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In the summer of 1939, nineteen-year-old Olivia Goodland arrives in London. Working for a society dressmaker, she meets wealthy, beautiful Grace Ruthwell. Beguiled by the glamour of Grace’s world, it’s only slowly and too late that she becomes aware of the darkness that lies beneath the glittering exterior.

When the Second World War erupts, Olivia joins the Land Army. At a party in Wiltshire, she meets the handsome poet George Flynn, whose charms prove impossible to resist. Over the ensuing years, Olivia’s life is absorbed by the upbringing of her three sons, and by her relationship with a man whose passions go beyond poetry. But as the twentieth century continues to unfold, Olivia makes a shocking discovery, and starts to question where her true happiness lies . . .




To Sheila, 
and in memory of 
my dear friend Julian Rizzello.
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PART ONE





Chapter One

1939, London

One afternoon, Olivia Goodland was sent by her employer to deliver a new gown to a client, a Mrs Ruthwell. She left the small, stuffy back room in which she and three other girls sewed for the spring sunshine, and headed for Hinton Place, in Mayfair. There, the windows of the large, splendid buildings looked out onto a central garden square of shrubs and mature trees.

As she approached the house, a boy ran out of the door and dashed down the stone steps towards the road. Olivia called out a warning as a cyclist cursed and a van’s horn blared. Grabbing the boy by the shirt collar, she tugged him back onto the pavement. 

A woman in a cyclamen-pink dress appeared in the doorway. ‘Frankie, Frankie, you must be careful!’ She ran down the steps and put her hands on the child’s shoulders. ‘Darling, please! You could have been hurt.’

‘It’s a Hispano-Suiza, Mama!’ The boy’s gaze was fixed on a large cream-coloured motor car parked on the far side of the street.

‘But Frankie, you must mind the traffic.’ The woman spoke to the cyclist. ‘I’m so sorry. I hope he didn’t give you an awful fright.’

The cyclist grumbled and pedalled off. 

‘I can’t thank you enough,’ Frankie’s mother said to Olivia. ‘My name is Grace Ruthwell. This is my son, Frankie.’ She ruffled the boy’s curls. Mother and son were strikingly similar, both good-looking, with even features, sapphire-blue eyes and golden hair. 

Olivia introduced herself. ‘Mrs Beaumont sent me with your gown, Mrs Ruthwell.’ She held up the brown paper parcel.

Grace Ruthwell beamed. ‘So you’re the new girl! Violet has told me all about you.’

‘Yes, madam, I started with Mrs Beaumont last month.’ 

Twenty-five years ago, Olivia’s mother and Violet Beaumont had been school friends. Since then, they had both married and been widowed. Violet Beaumont had no children and had established a successful dressmaking business in Knightsbridge. ‘Vi will keep an eye on you,’ her mother had said, as Olivia had packed for her journey to London. ‘Have a wonderful time, darling. Remember to keep your stitches small and neat, and promise me you won’t go into a public house or smoke cigarettes.’ Olivia had promised.

As Frankie chattered about the motor car, Mrs Ruthwell ushered her inside the house. The hallway was the size of Olivia’s room at the hostel, which she shared with three other young women. White tulips spilled from the glass vases on the side tables and light from two tall, narrow windows scattered on the marble floor tiles and gleamed on the sleek gold picture frames. Mirrors on opposing sides of the room reflected Mrs Ruthwell herself, her sheeny pink dress and her necklace of sparkling yellow stones. 

A tall young man appeared. ‘Grace, I’m so sorry,’ he said. ‘I just couldn’t stop him.’

‘No harm done, but Rory, you must keep a closer eye on him. You know how impetuous he is.’

‘I’ll keep a better watch, I promise.’ Rory spoke with a soft Scots lilt.

‘Let me introduce you to Miss Goodland,’ said Mrs Ruthwell. ‘She works for my dressmaker, Mrs Beaumont. Miss Goodland, this is Frankie’s tutor, Rory Madden.’

Frankie said, ‘It wasn’t Rory’s fault, Mama. I can run as fast as the wind.’

‘Yes, dearest. Get along now and finish your lessons. How is he doing today, Rory?’

‘We’ve started a new reading book.’ The tutor smiled at the boy. ‘You’re working hard, aren’t you, Frankie?’

The man and the boy disappeared down a corridor. Olivia said to Mrs Ruthwell, ‘What a delightful child. How old is he?’

‘Frankie is eleven years old. Rory’s very good with him. Some of the others, they hadn’t the patience . . .’ Mrs Ruthwell’s smile faded.

Olivia was unsure of the protocol. Should she wait for Mrs Ruthwell to unwrap the parcel and inspect her gown? Or, having safely delivered it, should she slip away?

Mrs Ruthwell solved her dilemma by saying, ‘Shall we take a tiny peek? It’s so thrilling when one has a new gown, isn’t it? Let’s go into the morning room. We won’t be disturbed there.’

In the morning room, dappled light fell onto apple-green walls and a rose-pink carpet. A glass-paned door lay open, letting in cool air from the outside and permitting Olivia a glimpse of a back garden in which narrow paths wound between silver birches and box hedges. 

Mrs Ruthwell said, ‘Have you always been fond of sewing, Miss Goodland?’

‘Yes, madam. My mother taught me.’

‘Do I detect a West Country accent?’

‘I come from Somerset, from a village near Crewkerne.’

