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To Bridget and Baron
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Marcia Willett lives in Devon with her husband in a Georgian parsonage. The River Avon runs along the bottom of her garden and she likes nothing better than a walk on the moors with her Newfoundlands, Bessie and her new puppy, Trubshawe.





Chapter One



1985


Felicity Mainwaring sat before her dressing-table staring at herself critically in the looking-glass. She was forty-five years old and looked fifty. Her scrupulous dieting and rigorous exercise routines ensured that there was not a single extra ounce of weight on her body but where once she had been merely thin she now looked scrawny. Exercise may keep the muscles firm but it doesn’t prevent lines from forming or preserve the youth and elasticity of the skin. After the shock of her husband’s death from cancer a year ago, she had begun to look her age and dyeing her hair to hide the threads of grey merely served to make her look harder than ever. Unsparing though she was of herself, Felicity couldn’t see that the matt black hair aged her and that it was no longer in keeping with her skin tone. She rather liked it and, turning her head slightly, she approved the severe geometric cut that she had stuck to since Mary Quant first made it famous in the sixties. Mark had always admired it; that and the fact that she had never become flabby and careless of her appearance as her friends had. Her success here was partly to do with their decision to remain childless which meant that there was plenty of time and money to be spent on her appearance. Even when Mark’s cancer had been diagnosed and he had died shortly afterwards, she had never regretted that decision. It was possible that children might have been a comfort but it was more likely that they would have required consolation themselves and Felicity preferred to look after number one.


It had been a cataclysmic shock. Mark had hardly ever been ill. And he was doing so well in his career. Ever since he had passed out from Britannia Royal Naval College, he had gone from strength to strength within the submarine service. Great things were promised him: he was, in naval parlance, ‘a flyer’. He had shot ahead of all his oppos such as Tom Wivenhoe, George Lampeter and Mark Webster, and his eyes were firmly fixed on Flag Officer rank and more. So were Felicity’s. She could see herself as Lady Mainwaring and had imagined, with enormous pleasure, rubbing Cass Wivenhoe’s nose in the dirt. And now it was all over.


Felicity raised her chin, narrowed her eyes and examined her neck. It was there that ageing showed quickest. Turning this way and that, rather like a sharp-eyed bird sizing up its lunch, Felicity studied herself. She’d taken to wearing high-necked jerseys and was delighted with the piecrust-collared shirts that Princess Diana had made the vogue. She found them very flattering. After all, there was no point in letting herself go because her husband had died. Mark would have approved her determination to keep the flag flying. Perhaps it was a little easier for a woman whose husband had been away so much. She was used to being alone and had long since equipped herself with a circle of friends and amusements with which to ward off loneliness and boredom and, if she were to be brutally honest, Mark had become a little dull towards the end, his mind and will so firmly bent on his career. It went without saying that she’d been all for it. Nevertheless, promotion-chasing is a full-time occupation and Mark had become preoccupied and less companionable. She missed him. Of course she did. They had been well matched: shrewd, ruthless, self-seeking. Because they had been so alike there had been no need to dissemble and they had, therefore, found the other’s company restful.


Well, it was no good going over and over things. Felicity added a few last touches to her skilfully applied maquillage and sat back satisfied. At least she still had George. It was odd that George, who had never married and who had saved Felicity from loneliness on many occasions throughout her married life, had become much less available since the funeral. He had given her to understand that it wasn’t quite the thing, under the circumstances, to advertise their relationship and that they should wait a while before making anything public. Felicity could see the point. George was still in the Navy and it might not do his career any good to be seen stepping quite so hastily into the dead man’s shoes. Not that he hadn’t tried them on many times in the past. Still, it was sensible not to take any chances. George, who was soon to be finishing his command of a nuclear submarine, would probably be appointed to a desk job at the Ministry of Defence or to HMS Warrior at Northwood and, if so, would be looking for a flat. That would be perfect. London was so big and anonymous, unlike the small moorland village a few miles outside Tavistock where Felicity lived in her old Devon longhouse, and where, in the surrounding area, naval families abounded.


Felicity stood up. She would be very much happier when George was settled somewhere and – a very welcome change – on the end of a telephone. Meanwhile, life must go on. She glanced at herself approvingly in the long looking-glass, picked up her bag from the bed and sallied forth.


Commander George Lampeter finished his breakfast, pushed back his chair and, nodding to one or two of his fellow officers, went up to his cabin, collecting his post on the way. He glanced at the envelopes as he shut the door behind him. One was from Felicity and one was from his mother. He sighed and opened Felicity’s letter first. There were various items of gossip, a reproof for the fact that he hadn’t been in touch and a reminder that she was off to stay with a girlfriend in Exeter for a week. George put the letter on his bed and slit the second envelope. His mother was hoping that he might get down to see her when the submarine was in. Neither woman knew that this was already the case. George maintained his freedom by playing his cards very close to his chest and, since he hated scenes and disliked feeling guilty, he tended to avoid close relationships.


It seemed that his mother was anxious to see him. She told him that she had quite decided she could no longer cope in the Old Station House which was much too big for her now that she was all alone. Nor could she manage the garden with its half-mile of grassed-over track. If George didn’t wish to take the house on, then he must arrange to sell it for her. She had made up her mind to move into sheltered accommodation and she would very much like to talk it over with him. George sighed again and rubbed a well-cared-for hand over his smooth, razor-polished jaw. He ought to go to see her. His father had died some years back and George was the only child. His reluctance was explained by the simple fact that she lived nearer to Felicity than George found safe at present.


He’d been rather taken aback by his emotions when Mark Mainwaring had died. He’d been shocked, of course. After all, Mark was only the same age as himself, not much over forty, and it had made George think about how transitory life was and other unsettling and unpleasant thoughts. But hardly had poor old Mark been planted than Felicity was making suggestive noises and George was very glad to have the excuse of going back to sea. She’d concurred, rather reluctantly under the circumstances he felt, with his suggestion that it would be in poor taste for them suddenly to make public their relationship – although most of their acquaintance must know about it by now – and had agreed to proceed discreetly for the time being. But what then? There was no doubt that Felicity would have marriage in mind and not without reason. George had been one of Mark’s closest friends and had been deceiving him with his wife on and off for the last twenty years. Hardly surprising then that Felicity should imagine he would now want to legalise the situation. George was rather shocked to realise that he was not at all sure that he wanted her on a full-time basis. Under the right circumstances Felicity could be a wonderful companion. She had a witty, corrosive tongue and was very athletic in bed but would that be enough in a more permanent relationship? George liked a peaceable, ordered existence – which was another reason why he had never married – and he knew perfectly well that Felicity could be a harridan. But what could he do? He could hardly tell her that she was fun as a mistress but that she wasn’t what he wanted as a wife. To be fair, there had been several occasions over the years when he had tried to call a halt but, one way or another – often because she made him feel such a heel – he had gone back to her.


