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Only some of this story is based on fact. Very little of it, actually.

To be clear, what follows is a work of complete fiction.








Prologue

November, 1953

After more than two weeks at sea to simmer the tension between them, Violet and Daisie Chettle couldn’t stand each other, let alone stand next to each other. Not even to meet the Queen.

On the main deck under the hot afternoon sun, the eighty-strong crew of the SS Gothic waited silently for Her Majesty and the Duke to board. Over twenty minutes had passed as the men sweated in their heavy pressed uniforms and the women felt the sting of the Jamaican sunlight on their impeccably made-up skin.

Violet stood halfway along the third row, wringing her hands against her stomach as a seagull gloated on the port-side railing, its mouth cocked open in the repressive heat. She was about to meet her idol, Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II. She’d long adored the monarchy, and this sudden proximity to it was a greater accomplishment than she had ever imagined.

‘The pomp and aggrandisement of this woman! She was only crowned five months ago,’ Daisie had lectured Violet earlier that day. ‘It’s all a pantomime. Fool the people. Distract them from the machinations of politics and entitlement.’

Violet had shushed her. ‘Smite the Lord’s name if you must, but stay away from the Crown,’ she’d whispered angrily, fearful they might be overheard.

She observed the seagull on the railing. It danced sideways, closer to the rows of freshly shaved men in clean naval regalia.

Daisie stood in front of her. ‘Your uniform would be an enticing target to a bored seagull,’ she heard Daisie remark to the towering officer standing to attention at her right. His gaze remained unwavering.

‘To attention! Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II of England, and the Duke of Edinburgh,’ the steward announced loudly, and within seconds the Queen and Prince Philip appeared from the starboard doorway, escorted towards the waiting group by the po-faced Private Secretary Ratcliffe.

Violet’s heartbeat accelerated. She’d been instructed to avoid eye contact but couldn’t help stealing a glance. Poised, youthful, feminine, perhaps slightly withdrawn, the Queen might have been any young woman on a great occasion. Her skin was flawlessly fragile, paler than the impression gained from paintings and photographs. She wore a blue pleated dress, a single string of pearls and a pillbox hat that sat just so on her judiciously waved hair. She smiled patiently as she walked along the front row.

Prince Philip shone just as brilliantly. He was tall and imposing, but even his blinding naval wear, a vivid white suit with matching cap, couldn’t subdue the humour that radiated from him. He paused to chat jovially to a chief engineer, as if they were old friends, then glanced down the line at Daisie, who stood out among the uniformed men like a wildflower in the desert. She blushed at the attention, a gentle smirk following in its wake. Violet scrunched her nose nervously, willing Daisie to stop being herself.

The Queen’s official lady-in-waiting, Lady Caroline Althorp, hovered. Lady Althorp was a refined, well-bred woman with a slender neck and pale girlish skin despite her thirty-one years. As they approached Daisie’s place in the line she discreetly whispered near the Queen’s shoulder.

‘You’re with Lady Althorp?’ the Queen asked Daisie, her eyes round with genuine curiosity. The sharp timbre of her voice made the routine enquiry sound personal and authentic. Violet couldn’t help but watch and listen.

‘Why yes,’ Daisie replied, unintimidated, adding, ‘Your Majesty,’ as an afterthought.

‘Thank you for your service,’ the Queen responded seamlessly before she glided on.

Violet breathed out. ‘Never look at Her Majesty directly,’ she’d been told by Lady Althorp, ‘unless you are invited to do so.’

Violet’s chest tightened again, her heart leaping at the thought of her turn. She parted her lips slightly to take in more oxygen. She stared straight ahead, her hands clasped in front of her as instructed as she resisted her instinct to fidget. ‘Still. Perfectly still,’ her inner voice repeated.

The shape of the Queen approaching edged into her peripheral vision. Violet’s breathing became heightened again, and she focused on the foreground as the Queen passed mere inches before her.

Then she was gone.

Violet’s shoulders dropped as her heart sank.

Her Majesty stopped to chat with the chef two places along. The seagulls cawed and trilled. They weren’t laughing at Violet, but that’s the way it sounded. Once again Daisie was the chosen one and Violet simply didn’t exist.

And then the vomit rose in Violet’s throat.
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On the hottest day of the summer of 1947, twelve-year-old Daisie Chettle watched a bead of sweat gather on her twin sister’s forehead as they waited in the living room for their parents to stop arguing. The drop collected on Violet’s brow as their parents exchanged tense whispers in the kitchen.

‘Another desperate promise. How many slices have you had since her?’ Daisie heard her mother exclaim in a hushed voice.

Edith Chettle then appeared through the kitchen doorway, her face flushed from heat and anger. It was the first time Daisie had seen her mother’s calm façade broken. Red-faced, perhaps partially from shame, her father, Edward, also entered, pacing the living room carpet like a threatened dog, uneasy and stung. Guilt was written all over his stalking frame.

‘Sit,’ said Edith. Daisie hoisted herself onto the couch beside her sister as their mother gingerly lowered herself into Edward’s armchair. He lingered anxiously behind.

‘One of you will live with your father for a while.’ Daisie knew it was serious because she’d called him ‘your father’. She always called him Ted, so this felt solemn and strange.

