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Penny Vincenzi is one of the UK’s best-loved and most popular authors. Since her first novel, Old Sins, was published in 1989, she has written several bestselling novels, including The Decision and A Perfect Heritage.

Over seven million copies of Penny’s books have been sold worldwide and she is universally held to be the ‘doyenne of the modern blockbuster’ (Glamour).

Penny Vincenzi has four daughters, and divides her time between London and Gower, South Wales.


Praise for Penny Vincenzi:

‘Penny Vincenzi dazzlingly combines the old-fashioned virtues of gripping storytelling with the up-to-the-minute contemporary feel for emotional depth and insight into the lives of the characters’ Elizabeth Buchan

‘Every Penny Vincenzi is a guaranteed bestseller’ Grazia

‘There are few things better in life than the knowledge that sitting on your bedside table is the latest novel by Penny Vincenzi . . . Penny never fails her devoted fans’ Daily Express

‘Penny Vincenzi’s romantic blockbusters are in a class of their own’ Mail on Sunday

‘There is simply no one as good as Penny, and almost nothing as satisfying as one of her books . . . you are swept along into a world you don’t want to leave’ Harriet Evans

‘Penny Vincenzi is more than a National Treasure, she’s a National Pleasure! Her books are doors into a world of drama, glamour, wickedness and love’ Santa Montefiore

‘There’s one name that continues to reign supreme, Penny Vincenzi’ Glamour

‘Packed with passion, pain and palaver’ Daily Mail
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A QUESTION OF TRUST is vintage Penny Vincenzi: rich with characters, life-changing decisions, love, desire and conflict.

‘There are few things better in life than . . . the latest novel by Penny Vincenzi’ Daily Express

1950s London. Tom Knelston is charismatic, working class and driven by ambition, ideals and passion. He is a man to watch. His wife Alice shares his vision. It seems they are the perfect match.

Then out of the blue, Tom meets beautiful and unhappily married Diana Southcott, a fashion model. An exciting but dangerous affair is inevitable and potentially damaging to their careers. And when a child becomes ill, Tom is forced to make decisions about his principles, his reputation, his marriage, and most of all, his love for his child.


For the Magnificent Nine: William, Jemima, Ollie, Honor, Grace, Ellie, Niamh, Samuel and Beth: my grandchildren.
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Chapter 1

1936

Tom Knelston was very fond of saying that the first time he met Diana Southcott he had been up to his waist in shit.

And it was literally true; he had indeed been standing waist deep in a blocked drain outside his parents’ cottage and she had come riding up the lane on the rather fine bay mare she had just acquired and was putting through her paces before taking her out next time she rode to hounds.

‘Oh,’ she said, pulling the mare up. ‘Hello. That looks fun.’

Tom had looked up, trying to muster a smile in response to what she undoubtedly thought was a joke, thinking at one and the same time how beautiful she was – and how enragingly pleased with herself – and said, ‘Yes, it is. Want to join me? I could do with some help.’

‘I’d love to, but unfortunately I’d be late for luncheon. Good luck with it, though.’ And she pressed her heels into the mare’s sides and trotted on up the lane.

Tom looked after her for a moment – at her gleaming dark hair tucked neatly under her riding hat, at her perfectly cut hacking jacket, at her long slender legs encased in cream jodhpurs which, despite being spattered with mud, looked somehow immaculate – and returned to the drain.

He knew who she was: the only daughter of Brigadier Sir Gerald Southcott who lived at the Big House – officially West Hilton Manor – in the village where Tom’s family lived. He had seen her before many times, in church, at the village fete, at the Christmas concert in the village hall, together with her two elder brothers and her parents, all so clearly aware of their position and of doing their duty by the village.

Sir Gerald, who disappeared three days a week up to London where he worked in the City, spent the remainder of the week engaged in hunting, shooting and other country pursuits, and Lady Southcott was on the board of the village school, the cottage hospital and the orphanage which West Hilton shared with East Hilton and Hilton Common, a cluster of small Hampshire villages just south of Winchester. She was also one of the few women still to ride side-saddle – and look magnificent while doing so – when out hunting.

In short, they were the perfect First Family of the village, popular but slightly distant. Tom, whose father was the village postman, and who was already discovering rather egalitarian principles nurtured by his grammar-school education, regarded them with less awe than most of the village and was rather satisfied by his exchange with Diana. His mother he knew would have quite possibly made a small bob and his father – perhaps slightly grudgingly – raised his cap as she passed them by.

It was many years before he spoke to her again.

Tom was the golden boy, set bang in the middle of five siblings, with two elder sisters and two younger brothers. His sisters alternately adored him and resented the adoration showered upon him by their parents, being the longed-for first boy, and his little brothers looked up to him and considered him the fount not only of all wisdom, but pretty much every other quality as well. He was certainly the cleverest of them – Jack and Mary Knelston were conscious of that – and at parents’ evenings Miss Rivers, his teacher at the village school, reported favourably upon his exceptional reading skills; while most of the children were still struggling with the simplest of stories, Tom, at six, was reading real books – Babar the Elephant being his favourite, with its illustrations and thick cardboard covers – and at eight venturing into such glories as Huckleberry Finn, which resulted in him making his own raft and setting sail across the stream at the bottom of the village, soon to sink in a morass of water weeds. His favourite present every Christmas was The Monster Story Book for Boys, which silenced him for several days.

