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Praise for The Invitation

‘Veronica Henry captures the period so beautifully. Romance, heartbreak and secrets. I loved it!’

FERN BRITTON

‘Pure joy! 1950s London and Somerset, the Savoy, a countryside Manor House, family secrets, love and loss’

LIBBY PAGE

‘Veronica Henry incorporates a richness of character and place that colours every one of her books a must-read’

SUE MOORCROFT

‘A heart-breaking tale with a wonderful post-war country house setting and a cast of vivid characters, The Invitation is a novel to cherish and delight in’

RACHEL HORE

‘Beautifully romantic. Veronica really is the queen of writing family dramas. Like a glorious banquet, it left me full, happy and a little giddy and still wanting more’

JO THOMAS

‘Suffused with Veronica Henry’s trademark warmth, generosity and elegance, it’s a treat from start to finish. I loved it’

EMYLIA HALL

‘Enchanting. I threw myself at it knowing I was in for a delicious treat – and I was. It was terrific!’

ELIZABETH BUCHAN



In memory of my grandfather
Hubert Victor Stallabrass 1904–1998.
He was a sergeant in the Metropolitan Police and was stationed at Richmond, Surrey, during World War II.
This is for you, Grandpa x
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The Invitation

Foxwood, November 1953

There was a towering stack of them. On one side was a jolly Father Christmas sitting with his legs spread out in front of a fireplace, a glass of port in one hand and a dreamy smile on his face. And on the other side, in shiny black letters embossed onto pristine white card, were the words that had been the same for as long as anyone could remember:

On the longest night of the year
the pleasure of your company
is requested at
the Snow Ball
Foxwood
Nr Breverton
Somerset

The twenty-first of December. Always the twenty-first of December. People for miles around kept the date free, hoping to find one of the coveted envelopes pushed through their letterbox. No one knew quite how you got on the guest list, but if you were lucky enough to be invited, you would think of nothing else until the longest night arrived.

She looked at the list of names she had drawn up for this year. In consultation with the rest of the family, in theory, but of course she had the final say. It was always a mix of stalwarts and surprises. You didn’t want it to be the same every time. You had to keep it fresh and ring the changes. That was the art of being a good hostess.

She unscrewed the lid of her Waterman and filled it with ink. Her husband couldn’t understand why she didn’t give the job to his secretary, but he must know by now she was a perfectionist? Every detail mattered, from the dotting of an ‘i’ to the elaborate flourish on a guest’s name.

As she began her task, painstakingly blotting her work to avoid smudges, she began to picture the evening in her mind. She could smell the resin of the Christmas tree, the waft of spices from the kitchen, the mingled perfumes of the guests. She could hear the rustle of silk, the faint arpeggio of a distant piano, the ringing of dress boots on the flagstones. Cold cheeks ready for a kiss of greeting; the warmth of a fur coat removed by a servant. The frantic tooting of a horn as an excited party arrived in an overcrowded motor car, a hip flask passed from guest to guest in the back seat.

There was so much to do to make it perfect.

And all the while she wrote, there was one name conspicuous by its absence that repeated itself over and over in her head, a metronome that might eventually drive her so mad that she would relent, perhaps against her better judgement. But for now, she was determined this particular guest would be left off. If anyone else noticed her omission, there would be puzzlement, for why on earth would she leave him off when he was such a close and dear friend of the family?

There was such a thing as too close, she thought. And perhaps he would come anyway, assuming his invitation, not needing his inclusion to be confirmed in writing. He had that kind of confidence. Some might call it arrogance. So maybe she should include him after all? Would she even notice him amongst all the other guests?

She decided not to, for now. There was plenty of time to add him later if she had a change of heart.

Nearly an hour later, the invitations were all addressed, sealed and ready to be taken to the post office for a crimson stamp, then whisked away in a hessian sack for each to begin their journey, perhaps to a sprawling country manor or an elegant London townhouse or a cottage on the outskirts of Breverton.

She screwed the lid back on her pen, stared at the one remaining invitation, then picked it up and put it away in the bureau drawer which she locked with a tiny key.
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April 1953

So this was what it was like, Alfie thought. Falling in love. He was falling in love in the American Bar at the Savoy, on a powder-soft evening in spring, the delicate warmth of the April sun still clinging to the pavements, the clouds drifting away like theatre goers as night fell.

Later, he would shudder as he remembered how close he had been to leaving.

It was an engagement party, and he wasn’t keen on engagement parties. They seemed superfluous and a little bit smug. Tonight, everyone was drinking fast, and the air was thick with idle gossip, shrieks of laughter and a pall of cigar smoke. He wasn’t in the mood. He’d have one more drink and hop it.

And then he saw her. She wore a black velvet beret on her dark curls, and on it was pinned a diamanté spider, a little flash of bejewelled wit that was quite at odds with her demure tea dress, and if Alfie was intrigued by anything, it was contradictions. She was raking the crowd with her eyes, presumably working out if there was anyone there she knew, or liked, and then Alfie saw her eyes narrow as Johnny Mullinger bore down on her. Johnny saw every woman in London as a personal challenge. With raven hair and Malteser eyes, he was a practised seducer and rarely met resistance. Alfie snatched up one of the cocktails lined up on the bar and swept across the room.

‘There you are, darling,’ he said, cutting right in front of Johnny and pressing the glass into the woman’s hand. ‘A French 75. Shall we go and sit down?’

She flicked a glance at Johnny, who was looking both thunderous and lecherous. ‘Just the ticket.’ She smiled at Alfie. ‘Thank you.’

And without another word she followed him to a nearby table and they both sat down, leaving Johnny to scowl and slink away with his hands in his pockets.

