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Prologue

Munich, 1935

The girl lay on the sofa. She was in a stranger’s flat in Munich and she was weeping as if her heart would break.

‘There, there,’ said the tall stranger, a hulking figure that sat in the armchair opposite. ‘Stop crying if you can. It’s doing no good.’

‘He’s dead!’ wept the girl. ‘My life is over. I don’t want to live any more!’ She covered her face with her arms and cried harder. She meant every word. Her life was over. It wasn’t simply that the man she loved was dead, but also that she felt the most terrible guilt. She had helped to betray him.

‘You’re very young to say these things.’ The stranger’s deep voice was kind and sympathetic. ‘But I understand. You found your true love. Now he’s gone.’

‘Don’t say it, I can’t bear it!’ The girl managed to stop her convulsive crying for a moment. The stranger got up and came over. He passed her a clean handkerchief, which she took wordlessly. She wiped her eyes and blew her nose, although tears still rolled down her cheeks. They wouldn’t or couldn’t be stopped. When she could speak, she said in a broken voice, ‘You see, it’s all my fault.’

‘Hardly your fault.’

‘Oh, it is! I broke the pact. I told the secret. He was betrayed because of me!’

‘Not because of you,’ the stranger said, going back to his seat. The curtains of the apartment were all closed and the bright morning had been shut out completely, so that they were sunk in a kind of gloom. When the girl looked over at him, she could only see his huge form as a shadow in the murkiness. ‘It was not you that betrayed him. You told a trusted friend who passed your secret on. But it was not even that – it was someone else, wasn’t it? The true traitor. The true betrayer. Someone who took your secret and turned your lover over to them. The people who wanted him dead.’

‘You are one of them, aren’t you?’ she said in a scared voice.

The stranger shrugged. ‘I do not agree with all of it. I don’t like killing innocent people.’ His voice suddenly became stronger. ‘But I do believe in an eye for an eye. I do believe that traitors deserve to die. Don’t you believe that? Think of your boy, taken out at dawn this morning. Shot! Murdered. Just imagine what that was like for him.’

The girl gasped and screwed shut her eyes. She began to weep again, now with a keening, wailing noise. She was seeing in her mind’s eye the image of her lover, hauled out of a prison cell by guards, his hands shackled behind his back. She saw him terrified, wild-eyed, thinking of her, longing for her, afraid that this would mean they were parted forever and all their dreams were over. He must have known what was to come.

They would have marched him out to the yard. Pushed him roughly up against the wall. Then he would have known that there were only seconds left for him. Had he been afraid? She was sure that in the last few moments he would have gathered his courage and faced it bravely.

And those cowards with their rifles. Half a dozen of them against one defenceless man. They opened fire on him without mercy, piercing his body with bullets, extinguishing his beautiful spirit in an instant. She hoped it had been quick.

The stranger said, ‘He would have died with your name on his lips.’

She convulsed in grief and loss. The horror of it was too much. He let her weep stormily for several minutes, until the strength of it all subsided a little.

‘An eye for an eye,’ said the stranger. He got up and went to a desk at the side of the room. He opened a drawer, took something out and placed it on the top. ‘This is my wife’s little pistol. We keep it here in case she needs protection. She was worried it would be difficult to use, but I told her, don’t be silly, sweetheart. It is very easy. It is kept loaded. Just point it at the person who wishes you harm and squeeze the trigger. It’s a simple little thing but effective.’

The girl was quieter, listening, although sobs shivered from her every few moments.

‘If someone killed her, or my son, I would not hesitate to take my revenge.’

He walked slowly to the door, still talking. ‘If I knew where that person was, for example, where they were to lunch, and I had the means and the opportunity, then I would seize it to even the score and make them know what it is like to suffer the way I had.’

‘You know where they will be?’ asked the girl in a small voice.

‘You know yourself. Everyone does. It’s the usual place.’ The stranger had reached the door, and now put his hand on the doorknob. ‘That is what I would do. It’s the only thing that could relieve my suffering. Perhaps you feel the same. I cannot say.’

He walked through the door and left her.

The girl was alone with her heartbreak. But she had stopped crying. She lay on the sofa, deadly still, for some time.

Then she got up, went over to the desk and picked up the pistol, feeling its weight in her hand, examining it as well as she could in the gloom.

At last, she turned. Her eyes were purposeful now, as she walked to the door and made her way out of the flat.

The stranger, hearing the front door close behind her, sighed and shook his head. He knew what would now come to pass. It was very sad. But there was nothing to be done. It was best for everyone. That had been decided.

Now he could only wait to hear how it unfolded.




Chapter One

LOTTIE

1986

Lottie was upstairs in her bedroom, packing for her summer holiday with Gran. It was something she always looked forward to. Home was all right, but it didn’t have the charm of Gran’s amazing house. Dad had grown up there, at Wyke House – a traditional Kentish manor, with red bricks criss-crossed by ancient timbers, and soft red tiles on the roof. What had made him want to leave there, and move so far away, to the Welsh borders, with the cold and the grey of granite and slate? Of course it was beautiful, in its own way, but nothing like the green lushness of Kent and the warmth of all that red brick.

And there’s the garden, Lottie thought. The magnificent garden at Wyke House seemed to stretch on forever, with endless borders, shrubs and trees, and a profusion of flowers throughout the warmer months. There were so many wonderful hiding places. She and Celeste, her big sister, had found a brilliant secret hideout in the centre of a huge bush, and had made a kind of den in there, with rugs and cushions. They escaped there whenever they could, with supplies from the larder, and books and comics to read.

Just thinking about it filled her with joyful anticipation.

She put the clothes that Mum had laid out on the bed into her backpack and when they were in, along with her washbag, she put in her favourite things: the book she was reading, her sticker collection, and Miss Adelaide, her stuffed cat. She was a little old now for a stuffed cat. But no one would know . . .

I need my swimming things, she thought. She had forgotten them one year and Gran had made her wear an old pinned-up costume of hers. That was something she never wanted to happen again.

Leaving her backpack with its flap hanging open for the last of her things, Lottie went downstairs and along the corridor to the kitchen, where Mum would be washing up from breakfast. The swimming things were kept in the big and freezing laundry room that led just off the kitchen, so she would scuttle through, get them and scuttle back before she could be asked to do any drying-up.

Just outside the kitchen, she heard her parents’ voices coming from within, and stopped by the door, just out of sight.

‘Your mother is a bloody liability,’ Mum was saying with a sigh. ‘This family. Honestly!’

‘If you didn’t like it, you shouldn’t have married me,’ her father replied. ‘You knew all about it from the start. You knew what being a Conway would bring along with it.’

‘I had no idea it would go on and on and on like this.’

‘I can only say that was very naive. And I might remind you that while you could have said no to my proposal, I didn’t have the luxury of choice about my parents.’

