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CHAPTER ONE

1935

‘Will you look at that!’ Ruby exclaimed, directing her remark to the girl standing near her. She too was staring, mouth agape at the sight of a man being dragged from the Hampstead swimming pond.

‘Is he dead?’ the second girl asked with a tremor in her voice.

‘I reckon so. They ain’t even tryin’ to bring him round.’

It was early April, just after Easter, and although a sunny day, it was cold. Apart from the two girls there were only a few other people watching – in the main, adult dog walkers.

The girls watched in silence as the two burly policemen continued to haul the sodden body up on to the path beside the pond, and then on to a stretcher manned by two ambulance men.

There were three swimming ponds on the heath: one mixed bathing, and the other two for single sex only. All three were surrounded by thick bushes and trees, and fenced in. The ladies’ pond was almost impossible to see into as the foliage was so dense. But the drowned man had chosen the mixed pond, and as a section of hedging had been cut back to enable a fence repair, the girls could see very clearly.

Ruby felt an odd little stab of emotion as she saw the ambulance man cover the drowned man’s face. It was the first dead person she’d ever seen, and although she was some thirty yards away and had not known the man, it still felt like a loss.

‘I wonder who he is?’ the second girl asked. ‘And if he’s got a wife and children? S’pose we’ll have to wait till it’s in the newspapers to find out,’ she added sadly.

Ruby sensed that this girl felt as she did, and so she turned to look at her properly. She guessed she was a bit younger than her, perhaps twelve or thirteen, her long blonde hair held back off her face by a blue velvet band. She had a posh voice and her clothes were expensive; Ruby was usually invisible to such girls.

‘They’ll only write about ’im if ’e was rich or important, no one cares why poor people die,’ she said with authority. ‘D’you live round ’ere? I ain’t seen you afore.’

‘I live the other side of Hampstead Village, down near Swiss Cottage,’ the blonde said. ‘I don’t normally come up on the heath on my own; Mother thinks murderers prowl up here.’

Ruby liked the way she said that, like she was scoffing at her mother’s opinion. ‘Do murderers prowl looking for people to kill?’ she asked, grinning because she liked the image. ‘Don’t they usually kill someone they know? Anyway, what’s yer name and ’ow old are you?’ she asked.

‘Verity Wood, and I’m thirteen. How about you?’

‘Ruby Taylor, and I’m fourteen. I live in Kentish Town and it ain’t nice like round here, ’spect your ma would ’ave a fit if she knew you was talking to the likes of me!’

‘I don’t much care what she thinks.’ Verity tossed her head and her shiny hair flicked back over the shoulder of her coat. ‘Where do you think they’ll take that man’s body? Will the police find out where he comes from?’

Ruby liked that this posh girl didn’t seem to feel it was beneath her to speak to what most people would call a ‘ragamuffin’. She was also thrilled that her opinion was being asked.

‘They’ll take ’im down the morgue, that’s the place they cut up dead people to see why they died. If ’e’s got stuff in ’is pockets that says who ’e is and where ’e lives, the police go round there to tell ’is family, and make one of ’em go and identify ’im.’

‘Fancy you knowing such things,’ Verity exclaimed.

Ruby shrugged. ‘Mrs Briggs what lives downstairs to me and my ma, she had the police call to say ’er old man was found dead in Camden Town with his ’ead smashed in. My ma went with ’er to identify him. They was both sick cos ’e looked so bad. But when the doctor cut ’im open they found ’e never died from the wound on his ’ead, he’d had a bleedin’ ’eart attack and fallen over and smashed his bonce on the kerb.’

‘Gosh,’ Verity said reverently, looking admiringly at Ruby. ‘What a lot you know!’

They fell silent as the ambulance drove away with the drowned man, and watched as four policemen spread out to examine the ground around the pond.

‘They’ll be looking for sommat to tell ’em whether the man fell or waded in all alone. But if they find other footprints or sommat, they may think someone pushed him in, or even killed ’im first and dumped his body in the water,’ Ruby said knowledgeably. ‘I reckon ’e was killed and they dumped ’im in there last night, after the pond closed.’

Ruby was very interested in detective work. Coming from rough, slummy Kentish Town she was used to seeing policemen searching for evidence after a crime. She’d often been questioned about whether she’d seen this or that person, and just as often she questioned the young constables about the incidents they were investigating. She’d learned from the moment she could talk that she should never ‘grass’ on anyone, and she wouldn’t – but there was no law, written or unwritten, against gathering information for her own satisfaction.

The girls watched for a little longer, but seeing nothing further of interest they began to walk away, towards Whitestone Pond and Hampstead Village.

‘You got any bruvvers or sisters?’ Ruby asked, keen to hold this posh girl’s interest for as long as she could.

‘No, I wish I had, it can be very lonely being the only one,’ Verity replied.

Ruby didn’t really understand what lonely meant. Living in one room with her mother, with all the other six rooms in the house holding entire families, there was always noise and people. That was why she’d walked up to the heath today, to have quiet and solitude.

‘I likes being alone,’ she said with a shrug. ‘Well, at least I likes quiet – don’t get it where I live – but I likes being with you. You ain’t rowdy, and you’re real pretty.’

‘Well, thank you,’ Verity said and turned to face Ruby. The girl had curly red hair which, although it needed a good comb, was a lovely colour, and her green eyes enhanced it. ‘You are pretty too, I like your hair, and I like being with you because you know so much. The girls from school are all so dull and prissy, all they can do is giggle and talk about frocks.’

‘I can’t talk about frocks cos I’ve only got this one,’ Ruby said. It was a rough brown cotton one that fitted where it touched and was very grubby. Over the top she wore a boy’s tweed jacket. Her mother had found it on the way home from the pub one night and would have worn it herself but it was too small. ‘But I’m glad you like my ’air, most people call it carrots.’

‘It isn’t a carrot red, it’s more copper and very lovely,’ Verity said. ‘Though I think you should try combing it now and again.’

Ruby didn’t really know how to respond to that. Verity obviously came from the kind of home Ruby had only ever glimpsed at the pictures. A place where brushes and combs sat on a dressing table, where a hot bath could be run any time, and someone picked up her dirty clothes and washed and ironed them for her.