‘I knew the service here was good,’ she said. ‘But to have my favourite drink brought to me before I’ve even thought about what to order is quite something.’

‘Chin chin,’ he said in reply, and they clinked glasses.

He tried to work out what colour her eyes were. He ran through the possibilities: sky was too light, navy too dark. Teal too green; turquoise too bright. Petrol was a bit murky. Was there a sea-blue? Though that wasn’t right either. He should know, given that colour was in his blood, even if he was trying to avoid the family business and stay in London as long as he could. Duty to Arbutus Paints would call in the end, and he would have to return to his beloved Somerset eventually, but in the meantime, there was fun to be had.

Sapphire, he decided in the end. Her eyes were like sapphires, deep and sparkling. As he gazed at her across the table, he felt the same familiar warmth as when he rounded the final corner of the drive to Foxwood on a Friday evening, when the house stood square and splendid and welcoming in front of him, the windows ablaze, the front door ajar, the dogs quivering with excitement on the top step.

‘Do you have a name, by the way?’ she asked, breaking into his thoughts.

‘Oh. Gosh. Sorry. Yes. Of course. Alfie.’ How crass, not to introduce himself.

‘I’m Clementine,’ she said.

He wanted to say her name over and over again, to see how it felt in his mouth, but he said it once for now.

‘It’s very nice to meet you, Clementine.’

‘I need this,’ she told him, holding up her glass. ‘You won’t believe the day I’ve had. I only just stopped a client’s Pekingese from cocking its leg on our most valuable painting. Although, to be honest,’ she leaned into him, laughing, ‘some might say it would have improved it.’

He joined in her laughter, for it was infectious. Her voice was surprisingly gruff, and she struggled to pronounce her r’s: she had what his family had always fondly called a howwid wabbit. It was utterly entrancing.

‘So what do you do?’ He took a sip of his Martini, the icy molten silver stinging his lips.

‘I work for my half-brother. He’s an art dealer. Benjamin Bell?’ She looked at Alfie to see if he recognised the name, but he shook his head. He wasn’t going to give too much away just yet. ‘If I’ve told him once not to prop paintings up against the wall, I’ve told him a thousand times. But he doesn’t listen, because I boss him about from dawn till dusk, poor thing.’

‘Are you bossy?’ asked Alfie, who had known enough bossy girls in his time to know it wasn’t a quality he was looking for.

‘Dreadfully,’ she said. ‘But only with Ben, because he’s hopeless. I wouldn’t boss you about. Probably. You don’t look as if you need bossing.’

‘Only sometimes.’ He thought perhaps he wouldn’t mind her bossing him.

‘So how do you know the happy couple?’ Was there a hint of irony in her voice? There was certainly a glint of mischief in her eye.

‘I know Nigel from school. We were in the same house. You?’

‘I share a flat with Henrietta and another couple of girls. She’s a darling but she does bang on. She even talks in her sleep, you know.’

Alfie had met Henrietta a few times now. He liked her but she did talk too much. He wasn’t sure how Nigel put up with the constant monologue of non-sequiturs and information about people he’d never met mixed in with a barrage of instructions.

‘Does she?’ For a moment he imagined waking up next to Clementine. Finding her curled against him, warm and soft and smelling of that delicious scent, the one that was driving him mad wondering where he had smelled it before. Honeysuckle, he realised. The honeysuckle around the loggia at Foxwood.

‘So why haven’t I met you before?’ she asked, breaking into his day dream. ‘Where have Nigel and Henrietta been hiding you?’

‘I suppose I’m so busy with work I haven’t had time to socialise.’ It was true. Christmas and New Year had been frantic, and now they were gearing up for the onset of the summer season.

‘What do you do?’

‘I’ve got a business with another chap from school. Freddie Lambert? Do you know him?’ She shook her head. ‘It’s called Coupe. We started it as a bit of fun after National Service, but it’s taken off. We supply wines and spirits to balls and parties and weddings.’

‘That sounds great fun.’

‘Oh, it is. But it’s harder work than you think. A lot of shifting boxes around.’

‘It’s the same with art. Endless wrapping up of paintings and making sure they don’t get damaged.’

Was now the time to mention that he knew, only too well? He didn’t want to sound like a know-it-all. There was nothing worse. So he nodded and smiled. But the connection cemented the draw he was feeling to her. Few people he knew understood the world he had once been on the edge of. He’d only had a glimpse inside, but it had been thrilling and exciting to a teenage boy.

For a moment, he imagined Edwin’s nod of approval at his companion. It spurred him on.

‘We’re thinking about getting our own shop,’ he told her. ‘With a cellar underneath. But it would be a big investment.’ He mustn’t talk about himself too much. ‘What about you? What kind of art do you sell?’

‘Contemporary. Young artists, mostly. Some of it’s abstract and makes people furious.’ She laughed. ‘But some of it you’d have on your wall. A mix, really. It’s good to be provocative but at the same time, we have to make a living.’ Clementine held out her empty glass with a smile. ‘Oh dear. I seem to have drunk that awfully fast. Would you mind getting me another?’

‘As long as you promise to stay right there.’

She sat bolt upright and feigned stillness. ‘I shan’t move an inch.’

‘So – you’ve met the delightful Clementine?’ said Nigel as he joined him back at the bar. The two of them had been at Haileybury together, which in general turned out good eggs with impeccable manners and none of that careless arrogance that can give public school a bad name. ‘She’s unencumbered, you know.’

‘She’s fabulous,’ said Alfie.

‘Bloody hell,’ said Nigel with a wink. ‘Alfie Arbutus finally shows a chink in his armour.’

