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  1


  ‘I don’t know who the hell you are, but you’re too late. Rose is going to marry me.’ Matthew’s voice combined surprise and indignation in equal measures.


  For a moment Rose Taylor felt as if she had left her body and was observing the scene in the crowded kitchen as if it were a still from a film. There was the long table, covered with the debris of a festive meal, the wineglasses still full, ready for the New Year toast that would now never be proposed. There were her mother and her sister Bet, wide eyed and open mouthed with shock; and Jack and Enid Willis, whose home this was and who had taken them in as refugees from the Blitz, gazing at her in puzzled embarrassment. By the door, Merry and Felix were frozen in the act of shaking hands, the snowflakes still melting on the shoulders of Merry’s overcoat, Felix’s handsome, ravaged face further distorted by surprise. And on either side of her, Matthew and Richard; Matt with his weather-beaten farmer’s face creased with anger and confusion, and Richard, so thin and gaunt, with his dark hair plastered to his head by the snow and a terrible realisation slowly dawning in his brown eyes.


  It was that look which undid her. Suddenly she was no longer an observer. She felt something rising and swelling within her, like a balloon that must either burst or suffocate her. For a moment she thought she might vomit or faint, then the balloon burst in an inarticulate howl of despair. She thrust her hand into her mouth to stifle it and ran out of the kitchen.


  As the door slammed behind Rose, Merry felt the mood of happy triumph in which he had entered the kitchen turn to one of anguished disappointment. He had brought Richard with him, expecting his arrival to add the crowning surprise to the celebrations, and the result had been disaster. At the same moment, the people in the kitchen seemed to come to life. Both Matthew and Richard started after Rose, both calling her name, but Jack Willis interposed his burly frame between them and the door.


  ‘Now then, gents, hold your horses. Happen she needs a few minutes to collect herself.’ He looked at Richard. ‘I don’t know who you are, son, but you’ve certainly given some of us a shock.’


  Merry stepped forward and laid an arm across Richard’s shoulders. ‘This is Richard Stevens, Jack. He was with us all in the Follies in the summer before the war. For a long time we thought he’d bought it at Dunkirk, then we found out he was a POW. I still haven’t discovered how he came to be thumbing a lift a couple of miles outside the village.’


  ‘Well . . .’ Jack extended his hand. ‘I’m sure we’re all glad to see you back, Richard. I’m sorry things aren’t quite what you anticipated but I expect Rose’ll be down in a minute to explain.’


  ‘I’ll go up and speak to her – get her to come down,’ Bet said.


  ‘Good idea, love,’ Jack agreed, and went on as Bet left the room, ‘Now, why don’t we all sit down so Richard can tell us what’s been happening to him? Mother, these two chaps are starved, I’m sure. Can we find enough for both of them?’


  ‘Of course we can.’ Enid moved to the kitchen range. ‘I was keeping a plate hot for Merry, anyway, and there’s still some meat on that capon and plenty more veg. Sit down, both of you.’


  Merry propelled Richard gently to the table. He could feel that he was shivering, but whether from shock or from the effects of a long wait in the blizzard that had been raging all day he could not be sure. He had not spoken since he blurted out his proposal, except to call Rose’s name, but as Mrs Willis set a steaming plate in front of him he stirred as if awakening from a nightmare.


  ‘I’m terribly sorry. I seem to have ruined your evening. I had no idea . . . It was stupid of me to assume that nothing would have changed . . . stupid . . .’


  ‘You weren’t to know,’ Merry said. ‘None of us had any idea, until tonight.’


  ‘Well, what did you expect?’ Rose’s mother spoke for the first time. ‘All these months and never a letter. You gave her nothing to hope for. Was she supposed to wait indefinitely?’


  ‘I couldn’t write.’ Richard looked at her, his face haggard. ‘I’ve been on the run since August. How could I have written?’


  ‘Tell us about it.’ Felix sat opposite them. ‘How did you get away? When did you get back to this country?’


  Merry watched as Richard picked up a forkful of chicken and crammed it into his mouth. He recognised the impulse. He had learned on the retreat to Dunkirk what it was like to be starving, and how, even after weeks, the sight of food could produce an almost Pavlovian response.