Ruby knew Verity wouldn’t have any idea what it was like to live in one small room with a mother who was always in a drunken stupor when she was home, or where washing yourself and your clothes meant hauling a bucket of water up to their room, or choosing to do it down at the communal tap out the back. When Ruby washed her dress she had to watch over it while it dried, wearing only her petticoat with a sack around her shoulders, in case someone even worse off stole it. Even the comb was always going missing.

‘If I had a comb, I would,’ Ruby said, not taking offence at what Verity had said. She noted the girl’s thick navy-blue coat with a brown fur collar and cuffs, and would do anything to have such a coat. She could see too that Verity’s dress which peeked out from under the coat was pink wool. She even had thick stockings to keep her legs warm. ‘I’d also like a nice warm coat like yours, and a dinner every day, but as my gran used to say, “If wishes were ’orses, beggars would ride.” ’

Verity’s face fell and she looked embarrassed. ‘I’ve been rude, haven’t I? I didn’t think. I’m sorry.’

‘Nuffin to be sorry for,’ Ruby said airily. ‘Your sort don’t know nuffin about the poor. I bet you don’t normally go beyond your own street? You should, though, London is an amazing place.’

Verity’s blue eyes sparked with interest and she looked questioningly at Ruby. ‘Would you show it to me?’ she asked.

Ruby shrugged. She was in fact thrilled that a girl like Verity would even walk across the heath beside her, let alone wish to spend more time with her. ‘If you want,’ she said, as nonchalantly as she was able. ‘My school’s on ’oliday this week, is yours? We could do sommat tomorrow?’

‘Yes, yes!’ Verity danced from one foot to the other, smiling broadly. ‘That would be wonderful.’

Ruby laughed, such enthusiasm making her forget she was hungry and cold. ‘You’ll need a bit of money for the underground or the bus, and if you want to eat anything. I ain’t got any.’ She didn’t want to sound like she was begging, but she had to make her situation quite clear.

‘That’s fine, I’ve got some money,’ Verity beamed. ‘Would you like to get something to eat and drink now, and we could talk about where we’ll go tomorrow?’

Ruby stiffened. She very much wanted to eat and drink, but she didn’t think she’d be welcome in the kind of places Verity was probably used to visiting. ‘I’d like that, but –’ She broke off, unable to bring herself to say that.

Verity frowned. Then, as if she suddenly understood, she grinned. ‘I think I know just the right place. So come on,’ she said, and held out her hand to take Ruby’s.

The girls ran down Heath Street, hand in hand, laughing because people were looking at them. When they got to the underground station Verity led Ruby down towards Belsize Park and, around five hundred yards further on, turned left into a narrow alley. There were several small shops there – a cobbler’s, a haberdasher’s and a hat shop – all of which were a bit scruffy, and once past these there was a pie shop. A wonderful smell was coming from it and Ruby’s stomach contracted painfully with hunger.

‘A maid we had for a while took me in here once,’ Verity said. ‘She said they make the best pies in London. I couldn’t say if that was true as our housekeeper makes lovely ones, but I thought the one from here was really tasty.’

Ruby could see it wasn’t an ordinary pie and mash shop because it didn’t have one of those big counters to keep the pies hot, and she thought they must sell their pies on to other shops and restaurants. But it did have two small tables for anyone who wanted to eat a pie here.

‘If you think it’s alright for me to go in, then I’d love one,’ Ruby said, finding it hard to form the words because she was salivating so much. ‘I’m starving,’ she added.

That was no exaggeration as she’d had nothing at all to eat for two days. Her sole reason for coming to Hampstead today had been to steal whatever she could find. She’d discovered that people here had daily deliveries of bread, milk and other groceries and if they were out the delivery man would often leave them in a porch. But she’d been sidetracked by the activity at the pond as she walked across the heath and had temporarily forgotten her hunger and her purpose in being there.

Verity asked for two meat pies and two cups of tea and within minutes their order arrived at their table.

‘Oh, Gawd!’ Ruby exclaimed as her nose was assailed by the aroma of steak and kidney beneath the golden pastry. ‘I’m so bleedin’ ’ungry, I’m gonna show you up gulping that down.’

‘Our housekeeper takes it as a compliment if I bolt down food she’s cooked, and I expect they will here too.’ That was in fact a lie. Miss Parsons would not be impressed by anyone bolting their food, no matter how delicious. She had a big thing about good manners. But Verity wanted Ruby to feel comfortable.

Ruby sensed the lie, but decided it was kindly meant, because she doubted that the woman who had brought the pies to their table would take any pleasure in seeing her eat. It was likely she was out the back right now wondering how to separate a little rich girl with a kind heart from a guttersnipe who was probably planning to rob her. But right now Ruby wasn’t concerned with what anyone thought of her, she just wanted to fill her belly.

Ignoring the knife and fork, she lifted the hot pie up to her mouth and took a bite. It was without a doubt the best pie she’d ever tasted, rich and succulent, the meat almost melting in her mouth. As for the pastry, that was flaky and as light as a butterfly’s wing. She closed her eyes, the better to savour the taste and the delicious aroma.

The pie was gone in a flash and she opened her eyes to see Verity toying with hers using a knife and fork. ‘That were great,’ she said breathlessly, licking her fingers and wiping her mouth on her sleeve.

All at once she became aware just how uncouth she must seem to Verity. She had stuffed the pie into her mouth with dirty hands, and even if Ruby had never watched rich people eat, she knew it wasn’t done like that. She was flooded with shame and tempted to run out of the pie shop and back to Kentish Town.

But Ruby was too grateful for the food to want to hurt Verity’s feelings still more.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said, her eyes cast down. ‘I ate that like a pig, didn’t I? I was just so ’ungry I couldn’t ’elp myself. I showed you up, and you eating so daintily.’

Verity just smiled, a real smile that made her blue eyes sparkle. ‘You couldn’t help it, not if you were really hungry. Eat the rest of mine, I’ve had sufficient. But don’t eat it so fast or you’ll get indigestion, that’s what Miss Parsons always says.’ She pushed her plate, with more than half of her pie remaining, over to Ruby.