‘Daisie,’ he said, unable to look her in the eye, ‘you’ll live with me. It’ll be me and you for a bit.’

Daisie saw her sister’s face fall, and that sadness washed over her. She didn’t want to be separated from her sister or her mother, but she didn’t have the courage to do anything but nod. Daisie was accustomed to getting her way over Violet, yet the quiet delight she usually took in her sister’s jealousy couldn’t extend to this.

A month later, on their thirteenth birthday, Father brought home a white rabbit in a hessian bag. Daisie was delighted, naming it Nicholas after The Life and Adventures of Nicholas Nickleby, which they’d seen that past weekend. At first the creamy white creature slept in her bedroom inside a milk crate, but as Nicholas grew, Father’s cramped flat in Worcester Park proved to be no place for pets.

‘The hay and pellets attract cockroaches and mice,’ he complained. ‘And vermin beget more bloody vermin.’

Six months later the trial separation ended, and Edward and Daisie moved back into the family home in Kingston upon Thames. Nicholas and his hutch took up residence in the cramped courtyard. The Chettle family settled back into their old patterns, but in the space between words something had changed forever.

Father continued to choose Daisie over Violet, whether it was taking her for tandem rides on his beloved motorbike, a fire-engine red Norton 20 that had taken him longer to restore than the war had run, or bringing her to work for the day at the brickworks.

On her and Violet’s sixteenth birthday Father gave Daisie a packet of Gold Flake and took great pleasure in teaching her the right way to hold, light and inhale a cigarette. She vomited most of the afternoon. But in time she took to it, giving them another shared interest that excluded Violet. She’d worked out that deep down Father had wanted a boy, at least one, and having twin girls had likely put paid to that.

In late November 1952, a few months after the girls turned eighteen, Nicholas contracted myxomatosis. The rabbit lost sight in his left eye and a large tumour started to form near his spine. Daisie knew that her beloved pet’s days were numbered, and her father agitated for its end to be hastened.

On the first Friday in December a smog as thick as tar descended, choking London and darkening its already grey skies. The charcoal mist penetrated their freshly washed clothes, giving everything the odour of rotting eggs. As Daisie brought the pungent washing in she noticed that the hutch door was open and Nicholas was gone. Despite her father’s protestations, she convinced her mother to go out looking, dragging her from front garden to parked car along Grove Lane and Alfred Road. Neighbours were recruited to join the search. Although it was only three o’clock in the afternoon, the light dwindled under the blanket of mist. She relied on the headlights of passing cars to search the wild privet shrubs that lined Hogsmill Lane in Kingston Cemetery.

‘I can’t see a thing. Perhaps we should return in the morning,’ suggested Edith gently, her breath steaming in the cold, still air. ‘He’ll be fine overnight. Having the time of his life, I’d imagine.’

But Daisie ignored her, squinting in the faint light for any hint of the rabbit’s snowy coat. Her back started to ache as she dashed from tree root to shrub, crouching under branches and driven by thoughts of the dogs and wild foxes that roamed the park at night.

‘It’s late. We have to go,’ her mother insisted.

Edith sighed as Daisie pushed on, searching diligently in the murky stillness until she reached the intersection of Villiers Road, where a row of juniper shrubs offered an enticing haven for a frightened rabbit.

‘He’s here, I know it—’

Before the condensation from Daisie’s breath had evaporated, Edith’s foot caught on a spiky low branch. She stumbled forward through the shrub onto the roadway. The front wheel guard of a red double-decker rushed unseen from the mist, clipping her head and shoulders. Edith’s body was flung with unnatural force against the granite cobblestones, where she stopped hard against the stone gutter.

It took an eternal moment for Daisie to accept what she had witnessed. The cracking sound of bone against rock found its home deep inside her.

The pastor told her not to blame herself, his intended gentle words of consolation shocking. Nobody else had mentioned fault, not even Father, for whom the rabbit was the sole culprit.

Except Violet. Resentment bristled in the silences she served in her daily routine to remind Daisie where the blame rested. Their relationship shifted into the darkness. Daisie didn’t have the fortitude to push back, so the guilt lodged, numbing her sense of self and virtue to a new normal.

The House of Commons later reported that more than six thousand Londoners lost their lives to the respiratory effects of the six-day Great Smog of December 1952. Edith was the only victim of the smog who did not pass to hypoxia.
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Violet blamed Daisie for what had happened, an accusation made subtly yet insidiously via impatient glances and trivial acts, such as leaving dried rabbit droppings in her shoes.

The three remaining Chettles endured the funeral. For Violet, everybody else’s grief was the immediate burden. Daisie seemed to exist in a dulled state. Their father remained silent and withdrawn, too focused on withholding emotion to give a eulogy. It was left to Violet to take charge and greet the hundred-odd mourners who turned out to show their respects on a drizzly morning at St John’s Church.