  ‘I was wounded at Dunkirk,’ Richard said, through a mouthful. ‘Both legs shot up. I couldn’t walk so they had to leave me on the beach. For months I was in a prison hospital. I can’t fault the Huns. I had several operations and I was well looked after. But I never let them know I could walk properly again. One day, when we were being transferred by ambulance from the hospital to a prison camp, I managed to escape. I hid out in the forest with a wonderful family of woodcutters for a while. Then they passed me on to one of the escape lines that are springing up. It’s amazing. There are people in France, men and women, who are risking their lives to get escaped POWs back to England. They got me into the unoccupied zone and down to the south coast, and then to the Pyrenees. Then a guide took us through the mountains to the Spanish border.’


  ‘What a fantastic story,’ Felix said. ‘So when did you get home?’


  ‘That wasn’t the end of it,’ Richard said. He laid down his fork and took a gulp of the wine Jack had set in front of him. ‘The Spanish police caught us and we were interned in a hellhole called Miranda. I can’t tell you . . .’ He stumbled into silence, but as Merry was about to speak he seemed to revive and went on. ‘The conditions were appalling. We were all covered in lice and nearly starving and the guards were sadistic brutes . . .’


  ‘Oh, you poor man,’ Enid Willis murmured.


  ‘In the end,’ he said, ‘the British consul managed to get me out and smuggle me into Gibraltar. And from there I got a ship back to Liverpool. I got there just before Christmas but the army kept me cooped up in a hotel in London for several days, asking a lot of bloody silly questions.’ He raised his eyes and sought out Mrs Taylor. ‘As soon as they let me go, I came to look for Rose. I had the address in Lambeth but the place was all boarded up. There was an air raid on and I couldn’t find anyone who knew where you’d gone. The army had given me a travel pass for Didsbury, so in the end I just had to get the train north. I got home on Christmas Eve.’


  ‘Your family must have been so delighted to see you – at that time of all times,’ Enid said.


  ‘So how did you find out where we were?’ Mrs Taylor asked.


  He looked at her and the bitterness in his face made Merry wince inwardly. ‘I found out yesterday that my mother had known all along. You told her, didn’t you, Merry?’


  ‘It’s true,’ Merry said unwillingly. ‘I happened to run into her when I was giving a concert in Didsbury. She’s the president of the local music society. That was when I found out that Richard wasn’t dead but a POW. I gave her this address and asked her to get in touch with Rose.’


  ‘A fact that she only let slip by accident,’ Richard confirmed. ‘So I got the first train this morning and managed to get as far as Winchester. From there I hitched, but if Merry hadn’t happened along I’d be out there still.’ He sat back, his shoulders drooping. ‘Anyway, it doesn’t matter. Like you said, I’m too late.’ He looked across at Matthew, who had listened in silence. ‘I’ve ruined your big moment. I’m truly sorry. I’ll push off now and get out of your way.’


  ‘Good Lord!’ Jack Willis exclaimed. ‘You can’t go anywhere at this time of night, and in this weather. Surely we can find him a bed somewhere, Enid?’


  ‘I don’t know,’ his wife said doubtfully. ‘Of course he can’t go out in this, but we’re bursting at the seams already. We managed to squeeze Felix in, while he’s waiting to go into hospital, by putting Bet’s boys up in the loft, but as it is poor Merry has to share a bed with him when he comes to stay . . .’


  Merry caught Felix’s eye and looked away quickly. As far as he could tell, both the Willises and Mrs Taylor were too innocent to guess how well that arrangement suited both of them.


  ‘I don’t understand,’ Richard said. ‘Why are you all here like this?’


  ‘Oh, that’s easily explained,’ Mrs Taylor responded. ‘We came to get away from the Blitz. Bet and her boys were bombed out, and Rose and I didn’t fancy spending another night in a shelter with the bombs coming down all round us, so Rose telephoned Enid and Jack here and they offered to put us up.’


  ‘Well, it was the least we could do, in the circumstances,’ Enid Willis put in. ‘With Barbara away in the Wrens we had the space. You remember Barbara, Richard? She was one of the dancers with you in the Follies, that last summer season before the war.’


  ‘Oh, Babe?’ Richard’s confused expression cleared slightly. ‘That’s what we called her, because she was the youngest.’


  ‘Yes, that’s right. Rose was always a good friend to her, so when she telephoned and we heard she’s had to give up dancing . . .’


  ‘Give up dancing? Why?’ Richard looked from Enid to Rose’s mother.


  ‘She had an accident,’ Mrs Taylor explained. ‘She was in a show in France, entertaining the troops before Dunkirk. The building where they were performing was strafed by an enemy plane in the middle of a performance. All the lights went out and in the confusion Rose fell off the edge of the stage. She broke her ankle and tore the ligaments and the surgeon told her she’d never be able to dance again.’