‘I do love the country. We have a house in Staffordshire. To begin with I’m always delighted to go there because it’s so quiet and blissful, but after a week or two I yearn for the hurry and variety and utter wickedness of London. Oh, look at this. Isn’t it simply divine?’ 

Olivia had unwrapped the parcel Mrs Beaumont had entrusted her with. Mrs Ruthwell rubbed a piece of mauve devoré velvet between finger and thumb and gave a sigh of pleasure.

But she had been mistaken in assuming they wouldn’t be disturbed in the morning room. As Olivia shook out the gown, the cook appeared with a query about dinner, then the telephone rang. Shortly afterwards, a slim, beautiful girl of around Olivia’s own age put her head round the door.

‘Mama, Summers has put out my lilac silk gown and I don’t want to wear it.’

‘But Alice, you look so sweet in it.’

‘I hate it.’ The girl was a paler version of Mrs Ruthwell and Frankie. Her shoulder-length hair was silvery blonde, and her eyes were a very light blue, as glassy and translucent as a chalk stream. Her prettiness was marred by the sulky downturn of her mouth.

Later that evening, in her cubicle in the women’s hostel in Earls Court, Olivia wrote her nightly letter to her mother. She described the Ruthwells’ house, with its high ceilings, shining surfaces and flickering shadows on rose-pink carpets. As she wrote, she recalled Mrs Ruthwell’s kindness and charm and the beauty of her daughter. And the sweetness of Frankie’s smile, and the handsomeness of his tutor.

Late the following afternoon, she returned to the house in Hinton Place. ‘Mrs Ruthwell seems to have taken a shine to you, Olivia,’ Mrs Beaumont told her. ‘She has asked me to send along “that charming girl” to alter a seam in her new gown.’ Olivia was flattered that the elegant Mrs Ruthwell considered her to be charming. She was tallish and slender, with narrow shoulders, and her eyes were a very dark brown. After a memorably disastrous perm, she had given up trying to wave her straight dark hair and wore it pinned in a bun or plaited at the nape of her neck. She got on with most people and aimed always to be cheerful and hard-working. 

A maid led her upstairs to Grace Ruthwell’s bedroom. The large, airy room was at the front of the house. Yellow flowers bloomed on the wallpaper and the curtains were of chartreuse shot silk.

Mrs Ruthwell was standing beside a Chinese screen decorated with red and gold dragons. She was wearing the mauve devoré velvet gown. 

‘Olivia! I may call you Olivia, mayn’t I? What a pleasure to see you again. What do you think?’ She twirled, and the handkerchief hemline spun out. The sinuous lines of the gown emphasised her height and statuesque beauty.

‘It suits you so well, madam.’

‘The neckline is a little loose. We need a tiny tuck here and here.’ A slim hand with glossy scarlet nails indicated the shoulders of the gown. ‘Could you do it for me now, do you think? I know, I’m as bad as Frankie, so hopelessly impatient, but I do so yearn to wear it tonight.’

Olivia checked and measured the shoulder seams. Her fingertips brushed against Grace Ruthwell’s soft white skin; she breathed in her expensive perfume. When the pins were in place, the maid, a sallow, fair-haired girl, unzipped the gown. The fabric rippled and the crystal beads sewn on the godets sparkled, catching the light. Beneath, Mrs Ruthwell was wearing cream-coloured silk undergarments made to accommodate the gown’s low back.

She indicated a small, round table for Olivia to sit at and sew. ‘Summers, fetch Miss Goodland a tray of coffee. Or would you prefer lemonade?’

‘Coffee would be marvellous.’

The maid, Summers, left the room. Mrs Ruthwell put on a red satin kimono while Olivia threaded her needle. Velvet was a tricky cloth to sew. The stitches must be tiny and hidden, the alterations invisible to the onlooker.

Mrs Ruthwell stood at her shoulder. ‘You are so clever. Did you always want to be a dressmaker?’

‘I would have liked to go to art school, but we couldn’t afford it. I do so enjoy sewing, though.’ 

Mrs Ruthwell sat down at the dressing table. ‘Did you know that in London there are evening schools where one can study art? The daughter of a friend of mine, Sally Chichester, attends one. If you like, I’ll ask her about it.’

‘Thank you, Mrs Ruthwell.’ Olivia felt herself flush. ‘That’s very kind of you.’

‘Grace. Do please call me Grace. Dressmaking is an art too, of course. One must have an eye for colour and the knack of choosing the right fabric for a gown. Perhaps I should ask you to make something for my daughter, Alice. She was presented at court last month. I have an idea for a simple gown in a dark red. With her fair colouring it would look so striking. A girl needs to stand out.’

Olivia recalled the pretty, sullen-looking girl she had glimpsed the previous day. ‘I’d be delighted to.’

‘I wonder whether I might ask you to do me a favour, Olivia.’

Knotting her seam, she looked up. ‘Yes, of course . . . Grace.’

‘Would you deliver this for me on your way home?’ Mrs Ruthwell held out a letter to her. ‘The house is only a few streets away, so it shouldn’t be too far out of your way.’

Olivia tucked the envelope into the cloth bag in which she kept her sewing things. She heard footsteps approaching the room. Mrs Ruthwell lowered her voice. ‘Make sure to deliver it to Mr Ellwood in person. To him and no one else. And if you wouldn’t mention it to anyone . . .’ The door opened and Summers came in with the tray of coffee.