Despite the hushed mass of distant cousins, neighbours, friends and colleagues that crowded the small cathedral, only one member of Edith’s immediate family attended. Aunt Maisel looked barely anything like their mother. She had the ruddy complexion of somebody who drank too much, and clomped across the church floorboards in orthopaedic shoes. She pushed by the pastor to grasp a handful of sandwiches from the table behind Violet and Daisie. It had been six years since Violet had seen her, yet she was wearing the same tired mink stole that smelled of unfinished taxidermy. Maisel cocked her head towards Violet, blinking in recognition as a slice of cucumber flopped across her grip.

‘You’ve grown up,’ she gushed. ‘I missed your mother, but I missed you two the most. Such a shame what happened. All of it.’

Violet recalled her mother being dismayed when Maisel had stopped replying to her letters after the separation, even though she’d initially taken her side over Father’s. As the church emptied and the mourners circled the Chettles to nod their condolences, Violet watched Father navigate desperately away from Maisel through the crowd. But Maisel’s hulking frame easily cornered the three of them in the vestibule.

‘A great loss, Ted. For all of us. I was hoping Hazel would make it,’ Maisel said as she craned her thick neck to peer across the crowd. Father visibly blanched.

‘Hazel?’ asked Violet, her eyebrows flicking with curiosity.

‘You made your speech years ago, leave it, for Christ’s sake,’ her father told Maisel, his bony elbows steering the girls towards the exit.

Violet’s eyes questioned her auntie as the musty smell of the flaccid mink filled her nostrils.

‘Who’s Hazel?’ Violet said, while Father pushed her towards the mourners squeezing by, his hand against her lower back.

‘Have I put my cursed foot in it again, Ted?’ Auntie Maisel worried.

‘About what? What it?’ Violet persisted.

‘She’s in Australia, banished to the colonies,’ Maisel said dismissively, as though it were the equivalent of being deceased.

Father grasped Violet’s sleeve and pulled her out into the drizzle with her sister.

The three of them walked to the cemetery further along the way, her father staying apart from the line of mourners.

‘Hazel?’ Violet asked him again.

‘Not now, Violet,’ he said angrily as they rounded the stone fence into the overgrown garden.

Soon enough the casket was brought and lowered a mere three hundred feet from where Mother had died. Father left the graveside before the pastor had finished the sermon and headed in the direction of the Spring Grove pub, leaving Violet with Daisie. Violet’s eyes stung from restrained tears, but she took deep breaths and kept herself composed. Daisie was still in a trance of sorts. As soon as the final ‘Amen’ was uttered, she turned towards home, leaving Violet to deal with the wake alone.

An hour later, as the drizzle settled, Violet returned to Grove Lane, exhausted of soul and mind. She carried a plate of leftover cucumber and cream cheese sandwiches that a neighbour, Mrs Bulvers, had kindly made. She’d meticulously crafted them into round, bite-sized portions with tufts of dill dabbed into the cheese at the edges. It seemed a shame to waste them, particularly given the square edges of the bread had already been wasted to achieve the effect.

The living room was the place that felt the emptiest since her mother died. Violet glimpsed her reflection in the mirror above the fireplace and gasped; for a moment she had seen her mother staring back. She walked into the kitchen and slumped in a chair. Daisie had kicked off her wet shoes on the kitchen floor, as usual, knowing Violet would deal with them.

For the first time in as long as she could remember, the house was still. The absence of her mother, her new reality, started to sink in.

Then a soft murmur broke the overbearing silence. ‘Safe and sound at home again, let the waters roar, Jack.’ Violet could hear Daisie’s low, scratchy singing voice. She carefully climbed the stairs, avoiding the creak of the fifth and eighth steps, to stop in the hall near the doorway of their shared bedroom. Daisie was inside, singing a sea shanty their mother would often croon while bathing. Violet closed her eyes and lost herself to sadness.

One more time with glad refrain, let the chorus soar, Jack.

Long we’ve tossed on the rolling main, now we’re safe ashore, Jack.

Don’t forget yer old shipmate, faldee raldee raldee raldee rye-eye-doe.

Daisie stopped singing and the silence rushed back in. Despair landed heavily in the pit of Violet’s stomach. She emitted an involuntary cry, giving her presence away and coughing to cover it up. Daisie closed the bedroom door, two feet from where Violet stood in the hallway.

Violet stopped at her parents’ bedroom door, sniffling back the last of the tears and wiping her eyes with a damp sleeve. She pushed open the door to the small double bedroom that could barely house the bed, a wooden cupboard and a mirrored dressing table. The small window overlooked Mrs Bulvers’ muddy courtyard and cast a square of light on the unmade bed. The far side, Father’s side, was pushed up against the wall. He’d always climbed over their mother to go to the toilet in the middle of the night, but no more.

Violet walked slowly over to the bureau and pulled the top drawer open. She lifted her mother’s porcelain-backed brush and held it close to her face, observing the dark brown strands of hair still caught in its bristles. Violet had encouraged her mother to buy the brush for herself last Christmas at Wickham’s Department Store on Mile End Road. She pushed her finger into the jewellery box, nudging through the collection of brooches and necklaces that were now tangled and abandoned.

In the next drawer down rested Edith’s prized mauve cashmere pullover, wrapped delicately in tissue in anticipation of her next evening outing. Violet leaned in to smell it. Her mother’s perfume still lingered in its fine strands.