  Merry saw the look of shock deepen on Richard’s face. ‘Oh, that’s terrible! Poor Rose!’


  ‘Well, she’s over it now,’ her mother said. ‘We all moved down here and then she felt she wanted to make herself useful so she joined the Land Army and went to work for Matthew here.’


  ‘But then,’ Enid Willis added, ‘Merry phoned to say that Felix had got to leave the convalescent home and had nowhere to go. We couldn’t let him spend Christmas all on his own, so we moved Bet’s boys up into the loft and put him in Barbara’s room.’


  Richard turned to Felix and Merry saw him swallow hard. He guessed it was the first time he had taken in the scarring on his face.


  ‘Felix, Merry told me in the car about you being shot down and the Spit catching fire. Rotten luck!’


  Felix smiled. ‘Not to worry. Some chaps have had much worse to put up with. I’m waiting for plastic surgery and everyone tells me that the surgeon is an absolute wizard. I’ll be good as new in no time.’


  It was Merry’s turn to swallow. Both he and Felix knew that that was a vain hope.


  Richard’s attention switched to Merry. ‘So where do you come in? How did you know Rose and her family were here?’


  ‘Because I’ve been using their flat in Lambeth as a base,’ Merry explained. ‘When I was seconded to the Central Pool of Artistes, which is what the army calls its entertainments unit, I had to find somewhere to live in London and the Taylors kindly took me in. I still stay there when I’m not touring.’


  ‘I’m beginning to get the picture,’ Richard said slowly. ‘It’s just really odd to find all you old Follies people together in one place, after everything that’s happened.’


  ‘Well,’ Felix said with a smile, ‘you know what Monty Prince used to say. Once you’ve done a season with the Follies, you’re family.’


  ‘This is all very well,’ Jack Willis remarked, ‘but it doesn’t get us any nearer finding Richard a bed for the night.’


  ‘Perhaps I could just stretch out on the floor,’ Richard murmured. ‘It wouldn’t be the first time.’


  ‘To hell with that!’ Matthew cut in. ‘There’s plenty of spare room in my farmhouse. You come up with me.’


  Richard began to protest but Jack overrode him. ‘Good idea, Matt. Now, it’s very late and some of us have to be up early, so I suggest we call it a night. It doesn’t look as if Rose is coming down. Let’s all get some sleep and sort things out in the morning.’


  There was a general scraping of chairs and clatter of dishes as the women began to clear the table. Matthew got up. ‘Come on, if you’re coming. Like Jack says, some of us have an early start.’ He turned to Mrs Willis. ‘Thanks for inviting me, Enid. Sorry the evening turned out like this.’


  Merry accompanied Richard to the door. As they reached it Felix intercepted them. ‘It’s good to see you, Richard. I’m sorry the circumstances haven’t been happier, but don’t give up hope. I’m sure things will sort themselves out.’


  Richard held out his hand. ‘Thanks, Felix. And good luck with the plastic surgery.’


  Felix shook his head. ‘Sorry. This hand’s u/s at present.’ He held up the claw-like fingers of his right hand. ‘Another job for McIndoe.’


  ‘You coming, Richard?’ Matthew called from the porch, and Richard ducked his head, muttered ‘Goodnight’ and disappeared into the darkness.


  Upstairs in the bedroom she shared with her sister, Rose sat huddled in the eiderdown, her hand still pressed to her lips to stifle her sobs. She was shaking all over and the only thought she could frame was ‘What am I going to do? What am I going to do?’ It went round and round in her brain, like a rat in a wheel.


  ‘Rose? Rose!’ Bet’s voice broke through the tumult in her head, sharp with anxiety. The handle of the door rattled. ‘Rose, open this door! You can’t hide in there all night.’ She began to pound on the door. ‘Let me in – or do I have to fetch Matt to break the door down?’


  Rose got up and stumbled across the room. As soon as she had turned the key Bet pushed past her.


  ‘Rose, for God’s sake pull yourself together! You can’t leave everyone dangling like this.’


  ‘What am I supposed to do?’ Rose cried. ‘What can I say?’


  Her sister looked at her. Her face was flushed with an expression that could have been exasperation, or perhaps embarrassment, but the sympathy Rose craved was missing. ‘Well, Matt’s proposed and you’ve accepted, haven’t you? Just come down and explain to Richard that you’d given up hope of ever hearing from him and now it’s too late. Who does he think he is, turning up out of the blue and just taking it for granted that you’re still free? He’d hardly got through the door before he was proposing to you.’