He looked again at his mother’s letter, remembered that Felicity would be in Exeter for a few days, and made a decision. He would go down to Devon to see his mother and try to get things sorted out for her. After all, he had been wondering what to do with his leave and it was only right and proper to put her mind at rest. He might pop in on Felicity afterwards: he’d play it by ear. He glanced at his watch. The trip from the submarine base at Faslane to Tavistock was a long one but he could be there in time for supper. His mind made up, George went to find a telephone.


Mrs Lampeter replaced the telephone receiver and went straight to the kitchen. Even now, with George at forty-three years old and her in her seventies, she was still inclined to look upon him as the schoolboy who had come home for half-terms and holidays and made directly for the larder. But although her first instinct was to feed him up she did not regard him as a child. She looked at him clearly, even ruthlessly, and saw him with a gaze that was unclouded by mother love. She knew his weaknesses. She knew him to be a kindly, vacillating man whose instinct to keep himself out of trouble caused him to take the easy way out. His modus vivendi was to keep his head down in the hope that problems would go away. Just like his father there, of course. Mrs Lampeter, bustling in and out of the larder, clicked her tongue. Old-fashioned enough to imagine that the right wife was the answer, she had almost resigned herself to the fact that she would never be a grandmother: almost but not quite. She knew all about Felicity. She’d met her once and the two women had disliked each other on sight. When she’d heard of Mark’s death she had lived in terror of George bringing Felicity home as his wife but a year had passed and Mrs Lampeter had breathed again. She knew quite well that George was vacillating and had decided that he needed a good sharp kick in the seat of his well-cut flannels with her size four-and-a-half shoe. She suspected that Felicity was merely biding her time until a respectable period of mourning had passed and Mrs Lampeter hoped to get in first.


Having made her preparations for supper she returned to the telephone and, after peering short-sightedly at her address book, she lifted the receiver and dialled. A young, clear voice answered its ring.


‘Thea, my dear. This is Esme Lampeter … Yes, very well indeed, thank you. Could you give a message to your great-aunt for me, dear? … That’s right. It’s exactly that. Could you tell her that I should love to come to luncheon on Wednesday but there’s one small problem. George will be home … Yes. My son. You’ve never met but of course he knows Hermione … Do you think so? Would you like to ask her? I see him so seldom, you see, that I wouldn’t really like to leave him here alone for the day … How sweet of you. If you’re sure then. He can drive me over. I’m a little nervous on the roads these days … And I’m sure that he will love to meet you, too, my dear. Bless you. Wednesday, then. Love to Hermione.’


Mrs Lampeter smiled to herself as she went back to the kitchen. She would never interfere, of course. That was not her way. But a helping hand in the right direction was something else again, something, even, that might be looked upon as a duty.


Thea crouched on the club fender and stared into the fire. The Lampeters had gone and after an early supper she and Hermione Barrable had retired to the library. The April evening was cold and the log fire was necessary. Broadhayes was an old granite house built on the edge of Dartmoor not far from Moretonhampstead and none of its inhabitants had ever had the courage to lift its flagged floors or drill through the thick walls to install central heating. Hermione Barrable was used to it. She had lived there for nearly sixty of her eighty-two years and was impervious to the chill. She dressed herself in layers of clothes, winter and summer alike, and looked like nothing so much as an ageing Siberian peasant. Her husband was long since dead, as was her dearly beloved elder brother who had been Thea’s grandfather.


Thea, whose father had the care of a parish in the Shropshire hills, had been brought up in a large, draughty rectory and was as impervious to the cold as her great-aunt. She sat on the fender because that is where she liked to sit. With her red-gold colouring, she glowed in the shadowy room almost as much as the roaring log fire. She was a tall girl, big-boned, long-limbed. Her bright hair was caught back into a thick plait and her amber-brown eyes gazed unseeingly at the leaping flames.


‘I liked George, G.A.,’ she said at last and smiled a little to herself.


‘Mmm?’ murmured Hermione. Her long-fingered old hand was poised over her patience cards as she sat at her small table. She did not raise her eyes but the murmur had been an encouraging one.


‘I liked the way he was with his mother,’ said Thea unexpectedly. ‘He didn’t patronise her and pretend that she was some sort of tiresome child. So many people do that to the elderly, don’t they? It’s as if they think that because they’ve passed a certain age they’ve become children again and are uninformed and incapable. It’s insulting.’


Hermione made her decision and the cards went down, flick, flick, flick. She knew that Thea was more at ease with older people than with those of her own generation, which was probably because her mother had been well into her forties when Thea, her only child, was born, and her upbringing had been a very sheltered one. It was not surprising, thought Hermione, turning a card, that she should be taken with George. He probably seemed like quite a young man to Thea.


‘I think it is possible,’ said Hermione with admirable restraint, for she usually liked the truth as plain and unvarnished as possible, ‘that he may be a little pompous.’


‘He was a bit, wasn’t he?’ Thea chuckled. ‘When he was telling us about the Falklands War, he was definitely the Man in the Know. I thought it was rather sweet.’


Hermione raised her brows as though making a mental note of something and then frowned at an undesirable court card.


‘Of course, he’s a very distinguished-looking man,’ she offered generously.


Thea looked thoughtful. ‘Makes him sound a bit middle-aged,’ she said at last.


‘My darling girl, he is! Must be forty. Probably more.’


‘He didn’t seem middle-aged to me.’ Thea sounded rather wistful.


Hermione gave a tiny sigh. She felt it was only right that Thea should see George clearly but at the same time she knew that Thea would never settle down with a young man of her own age. Her experiences had moved her beyond them. She had gone away to a carefully selected girls’ boarding school at thirteen and had left at seventeen to go home to nurse her mother who had suffered a stroke and was partially paralysed. Thea had taken on these duties with a courage far beyond her years and, when her mother had died three years later, she was too mature to be able to back-pedal and enjoy the light-hearted fun of her peers. She had continued to look after her elderly father and to manage the Rectory and her visits to the elderly Hermione were still the great treats that they had been when she was a child and she had come to stay with her cousin Tim, Hermione’s grandson.