Hidden behind was the lid of a worn shoebox. The pullover had been folded to approximate the height of the box, obscuring it at the back of the drawer. She reached in, lifted the heavy box onto the rumpled bedsheets and opened the torn lid. It was a mess of photographs, her mother’s box of memories.

Violet shuffled through the images, some of which she’d never seen. Of the twins as toddlers, of her father and mother holidaying in Brighton before she and Daisie were born. Of relatives and grandparents she barely knew. Of Father beaming with his forced-grin photo face, over and over.

There was even a photo of Mother on the steps of the University of London in Hull before she graduated and war took precedence. Standing alongside four girlfriends, all beaming brightly in patterned skirts and low socks with curled hair tight around their cheerful faces, her mother looked the happiest Violet had ever seen her.

At the bottom of the box she found a sealed envelope. In her mother’s rounded handwriting, the intended recipient of the long unsent letter had been written:

To: Hazel Lawson

Address:

The rest was blank. Violet turned to check the hallway and held her breath.

Nothing but the silence of emptiness.

She exhaled, curiously turning the packet over in her hands. She slid her finger along the brittle glue of the lip, breaking the seal.

Six monochrome photographs slid into her palm. The images were of Edith and a woman identical to her. Both were aged nineteen or twenty and stood beside bicycles on a bushy country lane.

An identical twin sister. Violet cupped her hand to her mouth as the truth landed like a lie.

She flicked through the pile, then examined the photos closely, holding the ghostly faces up to her eye. Her mother had a small mole on her left cheek. The woman on the left had that tiny speck whereas the other woman didn’t. She wore a bright red carnation in her coat buttonhole, perhaps a convenient way for others to differentiate the women.

She shuffled to another image, of two identical girls no more than five years old. Both clutched matching knitted rabbit dolls that hung from their hands. At the bottom of the photo were two handwritten words: Rosie & Poppy. Violet stuffed the photographs back in the envelope, then into her blouse pocket. She placed the box back behind the sweater and padded downstairs.

Standing in front of the fireplace, she extracted the photo of the girls with the bikes. She delicately rested it on the mantelpiece, carefully positioning it like the first offering of a shrine. Violet took a step back and stared at the image that stood between her mother’s glass vases.

Father returned an hour or so later, his pain anaesthetised with heavy doses of stout. He stopped in front of the mantel, confused by the photograph, which he stared at as though it had appeared from beyond the grave.

From the kitchen, Violet watched him sway before the photo as she tipped diced carrots into the pot. ‘Cooking a hotpot for tomorrow,’ she said. He continued to stare at the photo in a daze. ‘Mrs Bulvers left us sandwiches if you want them.’

Father said nothing and stumbled upstairs. Violet ate two sandwiches, threw the rest out lest they attract cockroaches, and headed up to her room, where Daisie lay in bed. Her eyes were closed but Violet could tell she was awake. She rested the envelope on the bedside table.

Daisie opened her eyes as Violet crawled into bed. ‘What’s that?’ she asked, her eyes level with the packet.

Violet pulled the blanket up to her neck. ‘Did you know about her? Auntie Hazel?’

Daisie opened the envelope and shuffled the photographs in her hands. She paused at the image of her mother and the doppelganger clutching their rabbits. ‘Rosie and Poppy?’

Violet just shrugged. She reached up to turn the light out.

‘Why didn’t she say anything?’ Daisie asked. But Violet had no answer to give.

Later that night she was woken by Father rattling around downstairs. When he bumped into something – the kitchen table, most likely – with a numbed groan, Daisie stirred but did not wake.

The next morning the photograph was gone.
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It wasn’t until a few months after the funeral that Violet realised her stinging sense of grief had made itself at home, rather than fading as she’d expected. Christmas, what little there had been of it, hadn’t helped. Despite Violet’s fascination for royal pageantry, the impending Coronation did little to enliven her mood.

Her father’s drinking increased. Each evening he’d start at the Duke of Buckingham, arriving home after the ten o’clock close to drink whisky, ignoring Violet’s complaints that his dinner had gone cold. Later, as the money ran thin, large bottles of ruby port replaced whisky as the late-night digestif of choice. Violet understood the need to dull one’s anguish. She even considered it herself as a means to soothe her grief. But although she was eighteen, Father wouldn’t have stood for it.

The only time he became talkative again was in his most drunken state, and it was usually for the worse. ‘The rabbit. It all started with the damn rabbit,’ he muttered to himself as he fumbled with the kettle late one night. ‘Diseased thing infected us all.’ Violet knew Daisie could hear the accusations as she lay in bed upstairs. He spoke loud enough to ensure she did.

The sisters had finished their secondary education the year prior and planned to go to college. But it transpired that only Violet received a letter of acceptance from the London School of Printing and Graphic Arts. After the brickworks stipend ran out – they had ‘most regrettably’ let him go – Father convinced the bank manager of their mother’s death and started drawing on her savings account. Just over two thousand pounds had been set aside for the girls’ education, earned from their mother’s job teaching English at Tiffin Girls’.