When Tom was ten, Miss Rivers asked Jack and Mary to come and see her. In her view, Tom was exceptionally bright – grammar-school material. She would like to enter him for the scholarship.

Jack and Mary felt panicked. They couldn’t possibly afford school fees, they said – they were at least £5 a year – and why should Tom rise to the unimaginable heights of a grammar-school education and not the other children? It wouldn’t be fair.

Miss Rivers explained that there wouldn’t be any fees, that a third of grammar-school places were free to children from elementary schools, provided by way of the scholarship examination; the only cost would be his uniform.

There was a silence and then she continued, ‘I really do think Tom is an exceptional child; it would be wrong to deny him this chance.’

Whereupon Mary said, with the look on her face that Jack knew there was no escape from, that if Tom passed the scholarship they would find the money for the uniform somehow.

Miss Rivers was delighted and said she would enter Tom along with two other boys and one girl in their class – since 1922 girls had been considered worthy of free education – and that the examination would be held in the early spring.

Words were exchanged as the Knelstons walked home; Mary told Jack he had heard what Miss Rivers said, it would be wrong to deny Tom this chance, and if she had to take in washing to pay for the uniform she would. After a brief struggle, Jack gave in.

‘But none of the others’d better want it,’ he said, ‘or you’ll be doing the washing for the whole village.’

When they told Tom he went pink with pleasure. He’d often looked at the grammar-school boys as they got off their school bus in their uniforms and thought how lucky they were. He’d never dreamed he’d have a chance to join them.

‘Why lucky exactly, lad?’ Jack asked, genuinely intrigued.

‘Because they get to know so much,’ said Tom simply, and it was this that swung Jack round wholeheartedly. If it was knowledge that above all mattered to Tom, then Jack could sympathise; he had had to leave school at twelve and found the education he was enjoying stopped for ever. He’d embarked on a correspondence course for a while in geography, always his favourite subject, but once marriage and babies overwhelmed him, he gave up. He was, however, genuinely worried that Tom might be lost to the family as he grew older; but he told himself that he hadn’t sat the exam yet, and might not even pass it. Miss Rivers’s idea of exceptional might not be the same as the examiners’.

Tom did pass the scholarship, though, and with very high marks. Mary was about to advertise herself as a washing resource when Tom’s godmother, Isobel, stepped in and said she would like to pay for the uniform. Isobel was a rather glamorous figure; she had gone to school with Mary but married well – to the heir to Parsons, the big department store in Hilchester, the nearest proper town. She and the heir, one Alan, lived in a red-brick villa on the edge of Hilchester and had the unimaginable luxury of a housemaid. They also had help in the garden.

Isobel had remained close to Mary and, being childless, became involved in Mary’s large family and was particularly fond of Tom. When he heard what she was going to do for him he went into Hilchester on the bus to thank her personally. Isobel was very touched and celebrated by giving him chocolate eclairs for tea and trouncing him at draughts.

Tom was very happy at the grammar school. Tall and well built, good at games as well as lessons, he was never in danger of being bullied; there was a genuine cross section of class in the school and the sons of local farm workers, jobbing builders and tradespeople were taught alongside those of businessmen, teachers and doctors. Tom particularly attracted the attention of the history master, a rather flamboyant character called Tristram Sherrin; he was a brilliant, inspiring teacher, and had sent many boys on to read history at university. He ran a chess club after school, which Tom joined, after which he would sit and chat with the boys and talk about their futures and their aspirations. Tom told him that what he really wanted to do was become a barrister: ‘The law really interests me, and I’d love to stand and argue people’s cases in court.’ Sherrin said this was an admirable ambition, but a university degree was essential, adding tactfully that he feared this would not be an option for Tom on financial grounds. However, Tom might become a solicitor, by way of taking articles, and this too was fascinating work. ‘Not as glamorous, perhaps, but I think you’d enjoy it. I have a friend who is a solicitor; if you’re interested when the time comes, we can have a further conversation.’

Tom said he would be very grateful and challenged him to another game of chess which he won. Sherrin looked after him as he left the room and marked him down as a boy to watch.

As Tom reached sixteen and faced the School Certificate, there was certainly no sign of him developing the dreaded ideas above his station. He was as devoted a son as could be wished for and by the time of the chance meeting in the lane with Diana Southcott, he was also becoming extraordinarily good-looking.


Chapter 2

1937

The Southcotts were not proper aristocracy – Diana’s father had been knighted after the war, rather than inheriting his title, but that was a detail that both he and Lady Southcott considered of little importance. The Manor House in West Hilton had been bought by Sir Gerald’s father, a rich industrialist who had raised his eldest son to consider himself landed gentry. Sir Gerald and his family moved into the house after he died, thereby cementing their impression of themselves, and indeed the impression of everyone else in the area.