Ruby needed no further encouragement, but this time she picked up the knife and fork and tried to copy the way Verity ate.

Outside the pie shop, some ten minutes later, Verity caught hold of Ruby’s arm. ‘Are you often hungry?’ she asked. ‘Doesn’t your father go to work?’

‘I ain’t never seen my father,’ Ruby said gruffly. ‘’E were gone afore I was born. And bein’ ’ungry is usual. I come up ’ere today to nick stuff to eat. That’s usual too.’

Shock widened Verity’s eyes. ‘That’s dreadful,’ she said. ‘I mean dreadful that you have to, not that you were dreadful. I wish I could take you home with me and make everything right for you, but I can’t.’

‘Of course you can’t,’ Ruby laughed. ‘Talking to me and buying me a pie was more than enough. If your folks saw you with me, they’d have fifty fits.’

‘But we can be friends, can’t we?’ Verity asked. ‘I like you.’

A warm feeling washed over Ruby, and it wasn’t just because she’d eaten and had a cup of tea. ‘And I like you too,’ she said. ‘But if we’re gonna be pals, you’ll have to teach me some manners.’

‘I can do that, and you have to teach me about London,’ Verity said. ‘Starting tomorrow.’

Verity let herself in the basement door at her home in Daleham Gardens very quietly, hoping she could sidle up the stairs to her bedroom unseen. But luck wasn’t on her side, and she ran straight into Miss Parsons the housekeeper coming out of the laundry room.

‘Where have you been, child?’ she asked in her usual sharp tone.

Verity’s heart sank, the housekeeper always reported any misdemeanours. ‘I just went for a walk up to the village. I’m sorry, was Mother looking for me?’

Miss Parsons was a small, bony, middle-aged woman who had come to work for the Woods when they first bought this house. Verity had been about three then. That she came from Cambridge was the limit of Verity’s knowledge about her background; she never divulged anything about herself.

Even her mother found the woman chilly. Verity had overheard her talking to a friend about Miss Parsons. She’d said she thought most housekeepers working for a family for so long would become almost like an aunt or a cousin, especially towards a child they’d watched grow up. She was quick to add that Miss Parsons ran the house superbly, and she couldn’t manage without her, but she just wished she wasn’t so stern and had the ability to chat in a friendly manner.

Verity had ventured up to her room in the attic a few times, when she knew the woman was out for the afternoon, in an effort to discover something more about her. But she was always disappointed. The room was as neat and tidy as the housekeeper was, the white counterpane smoothed as if she’d taken the flat iron to it, her navy-blue uniform dress hung on a hanger behind the door, her stout, highly polished black lace-up shoes tucked beneath the dressing table. Beside her narrow iron bed were a few library books and an alarm clock. Verity hadn’t been rude enough to look in drawers or open the wardrobe, but she had hoped to see a few photographs or something which might suggest the woman had family and friends.

‘Yes, she was looking for you. She wanted you to accompany her to Selfridges. She wasn’t best pleased, Verity,’ Miss Parsons said, pursing her lips in disapproval.

Verity knew she would get a lecture later, and it wasn’t fair because whenever her mother went to Selfridges she only wanted to look at dresses or try on hats, and her role was to just stand there and be admiring. There was no point in even trying to get Miss Parsons on her side, she always seemed to relish Verity being in trouble.

‘I’ll go and read in my room,’ she said, and walked quickly up the backstairs to the entrance hall.

Meeting Ruby had made a huge impact on Verity. It wasn’t just that she was from a completely different way of life, however fascinating that was, but it felt as if she’d been intended to meet the girl for some specific reason as yet unknown to her.

That was why she paused in the hall; she was trying to see her home as Ruby might see it. She thought her new friend would be awed by the large semi-detached, three-storey house with a basement. Even from the front gate it looked rather grand, with the manicured front garden, the stone lions on each side of the wide stone steps, and the impressive front door at the top of them.

Once inside, the entrance hall was spacious, the floor tiled black and white like a chequerboard. A glass door opened on to the front veranda, with her father’s study next to it. Then, at the back of the house, overlooking the garden, were the drawing and dining rooms. The staircase was wide with polished wood banisters and a beautiful stained-glass window at the turn of the stairs, halfway up.

At Christmas time her father always had a big tree delivered for the hall, and her mother made garlands of holly and red ribbon to decorate the banisters. All the presents, including those for people who joined them for Christmas Day lunch, would be arranged around the tree. Until last Christmas Verity had thought it a completely magical time, and that she was lucky to have such a wonderful home.

But on Christmas Night something had happened that spoiled that belief for ever. Verity had tried to blot it from her mind, but she couldn’t, and she lived in fear of it happening again. Once she wouldn’t have dreamed of going out alone, but now outdoors – even alone – seemed a great deal safer, even if she did incur her mother’s wrath by going out without permission.

She moved on then, turning to run up the stairs to her bedroom. Like the rest of the house, it was beautiful – a large room overlooking the back garden, and decorated in soft peach and cream. She had a wardrobe full of clothes, a huge doll’s house complete with a whole family of dolls living in it. She had hundreds of books, jigsaw puzzles, games, dolls and other toys, all sitting neatly on shelves, yet she hardly touched them now. Something dark and bad had entered this room at Christmas and she could still feel its presence, even in bright sunshine.

Yet it wasn’t so obvious today, after meeting Ruby. She knew her parents would be horrified if they knew she’d been fraternizing with what they would call ‘a guttersnipe’, but Verity had really liked her and, regardless of their opinions, she fully intended to see Ruby again tomorrow.

Cynthia Wood sipped her pre-dinner gin and tonic and looked out on to the garden reflectively, wondering what to do about Verity. It was dusk now, Miss Parsons would be ready to serve dinner soon, and if Cynthia was going to punish her daughter by making her stay in her room without any dinner, then she had to act now.

She really couldn’t be bothered with this sort of confrontation, but she knew Miss Parsons was likely to tell Archie what had taken place when he returned home from his business trip. He would be angry if she hadn’t taken a firm line, both with her and Verity.

Archie always seemed to be angry these days, and she seemed to spend a huge amount of time trying to appease him. Once upon a time, she would have sneered at any woman who did that, but the truth was she had become scared of him. Nowadays when he flew into a rage it was like viewing a really dangerous twin brother who was normally locked away.