The savings account was soon depleted, and the meagre NHS and unemployment benefit payments could do little to keep the rent paid. While other families in Grove Lane were buying television sets, planning Coronation parties and watching Patrick Troughton as Robin Hood over dinner, the Chettles were barely scraping together enough money to buy potatoes.

Edith had always encouraged the twins to get an education. The only consolation in Daisie’s college rejections was that their mother wasn’t there to hear the bad news. In any event, Father didn’t have the money for any education. It didn’t seem to cause him much anxiety – the girls knew he thought a woman’s place was at home – but he had tolerated the notion until the money ran out.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said to Violet as she poured his cup of tea. ‘Not enough money.’

‘For what? Food?’

Daisie looked up from her magazine.

‘College.’

‘Mum’s savings?’

‘There isn’t enough.’ Father’s teaspoon scraped in the cup. Violet’s teeth perceptibly gritted. ‘How much is left?’

‘Three hundred pounds. Give or take.’

Violet sighed as he quietly sipped his tea. The silence was broken by one of his coughs, loose and wheezing, like a damp engine trying to ignite.

Daisie stood and pulled on her coat, seemingly desperate to escape. ‘I’m going out,’ she muttered, charging towards the front door like it was a fire escape during a fire.

‘We’re to start working then, Daise,’ Violet said. ‘I’ll be delaying college another year.’

It wasn’t a question, and neither Father nor Daisie answered it.

Father coughed again as he reached for the cigarette packet. His wheezing intensified. He stood, hands on his knees to try to alleviate the chest pain, snatching the dishcloth to shield his mouth.

‘You’re bleeding!’ exclaimed Violet.

His face went red as he choked and slumped against the table.

Daisie ran next door, where Mrs Bulvers called an ambulance. By the time it pulled up outside the house Father was unconscious. The doctor wasn’t sure whether it was the cigarettes or the fog that had done the most damage.

On Friday morning Daisie was the only one in the ward with Father. She held his hand gently, his forefingers stained by cigarettes, as his breathing became thinner and raspier. The doctor administered morphine but her hope faded with Father’s consciousness. As he choked his final breath, Daisie felt a numbness subsume her, as though she’d swallowed the opiate herself.

Violet arrived to see Daisie sitting by the empty bed, her eyes red. Father’s watch and toiletry bag rested on the bedside table. It was the only evidence he’d been in the tiny hospital room at all.

‘Where is he?’

‘It’s just us now.’ Daisie stared at his pillow as though she were still conversing with him.

Violet slumped into the nearest chair.

‘I was at a job interview. In Ditton,’ Violet confessed.

Daisie slid open the bedside drawer to collect her father’s things. She froze.

‘What’s wrong?’ asked Violet. She rose to her feet and went to her sister, leaning over the drawer to see what had caused Daisie’s reaction.

Wedged in the fold of his fading brown leather wallet was the photo from the mantelpiece. It had been torn in half.

‘It’s Mum,’ uttered Daisie.

Violet removed the image reverently and held it close to her eyes. The woman in the photo had the large red carnation in her lapel button. Violet’s eyes widened.

‘What?’ Daisie said, reaching for the photo.

‘It’s nothing.’

‘Well?’

‘It’s Auntie Hazel.’

‘That’s Mum.’

‘It isn’t.’

‘Stop trying to—’

‘I’m not!’

‘He just passed, Violet!’ Her words were amplified by the room’s austerity. ‘He’s gone and you’re suggesting—’ In frustration at having to utter the words, Daisie snatched the photo from Violet’s hands and ferociously crumpled it into a ball.

‘Give it to me!’ Violet hissed, grasping at Daisie’s fist. As Violet pursued her, Daisie screamed, determined to protect her father from another accusation.

A young nurse appeared at the door, breathless and obviously expecting a medical emergency, not a family dispute. In the second of distraction, Daisie popped the photo into her mouth like a pill, rabidly chewing it into a ball.

Violet’s backbone wilted in defeat.

‘Always you,’ she said with a sigh. ‘Always about you two.’

Daisie stormed past the stunned nurse into the hospital corridor, the echo of her receding heels broken by her single choking cough.

Violet sat on the unmade hospital bed with a resigned slump, in the awkward presence of the nurse and the space left by Father, as grief’s familiar grip tightened.
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The West London Observer, June 24, 1953

Wanted: Housemaid. Housekeeping, commode, tub and tile wall cleaning, dusting, washing painted woodwork, polishing silverware plus other tasks under direct supervision. Physical req’ts: Stands, walks and kneels constantly. Educational req’ts: Read and write. Sex: Female. Age: 17–25. Must be without encumbrance. References preferred but not essential. Surroundings pleasant. Contact: Mrs Turner, Elmbridge End, Surrey



Violet was successful in securing the job. Her fervent resolve greatly impressed the house manager at Elmbridge End. While menial, the work would place her in an environment a cut above her own station, with a highly regarded family that held royal connections, and she had been preparing for this her entire life. When she was five she’d role-play with Daisie.

‘I’m the lady-in-waiting,’ she’d announce, poised at the top of the stairs with one of her mother’s dresses draped across her like a toga.

‘I’m Queen Victoria,’ Daisie would then declare. Violet would happily lapse into being her elegant slave. Eventually Queen Victoria would abuse her power, but for short bursts Violet was the lady she dreamt of being.

