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Chapter One



London, Spring 1963




‘Garlic should be the same size as an ’azelnut in its shell,’ said Mme Wilson in her strong French accent. She was looking at a collection of pale, curved shapes on a plate in front of her that could have been toenail clippings given both their appearance and Mme Wilson’s look of utter disgust.

Lizzie regarded the despised items. She had no experience of garlic. It was one of the things her father regarded as ‘foreign muck’ and so had no place in her family kitchen. And yet just then, Lizzie was grateful for her father’s fondness for ‘good plain cooking’, for without it she wouldn’t have been sent to London to do a cookery course.

So here she was, in a rather cramped basement in Pimlico, with nine other girls, being lectured by a Frenchwoman who, if first impressions were anything to go by, was fairly terrifying. Almost everyone was wearing a white buttoned-up overall covered by a white bibbed apron, as specified in the prospectus.

Mme Wilson had moved on to olive oil and the outrageous fact that you had to buy it in chemist’s shops. Lizzie gathered this meant that olive oil had another function, apart from use as a cure for earache. Mme Wilson seemed to despise most ingredients available in England, and Lizzie couldn’t help wondering how she managed to live here when it was obviously a culinary desert.

She surreptitiously studied her fellow pupils, hoping that at least one of them would turn out to be friendly, otherwise her time in London might be lonely.

Most of them seemed to be very aristocratic, with smooth white skin, their glossy hair in elegant chignons, fat ponytails or discreetly backcombed so it rose smoothly from their foreheads and ended in perfect ‘flick-ups’, a style she had never managed to achieve herself. Under their all-covering garments glimpses of cashmere and silk could be seen. They wore pearls, round their necks and in their ears. Lizzie had a string of pearls, given to her by her godmother, but they were for best, not for every day. She had to ask her mother whenever she wanted to wear them.

One of the girls was a bit different. She had ignored the white overall and instead wore a blue-striped butcher’s apron over what seemed to be a man’s dress shirt without the collar. She was wearing black cigarette pants and round-toed shoes which buttoned up across her instep. Her long hair (glossy, like the other girls) was tied up into a pile on her head. She had a thick fringe which gave her a look of Audrey Hepburn. She was wearing pearls too, but hers were much larger, twisted round her neck like a rope. Lizzie suspected they were fake, and she warmed to her. She was just as glossy and well bred as the others and yet she wasn’t as haughty. This girl was looking around the kitchen as if she didn’t quite know how she’d got there.

Another girl caught Lizzie’s attention because she was writing everything down with single-minded attention. She sometimes asked questions and, judging by Mme Wilson’s response, they seemed to be the right questions. She was obviously seriously interested in learning to cook, not filling in the time until the next social engagement which, going by the snippets of conversation Lizzie overheard, was what most of the other girls were doing. When she caught Lizzie’s eye, she smiled, shy but friendly. Lizzie began to feel more confident.

‘Now, girls, you know it is easier to cook good food if you are accustomed to eating it. However, I know that many of you are not experienced in a kitchen. You may be forbidden to enter because your cook doesn’t like people interrupting her.’

Lizzie gulped inwardly. Her mother would hire a cook for the evening if she had to entertain her father’s business colleagues but she did all of the everyday cooking herself, often helped by Lizzie.

‘Now I’m going to take you through the batterie de cuisine. Each of you will introduce yourselves, and then I will see if you know what each item is for.’

There was an inward gasp of horror as the haughty debs looked around, obviously aware of how little they knew about kitchen equipment. Lizzie was anxious herself. Her mother had a cooking set consisting of a ladle, potato masher, long fork and palette knife that hung in a set on the wall. They had been a wedding present, Lizzie knew. If she was asked about anything more complicated she might well fail and draw the opprobrium of Mme Wilson down on herself.

Yet here was an opportunity to learn everyone’s names as well as a test and Lizzie paid attention. The girl in the striped apron was called Alexandra and the one who seemed to know her way round a kitchen (she identified a garlic squeezer without difficulty) was Meg, presumably short for Margaret. The others were called things like Saskia, Eleanor and Jemima. At school Lizzie’s friends had more ordinary names: Rosemary, Anne and Jane, or Elizabeth.

Lizzie was still wondering what it must be like to have the same name as a duck in a Beatrix Potter book when Mme Wilson called on her. Fortunately, Mme Wilson was holding up a cheese grater, which she could identify without difficulty.

After this trial-by-egg-whisk the girls were told to get out their notebooks (Meg was ahead on this, Lizzie spotted) and write down the recipe for sardine pâté. After that they were to cook steak, and for dessert, oranges with caramel.

‘Come on,’ said the tall girl who looked like Audrey Hepburn – Alexandra – at the end of the morning session, hurrying Meg and Lizzie out of the kitchen. Meg had found herself doing the washing up and Lizzie had felt obliged to help her. ‘Follow me.’

Lizzie didn’t have a better idea and she liked the thought of getting to know this girl who didn’t seem to care much about the rules. She herself had always done what her parents had expected of her but it now appeared there were options.

Alexandra obviously knew her way around Pimlico very well. A short walk, a left-hand turn and they were walking down a side street and into a small café.

The windows were almost totally obscured by condensation and the noise of the steam from the coffee machine was loud and disconcerting. The machine was about the same size as a car and sounded as if it was about to explode. But as no one seemed remotely bothered, Lizzie followed the others inside.