Cynthia got up from her armchair by the window and looked at herself in the overmantel mirror. She had been a very pretty child – tiny, blonde and blue-eyed – but now, as a woman of forty-two, she could see her features were too sharp and birdlike to be thought of as pretty, and her once pink and white complexion was a little muddy, with many fine lines around her eyes. Other women envied her slender shape, and her dress sense, but in truth she would rather be envied for being fun, or for her intelligence, than for a shape that owed everything to being too nervous to eat much. Besides, anyone could learn good dress sense if they studied fashion magazines and browsed through Selfridges as often as she did.

Sighing deeply, Cynthia left the drawing room just as Miss Parsons was coming up the stairs from the basement.

‘I’m going up to tell Verity she’ll get no dinner tonight and must stay in her room,’ Cynthia told her housekeeper. ‘I think I’ll have my dinner on a tray in the drawing room, as my husband won’t be coming home tonight.’

‘Very good, Mrs Wood,’ said Miss Parsons. ‘I’m glad to see you being firm with her. Girls of her age do tend to be wilful and disregard parental advice.’

Cynthia was tempted to remind the woman she was a housekeeper, nothing more, and to keep her opinions about how to deal with wayward girls to herself, but she didn’t. If Miss Parsons was to leave, or to tell Archie what she’d said, neither outcome would be a happy one. Cynthia needed a housekeeper. Without one, she’d never be able to hold her head up on her bridge nights, as everyone who was anyone in Hampstead or Swiss Cottage had one. As for Archie, he would almost certainly slap her around because he loved Miss Parsons’ cooking and claimed his wife couldn’t boil an egg without burning it.

Without knocking, Cynthia went straight into Verity’s bedroom and found her lying on her stomach on the bed, reading a book.

‘No dinner for you tonight,’ she said sharply. ‘Perhaps being hungry will make you sorry you chose to ignore the fact I’d said we were going out together this afternoon.’

‘I’m sorry, Mother,’ Verity said, sitting up on her bed. ‘I was just walking and forgot the time. I didn’t mean to upset you.’

‘You know your father doesn’t like you wandering around alone,’ Cynthia said, irritably. ‘There are all kinds of dangers out there for young girls. We just want to keep you safe. Now promise me you won’t do it again?’

‘I can’t promise that, Mother,’ Verity retorted. ‘Situations just crop up sometimes and change things. But I will promise that in future if you’ve asked me to go somewhere with you, I will be there.’

Cynthia was quite aware that her daughter hadn’t given her the kind of pledge that she’d wanted, but it was enough for now.

‘Make sure you do,’ she said, and backed out of the room.

Verity smiled with relief as the door closed. It was clear her father wasn’t coming home tonight, as her mother hadn’t changed for dinner.

Verity couldn’t care less about missing dinner. She had no appetite, and she had some biscuits in a tin if she felt hungry later.

She’d got off lightly.
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CHAPTER TWO

Verity felt quite relaxed as she left the house the next morning. Mother hadn’t told her they were going anywhere today, in fact over breakfast she’d been talking about sorting out her summer clothes in readiness for when the warm weather arrived. Verity had offered to post some letters on the way to the library. Of course there would be trouble when she eventually came home, but Verity had already argued with herself that she wasn’t breaking a promise – and anyway, Ruby might be bored with her company within an hour or two so she’d be back by lunchtime.

She had chosen her clothes with care, wanting to make the difference between herself and Ruby less obvious. Last year’s navy-blue coat was well worn and too short, earmarked by her mother to send to the next church jumble sale, and the dress beneath it a dull, dark green one which she’d never liked. A navy beret pulled down over her ears completed the picture of a very ordinary girl, and though Miss Parsons had looked a little surprised at her appearance, she’d made no comment.

Verity had only been waiting by Hampstead underground station for a minute or two when Ruby came haring up the road.

‘I thought you wouldn’t come,’ she yelled breathlessly while still fifty yards away. ‘But I came just in case you did.’

‘Why didn’t you think I’d come?’ Verity asked once her new friend was beside her.

‘Posh bints like you don’t normally even speak to me,’ Ruby said.

Verity wondered what ‘bints’ meant but she was so pleased to see the delight on Ruby’s face she didn’t ask. ‘I try to keep promises,’ she said. ‘I was in trouble yesterday for not being home in time to go out with Mother; I didn’t get any dinner.’

‘You’re lucky your ma cares where you go. I could stay away for a week and mine wouldn’t even notice I was missing.’

‘Why wouldn’t she?’

‘Cos she’s always drunk,’ Ruby said with a resigned shrug.

Verity had only seen two drunk people in her whole life. One was Uncle Charles two Christmases ago, and the other was their neighbour’s maid. The maid had staggered in through the basement door late one afternoon, mistaking their house for the one where she worked. Verity had been helping Miss Parsons fold up laundry at the time, and she thought the maid was ill, she hadn’t known strong drink made a person wobble about and slur their speech.

Miss Parsons had forcibly ejected the woman while berating her on the evils of drink and what drunkenness could lead a young woman to. Verity had watched and listened open-mouthed, and it had made a lasting impression on her.

As the two girls began to walk down the road towards Chalk Farm, Verity asked what her father thought about her mother’s drinking.

Ruby laughed. ‘I told you yesterday I ain’t got a dad. Maybe that’s what’s wrong with me ma. She told me once that ’e was her sweetheart till she told ’im ’e’d got ’er up the spout, and then ’e scarpered.’

‘Up the spout?’ Verity queried.

‘In the family way,’ Ruby said.

Verity realized that meant having a baby, but she didn’t know babies could come without a couple being married. Until last Christmas she wouldn’t have had the least idea of how they got a baby either – or even wondered about it – but because of what had happened to her, she was now fairly sure it was something like that which made babies.

‘You seem to know about so much compared with me,’ Verity said, deciding that she was never going to learn anything new unless she admitted her ignorance.

‘I bet you knows loads of stuff what I don’t,’ Ruby said with a little grin. ‘All about other countries, the kings and queens of England, and what makes a “lady”.’