She commenced work at Elmbridge End the following week. Violet had rehearsed the journey to work the Sunday prior. She took a twenty-minute stroll from Guildford station down Portsmouth Road along the River Wey, passing the Ship Inn before turning into the lengthy grand driveway. Door-to-door it could be completed in twenty-five minutes.

The gravel entry to Elmbridge End was lined by two rows of magnificent wych elms and led to a turning circle outside a vast three-storey brick and flint mansion. The house was surrounded by acres of wooded gardens and verdant lawns. Violet would’ve gladly transfused blue blood via a blunt needle to live there. She imagined the wild game that roamed the forests behind, in hopeful wait for the privilege of being hunted by handsome aristocrats.

A black Daimler turned off the main road and crunched through the gravel towards her.

‘Lady Althorp,’ Violet whispered to herself as the car passed. Fourth daughter of Lady Rose and Lord William. Her sisters had married conscientiously, leaving Lady Althorp to run the house alone. Fine breeding, Violet thought, like it was the solution to everything.

On the first day Violet dropped a teacup on an antique carpet in the master guestroom. Fortunately, the florid pattern obscured the stain and nobody was the wiser.

On the fifth day she referred to the house manager, Mrs Turner, as Miss Turner.

‘Mrs! Mrs Turner!’ the woman scolded in a Dickensian manner. Violet struggled not to stare at the untrimmed patch of mole hairs on Mrs Turner’s right cheek while she berated Violet for the indiscretion. ‘Imagine if I were Lady Althorp? You’d be fired on the spot!’

By the fifteenth day Violet had settled into a routine. She was able to change the linen in four bedrooms as well as dust, air, sweep, polish, replant, arrange, scrub and fluff the entire wing before noon, plus attend to any houseguest tea or service requests.

By the thirtieth day Mrs Turner hadn’t found further cause to criticise her performance. Violet glimpsed Lady Althorp only when she occasionally arrived or departed. She was a model of pale elegance, aloof in the best of ways and always accompanied by her tan Airedale Terrier. The slender strands of dog hair Violet found on the guest duvet covers suggested the animal roamed his domain after dark.

‘Mr Humboldt came by today. Seemed pretty angry,’ Daisie announced from the couch as Violet returned home. The children across the road played noisily in the street outside, enjoying the late summer sun.

‘What did you tell him?’ Violet asked as she eased her shoes off by the door.

‘Told him to talk to you.’

Violet sighed. ‘We’re running out of money. I’ll ask him for more time.’

‘Can you ask for a raise?’

‘I’ve only been there a month. How’s your job hunting going?’

‘It’s more work than full-time employment, without the pay packet,’ Daisie complained as she flopped back against the cushions.

‘We’re broke, Daisie. In one week we will default on the rent and they will throw us out. There’s no more time to ponder your glorious career path,’ Violet complained as she put on the kettle. ‘One of the cooks mentioned that Mrs Turner has placed an advertisement in the Surrey Herald for an additional maid. That odd girl from the weekend shift, Gertrude Sparrow – she told him she’d seen it. Said her sister was going to apply.’

‘A flock of sparrows nesting at Elmbridge End.’ Daisie smirked as she pulled a cushion over her face.

‘I’m putting you up for it.’

‘Ha! I’d be a terrible maid. I can’t even cook,’ Daisie’s muffled voice protested.

‘It’s just cleaning. You know, the reverse of all that mess you make here.’ Violet glanced towards the kitchen where dirty plates and cups cluttered the table.

Daisie sighed from under the cushion, cornered.

‘There’s no shame in it. Mother did it while she was studying.’

Daisie huffed and headed upstairs.

‘We’re running out of money,’ Violet yelled after her. ‘Next week it will be a decision between food and rent!’

Daisie slammed the bedroom door shut.

Violet stepped out into the courtyard with her tea. ‘Happy nineteenth birthday,’ she muttered to herself.

Violet shed displeasure as it took to her, whereas Daisie bottled up anxiety until it released itself in a disproportionate scene. No display of anger would pay the rent, and by the time Daisie came down for breakfast in the morning, Violet could tell she was slowly resigning herself to the inevitable.

‘I’ll do it,’ Daisie said. ‘Poorly, but I’ll do it.’ She slammed the door shut so hard Violet thought the three flying ducks mounted above the couch would shatter on the floor.

Violet convinced Mrs Turner to employ Daisie sight unseen, on the basis that they were twins and ‘utter facsimiles’. Mrs Turner sat in the far corner of the staff room in a grotto under the stairs. Neatly arranged on the little desk were a single pen, a lamp and a diary that lay open at the current date. Mrs Turner had no real need for a desk; it was her way of showing that she was engaged in more than the drudgery of domestic chores, elevating her superiority when mortals came to beg.

‘We’re exactly the same – you can even call us both Violet,’ Violet promised Mrs Turner. She was trying to charm the woman as Daisie might have, but she knew she was coming across as irritatingly desperate. Mrs Turner had no interest in pleading from a mere maid. However, she seemed drawn to the idea of not having to interview a dozen uneducated girls from south-west London. And after all, Violet had proven herself an efficient and reliable staff member.

