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It is Christmas 1937 when sisters Rowan and Thea travel from London to Scotland to visit their dying father. Having lost their mother in a tragic sailing accident when they were young, the two women are accustomed to grief. But they have no idea that their father’s death will expose a terrible deception . . .

For back in London is his wife Sophie and their two sons. Neither family knows of the other’s existence, and when news reaches Sophie of Hugh’s death her whole world is turned upside down.

Meanwhile, Rowan’s marriage is crumbling, and Thea reluctantly finds herself acting as a go-between for her sister and her lover. But, with the onslaught of World War II, the lives of all three women will change for ever. And they must confront the secrets between them before they can seize their chance of happiness . . .
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Chapter One

December 1937

Rowan Scott’s husband, Patrick, had not wanted to come to the Manninghams’ cocktail party. Resentfully, she had put his refusal down to the quarrel they had had that morning over the breakfast boiled eggs and toast, he suggesting they travel on Christmas Eve to his father’s house in Guildford, she preferring to put it off as long as possible and motor there on Christmas morning. In Patrick’s absence, Rowan had come out with her usual set, the Charlburys, the Wiltons and the Vaughans – and Nicky Olivier, on good form tonight, making fun of their hosts as he sat in an armchair surrounded by half a dozen acolytes.

To one side of the large, crimson-papered drawing room, Davey Manningham’s manservant was mixing fiercely alcoholic cocktails that were decorated with a scratchy sprig of holly to mark the season. A piano murmured arrangements of Christmas carols and the air was perfumed with the scents of cloves and oranges. Boughs of apple-wood smouldered in the fireplace. The women’s frocks were a delicious froth of emerald, eau de nil, turquoise, orange and baby pink.

A voice said, ‘Mrs Scott, how delightful!’ and Rowan, seated on one of the Manninghams’ plump sofas, looked up and saw Simon Pemberton. Simon was a cousin of Artemis Wilton, who was Rowan’s especial friend. She had come across him before at dances and concerts. She murmured a greeting.

‘I’ve been out of circulation,’ he told her as he leaned against the sofa arm. ‘A relative of mine has been ill and required my company. I’ve been staying in the countryside for the past three weeks. Such a relief to return to civilisation.’

His shudder was theatrical; it pleased her that he should try to capture her attention. Caught in his gaze, she felt a thrill of excitement, an intimation of a possibility of solace and adventure. Simon Pemberton was tall and had close-cropped chestnut hair and navy-blue eyes. He had the profile of a handsome Roman senator: an aquiline nose, a slightly cruel curve to his lips.

She said, ‘Do you dislike the countryside?’

A downward flexing of the corners of his mouth. ‘I find little amusement in country sports, and really, what else is there to do? There are no reputable art galleries in Suffolk, where my uncle lives, and little opportunity to hear music of any but the most amateurish standard. As for the people one meets, what is it about fields and woodland that erases the capacity for conversation? Or perhaps those who have no conversation choose to bury themselves in the countryside.’

‘I miss the countryside when I’m in town too long,’ Rowan said. ‘I feel stifled.’

‘Yet you live in town.’

‘We must, for Patrick’s work.’ Her husband was a barrister.

He sat down beside her. ‘I’ve never been tempted by the institution of marriage. What does it offer but a narrowing of outlook and opportunity?’

Though her own marriage had proved to be a severe disappointment, and though she had for some time felt Patrick to be in every way indifferent to her, she still bridled at Simon’s judgement.

‘It offers security,’ she said. Though, looking back, she wondered whether she, in marrying Patrick, had confused security with love.

‘I’ve been fortunate enough never to lack financial security,’ he said. ‘It’s different for women, you are dependent on men. As for love, is it to be found only in marriage? In all truth, is it ever, after the first blissful months, to be found in marriage?’

‘How fashionably cynical of you.’

‘Forgive me. Cynicism is a slippery and unattractive quality. You’re right, optimism’s harder work, particularly at the present time.’

He was referring to the news, Rowan assumed, to the horrors of civil war in Spain and the ominous grip of fascism in Germany and Italy.

‘One is almost afraid to open a newspaper,’ she agreed.

Swiftly, skilfully, he redirected their conversation. They spoke of contemporary art – he admired Ben Nicholson and Stanley Spencer but despised Henry Moore.

Art done with, they moved on to the theatre as the pianist thumped out ‘The Holly and the Ivy’. Simon claimed to have seen every worthwhile play in London. ‘Not that there are more than a handful,’ he added. ‘Theatre is a burned-out shadow of its Edwardian heyday. The West End is full of perfectly dreadful revues and vulgar musicals.’

‘Don’t you enjoy musicals?’

‘Does anyone with a modicum of intelligence?’

‘I adore them. And the cinema? Do you go to the cinema?’

‘Never. I went once and I loathed it.’

She smiled. ‘Perhaps you chose the wrong film.’

‘I don’t believe so. Warm, foetid air perfumed by penny cigarettes and cheap scent . . . the massed hordes, with their popcorn and ices. And then, the banality of the story unfolding on the screen. It was unendurable.’

‘I like to go on my own, in the afternoons.’ Simon was so confident in his opinions Rowan found it impossible not to challenge him. ‘It feels so wonderfully decadent.’

‘Do you admire decadence? I despise those who pursue decadence for the sake of it, who claim to revel in a seedy nightclub or screeching jazz band because they believe it will make them more interesting.’

‘Dear me.’ She gave him a mocking glance. ‘Must I add jazz music and nightclubs to the list of things you don’t care for?’

‘How can such idiocies compare with an aria from The Magic Flute . . . or a painting by Velázquez? Or the scene in Giselle when the ballerina appears to float across the stage like the spirit she’s pretending to be?’

Rowan had felt her own breath catch at such moments. She, too, admired intensity and passion and despised the vapid and half-hearted. That he had spoken with true feeling made her like him more.

‘What you speak of is sublime,’ she said. ‘But it’s rare and it’s fleeting. And in the meantime, we have to keep our spirits up.’

‘Yet you must surely agree that the cheap and shallow degrades us. It blunts our capacity to appreciate beauty, and what are we without that?’ Amusement sparked his dark-blue eyes. ‘I admit it, I can never resist beauty. Why do you think I’m here, talking to you, my dear Mrs Scott, though we appear to have little in common?’

A racing of the heart. ‘You’re very flattering,’ she said.

He shook his head. ‘I never flatter. When it comes to beauty, I always tell the truth. For instance, you shouldn’t wear that colour. That shade of blue takes the fire from your hair. You should wear red. Auburn-haired women always shy away from red. They’re afraid it will clash, but they’re mistaken. You would look glorious in just the right shade of Venetian red. Like a flame, a tall, shimmering flame. Ah, I see you think me impudent.’ His tone betrayed no hint of regret.