  ‘But I can’t just turn him down,’ Rose wept. ‘He’s waited for me all this time. I promised him that if a year passed and he still loved me I’d marry him. What can I tell him now?’


  ‘You’ve promised Matt now,’ her sister said mercilessly. ‘What are you going to say to him?’


  ‘I don’t know. I don’t know.’


  Bet’s face softened. She took hold of Rose’s arm and pulled her down to sit on the edge of the bed. ‘Look, you always said that that fling with Richard was just a summer romance. You never expected it to last.’


  ‘But it has!’ Rose protested. ‘I didn’t realise until it was too late how much I loved him. But then the months went by and he didn’t write and he didn’t write . . . I thought he must be dead. Then, when we heard he was a POW and he still didn’t write I decided he’d forgotten all about me, just like I thought he would. That’s why I said yes to Matt this afternoon.’


  ‘But you love Matt, don’t you?’


  ‘I thought I did. Now I don’t know any more.’


  Bet got up. ‘Your trouble is, you never know when you’re well off. There’s Matt, a good man, solid, reliable, owns his own farm – and he adores you, any fool can see that. Richard’s not right for you. I’ve always said that. Too stuck up, with his fancy ideas about being an opera singer. And it’s obvious he’s never mentioned you to his family, or they’d have been in touch. If he thinks you’re not good enough for his posh folks, what sort of a future is there for you? You come down and tell him it’s all off and you’re going to marry Matt. That’s my advice.’


  Rose gazed up at her. She felt chilled to the marrow and utterly alone. ‘Go away, Bet. For God’s sake, let me be! You don’t understand. You’ve never understood. Please, please, just shut up, will you?’


  She twisted round and stretched herself out on the bed, burying her face in the pillow. After a moment she heard the door slam and her sister’s departing footsteps.


  The first hours of 1941 were the worst Rose had ever spent in her life. She cried for a while, silently so as not to wake Bet, feeling the tears well up in her eyes and run down the sides of her face to soak into her hair. After her tears were exhausted she lay staring up into the darkness, going over and over the events of the previous evening, until the alarm clock beside the bed showed 5 a.m. Then she got up quietly and gathered up her clothes in the icy, pre-dawn gloom of the winter morning. She crept out of the room and splashed her face with cold water in the bathroom, then tiptoed downstairs to the kitchen. It was a relief to find the room empty. She had half expected to discover Richard asleep on the wooden settle against the wall. The big iron kettle was sitting on the side of the range. She pulled it on to the hob and began to put on the heavy sweater and the bib-front dungarees that were the working uniform of the Women’s Land Army.


  She had just finished dressing when a sound at the door made her swing round. Merry and Felix stood in the doorway, tousled and unshaven, woollen dressing gowns over their pyjamas. They were old friends, from the summer of 1939 when she had been a dancer with the Fairbourne Follies concert party, and now both their faces were creased with concern. Her throat tightened on a fresh sob. The last thing she wanted at this moment was to have to talk through her dilemma, even with these two.


  ‘I’m sorry,’ she croaked. ‘I didn’t mean to wake you. I tried to be quiet.’


  ‘We weren’t asleep,’ Felix said. He came into the kitchen. ‘Rose, what are you doing? You’re not planning to go up to the farm today, are you?’


  ‘The cows need milking, New Year’s Day or not, war or no war,’ Rose replied.


  ‘But surely, after last night . . . you can’t just carry on as if nothing has happened.’


  Rose sank down on to a chair and rested her arms on the table. ‘I know,’ she mumbled wretchedly. ‘But what can I do?’


  Merry moved behind her and poured boiling water into the teapot. ‘Stay here,’ he said. ‘You’re in no fit state to make decisions right now.’


  Felix said, ‘Is it true, Rose? Have you promised to marry Matt?’


  Rose nodded miserably. ‘He asked me at Christmas and I said I needed time to think. Then yesterday he wanted to know if I’d made up my mind and I said yes – yes, I would marry him. It seemed . . . I dunno, right. It seemed the only sensible thing to say.’


  ‘You can’t go up to the farm, Rose,’ Felix said. ‘They’re both there, Richard and Matt.’


  ‘Both?’ she queried, startled. ‘You mean Richard is staying with Matthew? How on earth did that happen?’


  ‘We couldn’t let him go off out into the night,’ Merry pointed out, ‘and there was no bed here for him, so Matt offered.’


  ‘Which was big of him, under the circumstances,’ Felix concluded.


  ‘So they went off together?’ Rose caught her breath. ‘Oh, you don’t think . . . ?’