‘Very well. Your fate is your word. She slips up, you’re as good as last Sunday’s ham,’ Mrs Turner said, her eyebrows raised halfway up her forehead as she marked the single sheet of paper on her desk decisively.

‘My reputation is at stake,’ Violet lectured Daisie that evening. ‘You’ll be obedient and efficient. You’ll be exact and tidy – the opposite of how you treat our home. You’ll do whatever I say. And if they refer to you as “Violet”, you’ll respond as if you’re me. You’re a servant now, Daisie. This is what we must do to survive.’

A particularly unpleasant August morning welcomed Daisie’s first day of work. The rain had poured all evening – not a run-of-the-mill Dorset drizzle but a heaving Judgement Day downpour.

‘Rain’s no excuse to be late,’ said Mrs Turner, who stood in the staff hallway. She raised an eyebrow as they closed the door behind them. Violet made a deferential nod.

‘Which one’s the other one? Not Violet, the new one.’

‘I’m Daisie Chettle,’ Daisie replied nervously, glancing up at Mrs Turner’s facial hair as a single raindrop crawled down her own forehead and onto her nose.

Mrs Turner evaluated Daisie with squinted eyes, the way she might a suspected art forgery.

‘Right. Daisie. The better-looking one,’ she said casually, as though establishing her method to tell them apart. ‘I suspect we’ll need to come up with a collective noun for you two.’

Violet’s face reddened in anger at Mrs Turner’s insensitive comment, and she bit her lip until it nearly bled. Mrs Turner glanced down with a tart disdain at the growing puddle of rainwater on the patterned Axminster carpet.

‘Atishoo!’ shouted Daisie involuntarily and so unexpectedly she didn’t have time to cover her face. The sound echoed through the house and caused Mrs Turner to physically recoil.

Violet clenched her jaw, willing the soggy carpet beneath her feet to swallow her up.

‘Well, don’t stand there flooding the place. Clean yourselves up before we all catch whatever it is.’

‘Yes, Mrs Turner,’ the twins said in unison. They rushed to the locker area, leaving an incriminating trail of dripped water behind them.

‘A disaster. You are a disaster. Why did I think this was a good idea?’ Violet said under her breath.

‘I’ll leave,’ Daisie replied hopefully.

‘Oh no, you’re not getting off that easily.’

‘Mrs Turner. Why’s an unmarried woman called a “Mrs” here?’ Daisie asked with genuine curiosity.

Violet pressed her forefinger to her lips. ‘You never know who’s listening,’ she whispered cautiously. ‘The walls have ears.’

‘Well, shut up and stop talking to the walls then!’ Daisie rolled her eyes and slammed her locker door shut.

‘So, remember, we’re to clean and dust, swap linen, ensure fires are lit, fetch hot water, plus any other tasks the house manager directs you to do,’ Violet lectured again as they brushed their hair and tied their identical aprons. ‘Stay out of the way of anybody above you – that means pretty much everybody except for the stablehands and the grounds staff, who are best avoided, regardless. Be wary of the laundry and scullery maids, too.’

‘How do I tell who is better than whom?’ asked Daisie without sarcasm.

‘Fingernails,’ Violet whispered.

Daisie looked down at her hands.
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‘Noose for a Lady is playing at the Odeon?’ Violet suggested with hopefulness in her voice. ‘We could wait out the storm inside. It’ll be warm. It might even be fun, for a change?’

A downpour had trapped Daisie and Violet at Kingston station on their way home from work. Daisie had forgotten her umbrella again and Violet had stepped in a puddle on Fife Road, ruining her saddle shoes and blotching dark mud on her pale stockings.

‘I’m exhausted,’ Daisie complained.

‘That’s called working,’ Violet replied. ‘Mind, I spend more time fixing your slapdash efforts than doing my own tasks.’

There was a time when they had gone to the cinema every Saturday afternoon. Mum would accompany them and they’d sit towards the front and watch whatever was screening that week. If it was an ‘H’ or ‘A’ category film, denoting Horror or Adult, then all the better.

‘I’d prefer you learned here, rather than out there,’ Mum once said, pointing towards the nearby pub strip on Old London Road as she purchased three adult tickets to The Browning Version.

‘It’s been so long since we’ve been,’ Violet urged Daisie. She watched the frown form above Daisie’s eyes. Seemingly, Daisie could think of nothing worse than spending more time with her sister, but the wind and rain were biting and the main feature did star Dennis Price.

‘Very well,’ Daisie relented. ‘But only if we can get some Spangles.’

Being midweek, the cinema was mostly empty. The lobby decor was ‘fading grandeur’, its opulence twenty years out of date. The polished brass fixtures and ceiling-to-floor velvet curtains, tied with sashes as thick as wine bottles, were like the adornments of a museum whose artefacts were light and shadow.

Their wet heels clicked across the chessboard marble floor. Daisie checked their damp coats and Violet purchased two packets of mixed Spangles sweets with the tickets.

The twins had no trouble finding seats towards the front of the empty auditorium. On the two seats between them they rested their damp handbags.