‘I wonder why he’s never married?’ mused Thea, leaning sideways to reach for another log. ‘His mother would like him to settle down. She’s moving into sheltered accommodation and would like George to keep the house and live in it.’


Hermione thought that dear Esme had been a shade too obvious here. She had displayed George’s attractions before Thea as a peacock might spread its tail but it seemed that the girl was oblivious to what might lie behind these tactics and had taken it all quite seriously. She considered what answers she might offer Thea and tried to decide whether she should be encouraging her in her interest. After all, the girl should have her own home and family. She shouldn’t be spending her young life ministering to her father and his parish in the fastness of the Welsh marches. But was George Lampeter quite the right man for her? He had certainly been very taken with her. And what chance had she of meeting desirable and available men who would be attracted by her rather unusual qualities?


‘I expect that Esme would like to be a grandmother,’ said Hermione lightly. Thea might choose to walk into the trap but she, Hermione, would make quite certain that she saw all its workings quite clearly first. She must go of her own free will and with her eyes open. ‘As for why he never married, he may simply have been pursuing his career, although I believe there’s been a married woman he’s been involved with.’


‘I see.’


Thea looked thoughtful and Hermione wondered if she should have introduced the subject of Felicity. Esme had poured it all put one day when she had been terrified that George might marry her. The fact that, a year after her husband’s death, he had not done so said something significant; nevertheless, it was only right that Thea should be forewarned. Hermione decided that the whole truth should be told.


‘Apparently she’s been free for a year now so the fact that George is still single must tell us something.’


Thea’s brow cleared a little. Flick, flick, flick went the cards and the logs rustled and creaked a little, sending hissing flames dancing up the wide chimney.


‘He’s invited me over to lunch tomorrow.’ She was smiling again. ‘He offered to drive over to fetch me. Wasn’t that sweet of him?’


‘Very. Did you tell him that you’re perfectly capable of driving yourself?’


‘Well, I didn’t.’ The smile widened. ‘It gives us longer together, you see. And then he’ll have to bring me back.’


Hermione began to laugh, realising that all her warnings would be so much hot air if Thea had made up her mind.


‘Then I hope you enjoy yourself, my darling. These damned cards won’t come out.’ She gathered them up with a great sweeping movement and began to shuffle them.


‘Nightcap then?’ Thea stood up, stretched herself and wandered over to the big cage that stood on a round mahogany table in the corner. ‘Percy’s very quiet.’


She stared in at the big African Grey parrot who was hunched sleepily on his perch.


‘He was very good today.’ Hermione pushed back her chair a little. ‘No biblical quotations. Just as well. Poor Esme gets very upset. She doesn’t mind Shakespeare but she can’t quite come to terms with a parrot who quotes from the Bible. Your Great-Uncle Edward was mainly to blame for that, of course. He taught Percy great passages from the Bible as well as other things. Esme, poor soul, thinks it isn’t quite suitable. Heaven knows why. Percy is a very talented parrot and we didn’t see why he should be restricted in his education. I hope that George isn’t as sensitive as his mother.’


‘How d’you mean?’ Thea turned to look at her.


‘It’s always been agreed that you would have Percy when I die.’ Hermione gave her a glinting, mischievous smile. ‘I wouldn’t like to think of a parrot coming between a man and his wife!’





Chapter Two



George paced the ‘platform’ behind the Old Station House. The old seats still remained, placed at intervals and interspersed with half-barrels which would soon be overflowing with flowers. From what had been the ticket office and waiting room and was now a comfortable sitting room, Esme Lampeter watched him anxiously.


George lit another cigarette and paused to gaze down on the grassy track below him. If only he could make up his mind. Thea’s unaffected charm, openness and warmth had completely bowled him over. Her sensible clear-eyed approach to the practicalities of life was so charmingly emphasised by an old-world and unmaterialistic view that he was fascinated by it and her. He had never met anyone like her. Her tall, muscular frame, the glowing hair and warm brown eyes were a complete contrast to Felicity’s black, diamond-bright, birdlike looks. Thea seemed to overflow with superabundant health and generosity. You felt that you could almost warm your hands at her and George was deeply attracted. Above all, there was her youth. She couldn’t be much more than twenty-two or three.


Twenty years younger than Felicity, he thought. Felicity. Ay, there’s the rub. But after all, he argued with himself, there’s never been any actual talk of marriage. There was certainly no question of it when Mark was alive. It’s only because she’s all alone now that she wants me. She’s afraid of being old and lonely. And she’s too old to have children, never wanted them anyway.


He saw himself coming back to Thea, to a warm happy house in which his sons – naturally he would have sons – were growing up and where he was cherished and cared for, and his heart expanded. He thought of Felicity’s tongue-lashings, her tendency to treat him as a small boy to be granted favours or to be punished if he transgressed, and drew another thoughtful lungful of smoke. He had never said that he would marry her. A tiny thought suggesting that it might have been implicit in the continued relationship nagged at the back of his mind. He deliberately conjured up the idea of Thea and the sheer magnificence of it crushed the unwelcome intruder.


George turned back to pace the way he’d come. Of course, he’d be damned lucky if she accepted his offer of marriage – after all he was no youngster – but there were unmistakable signs that Thea was very fond of his company. She was not one to dissemble nor was there anything of the flirt about her. He would have been frightened off by a modern, trendy girl but in some ways Thea seemed more his age than her own. He thought of all his oppos, imagining their faces if he strolled into the Mess with Thea by his side. They’d be green with envy. And, after all, if he presented Felicity with a fait accompli, what could she do about it?


Nevertheless, it was a big step, a huge step. He was used to living in the Mess, being perfectly free to come and go as he chose and, as a ‘spare man’, always much in demand although, as far as that went, it was not as much fun as it had been once. He often felt out of things these days with all his oppos married and with growing children. The ‘spare’ women that he was invited to pair off with were, often as not, disillusioned divorcées, some of whom greeted him with a predatory delight which quite terrified him. Young women and girls found his old-world charm rather passé and Mark’s death combined with his meeting Thea made him now look carefully at the future. Thea. Her image rose up before him: warm, glowing, kind. He thought of the way she looked at him and the way she received his cautious, very cautious advances. His heart bumped erratically and he swore softly to himself. Dear God! He’d be mad to let her slip away. If only he could be sure that he could make her happy, that he wasn’t too old. Well, he must chance his arm. She was so unusual, so different from other girls that it might well work. As for Felicity … He pushed the thought of Felicity to the back of his mind. He’d deal with it later.