Half an hour later, her task complete, Olivia was shown downstairs. In the distance she heard voices – Frankie’s, she thought, and one of a lower timbre, the tutor, Rory, perhaps. She was in the hall, buttoning her raincoat, when the front door opened and a man came into the house. He was around forty, tall and well built, his sandy hair swept back from his brow. Beads of rain glistened on the shoulders of his mackintosh. When he glanced in her direction, she saw that he had the same ice-blue eyes as Alice Ruthwell. He did not acknowledge Olivia in any way; his pale gaze drifted over her with utter lack of interest, as if she was an inanimate object, like an umbrella stand or one of the glass vases.

At the corner of Hinton Place, Olivia glanced at the envelope Grace had given her. It was addressed to S. Ellwood Esq., of South Audley Street. She asked a passer-by for directions and set off. A light rain glazed the pavements, and during the hour she had spent in the Ruthwells’ house, the sky had turned ink blue. The trees and shrubs in the garden squares had become intricate black cut-outs against the terraced houses surrounding them. The air was fresh and scented with blossom.

Half a dozen stone steps led up to the front door of Mr Ellwood’s house. Behind the window blinds, shadows danced. A maidservant opened the door and Olivia was enveloped in a blare of music and chatter. 

‘Yes, miss?’ said the maid. She was a pert, round-faced girl.

‘I’ve a letter for Mr Ellwood.’

‘I’ll take it.’

‘I was instructed to deliver it to Mr Ellwood by hand.’

The maid glared at her. ‘Wait here.’

In the hall, a stuffed animal – a cougar or a puma – bared its teeth on a black marble side table. White gardenias spilled from a green bowl, their heady scent mingling with cigarette smoke and an exotic, earthy perfume.

Open double doors revealed to Olivia the room in which jazz music was playing. Guests were milling around, cocktails in hand, and couples were dancing. Waitresses in black dresses and white aprons circulated with trays of food. Olivia’s foot tapped to the rhythm of the music. She loved to dance. A few days ago, she had gone dancing at the Locarno Ballroom with some of the girls from the hostel. They had had a high old time.

More guests arrived; people spilled into the hallway. A woman in a white bias-cut gown spoke to her. ‘You don’t happen to have a light, do you?’ Olivia apologised and the woman wandered off. 

A red-haired man with a vol-au-vent in one hand and a cocktail glass in the other bore down on her. ‘Have you seen Kit?’ Crumbs sprayed onto his waistcoat.

‘I’m afraid not.’

He slumped against the wall, looking disconsolate. ‘She was here, I’m sure of it. She is so bloody elusive.’ He stared at her. ‘Do I know you?’

‘No, I shouldn’t think so.’

‘There’s to be a conjuror later. Sammy is partial to conjurors. Does unspeakable things with snakes, apparently. Don’t you sometimes think . . .’ his small hazel eyes raked round the crowds, ‘that all this – alcohol, snakes, sex – is to take our minds off what’s about to happen?’

Without waiting for her reply, he went back into the room where the guests were dancing. Olivia supposed he had been referring to the likelihood that Britain might soon be at war. In March, Hitler’s armies had invaded what remained of Czechoslovakia. The prime minister, Mr Chamberlain, had since given Poland a guarantee of support should Hitler try to invade there next. In this fine late spring of 1939, most people seemed to think war was inevitable, though Olivia’s mother, who was a pacifist, continued to fire off letters to newspapers and journals in the hope that conflict might be averted. 

With a friend from the hostel, a tall, intense girl called Louise, Olivia had recently attended a political meeting. Some of the men had been in uniform and several women had spoken of taking their children to the countryside in case of air raids. Husbands, brothers and boyfriends were joining the RAF or being conscripted into the army. 

Her wristwatch told her that a quarter of an hour had passed since she had entered the house. Perhaps the maid had forgotten her. She wondered whether she should plunge into the seething mass of people in the adjoining room and seek out Mr Ellwood herself. ‘Anything Goes’ was playing; her lips formed the words. 

A voice said, ‘I’m sorry to keep you waiting. There was someone I couldn’t get away from. I’m Sammy Ellwood.’ 

He was tall and elegantly dressed, his complexion dark, his hair black and tightly curled, his coal-black eyes amused. Olivia introduced herself. ‘Mrs Ruthwell asked me to deliver a letter to you, Mr Ellwood.’ 

‘Ah, the divine Grace.’ He smiled, tore open the letter and scanned it. ‘Thanks,’ he said. He put it in his pocket. ‘Appreciate it.’ He took out a couple of coins. ‘For your trouble.’

Startled, she said quickly, ‘No, thanks.’

‘I’m sorry, Miss Goodland, I don’t mean to offend you.’

‘I’m not offended.’

‘Then perhaps you would accept this?’ He took three white gardenias from the green bowl, then cocked his head as he ran his gaze over her. ‘Or maybe you’d like to stay for the party.’

She laughed. ‘I don’t think I’m dressed for it, Mr Ellwood.’

His craggy features broke into a broad smile. ‘I shouldn’t worry about that,’ he said, with a bark of laughter. ‘Tommy Fitzalan once turned up in a tutu.’

Olivia walked back to the hostel to save the bus fare. Was that what Grace Ruthwell had been referring to when she had spoken of utter wickedness, parties like Sammy Ellwood’s? It would have been fun to have stayed, and a part of her regretted not having done so, but she was wearing an old mackintosh over a hand-knitted short-sleeved jersey and a skirt she had made herself from an offcut of fabric. And she suspected that different rules applied to her and the man in the tutu.