‘When was the last time we came here?’ pondered Daisie aloud.

‘Ages. That Brando film, Viva Zapata!’

‘We should come more often,’ Daisie replied, as thunder rumbled outside. It was a rare olive branch.

Violet offered her the sweets. They sat and waited for the lights to dim, crunching the brittle Spangles between their teeth like cubes of ice. Daisie giggled, their chewing in sync, crunching like footsteps on gravel.

Before the room darkened, a man in his early twenties sat directly in front of them, blocking their view even though the auditorium was otherwise deserted. He wore a perfect suit that fit like he’d been tailored since birth. His deep red hair was slicked sideways with a heavy gob of Brylcreem.

‘What a rake,’ Violet whispered to Daisie.

‘It’s Ginger Brando,’ Daisie joked under her breath. They sniggered together, their identical laughter resonating loudly enough for the man to hear.

He craned his neck and frowned at the sight of them, perplexed as to which one of them had made the remark.

‘If it isn’t the Dolly Sisters, reunited at last. Unless I’m seeing double. It was a long lunch,’ he remarked in a refined clip. Looking smug, he turned back to face the screen.

‘Dare we provoke the ginger outlaw?’ Daisie whispered.

Violet nodded apprehensively. Daisie reached over and prodded the man’s bony shoulder. His slight physique would not have withstood even a half-hearted game of rugby. ‘Would you mind moving? There are plenty of seats in the mezzanine.’

He chortled to himself, then turned back to eyeball Daisie. She held his gaze. Rather than bite, he lazily got up and sauntered to the end of the row.

‘So rude,’ Violet commented victoriously as she popped an orange Spangle into her mouth.

‘Yes, and how rude of him to leave,’ Daisie replied with a cheeky grin. ‘I do like the red ones,’ she said, shaking the box of coloured sweets. They burst into laughter.

Rather than sitting down, the man turned into their row and walked back towards Violet, smiling devilishly the entire time.

‘Oh, here he comes,’ Violet whispered nervously. She crossed her hands on her lap and held her chin high, front and centre.

‘The view from here is much better,’ he said in a conspiratorial tone as he squeezed passed Violet and sat beside Daisie on the far end. ‘I do hope nobody sits in front of us.’

‘Do you m-mind?’ Violet stammered.

‘Y-yes, I actually do,’ he said, mocking her. ‘Guess it’s not hard to confuse you two, despite appearances,’ he confided to Daisie. ‘Hate seeing movies by myself.’

Violet glared. ‘If you wouldn’t mind, my-my s-sister and I want to watch the f-film.’

‘We could move to the seats in front of her?’ he proposed to Daisie, leaning to talk into her ear and causing a blush.

‘Don’t encourage him, Daisie,’ Violet hissed.

‘Oh, nice to meet you, Daisie,’ he said, further maddening Violet.

The lights dimmed and the Pathé newsreel fanfare sounded but Violet gathered her coat, gesturing to Daisie that they should move or leave. Daisie frowned her eyebrows and shook her head. Ginger Brando smirked, cognisant of the coded dialogue going on between the sisters. With a sigh Violet slumped back into her seat.

‘It’s a busy month for Her Majesty,’ the narrator exclaimed with jaunty excitement, over new film of the youthful Queen Elizabeth smiling regally. ‘Preparations are underway for the six-month tour of the Commonwealth, where the royals will stop at Bermuda, Jamaica, Fiji, Tonga, New Zealand, Australia and the Cocos Islands. This will be the first visit to the Commonwealth by a royal sovereign since the Coronation five months ago.’

‘Sounds like a dreadful holiday to me,’ their unwanted companion joked. Daisie smiled coyly. Violet slumped deeper in her chair.

As the main feature began, Violet could see Daisie discreetly examining the well-spoken stranger, so she did the same. He wore unblemished, medium-brown leather shoes and seemed a viable alternative to the usual applicants for Daisie’s attention. She knew Daisie would be somewhat disappointed when he kept his hands to himself during the film.

Violet stood to leave the moment ‘The End’ appeared, but Ginger Brando wasn’t to be deterred, and neither was Daisie. They strolled together out of the cinema talking animatedly, while Violet grumped and lingered, irked by jealousy.

Outside, the rain had passed, and the evening dark was settling in.

‘Walk you to …?’ he proposed.

‘Along Wood Street,’ Daisie willingly replied. Violet’s eyes sunk, the sting of rejection familiar. This wasn’t likely to be another momentary humiliation, but a rejection in favour of Daisie that promised to linger like the smell of mothballs.

Violet followed, eavesdropping from a short distance and almost clipping the man’s leather heels as he slowed near the turnstile.

‘I’m having a small gathering on the weekend – I’ll have the house to myself.’

He let the suggestion hang in the air as Daisie raised her eyebrows.

‘Too many men, though. Perhaps you’d like to be the centre of attention?’

Violet coughed in disapproval, though Daisie made certain to ignore her.

‘Galsworthy House on Kingston Hill.’

‘Galsworthy House?’ Daisie echoed.

‘That’s the one. Can’t miss it. Name’s William Dunclark, by the way. Or you can call me Bill. Take your pick.’

‘Why
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