Lady Southcott took her duties as Lady of the Manor very seriously, and devoted herself to her charities, and to the local community, most assiduously. She produced an heir (and a spare) to the dynasty, Michael and Richard, and had then offered a final flourish, Diana, who would be presented at court in the next London Season.

That summer of 1937, Diana was seventeen years old, beautiful, accomplished, supremely self-confident, and waiting impatiently for her season in the sun – or at least in London and planning her own dance, to be held in May at West Hilton Manor, at the end of which she would quite possibly have found herself several rich and suitable young men as suitors, one of whom (ideally titled) would, fairly swiftly, become first her fiancé and then her husband. Such was the ordered and indeed expected rite of passage for girls of her class and upbringing.

Diana’s dance – actually her whole season – was a great success. Held on one of the loveliest nights of the year, early in June, at Hilton Manor in a marquee filled with white roses and studded, like the garden, with starry lights, it was a fairy-tale occasion, as several of the society pages chose to call it. A hundred and fifty young people attended, the girls all sweet faced, the boys well behaved, the band fashionable. The food – a small dinner beforehand and a breakfast at dawn – was splendid, the champagne vintage. Sir Gerald had been budgeting for the occasion for years, knowing his daughter’s future could very well depend upon it.

Diana had serious work to do, and only a short time in which to do it; this had been none too subtly impressed upon her by her mother, who had been reading aloud from the engagement column in The Times over breakfast for several months now, exclaiming at the felicity of one girl’s choice and the inopportuneness of another’s. Putting the paper down when she had finished, she would smile at Diana and say, ‘Well, darling, this time next year, who knows?’ Or words to that effect.

Had Diana had more of an education she might have baulked at her role in this drama. As it was, she accepted it excitedly, and entered into preparations for it with great enthusiasm. And as she danced the night away and a seemingly endless procession of suitable young men told her how beautiful she was, many of them adding that they would hope to see her again very soon, she realised the fulfilment of her – and her mother’s – ambitions were to be achieved without undue difficulty. To love, at this stage, she gave little consideration.

Tom left the grammar school with several credits in his Higher School Certificate, and Tristram Sherrin kept his promise to introduce him to Gordon Pemberton, a local solicitor, who was looking for an articled clerk. He was impressed by Tom and took him on. There was a little difficulty over the fee of £300 required for articles; once again, the admirable Isobel was happy to advance this. Tom, deeply grateful, assured her he regarded it as a loan, and that as soon as he was earning anything at all substantial, he would repay it.

He was fairly happy during his first two years at Pemberton & Marchant. It was a very quiet life. The firm was a small one, with just two partners: Pemberton himself and Basil Marchant, both in their early fifties; then there were two senior clerks, with two secretaries, one for each partner, and Gordon Pemberton’s son, Nigel, studying for his articles like Tom.

Tom’s favourite member of staff was Basil’s secretary, Betty Foxton. She was fifty and a widow, bosomy, rosy and very cheerful. She behaved in a motherly way towards her ‘boys’ as she called them, often bringing them in a cake she had baked, and always interested in what they had done at the weekends.

The work was almost entirely conveyancing, with some probate thrown in, but Tom’s dream of becoming a solicitor made him feel that whatever he was doing was important.

‘It does have its moments,’ he told Angela Smithers, with whom he had been going out for six months. Angela was a salesgirl at Parsons, and he had met her through his godmother. She was very pretty, endowed with blonde hair and big blue eyes but not a great brain; she had high hopes of her relationship with Tom Knelston even though he was, as her mother pointed out, ‘only a postman’s son’. Angela, a spirited girl, retorted that she couldn’t see much difference between that and being a motor mechanic’s daughter.

Tom had no hopes, high or otherwise, of his relationship with Angela, except to kiss her more often and perhaps more excitingly, and in six months they had certainly progressed beyond the peck on the cheek, the dry kiss on the lips, to quite exploratory activities, usually in the back row of the cinema – she had even once or twice allowed him to stroke one of her breasts (very briefly). He could see he was never going to get beyond that stage without certain commitments which he was most assuredly not prepared to make. For the time being, she was fun and they enjoyed one another’s company.

Mr Pemberton didn’t often praise Tom or even speak to him, but at the end of his first six months, he said, ‘I’m pleased with you, Tom, very pleased. You’ve worked hard and done well. I hope you’re happy here.’

Tom told Mr Pemberton that he was. Mr Pemberton nodded and said he hoped he and Nigel were getting along, and Tom said, yes, of course, Nigel was extremely pleasant to work with.

This was absolutely true as far as it went: Nigel had never been remotely unpleasant to him, always nodded to him in the morning and said goodnight to him at night and occasionally commented on the weather; that was about it. Tom put this down initially to the fact that he was indeed rather in awe of Nigel who was older than him and had been to university. At Pemberton & Marchant, he was the heir apparent – Basil Marchant had only daughters. Nevertheless, they were the youngest people in the office by a country mile, as Betty would say, and it would have been good to make a real pal of him. Tom once tried, suggesting they went to the cinema together when the much-vaunted film Lost Horizon came to Hilchester, but Nigel said he was busy on Saturday night.