‘Not at all,’ she said, adding flippantly, ‘practical advice about one’s dress is always useful.’

They talked for a little longer and then he invited her to dinner. Leaving the Manninghams’ house and her friends, Rowan knew she was taking a step down a treacherous road, but went anyway.

At Simpson’s in the Strand, they were enclosed by dark panelled walls beneath an ornate plastered ceiling. As they dined on sirloin of beef, Rowan asked Simon about his plans for Christmas.

‘I shall stay in my rooms,’ he said. ‘I never go away for Christmas. As for family Christmases, I find noisy infants and shrieking children unendurable. A few close friends will come to lunch, fellow dissidents from family life. I’ll spend the evening in the company of Samuel Johnson’s essays and a fine vintage port. I’m looking forward to it enormously. And you, Rowan?’ They had slipped easily into using each other’s Christian names.

‘We always spend Christmas Day with Patrick’s father and his sister, Elaine, in Guildford.’ She was already dreading it: the infirm and querulous old man, the resentfulness and bitterness of Patrick’s unmarried sister, who looked after him. Heavy food and hot rooms and boredom. She went on, ‘My younger sister, Thea, will be with us.’ Thea, who was sixteen, always joined them for the festive season. Their father was a widower. He disliked Christmas and chose to spend it fishing or hill-walking with an old friend called Malcolm Reid, a recluse who lived in the remote Scottish Highlands and whom none of them had ever met. Rowan added, ‘Then the three of us will go to Glasgow, for Hogmanay.’

‘I’ve heard that in Scotland, the New Year is often celebrated more than Christmas.’

‘Yes, that’s so. Do you have family, Simon? Oh yes, the uncle in Suffolk.’

‘Denzil prefers to spend Christmas Day on his own, too, at his home, Ashleigh Place. It is perhaps the finest small manor house in England.’

‘Ah, beauty again.’

‘I’m a slave to it.’ His gaze latched on to hers. A clumsier man might have added some tiresome compliment. That he did not left her tense and on edge, wanting more.

She asked him whether Ashleigh Place had been in his family for a long time.

‘Not at all. Denzil bought the house when he was twenty-five years old. It had been owned by a madman, an exhibitionist who liked to put on theatrical performances. Before that it belonged to an old Suffolk family, the Gardiners, who allowed it to fall into disrepair. Denzil restored Ashleigh Place. It was a huge undertaking, his life’s work. You wouldn’t think it now because his health is poor, but when he was younger he was capable of great energy and vigour.’

‘You’re fond of him, aren’t you?’

He smiled. ‘I am, yes. Apart from Denzil, there are not many of my family with whom I would choose to spend my time. I have a sister, Anne, who’s married to a bore called Edwin. She has two children. Henry is a solid little chap. I shall send him a Fullers’ walnut cake for his tuck box. My niece, Zorah, is featherbrained and insipid. What Christmas present should I buy her, do you think?’

‘How old is she?’

‘I forget. Five or six.’

Rowan considered. ‘A box of paints, perhaps? I used to adore painting when I was a little girl.’

‘Do you still paint?’

‘Scarcely at all, now. Our house is very small and there’s nowhere to put things down. Oh dear, I’m making excuses, aren’t I?’ She sighed. ‘I can’t think of anything to paint any more, and that’s the truth of it. Do you think one runs out of ideas, when one gets old?’

‘You’re hardly old.’

‘I’m twenty-three. Sometimes I feel old.’ Twenty-three felt ancient to her. She had been almost nineteen when she had moved from Glasgow to London. It seemed an age ago. She remembered how excited she had felt, how full of enthusiasm she had been for the new possibilities ahead of her, and how she had adored exploring the city.

‘I’m thirty-six,’ Simon said. ‘I feel no older than the day I left school.’

From the brief conversation Rowan had had with Artemis while collecting her coat, her friend had confirmed that Simon was unmarried and that he had no need to work. ‘You’re fortunate,’ she said. ‘You can just amuse yourself.’

‘Do you disapprove of that or envy it?’

‘Neither. At least, I don’t think so.’

He laughed. ‘What was that? A flash of Scottish Presbyterian censure?’

‘Doesn’t it feel rather . . . aimless, disorientating even, to have nothing to do but to please oneself?’

‘No, it’s quite delightful. Why don’t you try it?’ She began to speak, but he silenced her, placing his fingertips on her wrist. ‘You’re not going to be so dull as to remind me that you have a house to run and a husband to look after, are you, Rowan? How very disappointing that would be.’

Though he withdrew his hand, it seemed to have left an imprint on her, like an impression in clay. She should walk away now, she thought, tell him that she had an appointment or that Patrick would be waiting for her – anything.

But she remained where she was. ‘Everyone has duties,’ she said. ‘Even you must have some.’

‘Everyone gives the appearance of having duties but most people are like me, they do only what pleases them. I speak of my own class, naturally. The lives of the lower orders are bound by necessity. One may play a long game, of course. I have my reasons for enduring the rigours of the Suffolk countryside.’

‘Beauty.’

‘Yes.’ He studied her. ‘And I presume that you, Rowan, you tolerate your domestic duties and social routine because . . . because they satisfy you.’

Marrying Patrick three years ago, she had assumed that because so much of what was involved in running a home was both piffling and tedious, it must also be easy. It was piffling and tedious, and yet it had turned out to be time-consuming and arduous as well. She had learned to organise the grocer and greengrocer, the butcher and fishmonger, the laundry delivery and daily woman. She had become a passable cook: their cook-general, Gwen, had taught her how to prepare several supper dishes which Rowan made for herself and Patrick on Gwen’s evening off. She was considered by her friends to be an amusing and original hostess. Yet increasingly she found herself thinking – and now what? What outlet could she find for the energy that seethed and bubbled inside her, for the restlessness that made it impossible for her to sit quietly indoors in the evening, reading or sewing? More grocer’s lists, more dinner parties, for another twenty or thirty years?

‘Hardly,’ she said, with a small laugh.

He lit two cigarettes and passed one to her. He said softly, ‘Or you endure it for the sake of your husband, whom you adore.’

‘He doesn’t adore me,’ she said, but immediately regretted the confidence. Knowing she was undesired, he might want her less.

But he raised his eyebrows. ‘Then he’s a fool.’

‘No,’ she said bitterly. ‘Patrick is anything but a fool.’

‘Then why?’

She gave a tight little shake of the head. She did not know why Patrick did not want her. Their conversations skirted round the subject. She was afraid to ask him in case she was to blame. She was cold. She was getting older. She lacked sex appeal. Beauty and desirability were not necessarily the same thing. More and more often, it crept into her mind that she was simply unloveable.

