ginny stripped to the buff and concentrated on getting ready for her final night out with the other single officers before her departure from her current unit to a new posting, via a spot of leave. She only had herself to blame for being so late this time – her excuse that a phone call had delayed her had been a fluent lie. The truth was she had spent too long going through an old photo album she’d found as she’d been packing. She instantly remembered what it contained and had flicked eagerly through it to find a few specific shots. She’d whizzed past the snaps of her earlier exploits in the army until she found what she had been looking for; pictures of the last time her path had crossed that of Bob Davies. Then, he’d been a junior captain, not long married and a new father, and in the two years that Bob, his wife and Ginny had all been together at Tidworth she had got to know them quite closely. Well, not his wife. Ginny had been wary of Alice. There had been something about the woman that Ginny had taken against almost from the outset. She had never been able to put her finger on it precisely, but she had an inkling that Alice had not entirely approved of her. Not enough to refuse her offer of babysitting Megan, but enough to subtly cut her at the few social events they attended together. It had been very hurtful, and if Ginny hadn’t liked Bob so much she would have told Alice where to get off when she’d asked her to babysit.


To start with she’d liked Bob simply because he’d been kind to her. She’d been the newbie in the unit – and the only girl – and so had been largely ignored by most of the other officers. The blokes seemed to resent a woman living with them in the mess – some sort of macho idea that having a woman around would cramp their style. Consequently she’d felt shunned and lonely, which hadn’t been helped by the fact that her sister had got a job on the Isles of Scilly and her parents had been stationed in Washington. It wasn’t her style to complain and she’d told no one just how friendless she’d felt. Instead, she’d thrown herself into her work and got on with things.


Somehow Bob had guessed that she wasn’t the happiest person in the regiment and had wheedled out of her the reason why. She had been touched that he cared. Not only that, he was also the one who had bothered to find out that she had been a county hockey player before she joined the army, and who’d had the courage to suggest that she should be included in the regimental hockey team – a suggestion that had been vindicated when she had become the team’s highest goalscorer that season. That, more than anything, had given her status in the unit and had helped to integrate her with the men. But more than that, whenever Bob came across her he made a point of talking to her. He had a knack for making her think he really cared about her, unlike the other blokes who only just about tolerated her. She knew it was an act – he was married with a kid – but she didn’t mind. It was just lovely to have someone take an interest in her when everyone else dear to her was miles away. She knew that if it hadn’t been for him she might have easily thrown in the towel and resigned from the army. It was one thing being perfect military material – outgoing, sporty, courageous – but it was another thing entirely being able to prove it when surrounded by blokes. She knew it was directly down to Bob that her first unit had accepted her eventually, and she was incredibly grateful. Furthermore, young and naïve as she was, she had been deeply flattered that this older, good-looking man had taken the least bit of interest in her, and it wasn’t very surprising that, over the months they had been posted together, she’d found that gratitude wasn’t her only feeling regarding him.


In the ten years since, Ginny ought to have grown sufficiently in self-knowledge to understand that Alice’s antipathy towards her might have stemmed from the fact that Alice realised what Ginny’s feelings were too. And if she had been further inclined to a moment of self-examination, Ginny might have realised that, in the exuberance of youth, she had probably not been as discreet as she thought she had. Then, he had been, and possibly still was, an absolute hunk. Not only that, but he had a terrific sense of humour and shared Ginny’s thirst for extreme sports and adventurous training, which had thrown them together on several occasions. She had enjoyed his company and had searched it out – which had probably been the main source of Alice’s resentment – but never with any sort of alternative agenda. She might have been young and naïve but she wasn’t stupid, nor was she a marriage wrecker. But when looking at the photos and recalling the events of a decade ago, Ginny had not bothered with any analysis beyond wondering, yet again, what on earth had possessed Bob to marry Icy Alice and, more intriguingly, to stay married to her. She’d always felt that Bob would be sensational in bed, but Alice? Hardly. Which had led Ginny to allow herself an indulgent fantasy involving Bob. Immersed as she had been in her thoughts, Ginny had completely lost track of time, and even when her sister had called she still hadn’t realised how much of the evening had slipped past unnoticed.


Guiltily, she snapped the album shut and dumped it in the box, trying to banish her inappropriate daydream about her future boss from her mind. But, as she zipped herself into a tiny denim skirt and pulled a slinky top over her head, she couldn’t ignore the quiver of pleasure she felt at the prospect of seeing him again. Only a couple of weeks to go, she thought, as she abandoned the muddle of her room and went to join her friends.


Ginny wasn’t the only person on the move. The next morning, Alice Davies gazed at the exterior of her new quarter and felt a deep sense of satisfaction. It was as Bob had described it on the phone, only better – and bigger. Montgomery House was mock Georgian with three floors, and was by far and away the largest house she and Bob had ever been allocated in their fourteen years of married life. It looked stylish and opulent, and Alice felt that her carefully accumulated period furniture was going to look wonderful in such surroundings. She had worked long and hard for this moment; longer and harder than anyone except Bob would ever know, and at last she had achieved her ambition. She was the commanding officer’s wife. She was top of the pecking order on the patch. She had the biggest and swankiest house and didn’t she feel smug. It was rare for Alice to feel like that, as she wasn’t one for very strong emotions. She didn’t really approve of them, as strong emotions always left her feeling uncomfortably out of control. But today she didn’t care. She was unbelievably happy and she felt the fact that the weather, despite it being only March, was bright and sunny too, could only bode well for the next two years.


The door was open and Alice wandered into the cool hall. She liked the black and white chequered tiles. Very ‘stately home’, she thought. She felt a momentary prickle of irritation that Bob was nowhere to be seen, but then she supposed her husband and the camp commandant were still busy with the march-in. As so often before during the course of Bob’s military career, he had gone on ahead to the new posting, leaving her to tie up the loose ends of the previous one. This time had been no different, although on this occasion Alice had had to wait at their old quarter to allow the departing CO and his wife the courtesy of leaving without feeling that their replacements were breathing down their necks.