Alfie grinned. He was used to being teased about his bachelor status. But he was surprised to feel a sudden urge to run out into the night up to Bond Street and bang on the door of Mappin & Webb, then rake through the jewels on the black velvet pads until he found a ring that matched her eyes. You probably shouldn’t ask someone to marry you after three Martinis, he thought. But he wanted to know more.

‘What should I know about her?’ he asked Nigel. ‘She says she shares a flat with Henrietta.’

‘Yes. Henrietta says she’s quite a girl. Gets furious if the others leave their knickers drying in front of the fire or don’t do the washing-up. But fun. Don’t be fooled by the demure act. There’s more to her than meets the eye.’

Alfie was quite happy with what met his eye. But he was a little curious as to why someone as appealing as Clementine was unattached. Perhaps she felt the same as he did? Unwilling to settle for second best. Marriage was, generally speaking, for life, so you had to be careful. Although of course, the longer you left it, the less choice there was. He’d been to six weddings in the past two years.

He’d had some very jolly girlfriends. Mostly they were great company, easy-going, kind (to Alfie’s mind this was the most important quality in a human being) and full of go. But he’d never gone to sleep dreaming of them, or woken up with a longing to see them. And he’d never taken one of them home to Foxwood. He knew that frustrated his mother. Elizabeth was never interfering, but he could tell she was longing for him to find someone.

As he carried Clementine’s replenished glass carefully through the throngs, he saw Johnny Mullinger had slithered into his seat next to her. Alfie stood still for a moment, shocked by the rush of adrenalin that made spots dance in front of his eyes. The last thing he wanted was a confrontation. Fisticuffs at the Savoy would not be a good start to the evening. But he had to do something.

‘That’s my seat,’ he said to Johnny, who raised a dark eyebrow.

‘I don’t think there’s a placement,’ he replied. ‘Everyone’s sitting wherever they like. And I like it here.’

He leaned back and looked down at Clementine’s legs with a leer.

‘It’s my fault,’ said Clementine. ‘I should have told you Alfie was sitting there.’

Johnny spread his hands and gave a shrug.

Alfie’s grip tightened on the stem of the glass. He didn’t want to make a scene, but he could see Johnny was taking huge pleasure in the situation. He hadn’t been to Haileybury. He was no gentleman. There were two spare seats at the adjoining table, next to a gaggle of Nigel’s friends from his office. He was going to take a risk.

He indicated the two seats. ‘Shall we?’ he asked her.

Her eyes flickered over and she understood immediately. Was it ungentlemanly of him to force her into getting them out of an awkward situation? Johnny was smirking, quietly confident. It was only a split second but it felt like a lifetime before Clementine jumped up.

‘Oh perfect! Will I bring your drink? There.’ She patted Johnny on the shoulder. ‘You can sit there as long as you like. It was lovely to meet you.’

Alfie was almost speechless with admiration as she whisked away his half-drunk Martini and hopped over to the next table. Somehow, she had managed to execute the manoeuvre without humiliating Johnny in the least.

‘Thank you for rescuing me,’ she murmured as she settled herself down. ‘I don’t know about wandering hand trouble, but he definitely has wandering eye trouble. Ugh.’

She gave a little shudder. Alfie felt his heart rate subside. He could sense Johnny’s ire from where he was sitting. It was probably time to make a sharp exit. He leaned forwards.

‘Would you like to go somewhere for dinner?’

Her face brightened. ‘Oh yes! I’m starving, and a girl can only eat so many peanuts. I had a ham sandwich at about midday and that does not bode well for drinking cocktails. I’ll be talking gibberish by the end of this.’ She raised her glass and began to sip.

‘How about Wilton’s?’ he asked. Normally he’d go somewhere much more lively, but he wanted to focus on her.

‘Oh perfect. You clever thing. Not too noisy. I’m a little deaf.’ Her face clouded with this confession. ‘Only in one ear. Measles.’

‘Oh. I’m sorry.’

‘It’s fine. I just prefer quiet. Especially if I’m trying to get to know somebody.’

Her sapphire gaze met his grey one and they stared at each other for a moment. It felt momentous. He would remember this night for as long as he lived, he thought.

‘Should we say goodbye, do you think?’ she asked. The crowd was getting louder and more boisterous. ‘Or just slip away?’

‘Slip away, definitely. It would take too long otherwise.’

‘Well, quite. And we don’t want anyone tagging along.’ There was a little pause. ‘Do we?’

He revelled for a moment in the glow of their complicity. ‘We do not.’

She put her unfinished drink on the table, leaned in and whispered in his ear. ‘Then let’s go.’

His heart gave a little bump. How could someone you’d only met half an hour ago make you feel as if you were falling, falling, falling into the softest feather bed?

The sun was thinking about setting as they came out of the hotel onto the Strand. A row of black cabs lined up like beetles. Alfie wasn’t inclined to take a taxi usually, not because he was mean, but because he loved meandering through the streets on the way back to the family flat in Pimlico at night. He relished the way London was coming back to life at long last, the music and laughter that drifted from the bars and clubs, clusters of girls dressed up to the nines, coquettish and carefree, eyeing up the sharp-dressed men. The barrage balloons had gone from the skyline, replaced by cranes breathing new life into the ghosts of bombed-out buildings. And the terrible smog that had hung over the city last winter, needling its way into people’s lungs, had finally drifted away. The city felt sweeter, full of hope.

He was, however, happy to invest in a cab for Clementine.

‘Taxi, or would you prefer to walk?’

‘Oh gosh, walk. I need to clear my head. And it’s a wicked waste to get a taxi unless it’s very late or you’re completely footless.’

She tucked her arm in his, quite unselfconscious about close contact. Alfie couldn’t believe how right it felt, the warmth of her against him. He felt as if he was floating along the pavements as they headed towards the Embankment, watching the sun sink into the Thames as if it, too, was in a cocktail haze, a little woozy.