‘I know, darling. I do feel for you.’

Lottie had heard many variations on this discussion over the years. She had never really thought about it before now, but there had been frequent references throughout her childhood to the family and the difficulties it faced. But what were they? Lottie hadn’t noticed any particular issues. Life seemed normal to her. No one had ever said anything to her about what these difficulties might be.

Then she recalled a Christmas drinks party that her parents had hosted when, after a while, one of the neighbours had got very red-faced and talkative, and had started asking loud questions about Germany, some extraordinary event that had taken place before the Second World War and ‘you Conways’. Nothing had meant much to her, but she had noticed that the atmosphere became very awkward and her parents rather stiff and embarrassed. Someone had successfully diverted the noisy neighbour and the subject had been quickly changed.

The name Conway seems to mean something, Lottie had thought. But she hadn’t bothered finding out more, when other things – like getting on the netball team – were so much more important.

She heard her mother’s voice again. ‘Come on, love. Tell me. What’s your mother done this time?’

‘She’s been vague about it, but she says she’s going to give an interview about our family history to someone who wants to write a book about it.’

‘What? Oh no!’ Mum sounded dismayed. ‘Can’t you stop her?’

‘I don’t see how I can. I had a long talk with her last night on the telephone and she was adamant she wants to do it. And the reason I’m so worried is that she kept saying mysteriously, “It’s time for the truth to come out.” But when I asked her what that meant, and what she was going to say, she went very quiet and wouldn’t tell me. Which makes me think she’s going to say something dreadful.’

Mum sighed again. ‘Oh, honestly! She’s a nightmare. You’ve told her so many times not to say anything about what happened! A book? That’s the last thing we need, and it will be even worse if it gets out that it’s all based on her memories. I can’t bear all the journalists phoning up every time your blasted family gets mentioned in the press again.’

‘I understand, believe me,’ Dad said. ‘See what you can find out when you get there. It would be good to have a bit of warning about whatever it is she’s planning to say.’

‘Why can’t you come and ask her?’

‘I’m very busy today.’

‘Yes, those games of golf won’t play themselves,’ Mum said a touch sourly. ‘I’m not going to ask her about it. She won’t tell me anything and it will only cause trouble. Well, let’s hope it’s nothing too awful. And at least we’ll get a few weeks to ourselves while the girls are staying there.’

‘She’s a good grandmother, you have to give her that.’

‘Yes. She’s odd, though. But yes . . . not too bad. Right. I’ll see how the girls are getting on with their packing. We’d better get on our way.’

Lottie heard her mother push back her chair, the unmistakeable sound of the wooden legs scraping over the slate floor, and hurried off down the corridor towards the stairs so she wouldn’t be caught eavesdropping. She would collect her swimming things in a bit.

Half an hour later, when they were packed in the car along with a picnic lunch to be eaten en route, the conversation she had overheard was still on Lottie’s mind. Someone was writing a book about their family. A book! How could there be enough in Gran’s life to fill an actual book? And why on earth would anyone want to read it?

The journey to Kent started with narrow roads winding out of the village and through the hills until they neared the town, and then there was a long stretch on bigger roads until they finally hit the motorway. Mum always relaxed once they were cruising southwards, and let them play music on the cassette deck, so Celeste started scrabbling through her bag for the mix tapes she had carefully made for the holidays, recorded off the radio chart countdown on a Sunday evening.

Lottie decided that now was as good a time as any. ‘Mum . . . why is Gran famous?’

Mum looked at her swiftly in the rear-view mirror before returning her gaze to the road. ‘She isn’t, not really. But she’s connected to people who are quite well known. Not really famous. More infamous, if anything.’

‘You mean Rosemary,’ Celeste said wisely. She had a two-year headstart on Lottie and knew more about the world.

‘Yes. Rosemary. She’s the member of the family that everyone knows.’

‘What did Rosemary do?’ Lottie asked. It was hard to hold on to the names of these long-dead relatives, but for the first time, Lottie sensed it was important that she did and so she was trying hard to fix everything in her mind. If a book was coming out, that meant people really did care about the Conways. Shouldn’t she, Lottie, know something about it? And why it mattered?

Mum said carefully, ‘Rosemary was your grandfather’s cousin. She did something very brave at the start of the Second World War, trying to prevent it. But she did not succeed, because of another lady who was also connected to our family. And I’m afraid that anything associated with that time, and the famous people of the day, tends not to be forgotten. The war was such a momentous event, you see, and not that long ago really. And so even today there is a lot of interest in Rosemary and everything that happened.’ She flicked another glance at the girls and said, ‘Why are you asking, Lottie? Has anyone talked to you about it?’

Lottie shook her head, thinking she couldn’t exactly admit to overhearing Mum and Dad discussing everything earlier.

Celeste looked up from her clutch of tapes. ‘Actually, Mr Jackson, my history teacher, did ask me if I was one of those Conways.’

‘And what did you say?’ Mum asked, sounding slightly anxious.

‘I said I didn’t know any others, so I probably was, but I didn’t know what he was talking about. He gave me a funny look. That was all.’

Mum sighed and said, ‘That’s for the best. I did ask the school not to make anything of it. But you’ll find out all about it sometime, I expect.’

‘Can’t you tell us what it’s all about?’ Celeste asked.

‘You should ask your father,’ Mum said. ‘I don’t really know the whole story. He’s the best person.’

‘We could ask Gran,’ Lottie suggested.

‘You could . . . but you should also ask Dad. Gran has a habit of overdramatising things and I think she’s told her stories so often, she’s not quite sure of what exactly happened any more. Now, I’m going to listen to the news. Then you can put your tape on, Celeste.’ Mum leaned over and turned on the radio. She clearly didn’t want to talk about Rosemary or the mysterious other lady, who did not even get named.

The journey to Wyke House was always epic. By the time they had stopped for a picnic, petrol and the loo, it had taken over six hours and the girls were bored of the car and even bored of mix tapes. It was close to teatime when at last they were driving along dappled country roads, over picturesque bridges and through chocolate-box villages of impossible prettiness. Lottie, gazing out of the window, felt the familiar sense of peace and calm settle over her. Somehow this part of the country seemed to exist in a different time to everywhere else. But perhaps that was because being with Gran was like stepping through a magic portal and into the past.

‘What a drive,’ Mum said in a tired voice. ‘I thought we’d never get here.’

They had arrived in a beautiful village, driving slowly past the wonky-windowed red-brick coaching inn, the Norman church sitting serenely in a mouldering graveyard surrounded by yew trees, and rows of extremely lovely old houses. The grandest were around the village green, where cricketers were playing a match in the afternoon sun, but Gran’s was hidden away behind high hedges, only to be found by those who knew where to look. Mum indicated right, turned down a lane and then, at the end of that, they went through a gateway and over the familiar bumpy cobbles of the stable courtyard that sat in front of the house.