‘Doesn’t have to be Saturday,’ Tom said. ‘Friday, maybe, or if it arrives Thursday we could go then.’

‘No, thanks,’ said Nigel. ‘Not really my bag.’

Tom shrugged, tried again once with a different film, and then gave up.

They had really nothing in common apart from their work. Nigel was a keen golf player, went on holiday to places like Eastbourne and Cornwall with a crowd of friends, and from time to time up to London. Tom would learn of these activities through Nigel’s answers to Betty’s questions. She was insatiably curious about both boys’ leisure activities and Nigel didn’t seem to regard this with anything but good-natured amusement. It was as if he came from another country, speaking another language and with terms of reference Tom couldn’t understand. It puzzled him at first, but gradually it dawned on him: he was from a totally different class. The Pembertons lived in a big house on the outskirts of Hilchester, with a family car and servants; and apart from the cachet of having been to university, Nigel had also gone to public school. He had an easy confidence bordering on arrogance, simply by virtue of this, or so it seemed to Tom. He occasionally, very politely, asked about life at the grammar school and seemed surprised when he was told some pupils went to university.

Some of the differences were created purely by money: Nigel could afford to belong to the local tennis and golf clubs, to go to concerts and the theatre, and he and his father were often to be heard discussing some book or other they had bought, rather than borrowed from the library. Money – Nigel’s possession of it, his own lack of it, and the difference that must make – Tom could understand.

Class, that was different. Apart from the Southcotts, the village grandees, as his father called them contemptuously, were clearly from another world so alien it might have been Mars. It hadn’t occurred to him that some perfectly ordinary people, going about their business, whatever that might be, might consider themselves superior to other perfectly ordinary people, purely by virtue of what their fathers did and, to a degree, how they spoke. Tom was aware that the grammar school had taught him to speak differently from his parents, but that had been a result of hearing what was called Received Pronunciation all day long. He had made no conscious effort to change his accent, and would have been astounded if anyone had suggested he might. Having become aware of the class thing, Tom became first irritated, then annoyed, and finally slightly disturbed by it. It seemed genuinely regrettable to him, this yawning chasm between him and someone of his own age, doing the same job. For the first time he properly understood his father’s hostility to his own tacit ambitions of leaving his class behind.

The other yawning gap between him and Nigel was their clothes. Nigel had at least three winter suits and three summer ones and many ties. Tom knew it was absurd to care, but he couldn’t help it, and as his cheap work suit grew shiny on the seat and his two ties increasingly worn, he became acutely self-conscious about the whole thing and asked Isobel for money for clothes when she enquired what he would like for Christmas. Isobel realised what the problem was, having risen in the social firmament herself, and duly provided the wherewithal for several ties and a pair of new shoes, offering to take him shopping for a new suit when it was his birthday.

In the office, Tom was rather lonely, despite loving the work; he missed the camaraderie of school, the genuine sense of friendship and shared endeavour that had constituted life there. He did see some of his old friends at the weekends, but they too were divided. The cleverest had gone to university – one to the unimaginable heights of Oxford – and others into their father’s businesses, some to do quite menial jobs or to work on farms.

But Tom had very little money to spend; apart from taking Angela to the cinema, he could only manage occasional nights at the King’s Head in West Hilton with his mates. And his father kept him busy at the weekends, demanding rather than requesting his assistance with the endless tasks in the house and garden; it was his way of reminding Tom where he belonged, and maintaining his own dignity against the fact that his eldest son was marking out a path so different from his own.

Mary was inordinately proud of him and never stopped talking about how well he was doing; but Jack’s primary emotion on the subject seemed closer to distaste. Tom found this, as he said to Angela, hurtful. Angela, surprisingly sensitive over such matters, kissed him and told him Jack was probably just jealous, which Tom conceded. But he would still have greatly preferred his father to speak as proudly of him as he did of his brothers, Colin and Arthur, who were both apprenticed to local builders.


Chapter 3

1938

‘Michael’s asked if he can bring someone called Edward Welles down this weekend.’ Lady Southcott smiled at Diana across the breakfast table. ‘He’s a new friend from the medical school at Barts. I don’t know anything more about him, except that we are to call him Ned and his father’s a famous surgeon. But I’m sure he’s very nice – Michael’s friends always are.’

This was a bit of a sweeping statement, Diana thought, and quite untrue. Some of them were ghastly, loud, blustering and over-confident, but anything would be better than the stultifying boredom of another weekend alone with her parents.

Michael had finished his three years at Oxford and gained an Upper Second in his first MB; he was now at St Bartholomew’s Hospital in London to do his clinical training. He loved it and was extremely happy.

Diana envied him desperately. She was finding the autumn and the ending of the season very dull and disappointing after a whirlwind summer; and until the winter party season began, almost every invitation seemed to be to an engagement party, some for girls in her year. Diana found these hugely irritating; it wasn’t that she actually wanted to be engaged (and indeed was quite vocal on the subject) but she liked to shine, and seeing diamond rings flashing on the fingers of other girls, while her own left hand remained indisputably bare, clearly made this difficult.

‘Well – let’s hope,’ was all she said now.