She supposed that Mr Ellwood was Grace’s lover, and that was the motive for her secrecy, though she wondered why she hadn’t asked her maid to deliver the note. Grace and Mr Ellwood would make a striking couple, she so fair, he so dark, she so sparkling and he louche, possessed of a pantherine watchfulness.

Back at the hostel, she put the gardenias in a jam jar on her small chest of drawers. They gave a dash of exoticism and glamour to her cubicle. She was too late for supper and ravenously hungry, so she ate the last slice of a fruit cake her mother had sent up to her. Then she lay back on the bed, closed her eyes and imagined herself at Sammy Ellwood’s house, dressed in a purple devoré gown, dancing to ‘Anything Goes’ with Rory Madden.

As the maid showed Olivia into the Ruthwells’ house a week later, Frankie dashed into the hall. ‘Hello, Olivia. Would you like to see my schoolroom?’

‘I’m calling on your mother, Frankie. She asked me to bring her some new dress designs.’

Rory appeared. ‘I’m afraid Mrs Ruthwell had to go out, Miss Goodland. You’re welcome to sit with us in the schoolroom until she gets home.’ 

Laughing, she allowed herself to be tugged along the corridor by Frankie. The schoolroom was at the front of the house and was well proportioned and decorated in light, fresh colours. On a round table were textbooks, an exercise book, pencils and crayons.

Frankie peered out of the window. ‘Rory, the Bentley’s back,’ he said. ‘Look, Olivia, I’ve drawn it.’ He fetched a sketchbook and turned the pages for her to look at. On each one was a drawing of a motor car. 

‘They’re awfully good,’ she said.

‘Frankie, come back to your books now,’ Rory said. ‘Miss Goodland, please forgive us. Take a seat.’ He drew out a chair for her.

Reluctantly, Frankie sat down. He and Rory bent over the reading book. Though the story was simple, a lacklustre tale about a rabbit who wanted to be an engine driver, and was surely aimed at a much younger child, progress was slow because the boy read haltingly. When he stumbled, Rory helped him sound out the letters. Throughout, the child fidgeted, picking up the inkwell, twiddling a pencil and writhing round in his seat to peer beneath the table or out of the window. It shocked Olivia to realise that at eleven years old, Frankie Ruthwell, who had surely had every advantage in life, could barely read. She wondered what had happened to make him so behind with his books. 

And yet her gaze kept drifting to Rory, taking in the firm line of his shoulders, the symmetry of his profile and the wave of his chestnut-brown hair. It was a pleasure simply to listen to him as over and again he patiently returned Frankie’s attention to the book. She could have sat there for hours, luxuriating in the sound of his voice.

Just as with much squirming and sighing on Frankie’s part and encouragement on Rory’s the end of the story was reached, Grace Ruthwell opened the door to the schoolroom. She peeled off her gloves and greeted them. She was wearing an aquamarine two-piece in a fine knit. A matching hat, a jay’s feather in the band, perched to one side of her blonde head.

Rory told her that Frankie had finished the reading book. Grace hugged her son. ‘A whole book in one day! How clever of you.’ 

‘Will Father be pleased with me?’

‘I’m sure he will. Rory, why don’t you take Frankie out to the garden? He could do with some fresh air and the sun’s still shining. Olivia, please come with me.’

In the morning room, Grace closed the door behind them. ‘Thank you for delivering my letter last week. I do hope Sammy behaved himself. He can be rather a tease.’

‘He was most civil. He gave me some gardenias.’

‘Did he now? He told me he thought you were a very pretty girl.’

Olivia blushed. Grace took the folder of dress designs from her, then slid out a couple of envelopes from beneath the blotter on the desk. ‘Could you post these for me on your way home?’

Olivia put the letters in her pocket. She and Grace had returned to the hall when the sandy-haired man she had seen on her previous visit appeared. His pale blue gaze alighted on Grace.

‘You have remembered we’re to dine with the Lamberts?’

‘Naturally, Claude. I’m going to play with Frankie for half an hour and then I’ll get ready.’

‘Don’t be late.’ His voice was sharp.

There was a postbox at the end of the road. Dropping the letters into it, Olivia felt honoured that Grace entrusted these little tasks to her and showed her such warmth and amiability. The things she had seen these past weeks! London’s great buildings and Sammy Ellwood’s racy party and the heavenly gowns they sewed at Mrs Beaumont’s establishment. Her narrow world had opened up. Back there, in the Ruthwells’ schoolroom, she had felt as if she were almost part of the family. 

A fortnight later, Summers let her into the house once again. Olivia followed her upstairs. It was a hot day, and beneath her white cap, tendrils of the girl’s hair had darkened with sweat and clung damply to the back of her neck.

In the bedroom, Grace was seated at her dressing table, patting powder on her nose. She rose, flashing a smile, as Olivia came into the room. Brisk and businesslike, she inspected the fabric samples Olivia had brought with her, selecting the blue-flecked tweed rather than the green, the yellow silk instead of the fuchsia for the wrap skirt that would go over white cotton piqué beach shorts.

When they were finished, she took a handful of bracelets from her jewellery box and sighed. ‘Oh dear, I have a very dull luncheon engagement with an extremely dull man. What wouldn’t I give to spend an hour in the garden with Frankie or drive to the coast and lie on the sand, soaking up the sun. Help me out, please, darling. Which one should I wear?’