George took a deep breath, straightened his shoulders and pitched his cigarette butt on to the track. His mind was made up.


His mother, who knew by some instinct or possibly from his body language that he had taken the decision, hurried out to him.


He smiled down at her affectionately and slipped an arm about her. She looked up at him questioningly and he nodded.


‘I’ve made up my mind,’ he said. ‘I’m going to ask Thea to marry me. I know it’s quick but there’s no point in wasting time. What d’you think? Is it too quick? Will she have me?’


‘Oh, darling.’ Esme Lampeter looked up at her tall handsome son and was overcome with a variety of feelings: a sense of relief, delight at getting her own way so painlessly and a fierce pleasure at the thought of Felicity being put in her place. All these sensations overwhelmed her and she burst into tears.


George patted her. He felt strong and happy, confident that he was doing the right thing. Nevertheless, as he followed his mother inside he couldn’t help wishing that the Old Station House was rather further away from Felicity’s cottage and that he was going back to a nice, safe three months at sea.


If Thea thought that George was behaving oddly during the second week of his leave she made no remark. His proposal of marriage and her acceptance of it had filled her with a serenity, a deep-down joy that nothing could ruffle. She had known almost from the beginning that she and George were right for each other and it seemed a natural progression that they should become quietly engaged and – as quietly – married. That George had come to the point so quickly rather surprised her since she felt that, after all these years as a bachelor, he might have needed quite a lot of encouragement to get him past the matrimonial starting post. However, now that he had made up his mind it seemed that nothing was going to stop him and he simply couldn’t wait to get started. Thea wandered in the grounds at Broadhayes and thought long and carefully. She had fallen quite irrevocably in love with George and could see no point in postponing the time when they would be together. Here she was egged on by Esme who was anxious that George shouldn’t get cold feet or that Felicity should discover what was going on and try to sabotage it. Esme longed to see George and Thea move into the Old Station House and herself settled in the cosy little bungalow in Tavistock near her bridge-playing cronies. For Thea herself, after the years of nursing her mother and being a housekeeper to her father, the thought of having her own home and a devoted handsome husband was almost overwhelming. She was well aware that the young men of her own age found her quaint and old-fashioned and she had begun to fear that she might never find anyone to love and understand her and here, suddenly, was George, who had come riding up the drive at Broadhayes almost like the prince in the fairytale.


At this point Thea laughed a little at herself. Nevertheless it was quite dreamlike enough for her to want to grasp it with both hands before it dissolved or – and this was much more real and frightening – before the mistress of whom Hermione had spoken reappeared and claimed George for herself. After all, what was there to wait for? Hermione approved and her father would want what was best for her happiness. She had already spoken to him at length on the telephone, not knowing that Hermione had already had her say, and he was looking forward to meeting George. Thea’s heart told her that she and George were meant for each other and that nothing could come between them. Her head warned her to get a move on before George lost his nerve and began to weigh his freedom in the balance. He had proposed an autumn wedding in six months’ time and there seemed to be no good reason to delay. Thea turned back to the house, her mind made up.


As for George, he gave thanks to all the gods at once that Thea was a simple, unspoilt girl who wanted to be married from her own home with as little fuss as possible. He was living in terror that Hermione should demand a formal announcement of the engagement be sent to The Times but when no mention of it was made he began to wonder if he might not be able to get through the whole business from first to last without Felicity hearing about it. Knowing that she would be back from her visit to Exeter, he spent almost all of the second week at Broadhayes, driving over early and returning late by as many back roads as possible, his eyes peeled for the sight of Felicity’s little red hatchback. He was fairly certain that she would have telephoned the base by now, discovered that the submarine was in and been told that George had gone on leave. He now wished that he’d written to her telling her that he’d been invited to visit someone whom it was impossible to refuse or that he was having to start at the MOD at once.


He was obliged to warn his mother that it was just possible that Felicity might telephone her to ask for news of his whereabouts and Esme took immediate action.


‘You must write to her at once,’ she said, ‘telling her that you’ve to go away on an assignment which is top secret. Tell her that you can’t give her any information about it. As a naval wife she’ll understand that.’


George looked at his mother with a certain amount of respect. ‘Won’t she wonder why I didn’t telephone?’ he ventured. ‘It would be more natural, wouldn’t it?’


‘You tried to telephone,’ said Esme at once, ‘but receiving no reply you came to the conclusion that she must be away and you decided to write.’


George stared at her, respect now bordering on awe. ‘That’s pretty good, Mother,’ he said. ‘She’ll think I tried to get in touch while she was in Exeter.’


Esme beamed upon him, delighted at both his quick-wittedness and his obvious willingness to cheat and lie as much as was necessary to untangle himself from Felicity’s clutches. She had feared that he might prove intractable, insisting that Felicity should be informed and everything kept above board. She realised now that she should have known him better and that his passion for a quiet life meant that he was prepared to connive at almost anything to keep Felicity off his back.


‘There’s no point in asking for trouble,’ said Esme. ‘The last thing we want is Felicity rushing over or confronting Thea.’


George felt his blood run cold. He imagined Felicity, poised like a bird of prey, beak and talons outstretched, above the unsuspecting, innocent Thea and the thought made him tremble. His mother was watching him.


‘Once you’re married there will be nothing she can do,’ she said comfortingly if naïvely. ‘We must just get through the next few months. After all, she doesn’t know Thea or Hermione and you must say nothing to anyone who would tell her.’


‘But we’ll have to send out invitations,’ protested George. ‘I shall want some of my friends at my wedding. I’d like old Tom to be best man. Not that he and Cass have any love for Felicity. She hates Cass like poison.’


Esme was silent, thinking. She realised that the naval grapevine would spread the news faster than bush-fire. She imagined Felicity turning up at the wedding and making a scene. She knew very well that when it came to being a woman scorned Felicity would play it by the book.


‘You must make a list of those you wish to ask and then we must decide how many of them can be sworn to secrecy. I know it sounds melodramatic but we must get through it without giving her the chance to destroy Thea’s faith in you. Have you told her about Felicity?’


‘Certainly not!’ George looked alarmed. ‘I couldn’t possibly. Honestly, Mother. Have a heart!’