  ‘Fisticuffs in the farmyard? Pitchforks at dawn?’ Felix queried. ‘Not a chance! They’re both far too civilised for that and anyway, from the look of him, Richard wouldn’t have had the energy.’


  Merry sat beside her. ‘What are you going to say to them, Rose?’


  She shook her head miserably. ‘I don’t know! I just don’t know!’


  ‘But it’s Richard you’ve been waiting for all these months, isn’t it?’ he prompted.


  ‘Yes . . . no. That is . . . I don’t think I ever really believed in it. It was just a sort of dream. I’m not the right wife for him. I’ve always known that, deep down.’


  ‘What makes you say that?’


  ‘You’ve heard him sing. You know what a wonderful voice he has. He was wasted on a little end-of-the-pier show like Follies. It was just a way of filling in a summer for him. One day he’s going to be a great opera singer. I couldn’t fit in to that sort of world. I’d just be a drag on him.’


  ‘That’s rubbish!’ Merry said. ‘You’d be perfect for him. You’re a fellow performer. You know all about the stresses and strains of the profession. What better sort of wife could he want?’


  ‘Oh, someone much cleverer, more sophisticated than me.’


  ‘But he’s proved that it’s you he loves. It’s not his fault that he’s been out of touch for so long,’ Felix said.


  ‘I know. But now I’ve promised to marry Matt. Poor Matt! He’s had enough misery, with his first wife being killed like that. What would people say if I went back on my promise?’


  Felix leaned across and put his good hand over hers. ‘Rose, listen to me. I want to give you a bit of advice from my own experience. For years I tried to ignore my real feelings, tried to pretend I was someone different from my real self, all because I was afraid of what “society” would do to me if I was honest. It was only when this happened . . .’ He raised his claw-like right hand towards his damaged cheek. ‘. . . that I had to face up to who I really am. And I was lucky.’ He glanced towards Merry. ‘In my case, it wasn’t too late.’ He gripped her hand. ‘You have to follow your heart, Rose! To hell with what people will say.’


  Rose met his blue eyes. It was the first time she had ever heard him allude to his relationship with Merry and she was amazed by the intensity of feeling in his voice. This was Felix, the ladies’ man, the conjuror whose most potent magic was his own charisma. Felix who, in the old days when they were all in the concert party, had always had girls queuing at the stage door for his autograph. Mysterious Felix, whose real name was the Hon. Edward Mountjoy, but who always refused to talk about his family. All through their summer seasons with the Follies she had watched Merry suffering in silence while Felix flaunted his latest lady friend. Yet it had been Merry who had telephoned to say that Felix had got to leave the convalescent home where he had been recovering from his injuries and had nowhere to go for Christmas, and to ask whether the Willises could fit him into their already overcrowded home. And now the roles seemed to be reversed, with Felix relying on Merry for comfort and support. She had assumed that it was the result of his disfigurement, but now he was suggesting something much more fundamental.


  ‘Felix is right,’ Merry said.


  ‘But I don’t know what my heart is telling me!’ she said, her voice breaking. ‘I thought I loved Richard, but then I met Matt and he’s kind and gentle and . . . and solid. I can imagine living with him on the farm. I can’t imagine what living with Richard might be like. Oh, I don’t know. I don’t know what to do.’ She put her head down on her arms and wept again.


  Merry put his arm round her shoulders. ‘What you need is a good sleep. Why don’t you go back to bed?’


  ‘But I can’t,’ she wailed. ‘There’s the cows to milk.’


  He gave a brief chuckle. ‘Anybody would think you’d grown up on a farm. How long have you been a Land Girl? Two months? Three? Before that you didn’t know one end of a cow from the other.’


  ‘I’ve still got my job to do,’ Rose said doggedly.


  ‘Look,’ he said, ‘Felix and I will go up to the farm and give Matt a hand. And while we’re there we can recce the situation from Matt and Richard’s point of view. They may have come to some understanding. At least we should find out. You take a couple of aspirins and go back to bed. Everything will be clearer when you’ve slept on it.’


  Rose lifted her head and looked from him to Felix. ‘You’re very kind. I’m lucky to have such good friends.’


  Felix squeezed her hand. ‘Nonsense. We’re all old pros, after all, and show-business people look after one another. Remember the saying – “the show must go on”.’


  ‘Except there isn’t a show,’ Rose mumbled.


  ‘Oh yes there is,’ Merry said heavily. ‘A bloody great, dangerous show. We may only have bit parts but we’ve still got to do the best we can with them. Come on, Felix. Let’s get dressed and see what’s going on up at the farm.’