The hall was big, with a sweeping staircase curving elegantly down from the first floor. Alice imagined herself descending it in a stunning evening dress – the envy of the other, junior wives. She peeked through the door on her right; the drawing room. Nice enough, she thought. She didn’t much go for the colour scheme, but it had a fabulous fireplace and two big French windows that led out into the garden. Not that the fact she didn’t like the décor was the least bit of a problem. She would get Bob to repaint the walls before they got properly unpacked. She considered the curtains. They would do at a pinch but, with any luck, the quarter might be due for some new ones. Excitedly, Alice opened the doors to the rooms downstairs and found with mounting delight that the promise the exterior had offered did not disappoint. The reception rooms were all beautifully proportioned and the kitchen was like something out of a glossy magazine.


She returned to the hall and ran up the stairs. At the top she met Bob.


‘I saw you arrive but I was a bit tied up with the march-in. Anyway, I thought you would like to have a look round without me getting underfoot. What do you think of it?’


‘It’s wonderful. Absolutely lovely.’


‘I thought you’d like it. Good journey?’


‘Fine. No problems at all. I passed the removal van about twenty minutes ago, so I expect they will be here soon.’ There was a discreet cough from behind Alice. She turned around.


‘Hello, Mrs Davies. I’m Mr Wilkes, ma’am. I’m the camp commandant. Welcome to Salerno Barracks.’


Alice shook his hand. ‘Thank you Mr Wilkes. I’m sure we’ll be very happy here.’ And she meant it; she was certain of it.


Mr Wilkes departed, leaving Alice to explore the rest of the house and to choose a bedroom for her daughter, Megan. With six rooms other than the master bedroom, Alice hardly knew where to begin, but with only two weeks before Megan came home from school for the Easter holidays, she had set herself a deadline to have the house straight by then.


Down the road, in a much smaller quarter that had a number rather than a name, three women were watching their small children play with Duplo bricks and animals, while they drank tea.


Debbie Greenwood, plump, dark and pretty, leant forward to right a drinking beaker before juice leaked on to her carpet and said, ‘So she’s here then. Do either of you know what she’s like?’


‘Never met her,’ said Louise. ‘Somehow our paths never crossed.’ She set her mug down on a coaster and pushed her shoulder-length blonde hair behind her ears. ‘But I’ve heard things.’


‘Tell,’ said Josie.


Louise leaned forward slightly and said, ‘Well, it is only gossip …’


‘So?’ said both the others in unison.


‘I’ve heard she’s a bit of a control freak.’


‘In what way?’ said Debbie.


‘She doesn’t drink, for a start.’


Debbie and Josie exchanged significant glances. An army wife who didn’t drink! Was there such a thing? Certainly no one they knew was teetotal. Maybe they knew a few who stopped indulging when pregnant. Quite a number didn’t mind staying stone-cold sober to drive their husband home from mess functions, but not to drink – ever?


‘Anything else?’ asked Josie.


‘I don’t know if it’s true, but ages ago I heard she keeps a note of every dinner party she’s ever had, who attended and what the guests ate.’


‘You’re kidding,’ said Debbie, with a shriek of disbelief.


‘I said I didn’t know if it’s true. I’m just repeating what I heard.’


‘Scary though.’


The three women exchanged more significant glances.


‘Oh God. You don’t think she’s the sort to think any wife who doesn’t have a full-time job has to be involved in good works?’


Josie and Louise groaned. They thought Debbie was more than likely right and, as none of them had gone back to work since they had had their first children, they knew they were all equally vulnerable. They could see stints of duty on regimental committees beckoning.


Alice was busy directing the removal men when the doorbell rang. She hurried happily down the wide, shallow stairs, taking pleasure from the feel of the polished, curved banister rail under her hand. She had always longed to live in a house with such a staircase and now she did. Bliss. She ducked slightly as she got halfway down to see who was standing on the doorstep of the open door.


‘Sarah!’ She ran down the last few stairs and proffered her cheek for her visitor to kiss. Alice’s and Sarah’s husbands had both been at Staff College together, and the wives had been neighbours.


‘Hi, Alice. I thought I’d better drop round and see you, now you’ve arrived. Everything OK?’


‘It’s wonderful. Bob told me that you and Alisdair would be our neighbours again.’ Alice looked past Sarah at the row of officers’ quarters. ‘Which one is yours?’


Sarah pointed. ‘Third on the left. The one with the blue Ford Galaxy.’


Alice noticed that the quarter allocated to the regiment’s second in command was pretty small compared to hers. Well, rank has its privileges, she thought smugly. She turned her attention back to Sarah and hoped her tiny moment of gloating hadn’t shown.


‘So how long have you and Alisdair been here?’


‘About three months.’


‘Great. So you’ll be able to give me the low-down on all the other wives. I’m looking forward to meeting them for coffee.’


Sarah shifted a little uncomfortably. She knew Alice’s firmly held views about the role of army wives. She hedged. ‘Quite a few go out to work.’


Alice’s mouth tightened in a small but involuntary grimace. She really didn’t approve. She knew she was old-fashioned but she’d been brought up to believe that the role of officers’ wives was to look after the wives of the soldiers. Her mother and her mother’s friends had been only too aware of that, and Alice couldn’t see why it should be different for her generation. ‘Oh. Well, I suppose it’s only to be expected these days.’


‘Boarding school fees mean most of us have to,’ said Sarah.


‘Do you work too?’ Alice was surprised. She would have thought that Sarah, as the wife of the second in command, would have been far too busy to be able to work as well.


‘Only part-time.’


‘Hmm.’


A man’s voice called down from the landing above. ‘Excuse me, missus, but do you want the bed put together?’


‘Hang on a sec,’ Alice called back. To Sarah she said, ‘Look, now I know where you live I’ll drop round when it’s a bit less chaotic. Lovely to see you again.’


Sarah returned home, duty done.


‘So, has she changed?’ asked Alisdair Milne that evening, when he got in from work.


‘What do you think?’ Sarah snorted.


‘But you used to be friends. When you lived next door you used to think her ways were quite funny.’


‘That was when she was my neighbour. Now she’s Lady Muck, swanning around as the CO’s wife, and I don’t think it’ll be quite so amusing.’


Sarah walked into the small and somewhat tatty kitchen of her current quarter. Alisdair followed.


‘Gin?’ She held up the bottle.


‘Please.’ He watched as Sarah busied herself with the glasses and the ice, ‘So what has she done to upset you?’


Sarah picked up a knife to slice a lemon. ‘Look, I know this is going to sound really bitchy, but you know I went to see her this afternoon?’


‘You said you were going to.’