‘Darling, don’t be negative,’ Caroline said. ‘Now, I had thought we could do a dinner party, but Michael said they’d rather keep it just family. He and Ned have had a very heavy few weeks and they don’t even want to go hunting; Ned’s not a horseman apparently. So it’ll just be the five of us for dinner on Saturday. Unless you want to invite a girlfriend, darling. Suki, perhaps – we still owe her for her cocktail party.’

Diana didn’t. If Ned Welles was even half attractive, the thought of anyone amongst her girlfriends vying for his attention was not a happy one. On the other hand, she didn’t want him to think she had nothing else to do for a whole weekend.

‘No,’ she said firmly. ‘No, she’d be bored. She’s a party girl and this is family, you said so yourself.’

Caroline looked at her with a sweet expression. ‘Well, I realise it would make the weekend a bit man-heavy, but what about inviting Johnathan Gunning? He’s such a sweet man, and you get on rather well. He’s a bit stuck in London at weekends, with his people living up in Yorkshire. He told me last time I saw him how much he loved hunting.’

‘I thought Ned didn’t want to hunt,’ said Diana.

‘Darling, Ned is Michael’s friend and responsibility, not yours, so you could give Johnathan a day’s hunting.’

She looked at Diana hopefully. Johnathan Gunning’s family was not only rich but titled. He was the third son of Sir Hilary Gunning, Bart, and thus an Hon. The extra h in his name was a family idiosyncrasy and Diana rather liked it; you couldn’t hear it, of course, but written down, especially with the Hon. in front, it made it look rather special. He had grown up in considerable grandeur in the family seat, Guildford Park in Yorkshire, and was training to be a stockbroker in his uncle’s office.

Although he wasn’t exactly handsome, he was very nice looking, with light brown hair and dark eyes, and more of a chin than so many of his compatriots. He was charming, if in a slightly quiet way. He lived in a flat in Knightsbridge belonging to his mother, where Diana had been to a couple of dinner parties. The flat was quite grand in an old-fashioned way, and it seemed to her to symbolise unimaginable grown-upness and independence.

He was in many ways a considerable catch and at nearly twenty-four the right age for her. The catching was a distinct possibility and her mother was very excited by the idea. He clearly liked Diana and as well as the dinner parties had escorted her both to Ladies’ Day at Ascot and to Goodwood, and to the theatre a couple of times. The only thing was, she found him rather dull. He was certainly very clever – he had a First in Classics – and he loved going to the theatre – the proper theatre, not musicals, but Shakespeare and Restoration comedy (which had seemed extremely unamusing to her); he also liked to talk about politics and the situation in Europe. Of course, that was extremely important and worrying (her father never stopped talking about it either) but again not exactly fun over dinner.

So, with the season over, they had rather drifted apart; Johnathan worked very hard in London, she was very much back in the country, and there were few opportunities for them to meet. Maybe this weekend would be a chance to make quite sure it wasn’t worth trying. Hunting would be fun, and with him sitting next to her at dinner Ned Welles was more likely to find her attractive and interesting.

‘That’s a good idea,’ she said. ‘Why don’t you ring him up, see if he’s free? Only do make clear it’s for the hunting, won’t you? I don’t want him to think I’m chasing him.’

‘Darling, of course I will. Now dinner – pheasant do you think, or some good old-fashioned beef?’

Diana hardly heard her mother chattering on. She was worrying now that she had done the wrong thing, encouraging Johnathan, muddying the possible waters with Ned Welles. Oh, for goodness’ sake, she thought, he was probably short, with pimples. She decided to go for a ride. It wasn’t quite raining and it would pass the morning.

It was pathetic to be leading the life of little more than a child when she was nearly eighteen, she thought, turning her horse towards the Downs. She occasionally thought about getting a job in London, but then what on earth could she do? She had no skills or qualifications. It was how things were, so it wasn’t her fault. You had to wait until you were married and then you were busy, running a house and entertaining and having babies. Maybe when she saw Johnathan this weekend she would find him more, well, more what she wanted. But . . . she just didn’t find him attractive. There was no spark there, he just wasn’t sexy. She had been kissed enough by sexy boys to know what that felt like. Being kissed by Johnathan was perfectly pleasant, but it didn’t create that hot churning feeling inside her that some of the other boys’ kisses did. She had a fairly clear idea of what sex might be like, and a few of her more daring girlfriends had actually Done It – Suki Riley-Smith amongst them, which was another reason for not letting her near Ned Welles at dinner – and reported varying degrees of satisfaction, ranging from ‘rather thrilling’ to ‘absolutely amazing, impossible to imagine’.

Diana, however, had no intention of sampling the pleasures; she adhered to the old-fashioned view, heavily stressed by her mother, that your virginity was something best saved for your future husband, and if it wasn’t, you risked losing respect and gaining an unsavoury reputation.