He loved April. Its promise of the next season to come. The first cut of lawn. Cardigans sliding off bare arms and loosening ties. Pimm’s on the terrace. For a moment, he longed for Foxwood, which would soon be shimmying into summer clothing, the first rose buds flashing pink. The cuckoos would be calling, the swallows swooping –

Suddenly they were turning into Jermyn Street and the familiar facade of Wilton’s was in front of them. It wasn’t Alfie’s usual kind of haunt for a date – he preferred a more casual trattoria – but it was a family favourite and for some reason he wanted the security of formality. It wasn’t that he wanted to impress Clementine, but he wanted to concentrate on her and not be distracted by high jinks and shenanigans.

Their coats were taken, and the maître d’ led them to a discreet corner, where the head waiter greeted them.

‘Good evening, madam.’ He turned to Alfie. ‘Mr Arbutus.’

Alfie saw Clementine’s eyes flicker with interest as she heard the name.

‘Good evening, James,’ answered Alfie as they sat down and opened their menus. ‘What do you recommend tonight?’

‘The asparagus is exceptional.’

‘Of course.’ The asparagus season was just beginning. He could imagine the bunches on the table in the kitchen at Foxwood, freshly cut, Daisy snapping off the woody ends, whipping up a buttery yellow sauce.

‘And the Dover sole. Your favourite, I think?’

‘Everyone’s favourite,’ chuckled Alfie. ‘What do you think, Clementine?’

‘Both of those sound absolutely perfect. I don’t need to look any further.’

She shut her menu decisively.

‘Asparagus and Dover sole for two, then, please, James. And a bottle of …’ Alfie ran his eye down the wine list. ‘The Pouilly Fuissé.’

‘An excellent choice, sir.’ The waiter took the menus from them.

Once they were alone, Clementine looked at him.

‘Arbutus,’ she said softly. ‘Are you related to Edwin?’

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘He was my brother.’

To Alfie’s surprise, her eyes filled with tears. She put out her hand to cover one of his and squeezed it. He felt a lump in his throat, moved by her perceptiveness, her openness, her compassion.

‘You have the look of him,’ she said.

Their family resemblance had always been striking. Alfie and Edwin both looked like their father, with that sweep of thick hair springing from a widow’s peak, combined with pronounced cheekbones and a full mouth. Edwin had had their mother’s colouring – burnished gold hair and green eyes – which made for a dazzling combination. Alfie was a more subdued version – light brown hair; grey eyes.

‘Perhaps a little,’ he said now.

‘You do,’ she insisted. ‘I’ve seen photographs. The ones in the paper.’ She squeezed his hand again. ‘I’m so sorry. The beastly war.’

‘We weren’t alone in losing someone.’

‘I know. But it doesn’t make it any easier, does it? My mother lost her first husband in the Great War. She’s never really got over it, though she adores my father.’

He could see there were tears in her eyes. They made the blue even brighter.

‘We miss him,’ was all he could think of to say.

‘It must have been a big honour, to be chosen as a war artist. Your parents must have been very proud.’

‘Yes.’ He thought his mother had been more relieved than anything. Not that being a war artist was a safe option, for they were commissioned to capture the reality of war as far as they could, which often meant being in the thick of it. But drawing or painting the sweat, blood and smoke somehow felt safer than fighting.

Alfie was fifteen the last day he had seen his brother. Edwin was ten years older than him, allocated to the Admiralty, home on leave before setting off for Iceland to capture the Allied occupation on canvas. He had thrown his arms around their mother, kissing the top of her head as nonchalantly as if he was heading off to the Trout Inn for a bitter shandy before dinner. He’d waved an arm in the air before galloping down the steps and into his yellow soft-top Alvis where his kit bag and artist’s materials were already in the boot. Alfie had moved towards his mother to put an arm around her shoulder, but Elizabeth had stepped away from him, turned and fled up the staircase, leaving Alfie to watch Edwin’s car disappear off down the drive, paralysed with uncertainty as to what to say, or do, or feel. That was the trouble with war. It was overwhelming but you had to put on a brave face and pretend everything was normal, no matter how you felt.

‘It’s good of you to talk about him,’ he told Clementine. ‘People usually avoid mentioning him as much as they can.’

She frowned. ‘You don’t stop talking about someone just because they’ve died, surely?’

‘They do, I’m afraid.’ His own friends. His own family, sometimes. His father, certainly, rarely spoke about him. But Edwin was always there. The golden ghost.

He looked across at Clementine and sensed he had found something precious. He had waited long enough. Sometimes, he had thought he would never find anyone to melt his frozen heart. That he would just have to find someone to marry whom he could tolerate, rather than adore, which wouldn’t be fair on them, because no one wanted to be merely tolerated. But here his heart was, beating away deep inside him, pumping blood around his veins, reaching every corner of him, like warm treacle, melting away all those chips of ice.

As James brought them their wine, he held up his glass to her.

‘Well. Here we are. Wilton’s on a Tuesday.’

‘I know,’ she sighed happily. ‘Isn’t it bliss?’

They chatted easily, offering each other titbits of information so they could put each other into context. Alfie told her about his family’s paint factory, and how they had made specialist paint during the war: anti-glint paint, to stop glass from catching the enemy’s eye; fire-resistant paint to coat the rafters of buildings; black-out paint for windows, and a special kind of gloss that held shattered glass together if a building was bombed.

‘We made a lot of money, but we saved a lot of buildings and a lot of lives.’

‘That’s how we won the war. People thinking on their feet and making sacrifices. Not being afraid to change.’