A kerfuffle in the corner of the restaurant, a patron who had had too much to drink knocking over wine glasses, provided a distraction that was a relief to her. Waiters rushed around with cloths and dustpans.

‘You look sad,’ Simon said gently. ‘Tell me.’

The waiter came to clear away their plates. When he had gone, she said, ‘When I first met Patrick, I was living on my own in London. I was rather low . . . there was a love affair that hadn’t worked out. With Patrick, I felt I had something solid to hold on to. I needed that. Have you ever felt cast adrift, with no idea which direction to take?’

‘No, never.’

In those early days, she had been attracted to Patrick’s goodness and calmness. She found it difficult to be calm and did not think of herself as especially good. But after three years of marriage, three years in which their physical intimacy, never frequent, had diminished to nothing, the silences Patrick took refuge in reduced her to anguish and fury.

Simon gave a gentle smile. ‘But then, though I pretend to be an aesthete and a city dweller, scratch away and you’ll find that a couple of generations back I come from a long line of stolid Hertfordshire yeomen. I should probably be tending my swine just now.’

She laughed. ‘Simon, you would spoil your clothes.’ His evening dress was immaculately tailored.

‘So I would.’ He patted her hand and it was all she could do not to grip his hard, to clutch it like a lifeline. She shivered as he ran his thumb across her palm. His voice low, he said, ‘Rowan, my dear, I’ve admired your fire and splendour for some time now. I’ve only stood back for fear of being scorched.’

What response could a woman possibly make to such a declaration? She was relieved when the waiter came with the pudding menu, breaking the moment. Neither of them wanted pudding; she had lost her appetite and Simon told her that he never ate it. Over coffee and petits fours they spoke of this and that, but Rowan knew that a bridge had been crossed, and that they were edging towards danger – no, there was no danger to him, a man and a bachelor, only to her.

Her anxiety fought against an intense longing. It seemed a long time since she had desired a man, since her senses and emotions had been stirred and caution had battled with urgency. A half-light was peeling away. She had mislaid the person she was capable of being and yet suddenly, here she was, back again, shaking off the ashes of her marriage, colour shining through the grey. That he wanted her, that he made no secret of wanting her, made her feel alive again.

They finished their coffee and left the restaurant. Out in the street, a pale, misty corona shimmered round the gas-lamps. She put up a hand to hail a taxi but it sped by. On such events your life turns, she later thought – had the taxi stopped, he would not have had the opportunity to kiss her. His kiss was passionate and shocking; helpless with pleasure and desire, she returned it.

In the early hours of the morning, travelling through the wintry London streets, she looked out of the window of the taxi and saw how the mist bled the advertising hoardings into a yellow blur. The faces of the people on the pavements became frozen, white and distorted, open-mouthed and sliced by shadows. A tramp, sleeping in a doorway, became a heap of rags and old blankets with nothing inside. The darkened shops and offices appeared hollowed out and empty.

Rowan ran the tip of her tongue over her upper lip, which felt bruised. Her euphoria had drained away, replaced not yet by remorse, but by melancholy. She dreaded returning home to Mallord Street. She had chosen the house on a whim, attracted by the raffish artiness of the Chelsea area, but had come to dislike it for its claustrophobic flimsiness. Formerly an artist’s studio, it was small and narrow. Downstairs, there was a kitchen and scullery, drawing room and dining room; upstairs, three bedrooms. The attic room was all sloping, inconvenient angles and used for the storage of the ornaments and furniture they had inherited on Patrick’s grandmother’s death. The guest bedroom, in which Thea always slept when she visited, was at the back of the house, overlooking the basement area. Rowan and Patrick’s room was at the front. A bow window, installed by the builder who had carried out the conversion, leaked whenever it rained heavily.

When she crept into their bedroom, Patrick would pretend to be asleep. He wouldn’t ask her where she had been and she wouldn’t tell him. Neither of them would break the pact they had mutually and silently constructed, a pact which she increasingly felt imprisoned her. They tiptoed round confrontation, much as she herself would shortly tiptoe round the bedroom, quietly undressing and taking off her make-up, conspiring in the pretence that he was asleep.

Patrick could not easily be quarrelled with. If she shouted or wept he became more passive and distant from her. Their arguments were about minor matters – that she had forgotten a social occasion with his lawyer friends, that he had not yet found a tradesman to mend the dripping scullery tap. The gulf between them, those canyons of hurt and resentment, yawned too wide to be spoken of.

Patrick was slight, with fairish hair, small blue eyes and finely drawn features, handsome in a restrained English way. He was a good provider, a stalwart friend, an excellent host. To upbraid him for his absence of desire would, Rowan knew, hurt him terribly. Sometimes, before he turned away from her in bed, she glimpsed in his eyes both guilt and shame, naked and humiliated. Yet it was not only pity that prevented her from confronting him about the emptiness of their marriage. To talk about it must open barriers. All sorts of emotions and accusations might rush in.

This situation can’t go on for ever. The words sprang into her head as the taxi drove through the streets of Chelsea. She and Patrick teetered on the edge of a chasm. Tonight she felt herself falling. Simon had reminded her of desire and its power, which overcame logic, sense and duty. Bitterly, she regretted the time she had wasted, the dry, desiccated years of her marriage.

The taxi reached Mallord Street. As she let herself into the house, she felt herself shrinking, as if to fit into the small rooms and the constraints of her marriage. In the hall mirror, she checked that her lipstick was not smudged. Patrick’s papers were scattered across the dining table. The Christmas tree she had chosen was, she thought, too large for the drawing room. Rowan slipped off her shoes and went upstairs.

She slept for a few hours. Patrick woke her at seven o’clock in the morning to tell her that her sister was on the telephone.

So it was Thea who broke the news to her that their father was dangerously ill with pneumonia. Thea had come home to Glasgow from her boarding school in Yorkshire at the end of term, on 17th December. Their father had returned from a business trip in the south to the family home the following day. He had been unwell, feverish and coughing, yet had refused to allow Thea to send for the doctor, but his condition had taken a turn for the worse and Thea had placed the call the next day. Dr Waring had diagnosed pneumonia. Their father was not responding to treatment. He had suffered from weak lungs since the Great War, the consequence of exposure to mustard gas.

Patrick called for a taxi to take Rowan to Euston Station to catch the Glasgow train. Folding blouses and skirts, putting jars of cream and lotion into a sponge bag, Rowan’s hands fumbled as she was overwhelmed by fear. At the back of her mind hovered a suspicion that her father’s illness was her fault, that it was some punitive consequence of her passionate encounter with Simon.