As she rode back, still with a sense of restless depression about herself and her situation, she passed the cottage where she had had the encounter with Tom Knelston as he dug out his parents’ drain. The meeting came back to her with great clarity. Now he was really attractive, absurdly good-looking with his dark auburn hair and wonderful green eyes, and quite – well, very – sexy, his eyes moving over her, half in appreciation, half in a sort of mocking disapproval. His whole demeanour, in fact, had disturbed her even then, when she was sixteen. He was a year younger, or so Michael told her; he had played in the village cricket match against him for the last two years, and pronounced him a bloody good player for a village boy. She had seen him occasionally at church, cycling through the village on his way to school, occasionally helping his father deliver the post at Christmas, growing ever taller and more handsome.

She was sure Tom Knelston had quite a lot of experience of Doing It.

Tom, greatly to his regret, still had no experience whatsoever of Doing It; Angela was determined to preserve her virginity at all costs, and if those costs included losing Tom, then that was a small price to pay.

Tom knew this; and he was sufficiently fond of Angela to put up with it. She was slowly allowing a slackening of her rules, and he was now permitted to stroke and even fondle her breasts to his heart’s content, given the opportunity, but the moment his hands drifted downwards she emitted a stern reprimand. It was all very frustrating; she was so pretty and so sweet to him, and always looked extremely nice. She had very little money for clothes, but she was clever at sewing, and made most of her dresses out of discounted materials from Parsons, using the free patterns that came with Woman’s Own or My Weekly, her favourite magazines. By the summer of their courtship, in 1938, they managed to save up enough money to buy bicycles, second-hand but beautifully restored by Angela’s father. They set off every Sunday, unless it was absolutely pouring with rain, with picnics laden into their bicycle baskets: sandwiches, hard-boiled eggs, slices of delicious cake baked by Angela herself and cold lemonade in the Thermos flask (or tea for the chillier days). Looking back from much later in his life, Tom remembered those days, pedalling through the countryside, challenging Angela to races, picnicking in fields and woods and arriving home sated with fresh air and sunshine, as some of the happiest in his life.

They would talk of Angela’s life at the store, or of Tom’s life at Pemberton’s, and when, if ever, he might become a fully fledged solicitor, but they also discussed – to Tom’s surprise that she should be interested, and even modestly well informed – the growing threat from Hitler’s Germany. It was not an unusual topic, of course; everyone was worried and aware of the dangers, although of differing opinions. Angela’s father was a great appeaser, claiming that there was some good in what Hitler said and was doing: ‘Say what you like, he’s turned that country round.’ Jack took the opposing view, reinforced by the appalling behaviour of the fascist Oswald Mosley’s Blackshirts; Mary kept silent about her views, but she nursed a silent passion for the wildly romantic Duke of Windsor and he was clearly of a mind to go along with Hitler – and why not, if it meant there would be no war? With three sons under threat, war was to her a nightmare of dreadful proportions.

‘I suppose you’d have to go and fight if there was a war?’ Angela asked one day as they lay back in the long grass, and Tom said, yes, of course, any right-minded man would, and then found himself distracted, as he so often was, by more personal considerations. Angela had made herself one of the new divided short skirts for their cycling, finishing just above her knees and revealing more of her legs than he had ever dreamed he would be privy to. Tentatively he put out a hand and stroked one of her calves, then moved upward above her knee, expecting to be slapped down any moment. But she merely looked at him and laughed and said, ‘Oh, go on then,’ adding, ‘No higher than that, mind,’ as he reached mid-thigh. But that was enough happiness for now as he started to kiss her, and the war and Mr Hitler were of as little consequence as the skylarks flying high above them in the blue sky. Yes, it was the happiest time.

And then he met Laura.

‘Well,’ Caroline Southcott said happily, as they waved off first Michael and Ned and then Johnathan after a rather extended Sunday luncheon, ‘what a lovely two days. Ned is such a sweetie, and Johnathan is an absolute charmer. I like him so much and so does Daddy. They had the most wonderful conversation about Hitler and his goings-on after dinner last night.’

‘Yes, I know,’ said Diana shortly. She had found the conversation hugely irritating as it consumed Johnathan’s attention for at least an hour. At first she had been quite pleased, thinking this was her chance to concentrate on Ned and indeed get him to concentrate on her. For Ned was quite something. Not short, not pimply, but tall, with dark floppy hair and what she could only describe as burning dark eyes, which he turned on her with great intensity as they were introduced. He was amusing too, and, she discovered after supper, a very good jazz pianist.

‘So,’ said Caroline. ‘Have you been exposed to patients already?’

‘Good Lord, no. Kept well away from them, poor souls,’ said Ned, laughing. ‘We’re taught entirely in the medical school. It’s just across Charterhouse Square from the hospital.’

‘I believe your father is a surgeon. Is his hospital Barts?’ said Johnathan, who had been very quiet until then; he had arrived much later than the others, only just in time for dinner.

‘No, no, thank God,’ said Ned, and although he laughed, Diana had a feeling he meant it. ‘He’s at St Peter’s Chelsea. Orthopaedics, real old sawbones he is. Literally. Sorry,’ he added, seeing Caroline’s face. ‘Not ideal dinner-table subject. Trouble with growing up in a medical household, you’re a bit insensitive. He’s terribly disappointed I’m not in a surgical firm—’

‘Firm?’