Despite being tired, thirsty and desperate for the loo after the long last stretch, Lottie felt herself perk up as she peered through the gap in the front seats towards the house. There it was. Wyke House. As lovely and warm and welcoming as it had been when they’d last visited at Christmas. The old red-tiled roof still sagged gently in the middle, seeming to be held up by the many chimneys. The weathered old timbers still criss-crossed the dark-red brick, the diamond-shaped panes in the old mullioned windows glinted in the sunshine, and there were arches of white rambling roses over the front porch and the door. The house was beautiful; a gentle-looking place, despite being so large and impressive.

I’m so happy we’re back!

‘Here we are,’ Mum said, heaving a sigh as she pulled the car to a halt by the old weathered steps in front of the great porch, where a star-shaped iron lantern hung on a chain. ‘At last! I need to stand up and move about.’

Just as they were scrabbling to get out, the front door opened and Gran appeared in the doorway, with Darcy and Bingley, her King Charles spaniels, yapping around her legs.

She looks just the same, Lottie thought. So familiar. Like the house. I can’t imagine her or the house any other way.

It seemed that Gran had not changed a scrap in all these years, and, going by the photographs in the house, she had always looked much the same. Lottie thought Gran was very pretty even in old age, with blue-grey eyes and soft white hair that was still carefully curled into the pre-war style she favoured. Twice a week, she soaked her hair in a special lotion, then slept with it coiled and secured with pins inside a sort of silk turban. In the morning she combed out her curls, pinching them into waves which were secured at her temples with diamond clips. She wore tweed skirts and twin sets, or tea dresses with downy cardigans over them, and smart brown lace-up shoes with heels that got lower as she got older.

Lottie thought Gran looked like a duchess.

‘Our grand grandmother’, Celeste called her. She was nothing like their other grandmother, Mum’s mum, who was younger, wore modern clothes and had grey hair in a sharp bob. Gran looked like something from a black-and-white film but tinted in shades of peach, white and red, always made up with rouge on her cheeks and lips, always wearing a rope of pearls.

‘Hello, girls! You’re here at last!’ called Gran over the yapping, as the girls rushed up to kiss her and greet the dogs.

Mum came over with their backpacks and the extra bags of things. ‘Hello, Dinah, lovely to see you.’

‘Susanna, hello.’ Gran put one soft cheek out to Mum to be kissed. She looked at the backpacks suspiciously. ‘What on earth are those? Have suitcases been abolished?’

‘These are easier all round,’ Mum said. ‘Thanks for taking the girls again like this.’

‘It’s my pleasure. I enjoy it. I hope you’re going to have tea before you get on your way?’

‘Yes, of course,’ Mum said, though Lottie could tell she was itching to be off. She hardly ever got proper time to herself and the few weeks when they were with Gran meant Mum could do whatever she wanted for a while. ‘That would be lovely. Girls, get yourselves sorted out and take your things upstairs.’

Celeste and Lottie took their backpacks, used the downstairs loo with its familiar pungent smell of rose pot pourri, then went up to their rooms, scampering up the stairs and along the corridor. Everything was so delightfully old-fashioned to Lottie’s eyes. Every room was wallpapered, with faded watercolours on the walls, and old hardbacks in the bookcases. The beds didn’t have duvets, like at home, but sheets and blankets and quilts on top. The armchairs were cushioned and tasselled, the curtains all had matching pelmets, and every bedroom had a washbasin in the corner. The colours were faded pinks, pastel yellows, dusty greens and blues . . . everything gentle on the eye. It was nothing like home. Mum loved modern art and bright colours, and had painted the dining room dark aubergine and hung it with abstract canvases.

I prefer a house to be like this, though, Lottie thought. Like something from a storybook.

She put her bag down at the end of the bed, wishing it were a brown leather case instead of a blue nylon squashy backpack, and sighed with pleasure. The familiar boarding school stories were piled by her bedside next to a lamp with a little red-fringed silk shade. A couple of roses had been put in a bud vase on top of a crocheted mat. The leaded windows looked out over the vast, lush garden and, beyond that, the Kentish countryside rolled away in a series of gentle verdant hills and dark thatches of forest. For Lottie, this place sometimes felt more like home than home: lovely Wyke House, with its air of calm, solidity and permanence.

Lottie went back downstairs to the drawing room. Gran was sitting elegantly on the sofa with a spaniel curled on her lap and another by her on a cushion, while Mum, slightly on edge, was looking around the room. She had just stopped in front of a painting on the wall – a bold, colourful oil of a jar of flowers on a table by a window. It had zest, energy and a vivid quality with its bold lines and odd perspective. It reminded Lottie of a painting by Matisse she had seen in an art history class, which made her feel very knowledgeable indeed.

‘What’s this?’ Mum said, interested. She was a big fan of modernism in art and loved the period between the wars in particular. ‘I haven’t seen this before.’

‘I had a little clear-out in the attic,’ Gran replied, tickling Darcy under the chin as he snored. ‘I found some of the canvases that were left to William.’

‘Left to William?’

‘By his artist friend. After . . . well, you know.’

‘You mean . . . this is by Victoria Gauntlett?’ Mum stared at it, clearly surprised.

Gran nodded, her expression mild. ‘Yes. It’s rather nice, isn’t it? I thought it would look well down here, so I had it hung up.’

Mum looked from the painting to Gran. ‘I can’t really believe it.’

‘Can’t you, dear?’ Gran looked puzzled. ‘But why?’

‘You really want a painting by Victoria Gauntlett on your wall? After what she did? And what she stood for?’

Gran looked sad, her head falling slightly to one side. ‘Don’t you believe in forgiveness, Susanna?’

‘Of course . . . up to a point. But having a painting by Victoria! You might as well put something up by . . . by . . . I don’t know . . . Mussolini’s mistress!’

Gran laughed. ‘Mussolini’s mistress. You are odd, dear. Victoria was practically family, and she was also talented, and I think that sometimes we have to divorce the artist from the art, don’t we? I hear Caravaggio could be most unpleasant, but we don’t ban him from the National Gallery! Bernini had his mistress’s face slashed with a razor. He’s still displayed in museums.’

Mum stared, flummoxed by Gran’s argument, then said weakly, ‘Yes, but that was a very long time ago. This is in living memory.’

‘It’s quite a long time ago,’ Gran replied. ‘I’m the last of my generation of the family, as you know. But perhaps Victoria should be judged more harshly because she’s a woman?’

This was clever of Gran, as it took the wind right out of Mum’s sails. Both Lottie and Celeste knew that she was a thorough feminist and loudly championed equality.