A horn sounded. She glanced out of the window; the taxi was at the door. Clasping her suitcase shut, she hurried downstairs.


Chapter Two

December 1937

It wasn’t the first time that Hugh Craxton had been away from his family over Christmas. Some years ago, urgent business had taken him to Glasgow just before Christmas Eve (he worked so hard, poor Hugh) and had prevented him from getting home in time. And, on more than one occasion, when on a hiking holiday just before Christmas to see his reclusive friend, Malcolm Reid, in the Highlands, snowstorms and bad weather had closed in, blocking roads and railway lines, making it impossible for him to travel home. This year, it had been very cold in early December, with heavy snowfalls in the south of England, but during the week before Christmas the weather had become milder. His wife, Sophie, had listened intently to the forecasts but the announcer hadn’t mention blizzards in Scotland, or anything like that.

Every other time he had been delayed, Hugh had phoned or sent a telegram to let her know that he was all right. He had always been good about that. Whenever he went away he telephoned home regularly. But not this time. That the phone did not ring cast a shadow over Christmas Day, making it a subdued and prickly affair. Though anxious herself, Sophie tried to reassure her sons about their father’s absence. He would be home soon, something must have come up. Even so, Stuart, aged fifteen, was upset, while her elder son, Duncan, was resentful and angry.

During the past year, Duncan and his father had often clashed. He was eighteen, a difficult age, Sophie reasoned, no longer a boy nor yet quite a man. He was to go to university to study engineering the coming September. Hugh had insisted he stay at school in the meantime, a cause of friction between them. Wary of provoking another quarrel, Sophie had backed her husband up, though in retrospect she questioned whether she should have tried harder to persuade him to allow Duncan to do what he wanted, which was to leave school and find a job. Hugh might have found him a temporary position in the factory or the offices, to occupy him in the months before he started at university. The experience of earning money and taking part in the world of work might be just what Duncan needed. She had suggested this but Hugh had demurred.

It was the day after Boxing Day. Duncan and Stuart had gone out to see their friends, Michael and Thomas Foster. In their absence the house, which was in a cul-de-sac in South Kensington, seemed unnaturally quiet. The only sounds were the distant murmur of traffic, along with a faint soughing as air seeped through a leaky kitchen window. From a pot on the stove came a bubbling as bones from the roast chicken they had eaten on Christmas Day simmered for stock.

Sophie washed and dried the cake tin. Stuart, who was perpetually hungry, had polished off almost the entire Christmas cake last night, which meant that Hugh hadn’t had a single slice. Your Christmas cake is the best in the world, my darling Sophie. At the memory of his words, the sense of dread, of wrongness, that she was trying to suppress, flooded through her.

It came to her as she went through the house, mechanically tidying and putting things away, that the rooms felt dead. Sophie shivered and scolded herself for being morbid. The weather had delayed him. Or his work had.

But these comforting phrases no longer provided solace. Face facts, Sophie. Hugh had left London a week before Christmas. He’d been feeling under the weather throughout December and had developed a nasty cough, but there had been a problem at the factory in Glasgow that required his immediate attention so he had had to dash up north to sort things out. Kissing her before he left, he had promised to be home by Christmas Eve at the latest.

On the second night, they had had a brief phone call. Hugh had told her that he had reached Glasgow. His cough had worsened and he had thought he might be running a temperature. He had promised to go to bed and take care of himself. Since then, she had not heard from him and the ache of anxiety she carried inside her intensified hourly.

She smoothed out a sheet of wrapping paper lurking behind the sofa and put it away to use next year. Before Hugh had left, he had looked so pale and strained she had urged him to stay at home and cancel his meetings, but he had refused. Like so many men, he hated to admit weakness and was reluctant to consult a doctor. Had he gone down with bronchitis or influenza? Was he lying in a hotel bedroom, untended and alone? Or might he be in hospital, febrile and desperately ill, in danger of his life?

And yet none of these horrible imaginings made sense. He could have phoned from his hotel. Even if he had been delirious and taken to hospital, someone would surely have phoned or sent a telegram. They might have posted one of those messages one heard on the wireless: Would the family of Mr Hugh Craxton contact such and such a hospital, where Mr Craxton is dangerously ill.

Instead, nothing.

Hugh had his demons. He was a drinker. The times of day for Hugh were marked out by snifters and noggins and jiggers and chasers and one for the road, sweetie. Drink was Hugh’s bulwark against the world, the rituals of making drinks almost as important as the alcohol itself. Mixing an elegant cocktail took his mind off business difficulties; opening a bottle of champagne blurred a black mood. Had he had one drink too many before he had climbed back in the car? Had he gone on one of his occasional but spectacular benders and was he now lying in a stupor in some grim room in a roadhouse on the Great North Road?

She and Hugh were never very sociable over the festive season. Church on Christmas Day morning was about the limit of their mixing with other people. Hugh always preferred it to be just the four of them, regardless of the occasion. Why would I choose to spend my time with other people when I have everyone I want here? His words, spoken to her when Duncan and Stuart were little, had warmed her heart and made her love him all the more. Now it occurred to her that though the lack of social contact isolated her, it had this Christmas been a relief, because she had not been required to make awkward explanations for Hugh’s absence.

In the drawing room, dry brown needles, shed from the Christmas tree, clogged the gaps between the floorboards. The candles on the angel chimes had burned down to stumps. Glancing out of the window, Sophie saw that snow was falling, tiny flakes that dissolved as soon as they touched the pavement. The motor cars and vans had slowed and switched on their headlamps, around which a ghostly greenish aura glimmered. It had just turned three in the afternoon, but night came early during this, the dregs of the year. A crepuscular gloom was settling over London and soon the day would come to an end.

With shocking clamour the telephone rang; Sophie dashed to answer it. It must be him! Hope flared as she grasped the receiver.

‘Hello?’ she gasped.

‘Sophie? It’s Viola.’ Viola Foster was a friend and neighbour of Sophie and the mother of her sons’ friends, Michael and Thomas. ‘I wondered whether you would mind if Duncan and Stuart stayed to tea?’

‘Not at all,’ Sophie managed as disappointment flooded through her. There was an exchange of pleasantries and she put down the phone. The silence returned, sour and unyielding.

She opened the door to Hugh’s small study. She rarely went into this room, which was dusted and vacuumed once a week by Mrs Leonard, her daily woman, but otherwise used only by Hugh. ‘My private kingdom’ he called it, jokingly. As she opened the topmost desk drawer her heart began to pound.

Writing paper, envelopes, blotting paper, pens and pencils, and a small notebook which she leafed through carefully, but which only contained household accounts. A folder storing the boys’ school reports safely and another for bills. The only surprise was the half-bottle of Scotch in the bottom drawer, an inch of whisky inside it. There was no glass. A startling image popped into Sophie’s mind of Hugh sitting at the desk, totting up their weekly outgoings, a Turkish cigarette from the box on the desktop between the fingers of his left hand, while he swigged whisky from a bottle.