‘Yes, that’s how we’re divided up,’ said Michael. ‘Medical and surgical. Apprenticed to a team of doctors, headed by a consultant, whole thing called a firm. Of course, you do both in the end. We medical chaps are called clerks, the surgical students are dressers. As in dressing wounds. Oh, dear, perhaps we’d better change the subject.’

‘Yes, I think we had,’ said Caroline, laughing. ‘Johnathan, how is the City these days?’

And they were off. Diana almost pleaded a headache, but didn’t want to appear feeble – although she did leave the table first, saying she wanted an early night, with a day’s hunting ahead.

‘I don’t know who’s enjoyed it more, us or them,’ said Johnathan. They were leaning on the gate of the paddock, watching their weary horses cropping at the grass.

‘I’m glad we could offer you such a good day,’ said Diana. ‘Perfect weather. The horses love it, being part of a herd, and—’

‘And we love it for the same reason.’

‘Oh, dear,’ she said. ‘I’m not sure I quite want to be part of that herd. They’re a bit . . .’

‘What? Two-dimensional?’

‘Well, yes. I suppose so. Present company excepted, of course,’ she added quickly.

‘Of course. But I don’t think you’re right, actually,’ he said slowly. ‘My parents both adore it, but they’re two very different people; my father is far more thoughtful than my mother, intellectual I suppose you would say.’

‘Like you,’ she said, smiling at him.

‘Oh, he makes me look a complete philistine.’

‘Good heavens. And your mother?’

‘She is a complete philistine,’ he said, laughing. ‘But fearless – no fence could daunt her. Whereas he’s actually almost sick with fear the morning before a day out. But once out there, he’s perfectly happy. Wouldn’t miss it for the world. Says he becomes someone else.’

‘That’s brave, still to do it when you’re terrified. I’m more like your mother, I just love it, don’t think about the consequences.’

Johnathan looked at Diana and smiled. ‘Good,’ he said. It was an odd response. She felt she had learned more about him in that one conversation than during the whole summer: and liked him better too.

He still wasn’t exciting though. She sat between him and Ned at dinner, but it was difficult not to concentrate entirely on Ned. If she was honest, she didn’t seem to be entirely captivating him. He chatted away, easily and amusingly enough, but seemed to be as interested in her mother and Michael as he was in her. She was an accomplished flirt, and used to getting any man she fancied, but it wasn’t working with Ned. It irritated her, and she turned back to Johnathan, but he was already engrossed in another deep conversation with her father about Europe and the likelihood of war.

After dinner, Michael said he and Ned were going to have a game of billiards. They invited her to join them, and she accepted but she was off form – usually she was rather good – and she became so irritated with herself that she said she was going to find Johnathan and left them to it. Johnathan was by this time sitting with her mother, listening to the radiogram. Caroline had bought a new recording of Beethoven’s ‘Pastoral’ Symphony, eight records dropping painfully slowly, one by one, onto the turntable, and as they were only halfway through, Diana had a long wait, flicking through the pages of Vogue and Tatler to relieve the boredom. When the music was finally over, she suggested a game of gin rummy, hoping it would liven things up, but Johnathan said he was hopeless at card games and actually pretty tired after the hunting and would they forgive him if he went to bed.

At this point, Michael and Ned reappeared and said they were going to have a quick nightcap. Ned smiled at Diana and said perhaps they could play billiards again some time, he could see she was actually jolly good. ‘You looked pretty happy on that horse of yours as well this morning. Do you enjoy hunting?’

‘Yes, I love it,’ said Diana and was about to launch into a description of the day, but then remembered her mother saying there was nothing more boring to non-hunting people than hearing it discussed and so she asked instead if Ned ever hunted.

‘No,’ he said. ‘No, I don’t. I actually think it’s rather cruel.’

‘Really?’

‘Well, yes. You must be able to see that, however much you enjoy it.’

‘I – I never really thought about it,’ she said, truthfully. And indeed, she had not; from her very first day out when she was blooded as quite a small girl, aged nine or ten, she had loved it, the speed, the challenge of keeping up with the field, the adrenaline rush of facing the fences and the gates, the increasing excitement. She’d never questioned the rectitude of the thinking behind it.

‘It keeps down foxes,’ she added, rather feebly, ‘and they are the most cruel, awful animals.’

‘But I have heard some hunts actually import foxes into an area, so there are more to chase. That doesn’t exactly meet the claim about keeping them down, does it?’

‘Oh, I’m sure that’s not true,’ she said, although she had heard this too and chosen to ignore it. ‘It’s probably just a myth. We can certainly agree that foxes are beastly animals. Oh, hello, Michael.’

She accepted a small brandy from Michael as he joined them and sat back, hoping they would start talking about their student lives which always amused her. To her great disappointment, they returned to the subject of Europe and Hitler’s persecution of the Gypsies, and after a very short while she excused herself and went, greatly disappointed, to bed.

Next morning it was pouring with rain, and Ned, Michael and her father read the papers for what seemed for ever, first over the breakfast table and then in the drawing room, and then launched into still further discussion until Caroline joined them for pre-lunch G and Ts, then it was lunchtime and a lot of excellent red wine was drunk, and then Michael and Ned drove off.