‘This one.’ Olivia picked out a silvery bangle with cabochon stones in boiled-sweet colours of red and purple. ‘It’s beautiful.’

‘Isn’t it? It’s a favourite of mine. Here, try it on.’

Olivia slid the bangle onto her wrist. The metal felt cool against her skin and the jewels seemed to trap the sunlight pouring through the window. 

‘It suits you,’ said Grace. ‘You have such slender hands.’

‘Thank you.’ Olivia gave the bangle back. 

The order complete, she offered to show herself out. As she went downstairs, a sound caught her attention. Someone was crying, a series of loud, desperate sobs. She thought at first it might be Frankie. Along the corridor, a door stood a few inches ajar. She paused and tapped lightly, then opened it. 

Inside the room, Alice Ruthwell was curled up in an armchair, weeping.

‘Are you all right?’ Stupid question, Olivia thought immediately. The girl’s face was blotched scarlet, her eyes swollen, her hair dishevelled. 

She took a few steps into the room. ‘Would you like me to fetch your mother?’

‘No . . . no.’ Shaking her head violently, Alice sat up, rubbing her eyes with her sleeve.

Olivia offered her handkerchief to the girl. 

‘Thanks.’ Alice pressed it to her eyes. 

‘Are you feeling unwell? Or has something happened?’

With a gasp, Alice flung herself out of the chair. ‘Nothing has happened! And now nothing ever will! Oh God, it’s so awful! I hate it! I hate that I should be treated like a . . . like a toy, to be fooled around with, to be passed from pillar to post as if what I want doesn’t matter at all!’ She began to cry again.

On the sideboard there were silver chargers and dishes and a silver tray on which stood a jug and half a dozen glasses. Olivia poured water into a glass and put it in front of Alice. 

‘Take a sip. Is there anything I can do? Sometimes talking helps.’

Alice frowned. Her strange, cold eyes settled on Olivia. ‘I expect you mean to be kind, but I really don’t know why you’re here. You’re my mother’s errand girl, aren’t you? I’d like you to go. It’s none of your business.’

Olivia left the room. You’re my mother’s errand girl. For a while, Alice Ruthwell’s judgement of her rang in her ears, but once out in the street, hurrying back to Mrs Beaumont’s premises, she was soon delightfully distracted by the bright shop windows and the rush and churn of London. 

As each of the items in Grace’s order was completed, Olivia took them to the Ruthwells’ house. It was a pleasure to escape the stuffy workroom. Grace herself seemed busy and their interactions were brief, but on the day Olivia delivered the final item, the yellow silk wrap skirt, she asked her to take another note to Mr Ellwood. 

This time, the South Audley Street house was quiet. As before, Olivia waited in the hall while the maid fetched Sammy. Though it was four in the afternoon, when he appeared he looked as if he had just got out of bed. His hair was tousled, and he was wearing a maroon silk robe over what appeared to be paisley pyjama trousers. The robe revealed a triangle of tanned, muscular chest.

He slit open the envelope and scanned Grace’s letter. Then, with a slightly mocking bow, he took a pink rose from a vase and offered it to Olivia. ‘Thanks, sweetheart.’

Olivia had left the house and was hurrying back along the road when she heard someone call out her name. Rory Madden was striding across the street towards her. 

‘Hello, there!’ He caught sight of the rose Sammy had given her. ‘What’s that?’

‘Oh, someone gave it to me.’ She knew she was blushing and quickly added, ‘Someone I had to deliver something to.’

‘Are you often paid in roses?’

She laughed. ‘No, not often. Where’s Frankie?’

‘Grace is taking him to the dentist. I’ve a couple of free hours and thought I’d take the chance to get outside. Where are you headed?’

‘Knightsbridge.’

‘May I walk with you?’

‘Please do.’

The walk through Hyde Park, which she must have taken a dozen times before, instantly became a delight. In Rory’s company, she felt herself part of the great city instead of standing on the perimeter, at the centre of the story instead of occupying a superfluous role. She revelled in the heat of the sun; she enjoyed hearing the conversation and laughter of the small groups of young people, office workers and shop assistants, who had settled in twos and threes on the grass. 

She broke the silence by asking Rory whether he had been Frankie’s tutor for long.

‘Six months. I’m from Ullapool, on the north-west coast of Scotland. I graduated last summer from the University of Edinburgh, then I travelled round Europe for a while. When I got home, I was at rather a loose end. I met Grace through a mutual acquaintance, and she asked me if I’d consider teaching Frankie.’

‘Do you enjoy it?’

‘I do, yes. It’s hardly an onerous position. Frankie’s a good lad.’

‘He seems a dear little boy. Does Grace not want to send him to school?’

‘She doesn’t think he’s ready for it.’ They threaded round three nursemaids, talking to each other as they pushed prams. ‘You must have noticed,’ Rory said, once they were side by side again, ‘that his reading isn’t up to scratch. Boarding school is the usual thing for a boy of Frankie’s age. If it wasn’t for his problems, he’d have gone to school years ago.’

‘I wondered whether he’d been unwell, whether that’s why he’s so behind.’

‘His health isn’t the best – he suffers from asthma – but no, I don’t think so. To tell the truth, I’ve struggled to understand it. He can’t seem to remember the sounds of the letters and yet I’ve been through them with him repeatedly. There’s nothing wrong with his sight or hearing, Grace has had that checked. And I don’t believe he lacks intelligence, though that’s what Mr Ruthwell thinks.’