‘No, no.’ Mum shrugged. ‘Well, if you want to look at a painting by her, that is your business, not mine. But I can’t pretend I don’t find it strange.’ She turned away from the painting. ‘I think I’ll be off, the traffic is bound to be awful on the motorway as it’s rush hour. I’m going into London to stay with friends.’

‘All right, dear,’ Gran said contentedly.

Lottie looked at them both, wondering how they really felt about one another. She’d always assumed that they loved each other as she loved them and they loved her. At first, she hadn’t grasped that they weren’t actually related. But now she was beginning to sense the stresses between them, the unspoken strains, even the faint rivalry. Today Mum had even called Gran a nightmare. And yet, Mum also seemed to have sympathy for her mother-in-law.

Lottie had once overheard her say to Dad, ‘Of course we have to be kind to her. She was clearly traumatised by what happened to your father.’

So she knew that Mum made an effort to overcome any irritation she felt with Gran.

As she watched her mother getting her jacket and preparing to leave, Lottie was flooded with love for her and almost tearful at the idea of her going. She rushed over to hug her hard.

‘Are you all right, little Lottie?’ Mum asked, surprised by the fervour of her embrace. ‘You like staying here, don’t you?’

‘Yes . . . yes, of course . . . But . . . we’ll see you soon, won’t we?’

‘I’ll come and pick you up as usual,’ Mum promised, evidently a little relieved that Lottie wasn’t going to ask to come home.

Celeste came bounding down to say goodbye, and then Mum was gone, hurrying down the steps to the car and pulling away and off across the cobbled courtyard.

Gran put a soft arm around the shoulders of each of the girls. ‘Now I have you all to myself. Won’t that be fun? Shall we go and dress up?’

‘Yes, please!’ Lottie said, and Celeste said the same.

‘Come along then. Up to the dressing room.’

Lottie had been looking forward to this. Whenever Mum left them with Gran, Lottie and Celeste immediately entered a wonderful fantasy world. Gran kept large closets of her old clothes and the first thing the girls did was discard their own things – the jeans and jumpers from home – and play a glorious game of dress-up. Gran would show them how to set their hair in rollers, and get out her vintage make-up. There was something faintly repellent about the ancient cosmetics – waxy lipsticks, powder that looked dusty with age, dried-out black paint that Gran spat on to make mascara – but they were also very glamorous. Lottie loved the old days – the past she read about in novels and saw in black-and-white films – and this all felt like a tiny piece of it. By the end of the day the sisters would be like characters from a film themselves, in costume and make-up and ready to wander about the set.

‘You could be my daughters,’ Gran would say fondly, and sometimes they pretended that they were. She liked them to wear their vintage clothes all the time, but the girls couldn’t do that because they wanted to play in the garden and go down to the village shop, so their jeans and jumpers went back on then.

Today, as usual, they went up to the dressing room and found that Gran had already set out two silk-chiffon dresses, draped over the trunk under the window, one printed with pink roses and the other with yellow. ‘I thought you could try these, dears! Aren’t they lovely?’

Celeste clapped her hands. She wanted to be an actress and dressing up was meat and drink to her. ‘Pink, please!’

‘That will suit your dark hair nicely. And you, Lottie, with your brown hair – yellow will be just the thing.’

Lottie was a little sad not to get the pink, but she didn’t mind too much. She stood back while her sister got changed, noticing that Gran had set out pairs of stockings and high-heeled shoes, and that the jewellery cases were out. Floaty dresses, high heels, lipstick . . .

For the first time, she felt a little uneasy about the dress-up games they played with Gran. They hadn’t told Mum about them. Why not? She knew why: they felt a little disloyal to her, as though their life with her and Dad was something to shed and put away. It looked like Gran’s version of life was more fun than theirs. And, what’s more, Mum wouldn’t like Gran trying to make them look older and more like grown women, with the high heels and the stockings.

She would think it’s Gran being impossible again. Lottie put those uncomfortable thoughts out of her mind. It was harmless fun. It didn’t matter. Mum would probably not care less. Gran was just a lonely lady having fun with her granddaughters and remembering the past.

Still. I probably won’t tell her.

After supper, when they were sitting in the drawing room playing cards with Gran, Lottie found herself looking at the painting on the wall once more. It was full of zest and vibrancy, flooded with light. It didn’t look like the work of someone bad, if that was any way to tell. She remembered Mum’s outrage that Gran had decided to display this piece of art.

What was the name? Oh yes. Victoria Gauntlett.

She was curious. First the mysterious Rosemary, and now this new lady. What had Victoria Gauntlett done? Why had Mum been so appalled to see her painting?

Well, here I am with Gran, who knows all about it. I can just ask her.

She waited until they were between rounds and then, while Gran was shuffling the cards, she said, ‘Who is Victoria Gauntlett, Gran?’

Gran stopped shuffling. Lottie’s question hung unanswered in the air. After a few moments, she started shuffling the cards again, and then answered in a soft voice, ‘She was a friend of our family, and very talented at painting. But I’m afraid she did some very bad things.’

‘Like what?’ asked Lottie, curious. Bad things sounded interesting.

‘It’s hard to talk about it,’ Gran said. ‘It’s not really suitable for little girls.’

Celeste shot her sister a look and rolled her eyes slightly. She was fourteen years old, but, in Gran’s book, apparently still a baby. She said firmly, ‘Well, I’ve heard of her and I heard that she was very keen on the Nazis.’

To Lottie’s horror, Gran’s blue-grey eyes immediately flooded with tears. ‘Girls. Girls! Never let that dreadful word pass your lips!’ She reached for a handkerchief with shaking hands.

‘Sorry, Gran,’ Celeste said at once, eyes wide with concern and remorse. ‘I’m very sorry, I won’t say that again.’

‘You don’t know, girls, you really don’t, you don’t know what it was like to live through those awful times. The brutality. The menace. The slaughter. I can’t bear to think about it.’

‘We won’t talk about it,’ Lottie said at once. It was awful to see lovely, soft Gran in tears. ‘We promise. Shall I tell you about my school play instead?’

‘Yes, please,’ Gran said with a soft sniff. ‘I would like to hear about that, darling Lottie.’

They did not ask Gran any questions again. It was clearly extremely sensitive and it was best to forget about it. Perhaps it wasn’t all that interesting. Who cared what people did all those years ago? What mattered was now.

After that, Lottie felt guilty. She had made Gran cry. She had thought a little disloyally about the dressing up. As a result, she resolved to do all she could to keep Gran happy, even if that meant wearing tweed skirts and tea dresses for the entire stay. What she wouldn’t do was ask anything about the past.