Diana hoped most fervently that she would be able to meet Ned again. He might not have shown a great interest in her – or actually the slightest, if she was honest – but she felt instinctively that she could rectify that. And the weekend had served one very important purpose, confirming her view that Johnathan Gunning, for all his money and apparent suitability, was not remotely right for her.


Chapter 4

1938

‘You what?’ Jack’s voice was stern, defensive, not in the least the delighted welcoming reaction Tom had hoped for – even expected. God, he was hard to please. He’d thought his father would like the fact that he wanted to join him at the Labour Party meetings, events that were, for him, sacred affairs, akin to going to church; it seemed instead to be inspiring yet more resentment and hostility.

‘I do, Dad. I really would like to come. Do you have any objections?’

‘Well – no. I suppose not. As long as you’re coming in the right state of mind. I don’t want them to think you’re some would-be toff, looking to put them through their paces.’

‘Dad! I am not a would-be toff. I genuinely want to join the party – I’ve thought about it long and hard. I think it’s more important than ever, with the state the country’s in, war almost certainly on its way, and that idiot in charge. I mean, I don’t want war – who does – but it’s better than lying down and just taking whatever Hitler doles out, which is what Chamberlain seems to have brought us to. It scares me, I tell you.’

Jack stared at his son; his expression was thoughtful. Then he smiled, his rare, rather grudging smile.

‘In that case come. It’ll be good to have your company.’

It was a moment that Tom never forgot, marking not only the beginning of his lifelong commitment to the Labour Party, but almost more importantly, the sense that, at last, he had found a way to win his father’s approval.

The meeting was at seven, in the Methodist church hall, Hilchester. They met early. ‘That’ll give you a chance to meet some of the members before start of business. Can’t promise you much excitement, just one of the councillors speaking, Alan Broadburn, but he’s very sound.’

There were fewer there than Tom had expected, but they all knew Jack. They had clearly dressed for the occasion, as if for church, many of the suits as shiny as Tom’s own (he deliberately hadn’t worn his new, birthday-present one) and were for the most part middle-aged, the youngest being at least thirty. There were even, to his astonishment, a few women, mostly middle-aged too, but a couple of young ones, rather depressingly dressed, in drab too-long skirts, and shapeless cardigans over equally shapeless jumpers. Angela would not have admired their style, he thought.

Jack introduced him to a few of the men. He clearly regarded the women as not worthy of his attention. They were all friendly; Jack had told him he wasn’t to make a great song and dance about what he did for a living, but a couple of them asked Tom and he wasn’t going to lie. They seemed impressed, and then to Tom’s absolute astonishment, Jack said, ‘Oh, he’s a bright lad, all right. Went to the grammar school, you know, did his Higher. Three Distinctions, wasn’t it, Tom?’

It was the first time Tom could ever remember his father boasting about, or even admitting to, his academic success.

‘By heavens, you must be a clever one,’ said one of the men. He held out his hand to shake Tom’s. ‘Ted Moore. Very glad to welcome you, Tom. We need some young blood, especially of your calibre.’ He smiled at him. ‘I hope you’ll decide to join the party.’

‘I already have,’ said Tom.

At seven, the committee took their places on the platform, and the minutes of the last meeting were read and signed. Then came Any Other Business, mostly such matters as whether the two failed street lights on the High Road had yet been given the attention of the council, and who should represent the branch at the forthcoming Remembrance Day parade.

At eight o’clock, tea was served by the ladies, together with some very dried-up cheese sandwiches and extremely soggy biscuits. In the middle of this, Alan Broadburn, the evening’s speaker, arrived, flustered and red in the face. He had been held up at the town hall. ‘By the mayor. I did tell him of course that I had this meeting to attend, but he wanted my opinion on something rather important.’

Tom wondered what the important matter was, but he guessed it was more likely to be about street lights or dustbins than any matter of national concern. He made a note that at the next meeting – not this one; Jack would be horrified at his drawing attention to himself so early – he would raise the matter of the possible need for public air-raid shelters. If it took months to get street lamps mended, how on earth would any shelters get dug before the war was a distant memory?

The chairman, Councillor Roberts, clapped his hands and asked everyone to return to their seats as Councillor Broadburn would now give his talk on ‘Challenges in Education in Hilchester’ adding rather peremptorily, ‘And perhaps the ladies would clear the things away?’

The ladies were clearly going to miss at least the beginning of the talk, which seemed very unfair to Tom. He half rose to offer help, but Jack tugged at his jacket and shook his head at him in disapproval.

‘Let them do it,’ he said, his voice low, looking anxiously about him lest anyone should have noticed. ‘That’s their job, they expect it.’

Councillor Broadburn rose to his feet and cleared his throat, pulling out a sheaf of notes from his large, shabby briefcase. Tom was rather pleased by the subject, clearly an advance on street lighting, despite his concern about the ladies. Then, just as the talk began, the door burst open and a girl came in. She had clearly been running as she was out of breath, her face flushed. It was a very pretty face, Tom
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