‘Oh, well.’ Esme gave a grim little laugh. ‘I shouldn’t worry too much. If you haven’t you can be pretty certain that Hermione has!’


Thea wasn’t worrying about Felicity. For all her youth, she had a surprising grip on the realities of human frailties and she would have been surprised, and even worried, if George had reached the age he was without having a few adventures. She could imagine that it might be easier for one of his temperament to have a mistress than to tie himself down to the responsibilities of marriage and she was merely thankful that he felt that, with her, he could take the plunge.


Hermione had already pointed out that marriage to a bachelor in his forties and a naval officer to boot might have its difficult moments but she was forced to agree with Thea’s reasonable reply that most marriages were liable to difficult moments. So Thea spent the days with George, not particularly surprised that he wanted to go no further afield than the house and grounds for the April days were cold, and when she returned to Shropshire it was with his promise that he should follow her as soon as possible so as to meet her father and obtain his formal permission – not that Thea needed it but they both felt it was a courteous gesture – for his daughter’s hand.


First, though, he must return to Faslane to sort out his immediate future. He had been gone only hours when the telephone rang. Esme hurried in from the garden to answer it.


‘Mrs Lampeter? It’s Felicity Mainwaring. Is George there?’


Esme gave silent thanks that she didn’t have to lie. ‘I’m afraid not, Mrs Mainwaring.’


‘I’ve just had the most extraordinary letter from him. Do you know where he is?’


‘I understood from him that, wherever he is, he’s incommunicado.’ Esme’s voice was cool.


‘He’s been with you, though? I see the postmark is a local one?’


Silently Esme cursed her own short-sightedness and Felicity’s perspicacity alike. ‘He came down for a few days to collect some things. I understand that he tried to telephone you but got no reply.’


Felicity gave a vexed sigh. ‘I’ve been away for a few days. How annoying. So you can’t tell me where he is or when you expect to hear from him?’


‘I’m afraid not,’ said Esme with perfect truth. ‘And now if you’ll forgive me, I have visitors.’


She put the receiver down and stood thinking. There was no doubt that Felicity’s voice had the confidence of a woman who had expectations. Whilst Mark was still alive she would never have telephoned George’s mother, let alone demand information regarding him. Esme returned to her gardening with an anxious heart.


Felicity slammed the receiver back on its rest and went into the kitchen. There had been something odd about George’s letter and she couldn’t decide quite what it was. Of course, she hadn’t expected much change from George’s mother. It was unlikely that she would want to be of any assistance to Felicity. On the few occasions that they had met, Mrs Lampeter had made it plain that she disliked her and that she held her responsible for George’s part in their relationship. No doubt she would prefer him to marry and start producing children. She was exactly the sort of woman who would delight in being a grandmother. Felicity’s lips curled in disdain. She glanced at the kitchen clock and decided to have a stiff gin and tonic before her lunch. As she went to the cupboard she found that odd phrases from George’s letter were passing through her mind: ‘… all terribly hush-hush … no idea when I shall see you again … unlikely that I’ll be in touch …’ It was all too le Carré for words. Felicity simply couldn’t imagine George in the role of secret agent and had telephoned the base at Faslane only to be told that Commander Lampeter was away. She took her drink to the table and sat down, drumming her fingers irritably as she wondered whom she could pump to find out where he was and what he was doing. She hadn’t liked the tone of his letter, apart from all the secrecy and silence nonsense. It sounded as if he couldn’t give two hoots how long it might be before they were together again and there was no hint of regret or apology. He might have been writing to a casual friend and Felicity was annoyed. She knew that he was supposed to be starting at the MOD any time and found herself idly wondering which of her friends had husbands there at the moment. Tom Wivenhoe was there, of course, but she’d rather die of curiosity than telephone the Wivenhoes for information about George. It would be bad enough asking her friends. It would all have to be done very casually. ‘Of course, George is at the MOD now. Has John seen him yet?’ and so on. But why did she think that he would be at the MOD when his letter implied he would be doing something different? Felicity thought about this for some while as she sipped slowly at her drink. After a while she realised that it was because she simply didn’t believe a word of it. Not a single phrase of the letter rang true. And it had been posted locally after she had returned from Exeter. He had been down but hadn’t tried to get in touch with her, even knowing that he was going away and wouldn’t be seeing her for a long time.


Felicity shook her head and got up to prepare her lunch. Even as she mentally worked out the amount of calories in her cream cheese, adjusting the size to counteract the gin and tonic, she was deciding how she could discover what George was up to and catch him out at it. She was already suspecting that it might be another woman although she would have thought he had already learned his lesson on that score. Felicity chopped chives with a vicious hand that boded ill for George and mentally reviewed her possible sources of information. No stone would be left unturned, no avenue left unexplored. She ate her lunch without tasting a single bite and rose girded for battle. Some infallible instinct told her that George had either cheated – or was about to cheat – on her and the scent of blood was in her narrow, haughty nostrils.





Chapter Three



Cassandra Wivenhoe backed her car out of the open-fronted barn that served as a garage and set off down the drive past the Georgian rectory that she and her husband Tom had bought eleven years before. She turned left into the lane and headed towards Plymouth. She quite enjoyed these drives to the station on Friday evenings to collect Tom from the London train although she knew it would not be so pleasant when the winter arrived and she would have to cross the moor in the dark, accompanied by driving rain or perhaps in a thick fog, not to mention the occasional blizzard.


She drove slowly, enjoying the new growth and unfurling of tender green leaves. Although the high moors were still gripped in the iron hand of winter, here in the deep sheltered lanes the banks were studded with primroses and violets, the hedges above them white with hawthorn blossom and, now that the cold winds of April had backed to the warmer south-westerlies of early May, it seemed that summer might be on its way at last.


It was more than three years since their eldest daughter Charlotte had died in a riding accident. Accident? Or had it been suicide? Cass would never know. For months afterwards she had thought of her daughter, not quite sixteen, taking her pony out and riding off in the wild storm of that dreadful day, up to the quarry which she knew to be a dangerous area even in good conditions. Was she running away from the terrible car smash, that she, in her innocence, had caused? Or was that simply the last straw in a series of emotional upsets? The problem with the highly strung and sensitive Charlotte was that it was impossible to judge her actions.