‘Yes.’ He was glad she understood. He gave a wry grin. ‘And now we’re back to normal, churning out common or garden paint for people’s homes. Anyway, enough about that. Tell me about you.’

Clementine told him about her work at the gallery. She was more than just her brother Ben’s assistant. She was charged with keeping her eye out for new artists for them to exhibit.

‘I’ve found this incredible young Scottish artist I’m very excited about. I’m hoping Ben will agree to an exhibition later this year. His work’s very intricate and delicate but quite challenging. Visceral. I can feel it here.’ She put a fist on her solar plexus.

He loved the way her eyes shone when she spoke about her protégé. He could see how deeply she cared. He knew a bit about her world through Edwin, of course, so was able to show more than polite interest. She had so much more spark than most of the girls he knew, who thrived on gossip and speculating how much money people had.

Suddenly, the Pouilly Fuissé was drained and little bowls of lemon soufflé were empty in front of them. He didn’t want the night with her to end, but end it must.

Alfie insisted on taking Clementine back to her flat in Kensington in a taxi even though she told him she’d be all right on the bus. They stood outside on the pavement, under a flowering cherry which filled his head with its glorious scent. The taxi was waiting on the other side of the road to take him on to Pimlico, engine idling, and the driver spread his newspaper out over the steering wheel. He was used to prolonged farewells. It was an occupational hazard.

‘Thank you for a lovely evening.’ Clementine was gazing up at him. ‘I think it might be the nicest I’ve ever had.’

‘Wilton’s is always good.’

She nudged his arm with her elbow. ‘I didn’t mean the food, though it was delicious. I meant the company.’

‘Oh.’ He went pink with pleasure.

The taxi driver pipped his horn, making them both jump.

‘You’d better go. The meter’s running.’

He didn’t want to, but she was right. He hesitated, not sure what to do, whether to lean in to kiss her cheek politely or offer his hand or put his hands in his pockets and shuffle off. He wasn’t usually so reticent. Kisses were easily obtainable these days, yet something was holding him back. What if she didn’t want to be kissed? The thought of rejection was too much to bear—

Suddenly he felt her arms around his neck, and her warm mouth on his. He’d been so lost in his dilemma, she must have tired of waiting for him to make the first move. Her kiss was fleeting, yet underpinned with urgency, just long enough to be a promise of something more. Nigel had warned him, he remembered now, not to be taken in by Clementine’s demure exterior. Clementine’s kiss was … breathtaking.

She disentangled herself, laughing at his startled expression.

‘Go! Or the cab fare will be more than the dinner bill.’

He didn’t care about the fare. He grabbed her, pulled her close, wrapping her up in his arms. She gave a squeak of surprise just before he put his lips on hers again, taking control, gentle but fierce. After a few moments their kiss became languid, exploratory, a kiss that could last until the end of time. She pressed herself against him and he could feel their hearts crashing together and he thought maybe, just maybe, everything was going to be all right, and he didn’t have to spend the rest of his life pretending after all.

‘You’ll know, when it happens,’ Edwin had once told him. ‘If you have to wonder, it’s not the real thing. But when it does happen …’ he searched for the words – ‘it’s overwhelming. Everything joins up. Your mind, your heart, your soul, your body. It’s like being electrified.’

Alfie was riveted but wasn’t sure he entirely understood. He’d still been a gangly teen, with little access to female company because of the war, but of course the whole subject of women and what they did to you, intentionally or unintentionally, was intriguing, and Edwin was his only access to information.

The funny thing was, Alfie didn’t think Edwin was talking about his fiancée when he talked about being electrified. Meg was the daughter of one of their father’s friends from Oxford, a Rhodes scholar and now a wealthy businessman in New York. Meg and Edwin had fallen in love when she came to London on holiday one summer and his parents had offered her a room in the family flat. Their wedding had been postponed when war broke out, and nobody knew when it would be rearranged, of course, because no one knew when it was all going to end, and Edwin hadn’t seen Meg since the August before the beginning of the war. The last time Alfie had seen them together, Edwin hadn’t looked like he did now, eyes shining, almost fizzing with some kind of energy. He didn’t like to quiz him further, for he wasn’t sure what to ask, and it unsettled him.

He had wondered, after that illuminating conversation, if Edwin had met someone else? It wasn’t unlikely. He was still living at the family flat in London, in between postings. Being a war artist had a certain cachet, and Alfie knew enough about women to know they might not find the presence of an American fiancée an obstacle.

He knew the truth now, of course, but he always pushed it to the back of his mind, for he was the only one party to his brother’s secret. And now he understood why Edwin had been able to describe the feeling in such detail, for he felt exactly the same. Electrified.

Clementine had set his blood on fire. When he looked in the mirror, he saw the same slightly dazed and completely bedazzled expression he’d seen on Edwin. And when he touched her, it turned him inside out. Did she feel the same? He thought perhaps. They had met nearly every day since their dinner at Wilton’s three weeks’ ago, unless she had a private view or he had an event. At lunchtimes, they sat on a bench by the pelicans in St James’s Park, because it was halfway between her brother’s gallery and the dusty old cellars he and Freddie were renting on Pall Mall.

‘We Arbutuses love a pelican,’ Alfie told her. ‘It’s our family crest.’

He showed her the signet ring on his little finger, which bore the crest of a mother pelican pecking her breast to draw blood to feed her offspring.

‘It looks a bit gruesome, but it’s to show her loyalty to her children,’ he explained.

‘I love it,’ said Clementine, admiring the bloodstone, tracing her finger over the engraving, pressing it into her flesh to see if the image would print itself on her skin.

‘It’s my birthday in two weeks,’ Alfie said, on impulse. ‘Would you come to Foxwood? I always have a birthday tea in the garden.’