‘Well, when she asked which house was ours, you could see the triumph written all over her face that we have been given this poky little box and she is there in Montgomery bloody House.’ Sarah sloshed two generous slugs of gin into the glasses.


‘Surely not.’


‘Trust me. You weren’t there.’


Alisdair sighed. It would make his life so much easier if Alice and Sarah got on. But, what the heck. Part of him knew that Sarah’s sour grapes were caused by a modicum of jealousy. Alisdair knew that she would have quite liked to have been the CO’s wife herself but Alisdair could have told her years back that it was never going to happen. Even when they had been cadets together, Bob had always shone as the star. He was always going to be the winner if it ever came to direct competition between the two of them. And now it had. Bob had been picked as the CO and Alisdair was his sidekick. Personally, Alisdair didn’t mind one bit. He really liked Bob and almost from the start he’d resigned himself to being in his contemporary’s shadow. But Alisdair didn’t envy Bob on every level. Alice, if rumours were to be believed, was a bit of an ice maiden; still, that was Bob’s problem not his. Alisdair didn’t think he would like to be married to someone like Alice. For one thing, she was so damn perfect. Everything she did, she did amazingly; cooking, flower arranging, painting, restoring furniture. She’d been a bit of a joke at Camberley – Alisdair remembered hearing from Sarah how the other wives used to take the mickey out of her when she wasn’t around. Well, perhaps Alice’s dedication to being the perfect army wife had paid off. Although, Alisdair reflected as he sipped his drink. Although Bob would have more than likely made it to the top even if he’d been married to a nymphomaniac floozy with communist tendencies.


‘And there’s another thing.’


Alisdair turned his attention back to his wife. ‘Miaow,’ he said.


Sarah had the good grace to look a little shamefaced. She laughed. ‘OK, OK. But honestly, even you’ll agree that she can’t be normal if she is directing removal men dressed like she’s about to go to a garden party at Buck House. I mean, surely if she was halfway human she’d be wearing old clothes – jeans even – but I swear the jumper she had on was cashmere and her skirt must have set her back at least a hundred pounds, if not more.’


Alisdair didn’t argue. What did he know about fashion? He was either in uniform or jeans and sweatshirts that Sarah bought for him from Marks and Spencer or some such place. But it went against the grain to hear Sarah being disloyal to his boss’s wife. ‘Well, she’s only supervising them, isn’t she? She’s not humping the boxes around herself, is she?’


Sarah took a noisy slurp of her gin. ‘Huh.’


Alisdair gazed out of the kitchen window. He thought it best not to say anything right now – Sarah probably wouldn’t appreciate it – but he would have to remind her at some stage that whatever views she expressed in the privacy of their quarter should not be voiced to the other wives. It wouldn’t be good for the regiment if the soldiers got to hear there was hostility amongst the wives on the officers’ patch. He deliberately changed the subject. ‘I don’t suppose either of the kids have been in touch today?’


‘Will might have emailed. He had a match today so he’ll probably want to let you know how he got on.’


It was the excuse Alisdair was looking for to stop this conversation. ‘I’ll go and check, shall I?’


‘Please.’ Sarah reached forward to the radio on the window sill and flicked it on. The voice of a Radio Four announcer told them it was six o’clock. Sarah took another sip of her drink and began to get supper ready while Alisdair wandered into the dining room that doubled as his study when the kids were away at school.


As always, the room was in chaos; bills, letters and papers were strewn across the centre of the army-issue oak table. The telephone directory was lying open at one end of the table and the computer dominated the other. It was no wonder they never had people round to dinner. It was too much effort to clear the room so everyone could eat at the table. Alisdair walked round to the machine and switched it on.


As the system booted up, he wondered briefly what sort of fist Bob would make of being CO. He certainly had a hard act to follow. His predecessor had been immensely popular, and his wife, a dizzy blonde, had by all accounts endeared herself to all and sundry by throwing outrageously boozy and amazingly fun parties. Alisdair and Sarah had arrived just in time to be present at the previous New Year’s Eve bash, which had served to prove that the reports had not been exaggerated. Somehow, Alisdair didn’t think that Alice was going to plough a similar furrow. He reckoned things were going to be very different on the patch from here on in.




Chapter Two


Megan Davies removed the towel from her head and studied her reflection in the mirror on the wall of the bleak bathroom.


‘Shit!’ said Zoë with a mixture of awe and horror.


Megan felt a frisson of nerves jangle her stomach. This was going to cause trouble – trouble in a big way. She’d known that it might from the moment she opened the bottle of dye, but she hadn’t expected the end result to be quite so … what? Dramatic? Outrageous? Well, it was certainly that. Her auburn hair was now jet black.


‘What is Miss Pink going to say?’ whispered Zoë.


Megan met her eyes in the mirror and said coolly, ‘She can say what she likes. It’s done now.’


‘She’s going to be mad, though.’


Megan shrugged. ‘So what’s the worst she can do? Gate me? Big deal. Term ends in a fortnight, there’s no more exeats, and I’m broke, so I can’t afford to go out anyway.’


‘Well …’ began Zoë cautiously. She stopped and wondered if she ought to continue.


Her apprehension, despite her outward bravado, made Megan snappy. ‘Spit it out.’


‘Expulsion?’


Megan’s eyes widened in horror for a split second. Then, ‘Nah. No way.’


Zoë looked sceptical.


‘Of course not,’ emphasised Megan, more for her own benefit than Zoë’s.


‘She expelled Tasha’


‘Yeah, but she was very drunk.’


True.’


‘And she’d been caught smoking twice.’ But even so, Megan’s confidence wavered. She had been no angel in her time at Downton Manor. OK, a couple of things had been unintentional. The broken window really hadn’t been her fault, nor had she meant to drop the block of sodium into the water, it had just slipped out of the tongs. Still, on the positive side, the explosion had been quite spectacular and worth the enormous rifting she’d had afterwards. But the rigging of the school’s public address system on sports day so that Nirvana had belted out over it was entirely down to her, as was her idea of writing HELP! SAVE US! in three-foot-high letters in weedkiller in the middle of the hockey pitch. Still, smoking was still considered almost the worst thing Miss Pink’s young ladies could get up to, with drinking just pipping it to the post. None of the girls thought that Miss Pink even knew what drugs were – except possibly as the American term for medical preparations.