The framed photograph on the desk was of the four of them, taken a couple of years before by a beach photographer on a day out in Ramsgate. In it, Duncan looked tall and handsome but ill at ease. Two years ago he had already considered himself too old for family seaside outings; she remembered that he had been that day in an uncooperative mood. In contrast, Stuart’s face was lit up by a jaunty smile.

Her gaze moved to Hugh. He was standing a little apart from his family. Tall and well made, he was a handsome, striking man with an upright, military bearing. His long face, high forehead and hooded hazel eyes could make him seem distant, severe even, in repose, but his smile charmed and warmed.

Sophie delved into the pockets of the old tweed jacket on the back of the chair – ‘my writing jacket’ Hugh called it. Her search yielded only a handkerchief, comb and a ticket for the Glasgow subway. The destination on the ticket, Buchanan Street, meant nothing to her. She had never been to Glasgow. Hugh had never taken her or the boys to see Craxton & Sons, the stationery business he owned. ‘Why on earth would you want to travel hundreds of miles to see noisy machines making writing paper and envelopes?’ he’d said. ‘You’d hate it, Sophie. I hate it. It’s only saving grace is that it pays the bills.’

The resolve, the sense of rebellion that had been fomenting inside her during Hugh’s absence, intensified. Sophie went into the bedroom. She opened his chest of drawers. He had kept the habit of neatness from his army days. Either she or Mrs Leonard, her daily help, would leave his laundered clothes on the bed and Hugh would put them away himself. If a button needed to be re-attached or a lining repaired he put the item of clothing in her sewing corner. Hugh liked everything just so; she had seen him fold every garment again if it was not done to his liking. She went through the vests and drawers and combinations knowing that she was invading his privacy. In the second drawer she found socks, scarves, gloves and gaiters. The drawer below that contained jerseys and a jacket she had knitted for him, which he claimed to love but rarely wore. It was too warm and heavy, she thought.

Inside the bottom drawer she found half a dozen parcels, wrapped in brown paper and tied with red satin ribbons. Sophie read the labels. To my darling Sophie. To Duncan, with love from Dad . . . To Stuart, much love to my boy, Daddy.

She sat back on her heels, clasping her Christmas present to her breast, while tears sprang to her eyes. Oh, Hugh, what’s happened to you? Come home, I need you to come home! Please, please, come home!

Stumbling into the kitchen, Sophie put the kettle on the stove. As she spooned tea into the pot, her mind was in turmoil. Should she telephone the police? Should she tell them that her husband was missing, and that she was scared stiff that something awful had happened to him? At that moment she felt incapable of making a decision. She couldn’t even decide whether to give Duncan and Stuart the Christmas presents from their father. Would Hugh want her to do that? She did not know.

But she could predict the questions the police would ask and the answers she would be obliged to give. Where did your husband stay when he was in Glasgow, Mrs Craxton? I don’t know. I never asked. But you must have written to him, surely? No, he always phoned me. Do you know the address of his business there? No, I don’t know. I never needed to know.

She poured boiling water into the pot and stirred it. After taking a few mouthfuls of tea she returned to the bedroom, where she knelt down by the bottom drawer once more. Among a jumble of miscellaneous objects she found the boxes containing Hugh’s military medals, a torch, a couple of old pipes, a silver christening mug and some lengths of wire in a brown paper bag.

Beneath the paper bag was a small notebook, the sort one might keep in the inside pocket of a jacket as an aide-memoire. The blue leather covering had worn through at the corners. Sophie leafed through the pages. On them, Hugh had listed telephone numbers. Beside the numbers were initials. She frowned as she tried to puzzle them out. None of them meant anything to her until, turning a page, she saw a phone number. Beside it Hugh had written, C & Sons.

She hesitated, frowning. There was only one way to be sure.

She dialled the operator and asked to be put through to the Glasgow number. Minutes passed, the line crackled, then a girl’s voice said:

‘Craxton and Sons Quality Stationery and Office Sundries.’

Hope soared. ‘I’d like to speak to Mr Hugh Craxton, please,’ Sophie said.

‘I’m sorry to have to inform you, but Mr Craxton has passed away.’

Had the receptionist misheard? Or had she herself misunderstood the girl’s strong Scottish accent? ‘Mr Hugh Craxton,’ repeated Sophie, loudly and irritably. ‘I need to speak to Mr Hugh Craxton.’

‘Mr Hugh Craxton’s family has informed us that he died on Boxing Day of pneumonia,’ said the girl, in a bored tone. ‘We’re passing on his calls to Mr Ross and Mr Paterson. May I put you through?’

‘No. Thank you.’ The words were a gasp.

‘I beg your pardon, but are you a customer of Craxton’s?’

I’m Hugh’s wife. But she was seized by a horror that the girl might not have made a mistake, and that Hugh might indeed have died, and the phrase jammed in her throat.

The receptionist was speaking again. Her tone had softened. ‘Mr Craxton’s two daughters are making the funeral arrangements. Would you like me to give you the number of the Craxton residence?’

The impulse to shout down the line, ‘Daughters? What daughters?’ swelled and peaked and then collapsed like a badly set blancmange, and Sophie cut off the connection. Her legs buckled and she found herself sitting on the floor, nauseous and trembling. She pressed her knuckles hard against her teeth.

Mr Craxton’s family has informed us that he died on Boxing Day of pneumonia. Mr Craxton’s two daughters are making the funeral arrangements. Her head reeled. Nothing made sense.

It was a while before she was able to drag herself to her feet. In the drawing room, her hand shook as she poured brandy into a glass. Splashes of liquid blobbed the surface of the cabinet. Collapsing into an armchair, she drank the brandy in slow, steadying sips, her gaze fixed on the view through the window: the street lamps, the pale riming of snow on wall tops and post boxes. Everything seemed unnaturally vivid. Sounds jangled and vibrated, exacerbating her nerves.

Mr Craxton’s two daughters are making the funeral arrangements. If Hugh was dead – surely it could not be true? – but if, God help them all, it proved to be so, Hugh had no daughters. Which meant – it must mean – that this was all a terrible mistake. The receptionist must have been referring to some other Craxton.

Yet the number she had phoned, the number in Hugh’s notebook, had been for the stationery factory. And Craxton was not a common surname.