He’d never taken a girl back to Foxwood before. It was his haven, and he was very possessive of it. Protective, even. Girls were for London, for gallivanting and larking about. Foxwood was for his more reflective side, for it was still full of shadows, of memories, and the thought of taking someone there and having to pretend that it wasn’t was daunting. But he could already imagine Clementine lying on a rug on the lawn, eyes half closed while the clouds scudded about above her. Somehow, he thought she would understand, without him having to explain, that even though Foxwood was everyone’s idea of the perfect English country house, and everyone in it seemed gilded, it held heartache in its walls. But it was still special. He could never turn his back on it. And he knew it was where he belonged, ultimately. Dancing the night away at the Astor Club, rife with dukes and gangsters, or the jazz-filled Flamingo, was a rite of passage. They were places you passed through on your way to real life.

‘I’d love that.’ She squeezed his hand, as if to say, ‘I know how much this means’, and they sat there in the sunshine, each of them privately wondering what on earth would have happened if they hadn’t turned up to the engagement party they’d each had no desire to go to.
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Thank goodness for May, thought Stella. She was still lying in bed at nine o’clock, enjoying the luxury of a lie-in on a Saturday morning, with no need to jump up and relight the fire. The early morning sun was trickling through the weeping willow above, and occasionally she caught the jewelled flash of a dragonfly. Outside on the deck, Ted lay on his stomach, lining up his soldiers, meticulous, thoughtful, his mind full of some sort of elaborate battle plan. In a moment, there would be the noise of gunfire, the noise that only small boys can make – peow peow peow.

May meant they had turned the corner, for April could be fickle, its promises of warmth snatched away by a stiff breeze or a sudden squall. May meant you could make plans, leaving behind the memories of winter, the ice on the inside of the windows and frozen pipes and a mist that seemed to be made of icicles hovering over the canal each morning. And it meant adventures for Ted, and hopefully farewell to the nasty cough that made its way unbidden into his chest every time he got over-tired or came home from school with a cold.

Life was tough over winter, for the two of them, for although he was a good boy, the best boy, she couldn’t just leave Ted alone on the boat, ever, to do the things she needed, so he had to come along, if she went shopping in Breverton, or to the doctor’s, or to a meeting at the magazine in London, which meant him missing school if it wasn’t the holidays and coming with her on the train. And he needed a bed of his own, a room of his own, not to have to curl up at night in the bunk with his mother, although they’d built a wall of pillows in between them because he kicked, endlessly, and she needed her sleep.

Winter was about survival, clinging on, trying to keep warm, her frozen fingers stiffening until they could barely press down the keys on her typewriter. It was all she could do to finish the stories she had to post off every week, the ones that kept the wolf from the door. But now, with the longer days and the promise of a reliable sun, she could turn her mind to her escape plan. After all, if children all over the country waited with bated breath for her weekly instalments, surely they would welcome a whole book by her?

Producing an illustrated story every week for Roundabout magazine was never going to make her a fortune. But it meant she could work at her little table on the boat, typing during the day, then drawing late into the night when Ted was asleep. She posted her endeavours off every Tuesday morning to be edited and sent off to the printers ready for children to collect from the newsagents two weeks later. She loved the thought of them burying their noses in the adventures of the Ditch Babies, mischievous little creatures who lived on the side of the road who might, if the mood took them and you deserved it, let down your bicycle tyres, steal sixpence from your purse or swap round the washing on your washing line. They were hugely popular because although they were naughty they were never malevolent, and they did good deeds as well as bad ones, making sure justice was done and everyone got what they deserved.

Living on the canal had opened Stella’s eyes to a whole new world and it had given her the inspiration for an illustrated children’s book. It seemed the perfect setting. After all, most people lived not too far from a canal, so she’d created a magical world inspired by her and Ted’s life, and the creatures that surrounded them, capturing the same sense of mischief and fun that she’d threaded throughout The Ditch Babies. Children loved a bit of anarchy and a bit of rebellion. Perhaps even more so after years of being told to keep quiet during the war and making themselves invisible. The world was there for the taking now, and with The Towpath Gang, Stella was determined to show the next generation of children the joys of the countryside so they could explore it for themselves. She hoped to give them a spirit of adventure. The same spirit Ted had, for in summer he roamed for hours along the canal, fishing and building dens and climbing trees. It was sad, she thought, that he didn’t have a brother or a sister to roam with, but that was always going to be the case. The last thing she wanted was someone else. The very thought made her shudder. There was only one man she wanted, and he was gone. For ever.

She opened half an eye. Ted was still embroiled in his soldiers, so perhaps she would allow herself to think about him, something she only allowed herself to do for fifteen minutes a day. Sometimes she divided those minutes up into three lots of five. Sometimes she saved them all up until she climbed into bed at night. It depended what she was doing and how busy she was. When her mind wandered towards him, sometimes she would tell herself off, like a nanny slapping the hand of a child reaching for a forbidden biscuit. Not now. Not yet.

If she thought about him too much, her mood plummeted, which was how she’d come to ration her daydreams. After all, they were used to rationing, even though it had officially ended now. How long it was taking, she thought, to disentangle themselves from the aftermath. War didn’t just end, with life going back to normal the next day. There were scars.

‘I think rationing’s quite good for you, actually,’ he’d once said. ‘Not being able to have things you like. It makes you enjoy other things more.’

‘Like what?’ she’d teased him. ‘Fresh air?’

‘Yes. Fresh air. Birdsong. Whistling. Morning dew. The top deck of the bus.’

‘You can’t eat any of those.’

‘True.’