‘And what will your mother say?’ Zoë voiced a thought that was already present in Megan’s mind.


‘She’ll be cool.’


Zoë’s eyebrows shot into her hairline. She’d met Mrs Davies on several occasions and knew precisely what she was like.


‘Well, she’ll get used to it.’


Zoë’s eyebrows stayed up.


‘Eventually.’


Zoë remained silent.


‘When it grows out.’


‘Yeah, that’s more like the truth.’


At Montgomery House, Alice had cleared away the supper things and was now sitting at the table in her kitchen surrounded by half-unpacked boxes, piles of china, crumpled newspaper and other evidence of the chaos of moving. Part of Alice wanted to get on and clear up the mess but she had firmly decided that she had another task taking priority that evening. Accordingly she had dispatched Bob off to the scullery to plumb in the washing machine and dishwasher, while she got on with organising her first social occasion. Even before she had moved in, she had ascertained the best days for ‘borrowing’ the mess staff to help her out, and now she was checking those dates against her diary and the regimental forecast of events. She sighed as she went through the possibilities of one date after another. Eventually she decided there was no alternative; she would have to have her coffee morning for all the officers’ wives the day after Megan got back from school. It was that, or postpone meeting them for nearly a month. She hoped Megan would understand – and, after all, they would have the rest of the holidays together. Before Alice began to write out the details of the invitation onto her engraved ‘At Home’ cards, she promised herself that she would make it up to Megan with a couple of treats – shopping sprees or cinema trips to compensate for having to be otherwise engaged on their first day together. Ignoring the grunts and occasional swear word from Bob as he struggled to shove a recalcitrant dishwasher into a tight space, she began to write out the cards in careful italics. Bob could get one of the clerks to deliver them tomorrow, first thing.


It was at about ten the next morning that the phone rang at Montgomery House.


‘May I speak to Mrs Davies?’ asked a cultured voice.


‘Speaking,’ replied Alice, recognising the caller as her daughter’s headmistress and instantly steeling herself for the worst.


‘This is Miss Pink.’


‘Yes.’ Alice tried not to sound too dispirited. She just managed to stop herself from asking what had Megan done this time. It was unfair to Megan to automatically assume there was a problem, except that there had been exactly that on too many previous occasions.


‘I am calling to ask if you were aware that Megan planned to dye her hair?’


Alice was momentarily lost for words. ‘Dye?’ The shock made the word come out in a squeak.


‘I take it from that you were not.’


‘Well …’ Alice wanted to lie but she had been caught on the hop.


‘Apart from the mess she has made of her own hair, I’m afraid we are going to have to add the cost of replacing several bath mats and towels to your bill, as they have been irreparably damaged.’


‘How?’ Alice was feeling shell-shocked.


‘The black dye your daughter used was permanent.’


‘Black?’


Miss Pink either didn’t hear Alice or chose to ignore her. ‘In view of the nature of your daughter’s latest misdemeanour I have gated her until the end of term. I thought you should know.’


‘Yes.’


‘I look forward to seeing you for the end of term service a week on Friday.’


‘Yes.’


‘Goodbye.’


Alice was left saying goodbye to a dead line. Black? How could she! How could she show her daughter off to the other wives at her coffee morning if she looked like some sort of freak? She’d just have to tell Megan to stay in her room. Alice knew that under normal circumstances only a heavy bribe would induce Megan to put in an appearance but, knowing her daughter as she did, there was no guarantee that the little minx would stay out of sight. In fact Alice knew that, just to be contrary, Megan would make sure she was highly visible.


Making a quick decision, she phoned regimental headquarters. She’d have to have the coffee morning in the mess. Megan wouldn’t make an appearance there. She had her fingers crossed that the invitations were still in Bob’s briefcase so she could retrieve them and rewrite them. After a couple of rings the adjutant answered.


‘Captain Greenwood speaking.’


‘This is Mrs Davies. Is my husband still there?’ She hoped that Bob hadn’t already left for his visit to brigade headquarters that was going to take him away for most of the day.


‘He’s with the RSM, Mrs Davies. He told me he didn’t want to be disturbed.’


‘It’s urgent.’


Richard Greenwood sighed. The previous evening, Debbie had told him about the rumours she’d heard and, together with intelligence gleaned from other officers who had served before with the Davieses, he reckoned she wasn’t a woman to be argued with.


‘I’ll put you through.’ Anyway, if Colonel Bob didn’t want to talk to her he could tell her himself. It was too early in his relationship with the new CO to end up playing piggy in the middle between him and his wife.


A minute later the CO put his head round their interconnecting door. ‘Richard, those invitations I asked you to send out.’


‘Sir.’


‘Have they gone?’


‘They were delivered to the company offices straight away, as you requested.’


‘Damn. The memsahib seems to have changed her mind about the venue, but I’ll tell her it’s too late now.’


Colonel Bob withdrew to his office and, after a brief word with his wife, resumed his discussion with his most senior warrant officer. Richard glanced at the invitation to his own wife, which was sitting in his in-tray, and wondered for a fleeting instant what the problem was, but the phone rang again and Debbie’s social calendar ceased to concern him.


Debbie was putting her daughter, Danielle, to bed when Richard came home.


‘Hi darling. Hello sweetheart,’ he said quietly as he entered the bedroom.


‘Dada,’ cooed Danielle sleepily.


Debbie tucked the quilt over the toddler and wound up the mobile so a tiny flock of fluffy sheep danced round in a circle above her daughter’s blonde curls. Richard leaned over the cot rail and dropped a kiss on her forehead. ‘Night night, gorgeous. Sleep tight.’ He gazed at his daughter and tried to imprint the image on his mind. He’d had word of some important news that was going to affect the entire regiment. He hoped that he would be able to hide the secret from Debbie until the news became official. He loved Debbie to bits but she wasn’t the soul of discretion, and if she got a hint of what was going on it would be round the married patch before you could say, ‘What secret?’


Danielle turned on her side, stuck a fat thumb in her rosebud mouth and shut her eyes. Her parents tiptoed out of the room and shut the door.


‘I’ve got a letter for you,’ said Richard, as they descended the stairs.


‘Me?’ Debbie was curious. Overseas, their post was delivered to the unit and distributed to families via husbands, but on home postings they got their mail through their letter boxes, like everyone else. ‘Who’s it from?’