‘I suppose I do,’ Verity agreed. She had never been able to understand what point there was in being able to recite the list of kings and queens, long turgid poems, or knowing about the mountains in Africa or the longest river in the world. But knowing about how babies came or what the police did when they found a body could be very useful. ‘Most of the stuff I’ve learned at school seems pointless to me, but maybe there are bits that would be good for you.’

‘I’d like to talk nice like you,’ Ruby said wistfully. ‘And to look clean and neat the way you do. Reckon you could make me ladylike?’

Verity looked hard at her new friend for a moment. She was wearing the same boy’s tweed jacket and dirty dress as the day before, but she had made a real effort to look better. Her red hair was combed, she’d even tied it back with a strip of cloth, and her face looked well scrubbed. She wasn’t what anyone would call pretty, but there was something very arresting about her. Maybe it was her green eyes that sparkled with mischief, the few freckles across her small nose, or the way her plump mouth turned up at the corners, as if she was smiling constantly. It was certainly a good face.

Verity knew that a properly fitting jacket, dress and shoes would transform Ruby. She could easily smuggle these things out of the house for her, but she was reluctant to offer them in case she embarrassed her.

‘I’d love to help.’ She reached forward and took Ruby’s hand. ‘If you’d allow it, I’d bring you some clothes and some ribbons for your hair next time we meet, but I’m afraid that might make you feel bad.’

To her surprise Ruby laughed. ‘It wouldn’t make me
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1

West London, 1960

Maisy was woken by a piercing scream. Startled, she sat up in bed, assuming the sound was coming from the street. But then she heard the cry for a second time and realized it was coming from inside the house. It was her mother.

She rushed to her bedroom door and out on to the landing, then paused when she heard her father’s voice travelling up from the floor below.

‘Be quiet, Lily. You’ll wake the twins and frighten them. I’m doing this for your own good.’

Maisy’s twin brother Duncan came out of his room and joined her at the top of the stairs. ‘What’s going on?’ he whispered.

Maisy put a finger to her lips to silence him and held his arm so he wouldn’t run down the stairs. Their father, Alastair Mitcham, was a stern man who didn’t take kindly to any interference.

‘I don’t want to go there! I’ll get better here in my own home,’ Lily Mitcham cried out. ‘Don’t make me go, Alastair!’

The pitiful pleading brought tears to both Maisy and Duncan’s eyes, but they were only fifteen and a little afraid of their father, and they simply didn’t know what to do.

‘How many times have I tried to get professional help for you? Each time you act the same way,’ Alastair said, and the children heard the weariness and resignation in his voice and exchanged anxious looks. ‘You aren’t getting better; year by year you get worse. When did you last agree to go out of the house? I think that was two summers ago. You haven’t even been downstairs for over a year.’

‘But my back and legs …’ she protested.

Alastair cut her short. ‘There is nothing wrong with your back or legs, and well you know it. You can’t hide behind a riding accident from some twelve years ago any longer. I’m sick of this, Lily. The only way I know to get you to face up to what really ails you is to take you to this place. Now, calm down, or I’ll get the nurse who’s waiting outside in the ambulance to come in and give you a shot of something.’

Maisy had heard enough. Despite her fear of her father and reluctance to drag her brother into trouble with her, she caught hold of his hand and pulled him to the stairs. Encouraged by her bravery, Duncan didn’t try to pull back.

‘Why are you sending Mother away?’ Maisy asked when she was just a few steps above the first-floor landing.

Her father wheeled round. He was fully dressed in a suit and clearly hadn’t heard them coming on their bare feet.

‘This is nothing to do with you,’ he snapped. ‘Get back to bed, both of you.’

‘She’s our mother, so it has everything to do with us,’ Maisy retorted. ‘Where are you sending her? And why in the middle of the night? So the neighbours won’t know? Or did you hope we wouldn’t wake and you could make out she’d gone to stay with a relative for a holiday?’

It was the first time Maisy had ever stood up to her father. While he wasn’t a violent man, he was so stern and forbidding that she and Duncan always did as he said. Her heart was racing and she was trembling, but even so she was determined to stick up for her mother.

‘Don’t let him send me away to an asylum,’ their mother whimpered. ‘It’s cruel and horrible. I want to stay here.’

Shocked as she was to hear of her father’s plans, when Maisy looked at her mother she realized why he was resorting to such drastic measures. Since she hadn’t seen her mother’s face clearly for many weeks, she hadn’t been aware how much worse she had become. Her eyes were almost popping out of her head, and she was now so thin that the yellowish skin on her face appeared to be stretched over her cheekbones, with blue veins standing out on her forehead like thick crayon marks. Her brown hair was lank and greasy and her nightgown was very grubby. It was absolutely clear she needed help.

Right from when they were small children the twins had grown used to their mother being in bed most of the time. They had always been taken to school by someone else and she never took them for a day at the seaside, a picnic or even a visit to a park. It was all they knew and so they had accepted her claim that it was due to a riding accident.

‘Father, don’t do this,’ Duncan said.

Still holding their mother’s arm tightly, he turned to face them. ‘I have to. She is ill. I never wanted you to know this, but she has been steadily getting worse and I’m afraid of what she will do. Just a few days ago she tried to drink some poison. Thankfully, Betty caught her just as she was about to swallow it and saved her life. But it doesn’t bear thinking about what might have happened.’

Their mother tried to escape from her husband’s grip, the expression on her face like a savage animal, teeth bared. Maisy instinctively took a step back, and Duncan took her hand.

‘OK, Father,’ he said, looking fearfully at his mother. ‘But shall I go out and ask the nurse to come in to help?’

‘Thank you, son, that would be best. Maisy, will you get your mother’s dressing gown and slippers? She was struggling too much for me to hold them.’

A few minutes later the twins watched as the stout, middle-aged nurse, who had been waiting outside in the private ambulance, injected their mother with a sedative.

The effect was almost instantaneous. Lily stopped struggling and relaxed, and a vacant look came to her face. Alastair helped his wife into her dressing gown and put the slippers on her feet. ‘That’s better,’ he said, kissing her cheek, a gesture that reassured the twins he really did have their mother’s best interests at heart. ‘Now, children, why don’t you say goodbye to your mother and go back to bed? Whatever she may have said, she will be looked after properly, I assure you. It’s a private home offering the best care available. Now I’m going to follow the ambulance in my car, and it will probably be a few hours before I get back. But don’t worry, Betty will be in at breakfast time as usual.’