‘All I want,’ she said, ‘is a Chelsea bun. A big fat Chelsea bun covered in sugar.’

‘As soon as it’s all over, you shall have one every day. I’ll bring it to you for breakfast, on a silver platter.’

He mimed whisking off a dome and presenting her with it.

Remembering their exchange, she smiled. She still hadn’t had a Chelsea bun, even though they were readily available, because she couldn’t bear the thought that, now, he would never bring her one. She shut her eyes against the glare of the sun, to relive the first time she saw him.

Stella had been ticking off the new paints against a pro forma when the bell had tinged more forcefully than usual, startling her, and a man bowled into the shop, his shirt sleeves rolled up, his hair dishevelled, bringing in a restless energy.

‘I’ve run out of Cadmium Orange,’ he announced. ‘You can’t paint an Italian sunset without Cadmium Orange. I tried mixing but there’s no getting away from it.’

Stella put down her paperwork. ‘Any one in particular?’

‘Old Holland,’ he said, in a tone of voice that suggested there was no other choice. ‘Please.’

Stella made her way over to the Old Holland stand and ran her fingers along the tubes until she found the right one. She turned and jumped to find the new customer standing right behind her. He smelled of linseed and burnt toast and Pears soap; a combination that was both comforting and exciting. It made her want to step closer to him, but girls like her didn’t belong with someone like him. For underlying the toast and linseed and soap, she could also smell money.

Instinctively, she stepped away.

As soon as she did, he realised he’d come a little too close and put his hands up in apology.

‘Sorry – I just wanted a look at the other paints. I’m a bit low at the moment. I might as well stock up while I’m here. There’s nothing more aggravating than running out while you’re in the middle of something. It’s hard to get back into the flow. Scarlet Lake, Purple Madder, Winsor Emerald.’ His face was screwed up as he tried to remember. She picked them out as he recited. ‘Thank you.’

He stared down at her, smiling. She held the paints in her hand and stared back, hypnotised.

‘I’ll wrap them for you,’ she managed eventually.

He frowned.

‘Have you worked here long? I haven’t seen you before. I’ve been away in Italy, trying to get a bit of warmth into my bones before bloody Hitler puts a stop to it all.’ He followed her back to the long pine serving table where she began to roll the tubes up in tissue paper. She was filled with envy. Hopefully, it wouldn’t be long before she could afford to buy herself some paints of her own.

‘I’ve been here two weeks,’ she told him.

‘Well, you’ve certainly transformed the place.’ He looked around with approval. ‘Is this all your handiwork?’

She laughed. ‘I couldn’t find anything. So I tried to put it all in order.’

‘You’ve done a great job. And this is a wonderful place to work. Old Corbières is a good egg. I’ve had some of my best evenings with him, on the grog. He’s had a pretty colourful life.’

‘He’s quite a character,’ she agreed. ‘Though I barely understand him half the time.’

‘Nobody does. Right, what have I got to cough up?’ He reached into his pocket and pulled out a couple of grubby notes and a few coins. She counted up his change and put the paints in a brown paper bag with Corbières Fine Art Supplies printed in green across the middle.

He was staring at her as he took hold of the string handles.

‘I expect people ask you this all the time,’ he said, ‘but would you consider sitting for me?’

She sighed. ‘Mr Corbières has told me to tell him if anyone asks that. And they won’t be allowed back in the shop.’

His face fell. ‘Oh God. I hope you don’t think I meant anything other than … I’d like to paint you. Just because Mr C staggered around Paris with all those absinthe-soaked reprobates doesn’t mean we’re all like that.’ He seemed genuinely upset.

‘I didn’t think you were. I’m just not sure about being painted.’

‘But people must ask you all the time. Your hair. It’s extraordinary.’

Stella made a face. ‘Just don’t say Pre-Raphaelite,’ she said. ‘Or mention Lizzie Siddal. Or Ophelia.’

‘Oh. Do people say that to you all the time? Am I a cliché? I’m so sorry. I can’t bear the thought.’

She sighed. ‘I suppose I’m in the wrong place if I don’t want to be endlessly compared. I should have stayed in Wanstead. No one there has a clue who the Pre-Raphaelites are. They just call me Ginger Nut. Or Bryant and May.’

He laughed at that. ‘So what is your name?’

‘Stella.’

‘Stella. As in star?’

She shrugged. ‘As in my gran.’

‘It’s beautiful. And it suits you. Your eyes are the colour of stars.’ He was gazing at her. Most men she came into contact with back home found her too overwhelming – she could see it in their faces, a mixture of fascination and repugnance at the match-red flame of her long mane of hair, her pale skin and almost silver eyes. They liked their women to fade into the background. Here, in the middle of the city, she had aroused more interest than she’d ever had in her life.

And this man, in particular, seemed enthralled. She stared back at him, taking in the mop of sandy hair that needed cutting, the faint stippling of stubble on his jaw line and the blue circles under his eyes. He was scruffy and dishevelled, his hands covered in paint, his nails ragged and chewed, indicating nerves, but the dirt on him wasn’t engrained. It was the kind of dirt that would float away in the scalding hot bath he’d no doubt be able to draw for himself this evening. He would scrub himself with the delicious soap she could smell on him, emerging pink and clean, then pull on a snow-white shirt …

‘Well,’ he said. I’m Edwin.’

She started at his voice, at his breaking her reverie –

‘Peow peow peow!’

Just as she predicted, the gunfire started and her daydream was shattered, pulling her rudely back into the present. She didn’t chastise Ted for startling her, or for the apparent violence of his game. It was just what boys did, which was hardly surprising, given that the war, although it was over, was a not-so-distant memory. She rolled out of bed and climbed the steps that took her out onto the deck. The entire platoon was scattered all over it.