Mr Hugh Craxton’s family has informed us that he died on Boxing Day of pneumonia. Sophie saw, through the blurry grey of the evening, two familiar figures approaching the house. Duncan and Stuart were coming home. She put the brandy bottle and glass back in the cabinet, then wiped up the spills. Leaving the room, she caught sight of her reflection in the mirror above the mantelpiece: she had a crazed expression, she thought. She ran a hand over her face as if to wipe it away, then went to meet her boys.

They came into the house jostling each other, arguing about something in a noisy, friendly way, pink-cheeked with cold and trailing mud and water on to the hall tiles.

‘Has Dad come home?’ Stuart asked.

Sophie shook her head. Duncan said, ‘Shut up, you idiot.’

‘I thought he might have.’

‘He hasn’t, you can see he hasn’t, so shut up.’

Duncan went upstairs. Stuart dropped his shoes in the middle of the hall and headed for the kitchen. ‘I’m starving,’ he said.

‘I thought you had tea at the Fosters.’ She marvelled that she could speak so calmly as she trembled on the edge of catastrophe.

‘It was just leftovers.’ Stuart reached up to a high larder shelf and took down a tin of Jacob’s crackers. Duncan had reddish-brown hair and hazel eyes and took after Hugh in his colouring, but Stuart was her boy through and through, fair-haired and blue-eyed and sweet-natured. He was at that in-between stage that touched her heart, the boy metamorphosing into the man, tall and gangly and prone to outbreaks of scarlet spots, but still affectionate and eager to please.

He said, ‘Is there any cheese?’

‘Some mousetrap, that’s all. The grocer’s boy hasn’t been.’ Sophie had to think hard which day of the week it was. Monday, it was Monday. The grocer’s boy usually called on a Monday. Nothing was right.

Stuart spilled half a dozen crackers on to a plate and unwrapped the cheese. He talked about the game of football he and Duncan and the Foster boys had played in the park, in the snow. ‘If it keeps falling, we’ll be able to make a snowman tomorrow.’ Though he was more than a head taller than her, he was still excited about such things.

Sophie called up the stairs to ask Duncan whether he wanted a cup of tea and he shouted back a no thanks. She and Stuart sat at the dining table and Stuart got on with the Christmas jigsaw, an image of the Royal Scot flying over a bridge, and after a while Duncan came down and joined them. The wireless played a programme of symphonic music while Duncan did the sky and Sophie and Stuart started on the engine and carriages. Or, rather, Stuart did. Sophie felt so sick and shocked she couldn’t even try.

Stuart said suddenly, ‘Are you worried about Dad, Mum?’

Duncan said, ‘Of course she’s worried about Dad, you clot, he’s been missing for over a week.’

‘Missing’, Sophie thought. Not ‘away’.

‘But he’ll come back soon, won’t he?’ said Stuart.

Sophie squeezed her younger son’s hand. ‘Why don’t we all have a cup of cocoa?’

‘I’ll make it,’ Duncan said. He went to the kitchen.

She was relieved when, an hour later, Stuart, yawning, announced that he was going to bed and went upstairs. Sophie, too, stood up and said goodnight to Duncan, who liked to stay up late. She went upstairs and lay down on the bed fully clothed. Already, the bed was starting to seem as if it belonged only to her. The hollow in Hugh’s pillow had been pummelled out by Mrs Leonard, and the room had been aired and no longer smelled of Hugh’s cigarettes.

She had met Hugh during the war, in early 1918. She had been twenty-one years old and working in a hospital for convalescent officers, set up by a family friend in a house in Knightsbridge. Her duties were making beds, sweeping floors and scrubbing out bedpans, that sort of thing. Hugh was visiting a friend of his who had been wounded at Passchendaele. When visiting hour was over Sophie showed him out of the house and he asked her to dinner. She had said yes; there had never been any question that she would not say yes. During Hugh’s fortnight’s leave they went to the theatre and cinema and, hand in hand, walked by the Thames and window-shopped in Piccadilly. And they kissed, passionately, beneath gas-lamps and in frosty parks.

The day before Hugh was due to return to the Front, they embraced in the shadow of a bridge, where the misty grey river lapped at the muddy bank. He undid the top button of her blouse, then another. ‘Hugh,’ she said. ‘You mustn’t.’ When he made to undo a third button, she said, ‘Hugh, no,’ and pulled away. ‘Sorry, I’m sorry,’ he murmured. He smiled at her and said ruefully, ‘It’s just that you’re such a damned beautiful girl, Sophie, and I want you so much.’

It was not that she did not want him too, only that she was terrified, as every girl was, of the disgrace of finding herself pregnant and unmarried. It had been drilled into her since she was old enough to understand about such things that if that happened, her life would be over. Immorality led inexorably to ruin, degradation and exclusion from society.

And yet later, saying goodbye to Hugh outside the hospital, she clung to him, wishing she could turn back time. She was afraid she had offended him or that he thought her a tease. She might lose him, never having let him love her. What a prude she had been, what a fool.

Hugh returned to the carnage on the Western Front. He wrote to her twice a week; she lived for those letters and became sick with anxiety whenever they were delayed. In April he was entrained back to England after having been wounded at the Battle of Picardy. He was still woozy from the anaesthetic when he asked her to marry him. His right arm was heavily bandaged and in a sling when they were married by licence two weeks later. He never completely recovered from his injury; his writing remained that of a clumsy schoolboy.

Who on earth could they be, these daughters that the receptionist had referred to? Might Hugh have been having an affair? Tears stung her eyes and spilled down her face. It occurred to her that if a man had wanted to keep a mistress, he might have constructed a life much like Hugh’s. The fact that one of his businesses was in Glasgow meant that he had always travelled a great deal and was frequently away from home. Might he, a few years ago, have taken a mistress in Scotland and fathered on her a couple of illegitimate infants? But no, again that did not fit. Mr Craxton’s two daughters are arranging the funeral. Any illegitimate daughter would have to be, surely, at least sixteen years old to be capable of arranging a funeral – and thus much the same age as Stuart. Sophie found it impossible to believe that Hugh could have kept a mistress for so long without her knowing about it. And surely any mistress, however low her morals and depraved her character, would have the decency to contact her, the bereaved wife, to let her know that her husband was dead. There was some mistake. She would sort it out tomorrow.

And yet doubt piled upon doubt. What did she know about Hugh? Not much. That he had had an unhappy childhood, brought up in a dim, damp, Devon parsonage which he had left at the age of eighteen and never returned to. His parents had died before Sophie had met him; he had no family. Her own mother had never liked him. ‘Handsome is as handsome does,’ Mrs Torrance had said, with a sniff, after meeting Hugh for the first time.