  When they let themselves out of the front door Merry saw that the snow must have gone on falling all night. It had stopped now but the ground was covered in a thick, unblemished carpet, and theirs were the first footprints to sully it as they trudged up the lane towards the farm. Felix yawned and pulled his greatcoat closer round him.


  ‘You OK?’ Merry asked.


  ‘More or less,’ was the gruff reply.


  Neither of them had slept much that night. Merry tried to suppress a sense of injustice. He had forty-eight hours’ leave, two precious nights to spend with Felix, and one of them had been wasted in uselessly going over and over the events of the evening. Still, he told himself, there were more important things to worry about now.


  They found Matthew at work in the cowshed. He looked up from milking, his face bleak. ‘Don’t tell me. She’s not coming to work this morning.’


  ‘She’s not feeling too good,’ Merry said, ‘so we volunteered to take her place. And before you say anything, I can milk a cow. I used to help out on a local farm during the school holidays. Just point me to one that doesn’t kick.’


  Matthew got up. He moved like an automaton and Merry felt a stab of sympathy for his tightly controlled grief.


  ‘I’ll get you an overall and you can start on that old girl in the next stall,’ he said.


  ‘And I’ll just pop in and see if Richard’s awake, if that’s OK,’ Felix said.


  Matthew shrugged. ‘Please yourself. Door on the right at the end of the passage.’


  Merry had just got into the rhythm of milking again and was almost beginning to enjoy himself when Felix reappeared. He hunkered down beside Merry and said softly, ‘Richard’s done a bunk.’


  ‘What?’ Merry exclaimed, and the cow stamped irritably.


  ‘Bed’s not been slept in and I found this.’ Felix held out a folded piece of paper torn from a notebook and addressed to Rose.


  ‘Christ!’ Merry said. ‘You don’t think he’s . . . ?’


  ‘No, surely not. Oh God, I hope not! What should we do?’


  Merry considered for a moment. ‘I think we’d better read it, just in case.’


  ‘Are you sure? It’s not intended for us.’


  ‘I know, but we need to know that he hasn’t done anything bloody stupid. Rose will understand.’


  ‘Here goes, then.’


  Felix unfolded the paper and held the letter so that they could both read it.


  Dear Rose,


  I can’t begin to tell you how sorry I am about last night. I obviously blundered in and upset everyone. It was stupid of me to imagine that everything had stayed the same while I’ve been away. I have to report for duty by six o’clock tonight so I’m going to make an early start. Please thank Matthew for his hospitality. I hope you and he will be very happy.


  Yours,


  Richard


  ‘Sod!’ said Merry, in an undertone. ‘The silly bugger! Now what do we do?’


  ‘God knows,’ sighed Felix. ‘Better explain this to Matt for a start, I suppose.’


  ‘He’s gone, then?’ Matthew said when they told him about the note. ‘Left her in the lurch again? Might have had the decency to hang around until we found out what she’s decided.’


  ‘I think he probably thought he was doing the right thing, for both of you,’ Merry said defensively.


  ‘He won’t have got far,’ Matthew said. ‘I don’t suppose there’ll be any trains today – or not till later, anyway.’


  ‘He’s probably hitching,’ Merry said.


  Matthew grunted. ‘He won’t get far that way, either. There won’t be many people about, not this early.’


  Felix said, ‘You don’t think he might still be standing down on the main road, waiting for a lift, do you?’


  Merry looked at Matthew. ‘Matt, can you cope on your own? I’m sorry, but I’m a bit worried about Richard. I think we ought to go and see if we can find him.’


  ‘I’ve managed on my own for years,’ Matthew responded. ‘Don’t see why today’s any different. You get off. Silly bugger’ll be half frozen by now, I shouldn’t wonder.’


  They hurried back to where Merry had parked Felix’s Lagonda the night before and drove down the icy lanes. The recent snow had covered any tracks but there were only three routes Richard could have taken. They followed them all, without seeing any sign of him. In Wimborne Minster there were a few people about, heading for work or opening shops, but no Richard.


  When they reached the main London road Merry stopped the car.


  ‘He may have walked on,’ Felix pointed out. ‘He could have covered quite a few miles by now.’


  ‘That’s just the point,’ Merry replied. ‘Look at the petrol gauge. If we go much farther I shan’t have enough to get back to town myself and I’ve no more coupons.’


  ‘I guess that’s it, then,’ Felix said. ‘We’d better go back and break the news to Rose.’
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