‘CO’s wife. It’s in my briefcase.’


Richard fetched his bag as Debbie went into the kitchen and began to dish up their supper.


‘It’s spagbol,’ she called through the open door. ‘OK?’ She didn’t wait for her husband’s reply as she dolloped large ladles of spaghetti onto two plates sitting ready on the Formica work surface.


‘Great,’ said Richard, returning to the kitchen as he unzipped his document case. He rummaged briefly inside it. ‘Ah, here it is.’ He passed Debbie a stiff cream envelope.


Debbie wiped her fingers on a tea towel and took it. ‘Nice stationery,’ she commented as she ripped it open. She scanned it quickly and groaned. ‘Oh God. I knew it.’


‘What is it?’


‘It’s a summons from Alice Davies.’


Richard couldn’t see what was wrong with that. ‘That’ll be nice, dear,’ he said blandly.


‘No, it bloody won’t.’


‘Don’t be silly.’


Debbie chucked the invitation onto the worktop and began to put the Bolognese sauce on the plates. ‘I’m not. I told you what Lou said about her. She sounds awful.’


‘I expect Louise was exaggerating. You know what she’s like. No need to spoil a good story with the truth.’ Out of loyalty to his new boss, Richard kept quiet about the stories he’d heard.


Debbie laughed. ‘Well, maybe. Come on, grab a tray.’


Richard did as he was told and followed Debbie into the sitting room where they settled down in front of the TV with their supper.


‘By the way, we’ve been told that Ginny Turner is being parachuted in, to the post of regimental admin officer. She’s arriving in a couple of weeks.’


‘That’s great,’ said Debbie indistinctly through a mouthful of spaghetti. She’d been good friends with Ginny when she had been dating one of Richard’s friends. She swallowed. ‘Poor cow didn’t get much notice though, did she?’


‘No.’


‘Why was that?’


Richard knew perfectly well but couldn’t say. The regiment needed to be up to full strength by Easter to be ready for preparations for a future event, but if he said anything about that Debbie would smell a rat. Safer to blame the system in general rather than a future event in particular.


‘You know what the army is like.’


A snort from Debbie indicated that she knew only too well. She slurped up more spaghetti. ‘Still, it’s an ill wind.’ She swallowed noisily. ‘Tell her to get herself round here as soon as she arrives. I’ll have a bottle of wine open. Won’t it be great to have Ginny here? Just think, a year with a live wire like her for company.’


Richard kept to himself the news that he, Ginny and the rest of the regiment would be gone for at least six months of the year that Debbie was so looking forward to.


At Montgomery House things were rather more formal. Alice was also getting ready for supper but, unlike Debbie and Richard who were happy with trays on their knees, she was putting damask place mats on her mahogany table and lining up crystal wine glasses with the tips of the knives. They might be surrounded by half-unpacked possessions but that was no excuse to allow her standards to slip.


She glanced at her watch. Good, Bob would be home soon. Apart from anything else, she wanted to tell him about Megan’s latest misdeed and ask his advice about moving the coffee morning to the officers’ mess. Would sending out a note to everyone to say the venue had changed make her look foolish and disorganised? But would that be better than Megan swanning around looking like some sort of punk rocker? God, this was turning into a nightmare. She’d made her plans carefully to make sure she would have the maximum possible attendance of all the officers’ wives, and now she was going to be embarrassed by her daughter in front of them. Really, Megan was the limit! Bob would have to have a word with her.


Feeling more than a little irritated, she had just finished arranging the table to her satisfaction and was returning to the kitchen to check on the potatoes dauphinoise when she heard her husband’s key click in the lock. She decided the potatoes could manage on their own for a few more minutes and crossed the hall to greet him as he walked through the front door.


She offered her cheek for Bob to kiss and said, ‘Bob, you’ll never guess what Megan has done now.’


‘Hmm?’ Bob took off his beret, kissed her and dumped his case on the hall table.


‘Bob?’ Bob wasn’t usually this distracted when he came home.


‘Sorry, dear. Just had some news from the brigade commander today.’


‘Oh?’ Megan’s hair was sidelined.


‘Let me get changed and I’ll tell you.’


Alice watched her husband make his way up the stairs. Whatever the news was, it sounded as if it might be rather serious. She wondered what it could be.


Over the course of their meal she recounted Miss Pink’s telephone call and tried to put her curiosity to the back of her mind. Bob didn’t seem that concerned, and his only reaction was to comment that it would grow out soon enough. Alice changed tack and prattled on about her day – the boxes she had unpacked, the way she was arranging Megan’s room, the disagreement she’d had with their cleaner. She would return to the subject of Megan when Bob had less on his mind and could be relied upon to take a more appropriate stance. In the meantime, she had tired of waiting for Bob to tell her the news which was obviously bothering him.


‘So,’ said Alice as she placed her knife and fork together in the centre of her plate. ‘Are you going to tell me what is on your mind?’


Bob sighed. Not a good sign, thought Alice.


‘I had two pieces of news today. One good, one not so good.’


Alice moved her plate a few inches further on to the table and rested her wrists on the edge. The ‘not so good’ bit sounded as though it was going to be rather worse than that.


‘The good news is that Virginia Turner is being posted in as regimental admin officer. She arrives next week.’


‘Oh, that will be nice,’ said Alice noncommittally. She struggled to remember who on earth Virginia Turner was. Bob had obviously come across her before and thought well of her, but the name didn’t mean much to Alice. She gave up and admitted defeat. ‘Have I met her?’


‘Yes. Of course you have. She babysat for us a couple of times when Megan was little.’


‘Oh, goodness.’ Alice remembered now. ‘Ginny.’


‘Yes, Ginny,’ said Bob, with a smile.


Alice tried to look pleased, but she didn’t think that this was good news at all. Frankly she hadn’t much liked Ginny. In her opinion, she’d been a bit fast and she’d suspected that Miss Turner had been more than a little free with her favours. Yes, Bob had thought highly of her then, perhaps too highly. He’d certainly talked enough about her; her skiing, her windsurfing, her adventurous training expedition to the Andes. She tried not to let her feelings show. ‘Still Turner,’ Alice observed snakily. ‘So, not married then? I would have thought she might have settled down a bit by now.’


‘Well, I don’t think settling down is Ginny’s style, do you? I can’t see her with a brood of kids and a pile of ironing.’