Olivia remembered the sandy-haired man who had addressed Grace so brusquely. Rory said, ‘It’s Mr Ruthwell’s opinion that boarding school would sort Frankie out, knock him into shape. Toughen him up, you know, all that.’

‘What does Mrs Ruthwell think?’

‘She doesn’t agree.’

‘And you, Rory?’

‘The right sort of school, one that would recognise the boy’s qualities and give him extra help with his reading and writing, that might work, but not the usual brutish English public school. I can’t imagine Frankie thriving somewhere like that.’ Rory frowned as he looked out over the vista. ‘It’s frustrating, I thought I’d have him up to Common Entrance level after a month or two, but we’re nowhere near that. I’ve suggested sending him to a day school, but Mr Ruthwell insists that he boards, and I suspect he gets what he wants. Frankie is his son and heir, no matter how unsuited he is for the role.’ He squinted in the sun. ‘The truth is that if the government speeds up conscription, I may not have much more time with the Ruthwells.’

Dark scars sliced through the green grass, trenches dug the previous September at the time of the Munich crisis, when Britain had teetered on the edge of war. In her room in the hostel, a gas mask hung on the end of Olivia’s bed. There were rumours of air-raid drills. 

‘If there is a war, my mother will want me to leave London,’ she said. ‘Is it dreadful of me to resent Hitler for that? It is, isn’t it? You must think me very shallow.’

He laughed. ‘Maybe a wee bit. I don’t blame you, though.’

‘Maybe it won’t happen. Maybe Hitler will be satisfied with what he’s got.’

They had stopped in the shade of a horse chestnut tree. Sunlight piercing through the leaves cast darting patterns of light and dark on Rory’s features as he said softly, ‘I can’t see any endgame other than facing up to Hitler and beating him fair and square. Sorry to be blunt, Olivia, but I’m afraid that’s how it is.’ 

On the ground floor of the Ruthwells’ residence servants bustled about, carrying vases of flowers and stacks of linen. Maids wielded feather dusters and polished window panes. Olivia passed a dark green room where manservants were inserting leaves into an enormous dining table. Two other men were raising to the ceiling a sparkling glass chandelier. Along the corridor, in a larger room, the furniture had been cleared back against the walls and a grey-haired woman was slowly progressing across the floor on her hands and knees, polishing the boards. 

Ahead of her, Alice Ruthwell stood poised in a doorway. ‘Daddy, Mrs Mortimer has phoned and invited me to lunch, but I don’t know whether . . .’ The door closed, cutting off the rest of her sentence. 

The morning room was in disarray, the small desk littered with papers, some of which had slipped to the floor. Grace was standing by a side table on which stood an overflowing ashtray and a tray of coffee things. 

‘Olivia, how good of you to come. Always such a pleasure.’ She twisted her hands together, frowning. ‘I wondered whether I might ask you . . . but now that you’re here . . . I should hate you to think I’m presuming on our friendship.’ 

Her use of the word ‘friendship’ warmed Olivia’s heart. ‘I would never think that.’

A shadow of a smile crossed Grace’s features, then vanished. ‘Something has happened,’ she said. ‘A letter of mine is missing. It should be in the bureau, but it’s gone.’ 

As she gestured towards the desk, the balloon sleeve of her blouse caught the tray, sending the coffee cups and jug crashing to the floor. She gave a little gasp. Quickly, Olivia stooped to pick up the fallen items.

She cradled in her hands a tiny pink and gold cup. ‘Oh dear, the handle’s broken.’

‘Oh, how infuriating!’

Olivia dabbed at the spilt coffee on the carpet while Grace rang for the maid. Summers appeared and Grace showed her the damaged cup. 

‘You must find someone to repair this.’

‘Mrs Clarke says I must help with the ballroom floor. Elsie’s had a funny turn. It’s not right, madam, polishing floors isn’t a lady’s maid’s work.’ The girl sounded resentful.

‘I’m afraid we all have to muck in today, what with the dinner party this evening.’ Grace’s voice took on a cajoling note. ‘I’ll make sure you have an extra afternoon off, Summers.’

The maid sniffed. ‘Sneddon is good at repairing china, ma’am.’

‘Very well, send him to me. And the carpet must be cleaned.’

‘No one’s free, madam. We’re all behind like the cow’s tail.’ Summers left the room. 

‘That coffee set was a wedding gift.’ Grace spoke quietly to Olivia. ‘Though why I should care about that . . .’ Her lips pressed together, and she shook her head. 

Gently Olivia prompted, ‘The letter you spoke of . . .’

‘It was a very personal letter.’ Grace looked away. ‘I’m afraid there were certain details . . .’ Moments passed, and then she cried out, ‘The thought of a life without love, without passion, is unbearable to me!’

Olivia remembered the thrill she’d felt walking with Rory in the park. ‘I understand,’ she murmured. 

Grace grasped her hand. ‘I knew you would. Without feeling, without love, one may as well be dead! I’d sealed the letter, but I hadn’t addressed the envelope. I had to leave the room – Frankie was upset – and when I came back in here after he had calmed down, it had gone!’ 

Someone tapped on the door. Grace let go of Olivia’s hand. She raised her voice. ‘Come in.’ 

The man who entered the room was young and dark-haired, good-looking in a florid, fleshy way. His gaze moved from Grace to Olivia. ‘I’ve been sent to repair some broken china, madam.’