They watched from the sitting room window as the nurse helped their mother into the back of the ambulance. Their father started up his car and waited for the ambulance to move.

For a moment the twins said nothing, just stood at the window in the dark room like two statues.

Although no one had ever said openly that their mother was mentally ill, of late the twins had suspected there was something more to her mysterious illness than a riding accident from long ago. Everything about their home was different to other people’s. Their parents slept in separate rooms, their mother had all her meals in hers, and sometimes they heard the sound of breaking plates and shouting. Betty the housekeeper always claimed their mother had dropped something, just as she always covered any strange noises by saying it was because she was in pain. Now it was all falling into place.

‘That was horrible,’ Duncan said eventually, his voice trembling. ‘Not just for Mother, but for Father too. Still, I’m sure it’s for the best. Shall we make some hot milk and then go back to bed? It’s only half past two.’

‘I never knew she was that bad,’ Maisy said as they went down to the kitchen. ‘I mean, I know she’s always been poorly and a bit strange too, but I never thought she was …’ She paused.

‘Mad?’ Duncan said. ‘Neither did I, but then we’ve never known any different, have we? I’m sure they’ll make her better; everything will be all right.’

Maisy poured some milk into a saucepan and lit the gas under it. Her brother was always the optimistic one, she thought to herself. She tended to be the opposite.

They looked alike, inasmuch as both had thick blond hair and deep blue eyes. But Duncan was taller than her, probably five feet six, while she was five three. He had a square face and a strong jaw, while Maisy’s face was heart-shaped, with a dimple in her chin. She tanned easily to a golden brown while her brother was prone to freckles.

Their large, semi-detached home was in London’s Holland Park. It had four floors, including the basement. It had last been decorated in Edwardian times, and though it must have been lovely then, it had grown very shabby over the years, and after the war decorating materials were hard to come by. Betty had told Maisy she’d overheard their father saying he wanted to sell it as it was too big and expensive to run. Betty thought it would be best converted into flats as so many other big houses in the area had been. The housekeeper had an opinion about everything, including that their mother was an attention seeker.

Because of the way things were at home, neither Duncan nor Maisy ever attempted to bring school friends back. They knew it would be embarrassing with a mother in bed all the time and a father who, when he was there, shut himself up in his study. Consequently they rarely got invited to anyone else’s home. Their world was a very small one. A private school just the other side of the park, visits to the library and an occasional treat of the cinema. Fortunately they were close friends, and didn’t think they needed anyone else.

They only had one close relative, Violet Mitcham, their paternal grandmother. She was a widow and lived in the New Forest, and she was as chilly as her only son. She only came to London to see them all once every couple of years. According to Betty she had never approved of Lily because she was so ‘weak’.

The twins had very good memories of Grandmother Goldney, Lily’s mother. They had been born in January 1945 in her house in Tenterden in Kent, where their mother had been living on and off for much of the war. Betty came from the town as well, and when they all returned to their London home Betty came with them as housekeeper. They went back to Tenterden for a month every August, but when they were eight Grandmother Goldie, as they had called her, died of pneumonia.

Their father had worked for the Foreign Office all his life. It was a reserved occupation during the war, so he didn’t have to join up, but it took him away from home a great deal, which was why their mother spent so much time in Kent and the twins were born there. He never talked about what his job entailed, and though Duncan liked to pretend he was a spy, Betty pooh-poohed that notion and said he just did clerical work.

‘What will happen now, do you suppose?’ Duncan asked, bringing Maisy back to the present by pointing to the milk which was almost boiling. ‘Do you think we’ll just carry on the same?’

‘Why would it be any different?’ Maisy asked. She didn’t want to be mean about their mother, but it wasn’t as if she had ever done anything for them. ‘For weeks now she’s been asleep every time we went into her room. Looking back, I wonder if she was pretending to sleep because she didn’t want to talk to us.’

‘But why? And if it’s true, how do you suppose she got like that?’

‘I think if I was married to a man like Father I’d hide away,’ Maisy said, semi-seriously. ‘Let’s face it, he’s no fun. Have you ever heard him laugh? Whistle a tune, dance, crack a joke?’

‘Now you mention it, I haven’t. But let’s go back to bed now. We’ve still got to go to school tomorrow.’

‘Why don’t we play truant for once?’ Maisy suggested. ‘We could go up to the West End and look in the shops, even go to the pictures in the afternoon to see something Father wouldn’t approve of.’

‘He said he was coming back here after taking Mother to that place. He might not go to work afterwards. I don’t think we’d better.’

Maisy pouted. ‘You’re such a goody-goody. Watch out or you might end up like him.’

‘So he actually took her to that place, then?’ Betty said at breakfast later that morning. The twins hadn’t needed to tell her; Father had left her a note explaining. ‘I’ve been telling him for months that she needed real help, but he wouldn’t listen until that business with the poison.’

The twins had mixed views on Betty. She was an attractive woman in her early forties with rich auburn hair and a voluptuous figure. She had a clear complexion and not even a trace of wrinkles around her eyes. As she’d been a big part of their lives since as far back as they could remember, they saw her like an aunt rather than a housekeeper, but in the last couple of years they had got the idea she saw herself as mistress of the house. She took liberties. They’d seen her wearing clothes that belonged to their mother, she ordered Maisy and Duncan about as if she were one of their parents, and she was far too familiar with their father. It crossed Maisy’s mind she might have designs on him and that was why she seemed pleased he’d finally put their mother in this home, but she wasn’t going to tell Duncan what she thought. It would upset him.

Still, she couldn’t resist a sly dig at Betty. ‘You’ll have a lot less to do now, won’t you? Though judging by the state Mother was in earlier today, maybe you haven’t been checking on her much lately?’

‘You cheeky little baggage,’ Betty retorted. ‘This is a big house to look after, and just cooking and doing the washing and ironing for you two kids and Mr Mitcham is a full-time job. I can’t force your mother to eat or wash herself and change her nightdress. You have no idea how difficult she can be.’