Cass drove through Clearbrook and on to the open moor. Slowly, very slowly, she had come to terms with it. She had always lived on the principle of ‘live now, pay later’, enjoying light-hearted flirtations and affairs while Tom was at sea, suspecting that he was also taking his pleasure where he found it. She had taken risks and chances which had added spice to life, and then payday had arrived. Her lifelong friend Kate Webster, another naval wife whose marriage had finally ended in divorce, had always warned her that it would. It was Cass who had first dubbed it ‘playing Russian roulette’ and Kate who had told her that one day she would get the bullet. But it was Charlotte who had got the bullet: serious, quiet little Charlotte who had adored her father and loved her smaller brothers and sister and who had been terrified that Cass’s infidelities might lead to trouble and break up the family. She had got the bullet meant for Cass.


For both Cass and Tom it was not just the death of their daughter that they had to come to terms with but their own guilt. During the appalling days and weeks after the funeral they had attempted to comfort each other whilst remorse and shame hammered away at the back of their minds. If Tom hadn’t been with Harriet, if Cass hadn’t been with Nick, would things have been different?


For Tom, the Falklands War had come at exactly the right moment and he had become deeply involved in strategic planning, relieved to have something else to distract his mind. Cass was thankful too. Occasionally, overwhelmed by guilt and misery, Tom had tried to push the weight of it on to her. Cass held her own but, understanding his pain and what drove him to try to blame her, she also held her peace and did not question him in turn. She knew very well that he had been with Harriet but could see no future in their tearing each other to shreds. And, after all, it was she who had pushed him into Harriet’s ready arms, hoping to hide her own affair with Nick. The blame was hers and she took it to herself and attempted to deal with it. She spent as much time as she could with her other three children and, by the end of the war, time had played its part in healing all of them to the extent that they could start again.


There were still anguished moments, agonised feelings of loss, but at least now, more than three years on, they were able to cope with that loss and with each other and they had once again picked up the threads of their lives together. Life went on.


Cass drove into the station and looked for Tom. He was waiting outside the plate-glass doors and he raised his hand as he saw her approach. Cass pulled in and watched him hurry across the road to her. It was still a little odd to see him in his London suit instead of naval uniform. The last few years had added lines to his face and grey to his brown hair, which was as thick as ever, but today there was something different about his demeanour, the way he walked and the expression on his face, and Cass looked at him expectantly as he got into the passenger’s seat. He leaned across to give her the customary peck on the cheek and they exchanged the usual greetings.


‘Good week?’


‘Not too bad. You?’


‘Fine. Train’s on time for a change.’


Cass headed for Tavistock and waited.


‘I’ve got some amazing news. You’ll never guess what it is.’


‘What?’ Cass negotiated the lights and crossings of Mutley Plain with care.


Tom waited until she was through the worst before he spoke.


‘George is getting married.’


‘Good God! So she’s got him at last. Well, it’s not all that amazing, darling. It was only a question of time once Mark died. I’m only surprised that they waited this long.’


‘Aha! But that’s the whole point. He’s not marrying Felicity.’


‘What?’


‘Careful! You nearly had that cyclist. You’ll never believe it. It seems that he went on leave to see his old mum and met this girl at some friend’s house. He’s fallen for her, hook, line and sinker.’


Cass drove for some moments, grappling with this information while Tom observed the effect of his news with immense satisfaction.


‘Incredible, isn’t it?’


Cass shook her head. ‘Felicity will never let him,’ she said at last. ‘She’ll kill him first. Don’t tell me she knows about it?’


‘No, she doesn’t. And poor old George is like a cat on a hot tin roof.’ Tom chuckled. ‘Poor old boy. I couldn’t help feeling sorry for him. He’s absolutely shit-scared that she’s going to find out. He’s sworn me to secrecy.’


‘How stupid. Of course she’ll find out. What an idiot he is. Why did he tell you if he’s so scared?’


‘He wants me to be best man,’ explained Tom. ‘So I had to know. Which means you have to know. But he trusts us both not to breathe a word to another soul. He’s asking one or two others to the wedding and swearing them to secrecy, too.’


Cass burst out laughing. ‘Oh, honestly, Tom. What a farce! Only George could imagine that he’ll get away with it. What’s he going to do? Carry on with Felicity as if nothing’s happened until the eve of the wedding and then send her a little note thanking her for her kind hospitality which will no longer be required?’


‘He’s not seeing her at all. He’s told her that he’s been sent away on some top-secret stuff and hopes to keep a low profile until the wedding’s over. He thinks that it will be too late then for her to put a spoke in the wheel.’


Cass laughed then in earnest. She laughed so much that Tom found himself laughing with her between his admonishments to watch her driving.


‘Top-secret!’ she said, when finally she could speak and they were driving through Roborough. ‘I’ve heard it all now. If he thinks that Felicity will believe that then he’s even more of a twit than I realised. She’ll hunt him down in no time. And the girl. Who is she? Do we know her?’


Tom shook his head. ‘She’s not local. Her name’s Thea and she’s only twenty-three, apparently. Old George is like a dog with two tails.’


‘Dear God! If Felicity finds her she’ll eat her alive. It’s too bad of George. God knows, I can’t stand Felicity but I think he should have told her the truth. I think she deserves that after twenty-odd years.’


Tom looked uncomfortable. Manlike, he felt that if Felicity had been prepared to deceive her husband all those years, she deserved what was coming to her at the end of it. He felt that George had a perfect right to marry whom he wished and if a charming and attractive girl twenty years his junior was prepared to take him on then good luck to him. He had sympathised openly with George and encouraged him. He shifted a little in his seat and Cass glanced at him.


‘I suppose you urged him on,’ she said, accurately assessing his discomfort. ‘Well, I can’t really say that I blame you. I simply think that it will be worse for George when Felicity finds out he’s lying and deceiving her than if he’d told her the truth. But either way he hasn’t got a hope. Poor George. And poor Thea. Oh well, can’t be helped. So come on. Spit it all out. You haven’t told me half of it yet.’


Kate Webster was rather surprised when Cass telephoned her on Monday morning as soon as she had dropped Tom at the station and got back home. Her news was too riveting to wait, she said, and no, it couldn’t be told over the telephone.


‘I want to see your face when I tell you,’ said Cass.


‘Honestly, Cass…’


‘No, I won’t hear any excuses. I don’t care about your old dogs and anyway I haven’t seen you for ages. Shall I come to you or will you come here?’


‘Well I was just dashing into Tavistock to do some shopping…’


‘Even better. I’ll meet you in the Bedford for coffee. Half an hour?’ And without waiting for a reply she’d hung up.