It was easy enough to settle down and enjoy the holiday at Wyke House. She loved nothing more than exploring the rambling old house and playing with Celeste in the garden, taking provisions and snuggling away in their hideout to read books, listen to the mix tapes on the tinny cassette player they took from the house, and argue about which of them was going to marry George Michael. In the evening, they ate the strange food her grandmother had the housekeeper make for them: chops, and pies, and boiled vegetables, jellies and milky rice puddings with blobs of jam in the middle. Afterwards they would play cards or sometimes watch television, if it was something that Gran also wanted to watch, like Dynasty, which she absolutely loved.

Occasionally Lottie would glance at the painting on the wall in the drawing room and wonder, but mostly she thought of other things.

The balmy summer weather had disappeared and the garden was being lashed with furious rain and glowered over by thick dark clouds. As there was no playing in the garden, Gran suggested that they play dress-up again.

‘I have a special idea, a very special idea!’ she declared. She looked at Celeste. ‘I think you’re grown-up enough now, dear. Let’s find out.’

This time, in the dressing room, Gran went to one of the wardrobes and pulled open the drawer at the base. Among lots of other boxes and packets, there was a long rectangular dress box, slightly crumpled and torn now, tied with a pink silk ribbon.

‘Here, girls, can you lift this out for me?’

They came forward, and carefully took it out, one at each end. It was heavier than Lottie had expected but still easy to manage.

‘Here you are, Gran,’ Celeste said, as they put it down. ‘Do you want us to open it?’

Gran looked at Lottie. ‘You do it, dear.’

Lottie felt pleased to have been chosen. She crouched down and pulled off the silk ribbon, then carefully lifted off the light cardboard lid. Inside was a mass of tissue paper and below that she could see off-white silk and silver beads. ‘It’s a dress.’

‘Of course it is. Take it out.’

Lottie lifted out the dress and stood up, holding it high so that it fell in soft ivory folds. It was a beautiful white dress with ruffles down the skirt and beading around the neck and sleeves. It was impossibly slim. ‘Oh wow, it’s beautiful!’

‘It’s gorgeous,’ Celeste said excitedly, guessing that she would be wearing it.

‘Isn’t it?’ Gran smiled mistily. ‘That’s my dress! My wedding dress. The dress I wore when I married your grandfather in St Margaret’s, Westminster. Oh, they were all there, you know! The grandest people of the day. Lords and ladies. My best friend, Marina, was my bridesmaid. It was just perfect. Perfect. The happiest day of my life. Come on, Celeste, put it on!’

It didn’t take long for Celeste to wriggle into the dress. Even though she was only fourteen and very slim, it was still close fitting. When it was on, Celeste stood before the mirror, turning this way and that to admire the dress.

Lottie watched her enviously, thinking how wonderful it must be to feel so glamorous and wear something like that.

‘It’s beautiful,’ breathed Celeste.

‘It was made by a famous designer, Monsieur Hervé. And it still looks marvellous after all this time.’ Gran’s eyes filled with tears as she watched Celeste twirl. ‘Oh, you look like me! You really do! What a day it was for me, when I married your grandfather. The happiest day of my life.’

Just then, the great front door bell sounded. Lottie looked around at Gran, surprised. There were rarely visitors at Wyke House.

‘Don’t worry, girls. It’s someone who’s come to see me. I’d quite forgotten the time while we were looking at my dress.’ Gran looked over at Celeste. ‘You can wear that for as long as you like, dear. Just remember to put it away carefully in the tissue when you take it off. Lottie, you come with me. I have a job for you.’

Celeste looked pleased that she got to play make-believe in the wedding dress while Lottie had a job to do. Lottie went after Gran as they left the bedroom, feeling a little low herself at this outcome. As they went, Gran put a hand on her shoulder.

‘Now, dear, can you fetch that tape machine that you and Celeste have been using? And then get some of the tapes that are sitting on the desk in the study. And come to the drawing room, will you? I’ll be there with my guest.’

Lottie nodded and rushed off to do as she was told. By the time she had the cassette machine and the tapes, the housekeeper had shown the visitor into the drawing room, and Gran was settled there with him, awaiting the arrival of tea.

‘Ah, here’s my granddaughter, Lottie,’ Gran declared as Lottie came in. ‘Lottie, this is Mr Fortuna. He has come to interview me.’

At once, Lottie knew that this was the thing that her parents had been so upset about. They were worried about what Gran was going to say to this man, who was writing a book about the Conway family.

Should I do something? she wondered. Say something?

But she had no idea what. And anyway, Gran was talking to her, oblivious.

‘Lottie, will you sit over there? And unwrap one of those tapes, please, so you can put it in the machine.’

Mr Fortuna, who was tanned with thick dark hair and looked like he would have been at home on the set of Dynasty himself, said in an American accent, ‘Why is she doing that, Mrs Conway?’

Gran leaned forward in her armchair. ‘I’m sure you think I’m just a sweet and doddery old lady, Mr Fortuna. But I can promise you that I’m far from that. Lottie here is going to record our interview. This is so that you can’t write anything that I didn’t say!’

Mr Fortuna looked embarrassed. He would have flushed, Lottie thought, but his tan was too dark. ‘You don’t have to do that, Mrs Conway, I can assure you of my bona fides. I have many references, a great deal of experience . . . serious publishers . . . I’m a man of integrity.’

‘Perhaps you are,’ Gran said sweetly, ‘but I can’t be sure. What I do know is that getting the details right is very important. I can’t have you putting words into my mouth. That could have very serious consequences. I’m sure you understand that.’ She fixed the writer with a serious stare. ‘This is my beloved family. It’s vital to me that the truth comes out. You want to hear the story of my life and I’m prepared to tell it, on condition that you report what I say and not what you want me to say. This is my truthful legacy – for my family into the future.’

‘I quite understand.’ Mr Fortuna produced a tape machine of his own from his cavernous bag. ‘I came prepared myself. We will have two sets of tapes and that will be security enough, I hope, Mrs Conway, to ensure your absolute frankness. You do not have to be afraid of being misrepresented.’

‘I’m glad to hear it,’ Gran replied. She looked at Lottie. ‘Are you ready?’

‘Nearly,’ Lottie said. She had been getting the cellophane wrapping off the cassettes so that they were ready for action. She pressed Open on the tape deck and inserted a cassette.

As she did so, she suddenly realised what was happening.

I’m going to hear Gran’s story. I’m going to hear exactly what she’s going to tell the author about her past. It’s what Mum and Dad were so curious about. She felt a jolt of excitement. At last the family mystery was going to be relayed to her; she would find out all about it. Why was it such a big deal to be a Conway? What on earth had they all done back in the past to make even those in the present so notorious?

This wasn’t work after all, she decided. She loved stories of the past. This was going to be the best fun.

Gran looked over at the author, who was nearly ready with his own tape machine. ‘Are you happy for me to start at the beginning?’