What else? He disliked crowds, so they did not go to the cinema or the theatre and took their holidays in quiet seaside or country towns. When they went out for a meal it was generally to a modest local establishment, though Hugh, who loved her cooking, preferred to dine at home. He was not a clubbable man and preferred the company of his family to evenings with male friends. He did not have any friends of his own so far as she knew, apart from Malcolm Reid. He found her friends and their neighbours dull, so she tended to visit them by herself. There were no supper invitations to each other’s houses. Hugh had never introduced her to any of his colleagues. ‘Tedious lot,’ he had told her. ‘I won’t inflict them on you, my love. It may be selfish of me but I prefer to have you to myself.’

Hugh was clever and fun, inventive and generous. His presence could transform a run-of-the-mill day into an adventure. He was capable of stoicism and courage – those medals for his three and a half years’ service during the Great War proved that. But he was also easily bored, and his restless streak meant that he went out for a walk on his own most evenings, even when it was dark and cold and rainy. He had no allegiance to any church or political party and had once told her that he had lost the capacity for any sort of faith during the war. He was affable, he was charming, but he could be quiet and inward-looking too. There were times when he shut himself off from her.

Hugh was a loving and passionate man but he had a wandering eye. Now and then she caught him looking at women in the street. This had always been a source of pain to her. Could he have done this terrible thing? Was he capable of fathering two daughters, half-siblings to Duncan and Stuart, and hiding them away for years? Surely not, she said to herself as she rose and took the pins out her hair. Surely such treachery was unimaginable.

She must have dozed off eventually because she woke at six the following morning in a tangle of sheet and blankets. The temperature had risen during the night and when she looked out of the window she saw that the snow had gone. The change in the weather contributed to the air of tension and division that hung over the household. The boys were surly and quarrelsome and Sophie had a headache.

But she had made her plan. Once Duncan and Stuart had gone out she called the operator and explained that she needed to find the telephone number of an undertaker in Glasgow. Her stomach gave a twist of anxiety as she sat in the hall, telephone receiver in hand. An old friend had died, she told the operator. She had had a note informing her of his death, but no further information, and she did not know who to contact about the funeral. Yes, it was very worrying. If the exchange would kindly put her through to some Glasgow undertakers, she might be able to discover which firm was dealing with the arrangements. No, she did not know in which area of the city to look first. Not the poorer parts, if that was any help.

It was funny, she thought later, how you could sit there, trying to find out whether your husband was alive or dead, and yet still feel a mild panic at the cost of the trunk calls. It was the eighth undertaker, a Mr Peasgood of Peasgood and Price, who confirmed the news Craxton’s receptionist had broken to her the previous day. Sophie told her story again, giving her maiden name of Torrance to stave off any intrusive questions. The undertaker’s soft voice informed her that yes, Peasgood and Price were assisting Mr Craxton’s daughters in the arrangements for the funeral of Mr Hugh Craxton, who had passed away on Boxing Day, and yes, Mr Hugh Craxton had been the managing director of the stationery suppliers Craxton & Sons.

Disbelief and panic. Sophie had to take a deep breath to steady herself before asking Mr Peasgood a further question. Would he please confirm the deceased Mr Craxton’s full name?

A ruffling of papers; then the honeyed tones resumed. ‘Hugh James Dashwood Craxton, Mrs Torrance.’

She forced out a thank you and put down the telephone receiver. Though she might have expected to feel grief now that her worst fears had been confirmed and any room for doubt removed, instead, rage of a tempestuous ferocity ripped through her. She went into the drawing room and climbed on to a chair. Then, reaching up on tiptoe, she tore down the paper chains that hung from the ceiling and with a single sweep of the hand toppled the Christmas cards from the mantelpiece.

Gasping for breath, Sophie stood in the middle of the room, surrounded by a sea of coloured paper, robins and snowmen.


Chapter Three

January 1938

The astrakhan collar of Thea’s black coat itched; she put up a hand to adjust it and her fingers, brushing against her father’s maroon cashmere scarf, tucked round her neck, released a faint scent of Turkish tobacco and Blenheim Bouquet, fragrances she always associated with him. She gulped, and Rowan, who was sitting to one side of her, put a hand on her arm. Rowan had put down her black net veil so Thea could not properly see her comforting smile, but she knew it was there all the same. Her sister was wearing a beautifully tailored black coat, black hat, black stockings and shoes. The only flash of colour was the bright coil of hair at the nape of her neck.

Patrick was sitting on Thea’s other side. As chief mourners, they were occupying the front pew. Thea would rather have sat at the back but that wasn’t allowed. The church was desperately cold, and from the congregation seated behind them came a subdued murmuring. The sight of her father’s coffin, in front of the altar, made such a flurry of awful thoughts run through Thea’s head that she dug her teeth into her lower lip. She didn’t want to cry here. There was, she recognised, an illogicality in that: surely, if one was ever going to cry at all, it should be at the funeral of one’s last-surviving parent. But positioned so, in front of so many strangers, she felt on display, and she hated that. At school prize-giving, she always dreaded the moment of walking across the stage to receive her copy of The Master of Ballantrae or whatever. If she were ever to marry, she would prefer to go to Gretna Green so there would be no one to stare.

Thea tried to distract herself by thinking about the funerary practices of ancient lands – of Egypt, the mummification of bodies, grave goods buried with the dead, magic spells cast by priests. Would it be sacrilegious to think of the vicar’s prayers as spells? And the tomb chambers of Ur, with their sacrificial bodies, the expendable slaves and wives deemed necessary to accompany the important dead. The organ music droned on and her thoughts moved to Neolithic burials and the long barrows of Wiltshire and the cairns of Scotland, where the dead were laid to rest alongside those objects precious to them in life, the polished flint arrow-heads, ivory buckles and strands of beads. What grave goods would she place beside her father? His hiking boots, she thought, his binoculars, a packet of Turkish cigarettes and a bottle of whisky. But not the cashmere scarf; she could never have parted with his cashmere scarf.

The murmuring faded a little; the service was about to start. Thea, who had hardly slept the previous night – had slept little during the two and a half weeks of her father’s illness, death and its aftermath – and was afraid of exploding very publicly into wails of grief, changed her mental subject and thought about psychopomps. She had been thirteen years old when she had first come across the word in a book of mythology. For a long time it had been her favourite word. It was the role of the psychopomp to guide the newly dead soul to the afterlife. A psychopomp could be a god or an angel or even an animal. Who would escort her father to Heaven? Her father hadn’t believed in Heaven, so did that mean no helpful psychopomp would come for him? Tears blurred her vision again. What creature for her father, to take him through the lands of the Dead? A stag, she decided, recalling with a pang a glorious autumn day the two of them had once spent walking in the Highlands. They had stood on a hillside, watching two stags locked in combat, and the sound of antlers clashing had carried through the cold air. Her father had been enraptured. Stags were proud, handsome, strong and remote, like him.