‘Yes, Sneddon.’ Grace gave him the cup and the handle. ‘It’s a clean break. Can you repair it?’

‘I’ll make it look as good as new, madam.’ His upper lip twitched into a sneer. ‘Will that be everything?’ 

‘Thank you, yes. Have Mrs Clarke send up another tray of coffee. With two cups.’

Once the door had closed behind him, Grace said in a lowered voice, ‘He is Claude’s valet and a perfectly vile man. It’s horrible to think that anyone would steal my private correspondence, but Sneddon is more than capable of it. And I wouldn’t put it past Summers either, the sly little thing.’

‘But why would she do that?’

‘For Claude.’ Grace turned to Olivia. ‘After all, he pays their wages.’ 

‘You believe your husband has stolen your letter?’

‘I’m certain of it.’

She had been slow to grasp, Olivia realised, that though the Ruthwell household seemed serene and enviable, dark undercurrents seethed beneath the surface.

Grace sat on the sofa. She patted a cushion and Olivia sat down beside her. ‘I see the way Claude looks at me,’ she said softly. ‘I see the triumph in his eyes. He wants to divorce me, you see, and my letter gives him the ammunition he needs. I wouldn’t mind a jot. I’d be happy never to see him again.’ She gave a short, humourless laugh. ‘It’s only that I fear for Frankie. Claude despises him.’

‘But Frankie’s his son!’

Grace crushed her cigarette in the ashtray. ‘Frankie isn’t the son Claude wanted. He isn’t a son Claude deems worthy of the Ruthwell name and inheritance – what remains of it. He has certain words for him. Backward . . . halfwit . . . defective. I’ve heard him use worse, Olivia. I’m afraid that he wants to divorce me so that he can remarry and sire another heir.’ Despair etched itself into Grace Ruthwell’s beautiful features. ‘And now, because of my stupidity and carelessness, nothing will stand in his way.’

Olivia’s mind raced. She thought of Frankie’s endearing liveliness and enthusiasm. And how, at eleven years old, he stumbled through a reading book meant for a six-year-old.

Grace’s eyes were the same hard blue as the sapphire pendant she wore at her throat. ‘If Claude divorces me for adultery, he will show me no mercy. He will take me to court, where he will expose my private life to public view. He will ensure that my character is displayed in the worst possible light. You must believe me, Olivia, that if the contents of my letter were to be made public, I would be an object of gossip and contempt in every household in London.’ Her voice lowered. ‘I would have no further say in Frankie’s upbringing. I would be unable to protect him. Claude would send him to a boarding school, and Frankie . . . His health is delicate. I’m afraid he wouldn’t survive.’ 

Tears glittered their path down her cheeks. Outside in the garden, manservants were placing wrought-iron tables and chairs in the shade of the birch trees.

Olivia said, ‘What will you do?’

Grace took a deep breath, then sat up straight. ‘I must get my letter back. I suspect it’s in Claude’s study. He keeps the door locked and only he has the key. That wretch Sneddon is forever snooping about, spying on me. I dare say you saw the insolent way he looked at me just now.’

‘I’m sorry.’ Olivia felt the inadequacy of her words. 

‘I won’t let him win.’ Grace rose to her feet. ‘I can play the game every bit as well as he. Claude has secrets too – there are things I know about him, shameful things. I’m not speaking of his squalid little mistresses. He has views . . . opinions . . . that I know he would wish to keep hidden at a time like this.’

The door opened and a maid came in carrying a tray of coffee things. It occurred to Olivia that in this large, luxurious house, Grace had little privacy. The most intimate conversation could be interrupted by one of the very servants she mistrusted. 

The men had gone from the garden, so Grace suggested they take the coffee outside. They sat in the shade of an apple tree. Overhead, twigs and leaves made a green mesh against a forget-me-not sky.

She handed Olivia a cup of coffee. ‘In the twenties, Claude was an admirer of Mussolini and became involved in one or two of the English fascist groups. I thought them silly little secret societies at the time, set up to amuse disgruntled landowners, eccentrics and inadequates. For a while, he was a supporter of Oswald Mosley, until he too fell out of favour. Claude considers Mosley to be too soft.’ 

Grace spoke quietly, as if unseen listeners might be hovering behind the open upper-storey windows. 

‘I’ve heard him speak with admiration of Hitler. Not openly recently, not since the man’s utter wickedness was exposed, but I’m sure his views haven’t altered one iota. Claude is a member of the Anglo-German Fellowship. Have you heard of it, Olivia?’

‘I have, yes.’ The Anglo-German Fellowship had been mentioned at the political meeting she and Louise had attended. Though its members described it as an association to promote business links between Britain and Germany, some at the meeting had considered it to be a conduit between the Nazi Party and British sympathisers. 

Grace stirred sugar into her coffee. ‘There are men who share his loathing of the current government, and they also share his admiration of Hitler. He dines regularly with bores like Hugh Grosvenor and Lord Brocket. Sammy has seen him in the company of George Pitt-Rivers and Barry Domvile.’ Her lip curled. ‘If I’m to outmanoeuvre Claude, then I must find out what his intentions are. That will be my only chance of protecting Frankie. Don’t you see, Olivia? Claude won’t want his allegiances with fascists made public, not now, when at any day we may declare war against Germany. He will recognise the danger to himself should his loyalty to his country be in doubt.’

Olivia grasped the enormity of what Grace was implying. ‘Do you believe that Mr Ruthwell is capable of betraying his country?’ 