‘Careful they don’t end up in the drink,’ was all she said by way of admonishment. ‘Fancy a cup of tea?’

She put her hand over her eyes to check where the sun was. She’d have to see what she could scrape together for lunch later: a boiled egg and some bread and dripping, and an apple. Was that enough for a growing boy, or should she walk into Breverton for a tin of corned beef? She hated this time of the month, when her money was dwindling and everything had to be eked out. Payment for her last lot of stories should arrive on Thursday and she could put the cheque into her post office account and with luck it would have cleared by the next week. Is this what they meant by living hand to mouth, she wondered?

Three chapters, she told herself. When she’d done three chapters she would have something to show a publisher and then perhaps their luck would change.
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If it wasn’t for the flowers, Elizabeth often thought, she wouldn’t be able to get through the day. Even now. But they gave her hope. From the first drift of snowdrops under the oak trees in January, they gave her purpose, for the garden at Foxwood was a full-time job. More than a full-time job, for it kept Joey busy all year round, and they got another lad in too, Maurice, for the lawns in the height of summer when everything ran away, as it was about to. May was bursting with enthusiasm as it hurtled towards June, eager to show off, the wisteria hanging heavy at the front of the house, always at its best for Alfie’s birthday, and the garden smelled divine, making her head swim and the bees lurch drunkenly from branch to branch.

Thank goodness for the flowers.

She was walking through the hall with an armful of peonies just as the telephone rang. She stopped short. There was never a time when she didn’t remember its shrillness breaking into their Sunday that evening. Every time it rang she felt a momentary ripple of panic before remembering that she didn’t have to worry anymore because the worst had happened. The thing she had feared the most.

So who might it be? Not him, especially not at the weekend, with Michael still sitting in the dining room. It was probably the Reverend Elphick, who was always particularly annoying on a Saturday. He wrote his sermon on a Friday, and it left him dangerously unoccupied until Sunday, so it was Saturday when he chased people who’d promised him things. Elizabeth found it increasingly difficult to be civil to him. He was so smug, so convinced that he provided her with comfort and succour and guidance, when all she wanted to do was shout at him, tell him she didn’t believe in God, how could she, after the bloody war, after bloody Hitler, after Edwin … But she couldn’t, because she was Elizabeth Arbutus of Foxwood, and she had a duty to set an example to his parishioners.

The bell shrilled on. It could be the vicar, about the fête, always held in the grounds of Foxwood and ominously close, or perhaps Marigold Dempster asking them for one of her awful suppers, or Alexandra with some envy-inducing London gossip. There was only one way to find out.

‘Breverton six four two.’ Her voice went up at the end, as if she was querying herself.

‘Mumma.’

‘Alfie!’ She smiled. ‘Happy birthday, darling. You are still coming?’

She hoped so. Daisy had already put the scones into the oven, plump with sultanas.

‘Of course. But I’m bringing a friend. They’re keen to see the garden. I said it was the very best day of the year to see it.’

‘Well, of course. That’s lovely.’

‘We’ll be there around half past two.’

‘Does your friend have a name?’ Her tone was teasing.

There was a smile in his voice as he answered. ‘She does. Clementine.’

‘Clementine. How pretty.’

‘Very pretty.’

Was he talking about the girl, or her name? Elizabeth was already imagining her, racking her brain for any Clementines she knew of.

‘We’ll see you just after lunch, then. Will you be staying?’

‘I think that would be nice. Make a weekend of it. I’ll ask her. If that’s all right?’

‘Of course.’

She put the phone back in its receiver with a smile and a raised eyebrow, pondering what she’d just heard. Then she picked up the receiver again and dialled a number.

‘For God’s sake,’ said a weary voice eventually. ‘What time do you call this?’

‘It’s half past nine,’ said Elizabeth crisply, staring at the fat-cheeked face of the sun in the grandfather clock. ‘I’ve been up for hours. Listen, do you know of any Clementines? Alfie’s bringing a Clementine for his birthday tea.’

‘Only that ghastly Clemmy Horrocks. She’s a terrible drip. She wouldn’t be Alfie’s type.’

‘But we don’t know what Alfie’s type is. Do we?’

‘No, I suppose we don’t. How intriguing. This is almost worth getting up for. I might drive down.’

‘Why don’t you?’ The weekend was always more fun with Alexandra around. ‘After all, you are his godmother.’

‘Oh yes. I’d better get him something. Oysters. I could bring oysters from Fortnum’s.’

Elizabeth knew it would take Alexandra at least three hours to get ready. Throwing oysters into the picture would mean she wouldn’t be here till dusk.

‘Forget oysters. We’ve got mountains of food. Daisy’s been beavering away for days. Just jump in the car.’

‘Oh God, I can’t. I’ve got to make myself look human first. I look an absolute hag. Honestly, it’s terrifying.’

Elizabeth rolled her eyes. Alexandra didn’t look a day over thirty, even if she’d been up all night, which she probably had.

‘It’s only us. We don’t care.’

‘I care. And I don’t want to frighten Clementine.’

Elizabeth wondered for a moment if it was a bit cruel to inflict Alexandra on their new guest, but decided the chances of her getting here in time were remote, so it didn’t matter.

‘See you when we see you.’

She put the receiver back for a second time, holding her hand on it for a few seconds as if she was about to pick it up again, then thought better of it. She ran through guest numbers quickly to assess if a dash into Breverton was necessary, but she didn’t think so. She’d have to tell Daisy straight away though.

‘Daisy! Red alert. We have extra guests for tea,’ she sang as she headed back into the kitchen.

Daisy looked up from sliding her scones off the baking tray and onto the cooling rack. ‘Oh?’
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