Now, sitting in a corner of the hotel lounge, Kate smiled to herself. No one can be the same after the death of a beloved child but even with the traumas of the past years Cass hadn’t really changed. She’d kept her strikingly beautiful blonde beauty and underneath she was still the same light-hearted, fun-loving girl that Kate had met at boarding school twenty-eight years before.


It was to Kate that Cass had poured out her innermost feelings. They had, by then, been through so much together, marrying so young and having to deal with naval life. Cass had supported Kate through the unhappy years of her marriage with Mark Webster and Kate had watched anxiously as Cass juggled with her lovers and with Tom. They had brought up their families, moving them from one base to another, with their husbands away at sea, and had comforted each other when first Kate’s mother died and then Cass’s father, the General, who had been such a tower of strength to them both. Cass had been on hand when Kate’s affair with Alex Gillespie had foundered on the rock of her twin boys’ antipathy and Kate had been there when Cass had fallen in love with Nick Farley and everything had crashed round her ears when he had rejected her only days before Charlotte died. The tragedy had the effect of making Cass and Tom turn back to each other, to see the foolishness – and danger – of their playing around, and to resume the close, loving relationship that had always been there underneath. They had learned their lesson the hard way and they were taking no more risks.


Kate poured herself some coffee. She looked all of her forty years. She had pulled a hasty comb through the rough short curls that were well dusted with grey but had made no effort to change out of her old navy-blue cords or the rugby shirt which had once been Guy’s – or was it Giles’s? – and was in their old school colours of black and red. Both Cass’s sons were now at Blundells, the twins’ old school: Oliver was working for his A levels and Saul was in his second year. The twins were away at university and Kate, who was always short of cash, was working her way slowly through their cast-off school clothes.


She glanced up as someone came in and saw not Cass but Felicity. Although all their three husbands had been good friends these three women had never hit it off and Kate was surprised when Felicity came over to her table rather than giving her the usual frosty nod.


‘Hello, Kate,’ she said in her rather abrupt way. ‘Waiting for someone?’ Her eyes ranged over Kate’s somewhat unkempt appearance and Kate smiled a little.


‘For Cass, actually,’ she replied. She was sure that this would frighten Felicity away quicker than anything else and was very surprised, therefore, when she sat down in one of the other chairs at the table.


‘That’s rather lucky,’ she said. ‘You don’t mind if I sit for a moment? I’d like a word with Cass.’


Knowing that it was probably three years since Cass and Felicity had exchanged speech, Kate could only nod and was even more taken aback when Cass, arriving moments later and seeing Felicity, assumed an expression of undisguised horror far greater than the situation warranted. Almost instantly she controlled herself and by the time she arrived at the table Kate was aware that she was suppressing some overwhelming emotion.


‘Well, well, Felicity,’ she said, looking down at her. ‘It’s ages since I saw you. How are you?’


‘I’m well, thanks. And you?’


‘I’m fine.’ Cass embraced Kate. ‘Oh good. You’ve ordered the coffee. Oh dear, only two cups.’


‘Don’t worry about me,’ said Felicity. ‘I’m meeting a friend. I just thought that I’d say hello.’


She hesitated and Cass raised her eyebrows. ‘Very civil of you,’ she said. She sat down in the remaining chair and leaned forward to pour herself some coffee. She sent Kate a tiny wink and settled back in her chair. ‘So how are things with you? I was sorry to hear about Mark.’


‘Not too bad,’ said Felicity. ‘Life goes on, as we both know. How’s Tom?’


‘Fine.’ Cass sipped her coffee and Kate felt more than ever that something was going on that she didn’t understand.


‘He’s at the MOD now, isn’t he?’


‘Mmm. That’s right. Weekending. He’s sharing a flat with Tony Whelan.’ Cass chuckled a little and Kate smiled too. Tony was one of Cass’s ex-lovers.


‘I expect there’s quite a few of the old gang there at the moment.’ Felicity was watching Cass closely. ‘It’s the age for it, isn’t it?’ She named one or two of their mutual submariner friends. ‘And George, of course.’


‘George?’ Cass looked surprised. ‘Is George at the MOD? I must get Tom to look out for him. He always enjoys a session with old George.’ She made a naughty face. ‘So do I!’


Kate looked at Felicity, waiting for the usual expression of outrage that she could never control when Cass alluded to the fact that George had always had a soft spot for her. Today it was missing. Felicity was still watching Cass, her black eyes narrowed, as if she were waiting for something.


‘Tom hasn’t seen him then?’


‘Who? George?’ Cass shook her head. ‘I would have known if he had. George always sends his love to me. Anyway, he said he was going to share with Tom and Tony if he got sent to London. They’ve got a spare bedroom and they need the extra money. The rent is positively terrifying. Has the rotten devil got his own place after all?’


Felicity looked discomfited. ‘Oh,’ she began and then got up quickly. ‘Here’s Pat,’ she said. ‘Must go. See you around.’


They watched her trim figure, clad in tight black trousers and a cerise pink jacket, thread its way over to the far corner where another woman was putting down her belongings. Kate turned to Cass.


‘So what’s all that about?’


Cass blew out her lips in an expression of relief and then began to chuckle. ‘Talk about coincidence,’ she said. ‘You’ll never guess. Not in a million years. Pour me some more coffee, there’s a duck, and then I’ll tell you all.’





Chapter Four



For George the summer seemed endless. He refused Tom and Tony’s offer to share their flat on the grounds that he and Thea would prefer to be on their own when she stayed with him in London and, having taken up his post at the MOD and found a little place to rent, he spent every weekend with Thea in Shropshire. He refused to look further than the wedding ceremony. Because it was what he wished to believe, he deluded himself that once he and Thea were firmly married Felicity’s teeth would be drawn and he would be out of danger. At some point he would make a clean breast of it all to Thea and she would understand and forgive and he could be happy. He was managing to hold at bay all feelings of guilt regarding his relationship with Felicity. He mainly achieved this by concentrating determinedly on Thea: her youth and simplicity, her happy disposition that looked at life without cynicism or gloom yet had its roots in a balanced acceptance of good and evil. For Thea the words ‘it isn’t fair’ would never have any point. Life wasn’t fair, had never said that it was going to be fair, promised nothing. Accepting this, she would be looking for the good, the happy, the positive; George instinctively recognised this and wanted it for his own. He wanted to hitch his rattly old wagon to this bright particular star and nothing and no one was going to prevent him.