‘Then it’s as well she’s gone somewhere where the staff are used to such problems,’ Maisy said airily. ‘By the way, isn’t that one of Mother’s cardigans you’re wearing?’

She left the kitchen without waiting for Betty’s reply. She thought she would mention it to her father in the evening. He must have gone straight to his office that morning as he hadn’t been home. But first she thought she’d just nip upstairs and have one more go at persuading Duncan to play truant today.

In the days that followed, everything seemed slightly off centre to the twins. There was a calmer atmosphere and Father was more attentive to them, inasmuch as he quizzed them daily about their schoolwork. Betty was more cheerful, making them special meals and not complaining about anything for a change. But it was worrying, as if something bad was expected any day.

On the Friday afternoon two weeks later, the twins arrived home from school to find their father already there, talking on the telephone in his study, two suitcases standing in the hall.

‘Yes, they’re here now. We’ll leave just as soon as they’ve changed out of their school uniforms and had some tea. I should be there by eight at the latest,’ they heard him say.

Next week was the start of the Easter holidays, and they looked at one another in surprise. It seemed their father was taking them away somewhere.

He put down the receiver and came out into the hall. ‘I expect you heard what I was saying on the telephone. I’m taking you down to Nightingales and you need to get a move on. Go to it.’

The twins didn’t rush. They weren’t thrilled to be going to Nightingales, Grandmother Mitcham’s home. Maisy and Duncan hadn’t been there since they were five or six, and the only image of it which had stayed in their minds was the grumpy old lady who didn’t really want to see them.

‘It might be better now we’re older,’ said Duncan, ever the optimist.

‘Pigs might fly,’ Maisy said. ‘Why two suitcases, though, if we’re only going for a short visit?’

‘Perhaps it’s forever,’ Duncan said and grinned maliciously.

It wasn’t until they were in the back of the car and out of London that their father spoke to them again.

‘I have decided that you must stay with your grandmother on a semi-permanent basis. I’m not impressed with your school in Holland Park, so I plan to find somewhere better local to your grandmother. That will take a little time, so for now you’ll be having a holiday. On top of the question of your education, I’m thinking of selling the house and buying something smaller. If I can find the right school with good teachers, you two will go on to university.’

The twins exchanged horrified glances. It sounded as if they were being shipped off in the same way as their mother.

‘I’m aware my mother isn’t used to children, and maybe you think this will be awful for you,’ he added, his voice softer now, as if he’d picked up on their horror. ‘But it won’t be. You’ll be in the care of Janice the housekeeper, who I assure you is a good, kind woman. Also, Nightingales is beautiful and you’ll be able to explore the New Forest and meet other young people. I think you can be very much happier there than you have been in London.’

When the twins didn’t respond, he spoke again. ‘I know it was a nasty shock about your mother and now this is a second one. But I really am trying to do the best for you, so please give it a try.’

‘Yes, Father,’ the twins said dutifully in unison, without conviction.

It began to rain soon after that and the sky grew dark. The twins dozed a little and only woke up properly when the car bumped on uneven ground. It was too dark to see where they were.

‘Are we there?’ Duncan asked.

‘Yes, this is the lane to your grandmother’s house. It’s high time it was asphalted. There’s no street light either.’

The car headlights picked up the sign ‘Nightingales’ on a wooden gate set in a picket fence. Some twenty or thirty yards back from the gate was the house, but all they could see of it in the dark was a well-lit porch and the two windows on either side.

‘Well, here we are,’ Father said. ‘Now don’t mind your grandmother if she’s a bit brusque. And be polite, please, and do as you’re told.’

Maisy’s first impression as they were ushered by her father into a large, comfortable sitting room was that her grandmother was very rude. There was no attempt to get out of her chair to greet them, or to give them a smile, or even request that they come nearer so she could see them better. Maisy knew from Betty she was only seventy, not a great age which might excuse her. She was well dressed in a dusky pink knitted two-piece with pearls at her neck.

‘Well, Mother, I expect you’ll find them very much grown up since you last saw them?’ Father said.

Maisy looked at him, surprised by his almost fawning tone.

‘Oh Alastair, children do grow, that’s expected,’ she said. ‘I hope you’ve warned them that I will not stand for any insolence, mischief or noise. They will eat in the kitchen with Janice, and only come in here when I summon them.’

Maisy’s heart sank. She glanced at Duncan and saw that he looked equally dismayed.

The old lady picked up a small handbell and rang it. Within seconds a brown-haired woman of about forty with a pleasant, open face came in and beamed at the children.

‘Bring tea for myself and my son, Janice,’ Grandmother said. ‘Take the children with you, give them some supper and show them to their rooms.’

Janice looked enquiringly at their father. ‘Would you like a sandwich, soup or some cold cuts, Mr Mitcham? You’ve had a long drive and as I understand it you’re going back tonight?’

‘Yes, I am, Janice. A sandwich would be most appreciated, and a piece of your memorable fruit cake too, if there is any.’

‘I made one just yesterday,’ she smiled. ‘A ham sandwich?’

He nodded, then moved towards the children, patting each of them awkwardly on the shoulder. ‘I’ll say goodbye now. Be good for Grandmother and write to me each week.’

Janice led the twins out across the wide, flagstoned hall, past a huge, ancient trunk carved of dark wood and a grandfather clock with a very loud tick.

‘Wait till it chimes,’ Janice said with a little chuckle. ‘Enough to make you jump out of your skin.’

‘Don’t you remember the house?’ she asked as they went into the kitchen at the back of the house. ‘I know you were only about six when you last came, but children usually remember something.’

‘I seem to remember a pond with goldfish,’ Duncan said.

Janice smiled. ‘Well, you’re right about that. I expect you’ll remember the garden when you see it again – on your last visit you were out there most of the time.’

The scrubbed wooden table in the middle of the room was already laid for supper, the fruit cake on one plate, a Victoria sandwich on another. ‘I whipped the sponge up when I heard you were coming,’ Janice said. ‘Not all children like fruit cake.’

‘We eat anything,’ Duncan said. ‘Betty our housekeeper says we’re human dustbins.’