Alice, slightly nettled because her husband had just – albeit unwittingly – belittled her homemaking skills, was about to make a bitchy comment about Ginny not being able to catch a man, when she thought better of it. Even Alice knew that all the single officers (and, she suspected, some of the married ones) had been panting after Ginny when their paths had last crossed, and she didn’t think that things would have changed so very much in the intervening years. She’d been a stunner then and probably still was.


With an effort, Alice smiled. ‘No, you’re right, dear. Children and ironing wouldn’t be up Ginny’s street at all.’


‘On the downside, we had some not-so-good news.’


Alice waited expectantly. She raised her eyebrows slightly to encourage Bob to get on with it. What did he want, a drum roll?


‘The regiment is being sent on an emergency tour.’


Alice felt as deflated as if she had been given an exquisitely wrapped box only to discover that it contained crumpled newspaper and no present. ‘Oh no!’


‘’Fraid so.’


‘When, where?’


‘Kosovo. Two months’ time.’


‘Two months! But …’


‘I know. I know.’ Bob had been expecting this reaction. It was the main reason he’d put off telling her for as long as he’d been able. Alice had always known that separation was an inevitable part of army life, but it didn’t prevent her from resenting it. And perhaps they had had more than their fair share of it over the sixteen years of their marriage. ‘We weren’t due for a tour for quite a while but things change. There’s more trouble brewing in the Balkans and we’re available. But don’t go telling anyone till I’ve had a chance to tell the rest of the regiment.’


Alice began to clear the plates. Bob could see from the set of her mouth and her silence that she was upset. He didn’t like the way the family was going to be split up for months any more than she did. She stacked their plates and hurried out into the kitchen. She didn’t trust herself to speak.


But Bob was mistaken that Alice was distraught at the thought of so many months apart. That was not what was making her feel very close to tears. This posting that had promised so much was now looking much less appealing. If the regiment was away on an emergency tour, there would be no official visits from the top brass and – and this was her biggest disappointment – no chance of a royal visit.


She had really hoped that at some time during her stint as CO’s wife she would have to host a member of the royal family. Now, hopes of that were fading fast. If the men were going out to Kosovo, the last thing her husband would be thinking about would be future social events, and Alice knew that a visit from one of the royals often took between a year and eighteen months to organise. By the time Bob got back and could be persuaded think about such things, it would be too late. Even if he did pull his finger out, the chances were that they would be on their way to yet another posting, and her successor would get the benefit. Really, life was so unfair. Ever since she had heard that Bob was to take over the regiment she had imagined herself at the helm of numerous impeccable social functions. Well, there would be none of that for at least six months. Damn. Alice’s annoyance at the curtailment of her social plans pushed the news of Ginny’s impending arrival to the back of her mind.


Sarah turned the cream envelope over in her hand. She recognised the distinctive calligraphy and had a pretty fair idea of what it contained.


‘Good God almighty, she didn’t waste much time then, did she!’ Sarah remarked as she stuck it, unopened, on the cooker hood.


‘I’m not with you,’ said Alisdair, who was reading the sports page of the paper.


‘Alice.’


‘How do you mean?’


Sarah sighed. ‘She’s only been here a matter of hours and she’s already getting the invites out to show us mere mortals how proper entertaining should be done.’


‘Oh.’ Alisdair turned the page. He obviously hadn’t taken in a word.


Sarah shook her head. Really – men! She poked the potatoes to see if they were done. ‘Anyway, why were you so late tonight?’


‘Ah.’


Sarah drained the spuds over the sink and began to mash them. ‘“Ah” sounds ominous.’


Alisdair folded up the paper. ‘This mustn’t go any further – at least not till it’s official.’


Sarah stopped mashing and focused her attention on her husband. ‘Till what’s official?’


‘We’re going to Kosovo. Six-month emergency tour.’


Sarah considered the news for a few seconds. She didn’t trust herself to speak until she’d taken a couple of deep breaths. ‘Soon?’


‘The beginning of June.’


‘That’s soon enough.’


‘So, suddenly, it got very hectic today.’


‘And will stay that way till you go.’ Sarah had been an army wife long enough to know all the implications. There was a mountain of stuff to do, especially as they didn’t have that long in which to get ready. Getting every scrap of equipment repaired, regimental documentation to be brought completely up to date, vaccinations to be organised, training to be undertaken, briefings on the local situation to attend … the list would make sure that every minute of every working day (and a good bit of their leisure time) would be taken up until they actually departed. And with a shiny new CO at the helm and still finding his feet, most of this would devolve to his second in command – Alisdair.


‘So I’m afraid …’


Sarah had already worked out the personal implications for the family. ‘The Easter holidays are going to be a non-event.’


‘Yes.’


Sarah returned to mashing the potatoes. ‘Can’t be helped,’ she said, trying to hide her disappointment. Damn and blast the bloody army. She took her frustrations out on the spuds.




Chapter Three


Ginny dumped her suitcase in the lobby of the officers’ mess and looked around. She recognised some of the pictures and the silver from the last time she’d visited the regiment, when they had been based on Salisbury Plain and she had been dating one of the subalterns. It was a bit like visiting one of the pad’s houses after they had moved. It didn’t matter what their new quarter was like; to all intents and purposes it was exactly the same as the previous one, it was just the colour of the carpets and the shape of the rooms that changed. You’d see the same house plants, the same pictures, the same rugs – everything arranged, as much as circumstances allowed, in the same way. Ginny supposed it was some sort of defence mechanism devised by the wives so it didn’t seem as though their families had been uprooted quite as often as they had.


She looked around for signs of life and could hear and see none. She wandered along a corridor leading past the dining room and heading, she hoped, towards the kitchens. There was bound to be someone there at this time – lunch was going to be served in under an hour. Behind her she heard a door slam. Ginny turned around and recognised the emerging figure immediately.


‘Richard!’


‘Ginny?’


She walked towards him and kissed him heartily on both cheeks. ‘Great to see you. I’d heard on the grapevine that you were here. And what’s this I hear about you being a father now?’


Richard grinned broadly. ‘Hard to believe, isn’t it? You’ll have to come and meet her.’


‘What’s the baby’s name?’


‘Danielle. But she’s hardly a baby any more, she’s eighteen months old.’


‘And is she beautiful like her mother?’