Thea, meanwhile, was busy providing for her father’s future. Here luck was on the lovers’ side even if it were in the form of a personal tragedy to somebody else. A local widow had lost her only son in a motorcycle accident and was no longer able to support herself properly without him. Since she was a faithful member of the congregation Thea, after careful consideration and consultation with her father, approached the woman and asked if, in return for a home, she might be prepared to accept the position of housekeeper.


It seemed to be a sensible and even a happy resolution to several problems and Thea was grateful. It is always difficult to enjoy happiness at the expense of those we love and Thea, sensible enough to know that she couldn’t stay with her father for ever and that he would not have wished it, felt that she had done all that was possible and could look to her own future with a clear conscience.


George began to receive occasional letters from Felicity, re-addressed from Faslane, and wondered how long it would be before his cover was blown. Slowly, with dragging feet, the summer passed and the day of the wedding drew nearer until one warm September afternoon George cleared his desk, left London and headed for Shropshire.


‘So he’s made it.’ Kate leaned across Cass’s kitchen table for the sugar. ‘I have to say that I’m amazed. I can’t believe that no one’s spilled the beans.’


‘It’s just sheer luck that none of Felicity’s cronies are in London. Mind you, only about eight of his friends know. It’s the world’s best-kept secret.’ Cass sat down and Kate pushed the bowl towards her. ‘I’m glad. Thea’s perfectly sweet and quite in love with dear old George and he’s totally besotted. It would have been too tragic for words if Felicity had managed to break it up.’


‘She’s going to find out one day and when she does she’s going to come down on them like Genghis Khan and his boys.’


‘Dear Kate.’ Cass stirred her coffee and smiled to herself. ‘I always did say that it was you who should have been named Cassandra.’


Kate shrugged. ‘I haven’t met Thea yet but do you honestly think that she’ll be a match for Felicity? George never was. My God, Cass! Imagine how angry she’s going to be when she finds out what he’s done. And for once in my life I can’t say I blame her. After all those years. It’s a bit thick, you’ve got to admit.’


‘I do admit it. I said so to Tom but at the same time I have a sneaking sympathy for George. It’s one hell of a situation. I think he had visions of her tearing Thea limb from limb or putting arsenic in the champagne. I wish you were coming to the wedding.’


‘I hate weddings,’ said Kate. ‘All those innocent young things making solemn vows without having a clue what might be going to leap out of the woodwork at them to prevent them from keeping them.’


‘I wouldn’t call George an innocent young thing.’


‘Perhaps not. But Thea sounds it. Twenty-three.’ Kate shook her head and began to laugh. ‘How on earth did George manage it?’


‘To be honest, I don’t think he knows himself. Tom says he goes about in a haze of gratified amazement.’


‘Well, I wish him luck. I’m not saying that he should have married Felicity but I do think he should have had the guts to tell her the truth.’


‘Oh come on! You know George. He can’t stand scenes and confrontations. And he was always scared stiff of Felicity. Oh Kate! What wouldn’t I give to see her face when she finds out!’


They looked at one another and began to laugh.


‘Let’s hope that she hasn’t already or she’ll be lying in wait at the church tomorrow. Perhaps I wish I was coming after all.’


‘I shall tell you all when I get back. And when we’ve finished our coffee I shall show you my hat.’


Felicity’s search for truth had been impeded by the deterioration in health and subsequent death of her mother. This elderly if indomitable old lady had been in a nursing home for some years and had finally chosen this moment to breathe her last. Felicity chafed over the lack of consideration exercised by her aged parent and fumed silently about the hours spent at her bedside and in consultation with the doctor and matron. Felicity and her mother had fought and argued all their lives. Like her daughter, Felicity’s mother preferred the male of the species and blamed Felicity for not being the son she had always wanted. After a series of miscarriages she sank into a tyrannical invalid’s existence, expecting Felicity and her father to be at her beck and call, and her disappointment in her daughter increased tenfold when she discovered that Felicity had no intention of supplying her with grandsons. When her husband died, she felt that Felicity should move back and take his place, fetching and carrying for her, and that Mark should commute from wherever he happened to be based if he wished to see his wife. When they made it clear that they intended to do no such thing the relationship deteriorated further and when she and Felicity were together they spent their time arguing and recriminating, a state of affairs that continued until the old lady went into a coma.


Thereafter, Felicity found her mind more often occupied with George’s unusual behaviour than with anxiety for her mother’s physical or spiritual welfare. If her state of mind could have been summed up as she left the crematorium in Plymouth it would probably be fairly accurate to say that she was thinking, Thank goodness I can get on!


She had received no answers from her letters to George and no joy from his mother who persisted in the ridiculous fiction that he was engaged in some mysterious exercise and was still incommunicado. By the time she was back on the trail it was rather cold and the truth finally arrived in the form of a letter from George himself, now safely married, telling her that during his sojourn – the whereabouts of which he was not at liberty to disclose – he had met a young woman to whom he had become very attached and who had consented to become his wife.


He realised, he wrote with masterly understatement, that this would come as a great shock to her as, indeed, it had to himself but he hoped that she would not grudge him this chance for happiness and would wish him well.


Anyone knowing Felicity would have regarded this as a very vain hope and far from wishing him anything of the sort she prayed that all the plagues of Egypt – plus a few more of her own invention that were a great deal more fiendish than anything the Almighty had dreamed up – would visit George and his unknown bride. Rage, hurt and jealousy rose in a huge black tide that positively foamed and lapped at the back of her eyes and for several days she was prey to one of the blinding migraines that had dogged her life. Presently, however, though rage still knotted her stomach, she was able to present an outward show of calm. Her seething brain stilled and grew thoughtful and she made one or two enquiries which were met with a certain measure of success.


One January day she drove across the sodden moor lying dank and dark beneath the swollen, weeping sky and made her way to the Old Station House. The five-bar gate was shut and Felicity, leaving her car outside, opened it and made her way across the tarmac forecourt. She noticed that George’s Rover was parked in the garage and that there was no sign of his mother’s little hatchback and guessed that her information was correct. She rang the bell and waited. After a few minutes she heard movements within and the door was opened by a tall girl with vivid colouring and an open smiling countenance.


Confronted by this vision of almost aggressive youthfulness, Felicity was visited by yet another violent stab of unadulterated jealousy.


‘Good morning,’ she said, summoning a smile with an almost visible effort. ‘Is Mrs Lampeter in?’
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