‘More than happy,’ Mr Fortuna reassured her. ‘I want to hear it all. All the background. All the build-up. It will all be amazing colour.’

‘Very well. Ah, good, here’s the tea, just in time. I’ll need it.’

Lottie took advantage of the break as the housekeeper brought in tea and poured it out for everyone. She got all her tapes ready and made sure Gran was audible. When everyone was properly settled and the housekeeper had gone out, Gran sat back in her chair and briefly closed her eyes. Then she opened them again.

‘So, Mr Fortuna. You want all of it. Very well. I’m happy to tell it, exactly as it was. I’m the last one and that’s why I want my testimony recorded before there is no one left at all. You know, of course, that I met William as a young woman in 1931. But I will start some years before that, when I was a girl. When I first came here to Wyke House. Are you ready?’

‘Ready,’ the author said, switching his tape machine on.

Gran looked over at Lottie. ‘And you, Lottie?’

‘Ready,’ echoed Lottie, and she pressed down the buttons that set the cassette wheels slowly turning. The button on the machine glowed red. They were recording.

‘Very well,’ Gran said slowly. ‘Then let’s begin.’

Lottie settled back to listen.




PART ONE




Chapter Two

DINAH

1931

I first set eyes on her before I even saw him. It is strange to remember that now.

But before that, there was that house, that beautiful house. Wyke House. It was the summer of 1925 and as soon as I saw the soft red bricks baking in the August sunshine, with ancient timbers criss-crossing them, and the red-tiled roof gently dipping with age, the chimneys weathered into softness, I felt it was everything I most wanted. It looked like safety to me. It looked like belonging.

‘It’s a tatty old place, isn’t it?’ Marina said as we lolled in the back seat of the motorcar that had collected us from the station, driven by an old retainer in gaitered shirt sleeves, an ancient waistcoat and trousers shiny at the knees. ‘I can’t think why they don’t do more with it.’

I said nothing. I thought it was simply beautiful. Kent rolled in green softness as far as I could see, different from the often chilly, rocky, thorny Cotswold countryside of home. This pretty house, demure as a bride, sat in a garden of creamy lushness, full of flowers and throbbing with life and the hum of bees. It was far removed from my father’s cold little cottage with its kitchen garden behind devoted to growing as much as possible in the cool shade of the grey stone walls that bordered it. I lived alone with him there, my mother having died a few years before.

Marina, though, had a very different life. Our cottage was on the edge of the large estate, down a twisting stony lane. Marina lived in the main house at the end of the long, smooth driveway. The house was quite new, and had been constructed in unimaginative hard square lines, built of solid grey stone, and surrounded by rigidly laid-out terraces and gardens, all kept clipped and controlled. Inside, it was luxurious in the way of a soulless hotel, and comfortable without charm, decorated with bland, cold good taste and new furniture.

In an ordinary way, Marina would have had nothing to do with me, but we were exactly the same age, and she did not have a sister, or many friends of her own. My father was land agent to the family and had been invited to bring me up to the house in the school holidays, as Marina’s mother wanted a playmate for her daughter, and I was taken to keep her company in her huge nursery, overflowing with toys and dripping in ruffles and cushions.

Marina and I became friends, although there was no question of who was in charge of everything. Marina dictated our games, took the best roles for herself, won everything and gave or withheld permission to touch her things. I adored her, of course. She was everything glamorous to me, with her frilly frocks, patent shoes, big blue eyes and jet-black curls. I was her acolyte, in my plain kilt and jumper. I had soft blue-grey eyes that were nothing compared to Marina’s, and mousy brown hair that only curled after a night in rags to force the fine, straight locks to wave. I had to wear my school shoes and socks; they were all I had. But in Marina’s nursery, I was able to share in a little of her glamour. The maids brought in the same meals for us both, and I was allowed to read her books and play with her enormous dolls’ house and even attend her piano and dance lessons, learning some of these skills for myself. I still went back to our bare little cottage in the evenings, and to my iron bed in the tiny back bedroom where there was no warmth and nothing beautiful to look at. But I could still remember the taste of that other life, even while I lay under the thin sheet and flimsy eiderdown, rubbing my feet together to warm them.

‘Mama wonders if you’d like to come with me to visit my cousin,’ Marina said one day. We were getting older, nearly thirteen. I was becoming aware that this childhood friendship would have to change some day, but exactly how, I didn’t know. Marina was bound to leave here before too long, and then there would no longer be an entry to the life in the big house that I had come to treasure as an antidote to the bare coldness of home.

‘Your cousin?’ I asked. I hadn’t even known Marina had a cousin.

She nodded, her dark curls bobbing around her face. It was obvious Marina was growing into a beauty. I wasn’t jealous, just even more in awe of the blessings that had been lavished on her. What must it be like to be her? ‘My cousin William. He lives in Kent and I’m invited for a few days. I said I didn’t want to go, it’s a horrid house, all low and twisty, and Aunt Gladys is very stern. Mama said I had to. So I said I would go on one condition – that you come too.’

‘Oh!’ I was terrified of Marina’s mother and tongue-tied into complete silence in her presence. She had barely appeared to notice me before, but lately I seemed to have started to impinge on her consciousness.

‘Do you want to come?’ Marina fixed me with her powerful gaze.

I didn’t know what to say. The idea was daunting. I was used to this house and the people in it. A whole new strange place? Wouldn’t they see the truth – that I was an interloper in this world and did not really belong here at all?

While I hesitated, Marina’s expression turned cold and she said coolly, ‘If you don’t want to, I can ask someone else. Felicity Church would probably come.’

‘Oh no, I would like to come,’ I said quickly. I didn’t want to risk being replaced in Marina’s affections. ‘I’m just worried I don’t have enough to wear . . .’

‘You can borrow some of my things,’ Marina said, her face clearing, pacified. She jumped up. ‘Let’s look out some of them now. Mama was going to donate a bag to the jumble but you could have those, if you want them.’

And so, with a suitcase of castoffs, I went with Marina to Kent. Her mother accompanied us on the first leg to London by train, and made sure we knew how to make our connection and where to change, and then we were alone, heading to this mysterious place, Wyke House.

The butler showed us into the drawing room, where Marina’s Aunt Gladys, a widow in her early forties, was sitting drinking tea with another lady. She stood up as she saw us, greeting Marina effusively with a hug and a kiss on each cheek. Then she turned to me, with a kind of wary look, and seemed to examine me with cool curiosity.

‘You must be Dinah,’ she said, and held out her hand.

‘Yes. How do you do, Mrs Conway.’ I took her hand and curtseyed at the same time, with one of the dance class curtseys I’d learned with Marina, making rather an awkward mess of everything. ‘Thank you so much for inviting me.’