‘Yeah. Happily, my genes seem to be the recessive ones.’


Ginny laughed. ‘Christ, that was a lucky escape for the kid.’


Richard smiled. ‘It’ll be good having you here. Should liven the place up a bit.’


‘Does it need livening up?’


‘Not at the moment. We’re all far too busy.’


‘Busy? On a peacetime posting in the UK?’


‘But the CO wrote and told you?’ To be more accurate, Richard had actually written the letter containing the news but the CO had signed it.


‘Told me what?’ asked Ginny suspiciously.


‘That the regiment’s off to Kosovo in a couple of months.’


Ginny narrowed her eyes as she considered Richard’s bald statement. Then she laughed. ‘Good one. You nearly got me going then. Yeah, right.’


‘But surely you got the letter?’


Ginny thought back. Yes, she had had a letter from Bob and she’d read the first bit about how much he was looking forward to her serving in his regiment and how demanding the job would be and how he thought she was more than up to the task and blah, blah, blah. And then? And then she remembered throwing the letter on the bed and deciding to read the rest of it later. Had she? No, obviously not, or she would have picked up the news about their deployment to Kosovo.


‘Um, well,’ she hedged.


Richard smiled encouragingly.


‘Well, I did get it, but …’


‘You didn’t read it.’


‘No. Well, you know what that sort of letter is like. I mean, it’s usually all bullshit, isn’t it?’


‘Usually, but not always.’


‘Yes, well.’ Ginny had been caught out and felt a little foolish.


‘I mean, didn’t you think it odd that your posting was so sudden?’


Ginny had to admit to herself that she had wondered about that, but her curiosity had been submerged in the chaos of her round of farewell parties, all of which had had to be crammed into a somewhat short time-frame. Ginny shrugged and wrinkled her nose.


‘So, do you want a hand with your kit?’ asked Richard, sensing Ginny’s embarrassment and tactfully changing the subject.


‘Please. It’s all dumped in the hall at the moment. I was looking for someone to tell me where to find a room.’


‘I’ll take you to the mess manager’s office. He’ll get you organised.’


Twenty minutes later Ginny was hanging clothes in her wardrobe, wondering if she liked the way the furniture was arranged in her new bedroom and getting used to the news that she was off to Kosovo in the near future.


Well, she thought, abandoning her unpacking and sitting on her bed, now I know why the posting was suddenly brought forward, why there all the urgency. Just as well she didn’t have any compelling personal reasons for wanting to stay in the country. Footloose and fancy-free, that was her. Not that she really wanted to be that way, but suitable men – or to be precise, suitable, unattached men – seemed to be getting scarcer and scarcer. She sighed quietly at the thought.


Part of her fancied the idea of a stable, long-term relationship. The trouble was that it had been OK being ‘madcap, love-’em-and-leave-’em, good-time Ginny’ when she was twenty or so, but she was getting a little old for that role now. And all the guys that had kept her company, who had accompanied her on expeditions and skiing holidays, had, one by one, drifted into marriage and domesticity and left her to carry on her life of single irresponsibility. The men that swam back into the availability pool, their marriages falling apart as they often did in the military, always seemed to carry so much emotional baggage as a result of the ex-wife’s infidelity, their own infidelity or whatever, that they could hardly be considered a prize catch. Yesterday’s leftovers was a better description, thought Ginny.


Furthermore, she didn’t think that six months in some godforsaken NATO outpost was going to improve her chances of finding Mr Right. The only people she was likely to come across were the chaps in the regiment, and the chances were that the single ones would be miles too young for her, and her contemporaries were bound to be married and therefore off-limits. Thirty-one wasn’t old, for God’s sake! But all the men of her age had wives and kids, or hang-ups and alimony payments. Perhaps, she thought dully, I’ve left it too late. Heigh-ho. Middle age as a spinster didn’t seem very appealing, but that was what beckoned. She looked in the mirror. There were the beginnings of some lines around her mouth. Little ones that she’d got from pursing her lips when she concentrated. If she didn’t watch out she’d soon be a wrinkled, middle-aged spinster, just like all the unmarried female officers she had laughed at when she had been a cadet.


Feeling down, she wandered over to the window and looked out. Not too bad a view, she thought – better than the last place she’d lived in where her room had looked out across dustbins behind the mess kitchen to a busy main road and a row of dreary, run-down shops. This time her room was at the front of the building so she looked across a large lawn. A screen of mature chestnut trees was on the left and beyond them she could glimpse the parade square. A road led off the square, across the top of the lawn in front of her and then curved around into the small estate of officers’ houses with their neat front gardens, hanging baskets and people carriers or estate cars in the drives. All those officers had managed to find the time and the right person to marry, she thought. Perhaps she ought to make the effort this time when she came back from Kosovo. She’d make someone a good wife – and she’d be a good mother, she was certain of that. She sighed again. Wasn’t it funny how lonely you could sometimes be, even when you lived in a bustling place like an officers’ mess.


Bob wasn’t a heavy smoker and he still had five cigarettes left in the packet on his desk – more than enough for the afternoon – so he knew he was kidding himself when he popped into the mess on his way home for lunch that the sole reason for the detour was to buy some fags. Richard had let slip that, while in the mess, carrying out his duties as Wines Member, he had run into Ginny. As Bob neared the front door of the mess, he finally admitted to himself that he was hoping to see Ginny and he was just curious to see if she had changed at all in the last ten years. That was all.


And he needed cigarettes, didn’t he?


On entering the bar, he saw that it was empty apart from a couple of young subalterns drinking orange juice and poring over a motoring magazine. Walking over to the bar he noticed a feeling of disappointment welling up inside him. Oh well, he’d just get his cigarettes and go home. Anyway, if the poor girl had only just arrived it was a little unlikely that she would already be propping up the bar. One of the young men glanced up and saw Bob as he passed, and they both leapt to their feet. With a casual hand gesture to signal they could sit down, Bob made a mental note to get Richard to spread the word that he didn’t expect junior officers to jump to attention every time he made an appearance in the mess. After all, the mess was their home and he was, in some respects, a visitor. He’d have said something then and there but for the life of him he couldn’t remember their names. He filled in a chit for twenty Silk Cut and handed it to the steward.


‘Sorry, sir,’ said the young lad serving him. ‘I’ve run out. I think we might have some in the cellar. I’ll just go and see.’