Janice laughed and reached out to pat his cheek affectionately. ‘I’m liking you both already. Now, I thought a bowl of vegetable soup first, so sit down, and while you eat it I’ll make the tea for Mrs Mitcham and your father.’

They heard him leave about an hour later. He didn’t come into the kitchen to say goodbye, and a few minutes later they heard Grandmother go up the front stairs to bed.

But Janice’s warmth and jollity more than made up for being ignored. After delicious soup, ham sandwiches and cake, she took them up the back stairs just off the kitchen and showed them their rooms.

They were both a bit shabby. Janice said that during the war various officers had come to stay there, but the twins weren’t bothered by that. They were just delighted to know that they were sleeping at the opposite end of the house to Grandmother, and that they had their own staircase so they never needed to go anywhere near the old lady.

Janice claimed she wasn’t as fierce and cold as she liked to make out, and that she’d actually said, ‘It might be nice to have children in the house to brighten it up.’ However, Maisy suspected she’d made that bit up to be kind. But both she and Duncan really liked Janice. She had a gentle, motherly quality about her, she laughed easily and she seemed genuinely pleased to have them to take care of.

‘I love to cook but it’s not much fun for just one elderly lady who eats like a bird,’ she said. ‘When old Mr Mitcham was alive he was poorly and needed a great deal of help – sometimes I never got a moment to myself – but since then I’ve had too much time on my hands and it gets a bit boring.’

She told them there were a couple of bicycles in the shed and she would get Mr Pike the gardener to clean them up so they could use them. They could catch a bus to Lyndhurst, or further afield to Southampton or Bournemouth if they wanted to, and she was sure some of the young people in the village would want to make friends with them.

‘We’ve even got a real live witch in the village,’ she said. ‘She’s called Sybil Leek. She’s really famous cos she writes books about witchcraft, and she’s on the wireless too. You’ll see her when you go into Burley – she walks about in a long black cloak with a jackdaw called Hotfoot Jackson on her shoulder.’

The twins stared open-mouthed in astonishment. Janice laughed. ‘It’s true. I’m not making it up, I promise. I think there’s something about the forest that attracts odd people. Actually, there’s another woman who there are dozens of stories about, much more fascinating than the ones about Sybil. She’s called Grace Deville and she lives in a very remote spot in a little shack. You’ll hear people refer to her as the “Woman in the Wood”. She always wears men’s trousers and she doesn’t like visitors. When people stumble upon her place by accident, she sees them off with her shotgun. The things they say about her! Everything from being mad to killing her own baby and poisoning people. It’s probably all rumour. But then people don’t like Sybil much, either, because she attracts weird, witch-loving people to the village.’

‘Oh my goodness,’ Maisy gasped. ‘To think we thought all the drama happened in London!’

‘Tomorrow you can start checking it all out,’ Janice said. ‘Now, it’s time you went to bed. I’ve put hot-water bottles in them.’ She kissed them both on the cheeks. ‘Sleep tight.’
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Dead to Me

Ruby and Verity become firm friends, despite coming from different worlds. However, fortunes are not set in stone and soon the girls find their situations reversed.
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Without a Trace

On Coronation Day, 1953, Molly discovers that her friend is dead and her six-year-old daughter Petal has vanished. Molly is prepared to give up everything in finding Petal.
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Survivor

Eighteen-year-old Mari is defiant, selfish and has given up everything in favour of glamorous parties in the West End. But, without warning, the Blitz blows her new life apart. Can Mari learn from her mistakes before it’s too late?
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Forgive Me

Eva’s mother never told her the truth about her childhood. Now it is too late and she must retrace her mother’s footsteps to look for answers. Will she ever discover the story of her birth?
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The Promise

When Belle’s husband heads for the trenches of northern France, she volunteers as a Red Cross ambulance driver. There, she is bought face to face with a man from her past who she’d never quite forgotten.
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Belle

London, 1910, and the beautiful and innocent Belle Reilly is cruelly snatched from her home and sold to a brothel in New Orleans where she begins her life as a courtesan. Can Belle ever find her way home?
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Stolen

A beautiful young woman is discovered half-drowned on a Sussex beach. Where has she come from? Why can’t she remember who she is — or what happened?
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Gypsy

Liverpool, 1893, and after tragedy strikes the Bolton family, Beth and her brother Sam embark on a dangerous journey to find their fortune in America.
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Faith

Scotland, 1995, and Laura Brannigan is in prison for a murder she claims she didn’t commit.
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Hope

Somerset, 1836, and baby Hope is cast out from a world of privilege as proof of her mother’s adultery.
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A Lesser Evil

Bristol, the 1960s, and young Fifi Brown defies her parents to marry a man they think is beneath her.
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Secrets

Adele Talbot escapes a children’s home to find her grandmother — but soon her unhappy mother is on her trail …
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Remember Me

Mary Broad is transported to Australia as a convict and encounters both cruelty and passion. Can she make a life for herself so far from home?
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Till We Meet Again

Susan and Beth were childhood friends. Now Susan is accused of murder, and Beth finds she must defend her.
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Father Unknown

Daisy Buchan is left a scrapbook with details about her real mother. But should she go and find her?
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Trust Me

Dulcie Taylor and her sister are sent to an orphanage and then to Australia. Is their love strong enough to keep them together?

[image: image]

Never Look Back

An act of charity sends flower girl Matilda on a trip to the New World and a new life …
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Charlie

Charlie helplessly watches her mother being senselessly attacked. What secrets have her parents kept from her?
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Rosie

Rosie is a girl without a mother, with a past full of trouble. But could the man who ruined her family also save Rosie?

[image: image]

Camellia

Orphaned Camellia discovers that the past she has always been so sure of has been built on lies. Can she bear to uncover the truth about herself?
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Ellie

Eastender Ellie and spoilt Bonny set off to make a living on the stage. Can their friendship survive sacrifice and ambition?
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Charity

Charity Stratton’s bleak life is changed for ever when her parents die in a fire. Alone and pregnant, she runs away to London …
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Tara

Anne changes her name to Tara to forget her shocking past — but can she really become someone else?
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Georgia

Raped by her foster-father, fifteen-year-old Georgia runs away from home to the seedy back streets of Soho …
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