‘Inviting you? Well, I suppose you can call it that. You’re welcome to Wyke House.’ She smiled at me but with eyes that stayed cool and appraising. ‘You girls can go and find William in the garden while I finish my tea with Mrs Anderson.’ As an afterthought, she added, ‘He’s with Victoria.’

After a glass of cooling water, we went out into the garden. I felt quite overwhelmed by its beauty.

‘Where’s William?’ muttered Marina, and we paraded around together, looking for him. At least, Marina was looking for him, apparently oblivious to the riot of flowers and shrubs, the borders heavy with lavender and bright with starry geraniums, and the mouldering stone urns dropping sweet petunias towards the cool grass of the lawn. I found something beautiful everywhere I looked.

I heard a giggle and looked around. There was no one about, but then I heard it again, coming from the heart of a large bush, so big it was practically a tree. Curious, I went over and pushed aside some of the branches, peering into the gloom at the centre.

There she was. A skinny girl in a striped cotton summer dress and sandals, with long tangled red hair and light freckles on pale skin. She turned and looked straight at me and I was struck by her eyes: green and intense. ‘Who are you?’ she demanded.

From the shadows, a brown-haired boy of about fifteen shuffled forward, in moss-smeared shorts and a checked shirt, also staring at me. ‘What are you doing here?’

Marina appeared at my shoulder. ‘What on earth are you doing, Dinah? Oh, so here they are!’

‘Marina,’ said the boy in a neutral voice. ‘You’ve arrived.’

‘Yes, we have, and you’d better come out and say hello.’

We retreated and the two others came crawling out of their hiding place, standing together like a little opposition, both dirty, the girl with a couple of leaves in her long hair.

‘You haven’t exactly gone to any effort,’ Marina said tartly.

The boy laughed. ‘Why should I?’ He looked over at me. ‘This must be your friend. Mother said you were bringing her.’

‘This is Dinah,’ Marina said. ‘And this is my cousin, William.’

I nodded at him, uncertainly, wondering if I should shake his hand. I would not be attempting my curtsey again.

‘I’m Victoria,’ the girl said. I sensed something territorial about her attitude as she stood so close to the boy. ‘I’m staying here as my brother has scarlet fever and I’m not allowed to be at home.’

‘Are you from around here?’ asked Marina.

‘We live in the house across the green.’ Victoria waved her hand in a direction that meant nothing, as the garden did not allow us to see anything beyond. ‘But soon we’re going to India to live. My father is going to work for the government there.’

Marina nodded. ‘That sounds interesting.’

Victoria suddenly fixed me with her intense green gaze. ‘Don’t you ever say anything?’

‘Yes,’ I managed, shyly. But I couldn’t think of anything at all to say after that. And then we were summoned inside for tea.

It was a strange few days at Wyke House. In some ways, I felt like a ghost in that house. No one seemed to notice me much at all. I trailed around after Marina, saying almost nothing, overwhelmed by my surroundings. The house affected me in a way I’d never known before. Its huge old fireplaces, beamed ceilings, leaded windows and uneven floors spoke to me of centuries past, of safety and continuity. It felt as though nothing bad could happen in those gentle rooms. I loved my little bedroom with its rose wallpaper, cosy bed and thick spotted curtains. The older part of the house was full of dark wood, herringbone brick, slightly sagging plaster and hidden corners. The newer part – added in the early nineteenth century, I guessed – was more graceful: the elegant drawing room that opened out into that spectacular garden, the staircase that curved to the upper floors. The house folded all the different parts of itself together and created harmony. I loved it. What would it be like to belong to a place like this?

Lucky William.

But I did not get to know William at all. He and Victoria seemed to be playing a game with us, one that involved scuttling out of sight, keeping to themselves, and yet also spying on us and laughing at us.

‘Little monsters,’ Marina would say sourly, as we heard distant laughter and running steps heading away from us. ‘Such babies.’

When we were on the lawn playing croquet, we realised they were high up in the elm tree, hiding in its branches and watching us with mirth as we played quite badly, missing hoops and flunking roquets.

‘She’s the problem,’ Marina said quietly, when we’d abandoned our game and gone inside to get some lemonade from the kitchen. ‘He used to be quite nice. Before she came along.’

‘She’s going soon, though, isn’t she? I shouldn’t think she’ll be back from India much,’ I said, hoping this sounded comforting.

‘The sooner the better!’ Marina said emphatically. ‘I hope she never comes back! She’s made our stay quite horrid, hasn’t she?’

I had to agree. Victoria had made our stay uncomfortable. Nevertheless, I could see her fascinating qualities. And Marina’s cousin seemed quite under her spell. He hardly paid us any attention at all.

When we left, Victoria and William came out to say goodbye, looking friendlier than they had for the entire stay. Victoria had even brushed the tangles out of her hair and it hung in a long auburn plait over one shoulder.

‘Goodbye, darling,’ Aunt Gladys said to Marina, kissing her. ‘Come back soon. Give my love to your mother, won’t you?’ She looked at me. All through the short stay, I had sensed her observing me, although she had said very little beyond some polite enquiries. ‘Goodbye, Dinah. I hope you enjoyed your stay.’

‘Oh, I did, thank you!’ I said, my enthusiasm overcoming my shyness. ‘I love your house. Simply love it! I think it’s the most beautiful place in the world!’

Gladys raised her eyebrows at me and her expression softened a little. ‘Well, I’m very glad you like it,’ she replied more warmly. ‘Perhaps we will see you again some day.’

‘Yes, I hope so.’

William muttered his farewells and we hadn’t even got into the motorcar before Victoria had grabbed his hand and they had run off into the garden.

I felt that, somehow, I too would be pleased when she was safely off in India.

Despite the vague suggestion that I might go back to Wyke House, I was not invited again. I knew that Marina went back and she reported that William was much nicer and more civilised without Victoria there. The Gauntletts had gone to India, their house let on a long lease, and no one knew when they might return.

It made no difference to me where they were. I was more concerned with the way my life was changing. There was no doubt about it: I had got accustomed to living half of my life at the big house, with Marina. She had never gone to school, but had been educated by a governess, and this had kept us closer than might otherwise have been the case. I sensed that her mother did not altogether approve of our friendship as we both grew older but I could not understand why at all. I did my very best to please her and fit in with the house. I made sure that I always looked well turned out, and as though I fitted in, in Marina’s unwanted dresses and cardigans and elegant lace-up brown heels. I tried to look as much like Marina as I could – without the huge blue eyes and jet-black curls – and copied her manners and voice as well. But this did not seem to please Mrs Radcliffe as much as I’d hoped it would. If anything, it did the opposite. I was unsure what to do to keep in her good graces.