A loud rumble of organ music broke through her thoughts and then a sonorous succession of chords gathered themselves into the introduction to ‘Dear Lord and Father’. Thea wiped away her tears as she, along with the rest of the congregation, rose to her feet.

And it was over, the service and the burial, and she found that it was true, what some people had said to her beforehand, that she did feel a little relief. As they walked away from the graveside, the wind stung and their shoes crunched the snow.

Rowan put a hand on Thea’s sleeve. ‘Are you all right, darling?’

Thea nodded. ‘Are you?’

‘I’ll be awfully relieved when today’s over. But here goes. Could you bear to thank the secretaries and typists? I’ll do the managers.’

The staff of Craxton & Sons had come out in force for the funeral of the firm’s owner and were now scattered in respectful little clumps round the graveyard, talking quietly to each other. The factory and offices had closed that day as a mark of respect. Thea shook hands and thanked the female staff, in their funeral blacks. Though she murmured the polite questions Rowan had drilled into her that morning over breakfast she felt self-conscious and worried that she wasn’t doing it very well.

She caught sight of a woman standing on her own near the porch, beside a headstone that blossomed with grey and orange lichen. She looked as if she felt much as Thea did and was finding the whole thing an ordeal. Thea walked over to her and offered her hand.

‘Good morning. I’m Thea Craxton.’

Large sapphire-blue eyes studied Thea, then the woman shook her hand. ‘Mrs Torrance.’

Question number one. ‘Did you work closely with my father, Mrs Torrance?’

A shake of the head. ‘I’m not an employee. I’m a . . . I’m a friend.’

Mrs Torrance was much the same height as Thea. Locks of her fair curly hair sprung out from beneath the brim of her hat. Thea, who had straight dark hair, always felt deeply envious of women with properly curly hair, which must save them all the tiresome messing around with pin curls and rags.

She moved on to question number two. ‘Have you come far?’

‘From London.’

‘My sister lives in London, in Chelsea. Do you live there?’

‘No, in South Kensington.’

Mrs Torrance suddenly looked terribly upset. Thea felt sorry for her. ‘Funerals are so awful, aren’t they?’

Mrs Torrance stared at her. Thea was afraid that she had said the wrong thing. She was trying to think how to retrieve the situation when Mrs Torrance spoke again.

‘Did he . . . did he suffer?’

Thea murmured, ‘Not too much, no.’ It was a lie, but she couldn’t bear thinking about the last week of her father’s life, and anyway, that was what Rowan had told her to say. I know it’s not true, Thea, but some of them have worked for Dad for years and years, and there’s no point making them feel even more miserable. Mrs Torrance might not be an employee of Craxton’s, but the same rule must surely apply.

Mrs Torrance’s gaze swung across the churchyard to where Rowan was talking to Mr Paterson. ‘Is that your sister over there? With the red hair?’

‘Yes, that’s Rowan. And that’s her husband, Patrick, next to her, the fair-haired man.’

The haunted blue stare swung back to her. ‘Your sister’s married?’

‘Yes.’

‘How old is she?’

‘Rowan’s nearly twenty-four.’

‘Twenty-four . . .’ Mrs Torrance was staring at her, her expression – well, Thea could only interpret it as horror. ‘And you?’

‘I’m sixteen.’

A silence, then the older woman spoke again, suddenly, harshly. ‘Where’s your mother?’

‘She’s dead. She died when I was a little girl.’

‘I’m sorry.’ The eyes dropped at last; a shake of the blonde head. Mrs Torrance muttered, ‘Forgive me.’

Thea was distracted by their neighbours, the Macdonalds, a couple in their sixties, attracting her attention to apologise that they would not be able to attend the funeral breakfast. When she turned back, she saw to her surprise that Mrs Torrance had gone. A movement caught her eye. A small, black-coated figure was heading fast along the road, away from the church.

She must have put her foot in it, Thea reflected glumly, though when she ran back the exchange in her head it seemed to her that her remarks had been gauche and clumsy rather than annoying or upsetting. She was unable to face any more talking to strangers – and besides, her eye was caught by a growth on a nearby gravestone, a nice little clump of golden crustose lichen: caloplaca flavescens, she thought, squinting at it.

Rowan extracted herself gracefully from her conversation with Mr Paterson, her father’s manager at the stationery factory. Large black cars were drawing up by the roadside to take her and Thea and Patrick and the old and infirm to the hotel that was providing the funeral breakfast. It was only a quarter of a mile away so the rest of the mourners would walk.

Patrick was still engaged in conversation with Miss Naylor, her father’s secretary. Rowan gave her husband his due, he was good at occasions like this. He did what had to be done and had been such a help with all the ghastly arrangements and sweetly comforting throughout. He was so perfect in some ways, she thought with a stab of misery, and she was such an awful person for cheating on him.

She yearned for this day to be over and to return to London. It was unspeakable of her to have found herself thinking about Simon Pemberton on the day of her father’s funeral, yet she had and hated herself for it. She had not heard from Simon since they had parted at his flat on the night of the Manninghams’ party. She was afraid that, failing to see her in the usual places, he might think she was avoiding him.

A voice saying her name broke through her thoughts. Rowan looked round and saw a distinguished-looking man in his fifties.

‘Mr Ross,’ she said. Mr Ross was Craxton & Sons’ chief accountant. ‘Thank you so much for coming.’

Mr Ross took off his hat and shook her hand. ‘Forgive me for interrupting you, Mrs Scott, but might we have a private word when it’s convenient?’

‘Tomorrow?’ Rowan suggested. ‘Perhaps in the afternoon . . .’

‘I’m afraid it’s urgent. It’s to do with the firm. I really do need to talk to you today.’

‘Oh.’ The day that stretched out before her was already unendurably long and full of dreadful obligations, but she smiled and said, ‘This afternoon, then. Would five o’clock suit you?’

‘Thank you, Mrs Scott.’

She looked round, trying to find Thea. What on earth did Mr Ross want to talk to her about, and why had he been so insistent? She knew nothing about the business. Dad had never talked about it much and, if she was honest, she had never been able to raise the slightest interest in envelopes and visiting cards. Rowan caught sight of Thea, crouching in the snow, peering at a gravestone, and went to join her.

Sophie was on the London train. When that girl had said to her, Do you live in Chelsea, Mrs Torrance? she had for a moment thought of replying, ‘No, Hugh and I live in South Kensington.’ Perhaps she should have done, she thought savagely. Or perhaps, as they lowered Hugh’s coffin into the grave, she should have burst through the circle of mourners and shouted, ‘He was married to me!’

That she hadn’t was due partly to an innate politeness and her dislike of the theatrical, and partly because she knew
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