‘In which case, I’ll have a tomato juice while I’m waiting.’


‘Yes, sir.’


The steward returned the chit to Bob for him to sign for his drink and busied himself mixing the juice with Worcestershire sauce and adding ice and lemon. With nothing else to occupy him. Bob watched and then accepted the proffered drink. The barman excused himself to fetch the cigarettes.


‘So, sir,’ said a woman’s voice behind him, ‘still not drinking at lunchtime, I’m pleased to see.’


Bob spun round. ‘Ginny!’ She hadn’t changed a jot, he noticed instantly. Still as slim, still as blonde, still as pretty. ‘How lovely to see you again.’ His feeling of disappointment was replaced, in a heartbeat, by real happiness.


‘It can hardly be a surprise,’ she replied. ‘You knew I was arriving today. In fact, I’ve already been told by Richard to report to your office at two o’clock for my initial interview.’


‘Hardly necessary though, seeing how well we know each other.’


‘You could have dispensed with the formality.’


‘I didn’t want you to think I was ignoring you.’


‘As if.’ She raised an eyebrow at him and smiled. Bob had forgotten how devastating her smile was.


The two young officers finished their drinks and drifted off to the dining room in search of food. The barman hadn’t returned with his cigarettes and Bob was suddenly very aware that he and Ginny were alone and he found the thought oddly disturbing.


‘Settled in?’ he asked somewhat abruptly, clearing his throat.


‘Ish,’ said Ginny. ‘Although there’s not too much point in making myself feel completely at home. Seeing as how I’ll just have to pack everything up again soon.’


‘No.’ The barman returned and handed Bob his Silk Cut. ‘Right, well, um … I’d better get off home or Alice will wonder what has become of me.’


‘How is Alice – and Megan, of course?’


‘Alice is fine. Megan’s at public school.’


Ginny looked aghast. ‘My God! So grown-up.’


‘You must come round and meet them again. Megan’ll be back soon and Alice was so pleased to hear you’d been posted here.’


Ginny didn’t say anything. She had a feeling that the last few words were a lie. She could not imagine that in the intervening ten years Alice Davies would have revised her opinion about her.


Bob left the bar and Ginny ordered a lemonade from the steward. Taking her drink, she picked up a tabloid to read but, although she looked at the headlines, she didn’t take in a single word. She was far too busy thinking about Bob. She decided that the two wings of grey that had appeared at his temples made him look very distinguished, but that had been the only change she could see. His fringe still fell almost into his eyes as it had done ten years previously. When she had been talking to him she had wanted to push it off his face and she had only just managed to refrain.


She recalled the time when they went on a climbing expedition together and they had been alone on a ledge while they waited for the other members of their party to join them. She had allowed herself to do it then and she remembered how soft his hair had felt. Bob had looked surprised and then he had leant towards her. She was certain he was about to kiss her when they were interrupted by one of their fellow climbers appearing from below. Bob had grinned at her a little sheepishly as he moved away again.


Ginny had wondered then, and since, if he had been embarrassed about almost getting caught or allowing his feelings to show. Ginny sipped her lemonade, gave up any pretence of reading the paper and admitted to herself that she still fancied him like mad. She knew it was wrong and she knew it was unwise but she couldn’t help it. She plonked her drink firmly on the table. No, not unwise, she told herself. Completely stupid. Bob was off-limits and was going to stay that way.


When Alice saw Megan’s hair, it was every bit as hideous as she had imagined it would be. No wonder Miss Pink had been so annoyed. It was not the sort of advertisement she would want for her school.


‘I’ll make an appointment at the hairdressers to get it dyed back,’ said Alice as they drove home from the school. Megan said nothing. ‘What on earth possessed you? And black!’ Megan still didn’t reply. ‘Well?’


‘Well what?’ she said with a deep sigh.


‘Don’t you take that tone with me.’


Megan sighed again. ‘But I like my hair this colour.’


‘Of course you don’t.’


Megan raised her eyebrows in exasperation. ‘I wouldn’t have done it if I hadn’t wanted it to be this colour.’


‘We’ll get it dyed back and that is that.’


Megan didn’t argue but Alice knew she actually had to get her daughter to the hairdressers. That was another matter.


‘It’s a shame nothing can be done before tomorrow.’


‘Why’s that?’


‘I’m having a coffee morning for the other wives.’ Bob had persuaded Alice that she might as well hold her function at Montgomery House. As he had pointed out, they could hardly confine Megan to her room for the whole of the holidays and so there was no point in altering things as people were bound to come across Megan and her hair at some point.


Megan groaned. ‘Gross.’


‘Well, if you’re going to be like that about it, you can stay in your room.’


‘That’s what you’d like, isn’t it?’


Megan might be the teenager from hell, thought Alice, but she isn’t stupid. ‘Not really. I was rather hoping you might help out.’ Alice was hoping nothing of the sort.


‘Huh.’


Alice was finding Megan’s monosyllabic grunts increasingly irritating but she knew it would be better not to rise to the bait. ‘I hope you’re not going to be like this for the whole of the Easter holidays. You don’t want your father to go off to Kosovo with a memory of you doing nothing but sulk.’


‘What would he care?’


Alice almost snapped. It was only the fact that she had both hands on the steering wheel with the car doing seventy along a stretch of dual carriageway that stopped Alice from slapping Megan’s thigh. ‘He would care very much. And I’m not going to stand for you spoiling his last few weeks at home.’


Megan didn’t reply, she just glowered at her mother.


They didn’t exchange a further word for the remainder of the two-hour journey. When the car pulled up outside Montgomery House, Megan got out, slammed the door and dragged her case from the boot. Alice had expected her to comment on her new home at the very least. Really, that child was the limit sometimes.


Alice locked the car and opened the front door. ‘Your room is at the top of the stairs on the left.’


Megan didn’t answer; she just thumped up the stairs, banging her suitcase against the paintwork. Alice breathed deeply and refused yet again to take the bait.


Megan threw her case on the bed and looked at her room in disgust. Pink – again. Why did her mother have this fixation with pink? Every room she could remember, and there had been a few, had been painted pink. God, it was so twee. But that was their house all over; all frills and knick-knacks, with dainty little ornaments littering the surfaces. Megan vowed that when she had a place of her own she would have absolutely no clutter. Nowhere. Ever. And no pink.
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