‘Betrayal is such a strong word. But yes, it’s possible.’

Sunlight tumbling through the leaves cast shifting shadows on Grace’s face, as Olivia found herself saying, ‘Is there anything I can do to help?’ 




Chapter Two

1939, London

You’re my mother’s errand girl. It was hard to disagree with Alice Ruthwell’s statement. Olivia delivered her parcels of fairy-tale gowns enfolded in whispering tissue paper; she took billet doux to Grace Ruthwell’s lover. 

And yet now the nature of her errands had altered. Within days of Grace confiding in her, Olivia found herself standing in the shade of the trees that grew in the green square in Hinton Place, waiting until Mr Ruthwell came out of the house. Her heart gave a little ripple of anticipation as she watched him stride along the pavement. She followed him, keeping out of sight, until he entered a glittering establishment in Piccadilly or St James’s. Then she turned for home as the day faded to dusk. 

It was only when she rose early the next morning to get ready for work that her behaviour troubled her. She had drifted away from the irrefutable code of her childhood that had been drilled into her by her mother. Always tell the truth, never do anything you might later regret. Grace was hoping to blackmail her husband and Olivia had volunteered to help. She herself was abetting a venture that could be considered, if you looked at it dispassionately, despicable. In taking a lover, Grace, too, was guilty of betrayal. 

When she stepped out into the sunshine to walk to work, these scruples fell away. If Mr Ruthwell really was a Nazi, then wasn’t it her duty to expose him? 

One afternoon, delivering fabric samples to Hinton Place, Grace handed Olivia a parcel. ‘I wondered whether you might like this, dear. I wanted to say thank you for everything you’re doing for me. My silly daughter refuses to wear it and you are about the same size, I think.’

When she was out of sight of the Ruthwells’ house, Olivia peered beneath the wrapping and glimpsed the gleam of lilac satin. Back at the hostel, she spread out the evening gown on the bed. It was exquisite, and in perfect condition apart from a small tear in the hem, though that could easily be fixed. 

She scooped up her hair and knotted it at the back of her neck. Dressed in Alice Ruthwell’s lilac satin gown, she looked older, no longer one of the sewing-room girls, but a woman, a woman who might do anything and who might become whoever she wanted.

On Thursday evening, Mr Ruthwell hailed a taxi. Hidden beneath her mackintosh hood and umbrella and elated by her own daring, Olivia walked past him as he gave the address to the taxi driver. 

‘Paper Buildings, Inner Temple.’ His commanding voice cut through the drizzle.

She made it her mission to share this piece of information with Grace as soon as she could. 

A few weeks later, Olivia was in the sewing room, attaching a lace panel to the front of a sleeveless blouse, when she caught sight of Grace Ruthwell making her way to the fitting room. Now and again the familiar warm, cultured voice floated through the open door. 

On leaving work, she headed along the pavement and noticed a black car parked along the street. Grace was sitting in the driver’s seat. She opened the window. 

‘Hello, Olivia! Would you like a lift home?’ 

Olivia climbed into the car and sank into a seat of soft, luxurious caramel-coloured leather as Grace pulled out into the traffic.

‘Such a stunning new dress Violet is making up for me. But dear me, I’m quite worn out with all the fittings.’ As she braked for the junction with Cromwell Road, she turned to Olivia and smiled. ‘So clever of you to find out about Paper Buildings, darling. Sammy had a word with one of the porters. A man called Wyndham Cotter rents a flat there. Sammy says he gives a supper party every Thursday night, a private event by invitation only.’ She gave a throaty laugh. ‘I imagine canapés followed by, no doubt, a patriotic beef Wellington. Drinks and toasts and the odd Nazi salute. What wouldn’t I give to be a fly on the wall at one of those parties! I had the idea that I would disguise myself as a waitress so that I could eavesdrop. Dear Sammy is trying to talk me out of it. He says Claude would recognise me.’

‘I expect he’s right.’ 

‘He probably is. Such a bore.’ 

Office workers were streaming along the pavements. Two young women, arm in arm and wearing matching pink and navy-blue outfits, strolled, chatting. A black man in sailor’s uniform carried a parrot in a cage. Olivia loved London, the busy variety of its inhabitants, the zing of infinite possibility. 

The car glided smoothly into Earls Court Road. ‘It’s just here,’ she said.

Grace glanced across the road to the soot-stained red-brick building. ‘Is that where you room? It looks rather grim.’

Olivia wished, then, that she had asked to be dropped off at the corner of the road. Seeing her home through Grace’s eyes was discomfiting; it reminded her of the gulf between them. 

‘It’s quite comfortable,’ she said quickly. ‘The girls are very friendly.’ 

‘Friendship . . . that’s what matters most.’ 

An idea occurred to her. ‘Mr Ruthwell wouldn’t recognise me. I could engage myself as a waitress.’

Grace frowned. ‘No, I couldn’t possibly consider it.’ 

‘Please, Grace, let me help.’

‘Sweet of you, but I’m not sure you understand . . .’

‘When I was younger, I had a Saturday job at a hotel in Crewkerne, so I’ve waitressed before.’ The more Olivia thought about it, the more the plan excited her. ‘A girl I know at the hostel works for a catering agency in the evenings, to earn extra money. She told me that they’re always short-staffed.’

‘No.’ An emphatic shake of the head. ‘No, it’s too risky.’

‘Mr Ruthwell has never spoken to me. And I
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