I wondered if it was entirely unrelated when Marina’s mother began to take her more to London. I found that with the big house empty, I was forced to confront the reality of my own life without the fairy tale escape. My real circumstances were not full of large, airy rooms and comfort and meals cooked by servants. I still lived in the tiny cottage by the estate wall with my widowed father, keeping house for him when I wasn’t at school. But school was almost finished. My headmaster said I was bright and should think of proper further education at a university, but I knew there would be no question of that.

Instead, we had come up with a plan for me to go to a secretarial college in Cheltenham and learn the skills that would equip me to earn my own living in case I did not marry. Information and prospectuses had been sent for, and respectable houses where I might lodge had been looked into. I knew that, sooner or later, this life would come to me. When I looked into my future, I saw a conscientious secretary bicycling to college to practise her typing and quick notation, sleeping in her single bed in a strange family’s upstairs room, taking meals with them in the dining room, eating shyly in a corner and hoping no one would speak to her. And then afterwards: a job in an office or a library, another room in another lodging house with a stern landlady, bad soup and tough meat, dances where one might meet a young man, trips on Wednesdays and Saturdays to the cinema with a girlfriend.

It didn’t sound so very terrible in many ways. But Marina was my friend – my only real friend – and her friendship had changed me. I had felt no kinship with the village girls at my school; I didn’t understand their world in the way I understood Marina’s. I knew it was ridiculous, but I felt I belonged far more in the big house than I did in our tiny cottage. The truth was, however, that the gulf between Marina and me was widening as she disappeared more frequently to London, to a glittering world of balls, dressmakers and parties. Perhaps the time was close when I would no longer be invited up to the big house at all, or into her pink-and-white-swathed bedroom to lounge on the bed and talk secrets as we once had. It was already beginning. I had also seen some of Marina’s new world come to reside inside the walls of the big house. A motorcar would go off to meet all the London trains, coming back with guests in heavy coats and furs in the back of the motor, some with maids and valets taking charge of polished leather luggage and jewel cases. They came to stay Friday to Monday, the red-faced young men and blank-faced beauties who swept into the ballroom in their tulle gowns or drank cocktails in the great hall in daringly short dresses, their bare arms goosebumped by the cold. I had seen them arrive and depart, and I could imagine what must be happening there. But I had not been invited.

I felt excluded, and alone. Without that magical life, I was wholly exposed to a world that might be harsh to me. There was only my father to care for me. He was not rich by any means. And if he died, or even just lost his position, I had no way of knowing what would happen to me. And the dull, everyday path of the anonymous secretary did not seem like the life I was meant for.

The message came late on a rainy Friday afternoon. A boy cycled down with an envelope addressed to me from Mrs Radcliffe. We didn’t have a telephone.

I opened it. Inside was a hastily scrawled note explaining that a lady guest was unable to make the dinner and dance that evening and would I please consider attending to make up numbers.

I stared at it. I longed to go and yet part of me was also resistant. I was ignored when it suited everyone and summoned only as a makeweight and a ballast, to be disposed of without a thought when my usefulness was over. I had been a good friend to Marina for years and yet I didn’t seem to matter at all.

‘She’s got a nerve,’ I said, passing the card to my father. He read it.

‘You must go, Dinah,’ my father said gravely, looking at me seriously over the top of his glasses. ‘You know that.’

‘But . . .’ I stood against the wall of our tiny hall, my hands behind my back, kicking the carpet like a sulky child despite being almost nineteen. ‘I hate being at her beck and call. She treats me like a servant.’

My father sighed, and at once I felt guilty. I noticed how grey his hair was in the electric light of the hall. He came from a modest but respectable background, set for a reasonably prosperous career in the law, but then had been gassed in the war. He’d suffered horribly after that, and spent years recovering. He’d met my mother at a convalescent home. He had not been expected to live that long, with his damaged lungs, but ironically she had died first, quite young. And he had managed to build a home and a life for us here. He was in a difficult position, I knew that. Marina’s parents were his employers but, as their land agent overseeing the many acres, the tenants, the farm income, and the woodlands with their bounty of birds and timber, he was not a servant. Marina’s father received him like a gentleman, and often invited him to lunch and shooting and so on, but Mrs Radcliffe had never treated him like that. Both of us were an extension of her personal staff as far as she was concerned, to be ordered around as she desired. She made sure we always remembered the social gulf between our families.

My father said, ‘It would be desperately rude to refuse. And we owe them a great deal.’

‘I know. That’s the problem,’ I retorted. ‘It would be different if they wanted me for myself, but I’ll have to put up with being ignored all night, and I’ll be seated between the oldest, dullest men at the table.’

‘Marina will be there. I would have thought that alone would make you jump at it.’

I said nothing, not wanting to admit that our childhood closeness had changed a little. Marina was excited by all her blossoming friendships and our old one seemed to be going by the by. I couldn’t explain my feelings; I knew that my father would be horrified if he felt that I had somehow learned to expect more than I could ever get from life, and blame himself for letting me be spoiled by my time at the big house. Then I thought of the glamour there, the style and the comfort. I knew that, whatever I might say or how indignant I might feel, I could not resist this chance. It might be the first and last time I was ever invited to one of those splendid parties, perhaps even the last time I went up the driveway to the house. It could even be the last time I ever saw Marina. ‘All right,’ I said. ‘I suppose I can wear the blue silk that Marina gave me last year.’

My father smiled, evidently relieved. ‘Good girl. Get dressed and I’ll walk you up to the house.’

I had a bath and changed into my long, blue silk gown, doing my hair and make-up as best I could. I felt I looked as good as I possibly could. I had nothing like Marina’s glamour, of course, but recently, I’d begun to look a little less mousy. My hair had darkened to a caramel blonde and I’d learned how to make my blue-grey eyes more appealing with pencil and a mascara brush. I had a good complexion and a figure I could not complain about. When I painted dark red onto my lips, I saw that I looked like a proper grown-up woman for the first time in my life. Not a high-wattage beauty, but attractive. Definitely, very definitely, attractive.

In the hall, my father held out a fur wrap. ‘This was your mother’s,’ he said. I was surprised. I didn’t know there was anything of my mother’s in the cottage, or that she had ever possessed a fur wrap. My father never mentioned her. ‘I want you to have it.’

‘Thank you!’ I put it round my shoulders, aware of the smell of camphor that clung to it, and felt suddenly glamorous in my own right. Then I put on India-rubber boots and walked under the umbrella my father held, my dancing slippers in hand, up the long drive to the house.

I did not recognise him at first. I lingered a little on the edges of the room, trying to remember the names of those I was introduced to. Marina had been effusively happy to see me when I arrived but she was the glamorous hostess, in clinging white satin and with diamond butterflies in her hair, and she was welcoming everyone and making sure they had a cocktail.

A young man approached with two glasses of punch and he handed one to me with a warm smile. ‘Here, I thought you might like one
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