The moment the girls entered, the man behind the counter, who was buttering bread and baguettes, came out. ‘Bella!’ he said to Alexandra, hugging her and kissing her soundly on the cheek. ‘Where you been? We’ve missed you! Maria! Alessandra is here!’

A woman, her black hair in a bun, a slightly grubby apron covering her clothes, appeared from the kitchen and kissed Alexandra for even longer. Then she said, ‘Sit! Sit! Are these your friends? Welcome! Now – coffee! Food! You must eat!’

It took a little while for the three of them to be herded into a booth and shortly afterwards three foam-covered cups of coffee arrived. Lizzie wasn’t sure about coffee. She made it for her parents when they had dinner parties but she didn’t like it much herself.

‘Capuccinos,’ said Alexandra, ‘they’re lovely but you’ll need sugar. Lots of sugar.’ There were large wrapped lumps of sugar on the saucers and she started unwrapping hers.

The other two did likewise and, copying their new friend and gang leader, put in both lumps of sugar and, when the sugar had found its way through the foam, began to stir.

‘Oh my goodness, that’s delicious!’ said Lizzie, having taken a sip. ‘I didn’t know coffee could taste like that.’

‘It’s not like any coffee I’ve ever had before,’ said Meg.

‘I’ve known Maria and Franco for years,’ said Alexandra. ‘They taught me about coffee.’ She paused. ‘I had an Italian nanny for a short time. She used to bring me in here when I was a child.’

‘Sorry to have to point this out,’ said Meg, ‘but you can’t be very old now.’

Alexandra laughed, not offended by this. ‘I’m nineteen, so at least twelve years older than I was when I first came.’

‘Did you always have nannies?’ asked Lizzie.

‘Always.’ Alexandra took another sip and sighed in satisfaction. ‘I’m an orphan. But don’t feel sorry for me! I never really knew my parents and have managed perfectly well without them.’

‘Goodness,’ said Meg. ‘I can’t imagine what that must be like. My mother and I are very close.’

Alexandra shrugged. ‘It’s what you’re used to, I suppose. I had nannies, then I went to boarding school and in the holidays, if I didn’t stay with my stuffy relations, I had governesses or companions or whatever they liked to be called. My relations only care about my money.’

Lizzie nearly choked. She had been brought up to respect her relations although her Aunt Gina had proved to be a bit of a surprise when she met her last evening. She wasn’t sure her father would approve of Gina!

‘I am – or will be – quite rich,’ said Alexandra, as if it was a bit of a nuisance, ‘but I’m not due to inherit until I’m twenty-five. It was arranged like that to keep the fortune hunters at bay.’

‘My goodness,’ said Lizzie, weakly.

‘My relations – and I have a lot of them – take a very personal interest in my fortune. I think they’re intending to find a cousin to marry me when the time comes who’s not so closely related that we’d have strange children but who’ll keep the money in the family.’

‘My mother’s very keen on me getting married,’ said Lizzie. ‘It’s why I’m on this course, so I can learn to cook and other housewifely skills and be more marriageable. Although I don’t have to have fortune hunters kept away.’

‘Has your mother got anyone in mind?’ asked Meg, who seemed to find this very odd.

‘I think so,’ said Lizzie. ‘Not that they’d make me marry him, but I think I met him when I was about six and his parents are friends of my parents although they’ve moved away since.’

‘And you don’t mind?’ asked Alexandra and Meg, more or less at the same time.

Lizzie shrugged. ‘To be honest, I mostly go along with what my parents want but I’d never marry someone I didn’t love.’

‘But you do have your hair done at the same hairdresser as your mother?’ asked Alexandra.

‘Can you tell?’ said Lizzie, patting her hair.

Alexandra nodded. ‘It’s quite an old-fashioned style,’ she said. ‘And now I can see what you’re wearing under your overalls, your clothes were probably chosen by your mother too.

Lizzie exhaled. ‘The thing is, I don’t think it’s worth fighting about things you don’t really care about.’ She looked at Alexandra’s shirt and slacks with envy. ‘My mother has been planning my wedding day since I was tiny. I reckon if I was marrying a man I really loved I wouldn’t care about the day all that much. And she does. I am their only child, after all.’

‘I’m an only child too,’ said Meg. ‘But I don’t think my mother has given my wedding day a thought.’ She paused. ‘Mind you, she works so it’s different for her.’

‘Your mother goes out to work?’ said Lizzie, curious and a little intrigued.

‘Well, she stays in to work really,’ said Meg. ‘Until recently anyway. She used to be a cook-housekeeper for an old man. He was lovely. We live in his flat. He always said he’d make sure we could stay in the flat after he died, but somehow his nieces made sure this won’t happen. Luckily, he had a really nice solicitor who’s arranged it so we can stay for three months – well, it’s been two months now. It’s why I’m on this course. I want to start earning as soon as possible.’

‘Goodness me!’ said Alexandra. ‘But in my experience relations always do that. Whenever anyone dies there’s always an ugly fight for the money, even if they have quite a lot already.’

‘And when I’ve done this course and got my certificate I’m going to cook directors’ lunches,’ Meg went on. ‘And if I can, I’ll do catering in the evenings or something similar.’

‘Why have two jobs?’ asked Lizzie.

‘I want to earn enough to get a deposit on a flat for my mother,’ Meg said. ‘She’ll quite likely get another live-in job but we both feel we want something that’s ours. If we get a flat, we can rent it out if Mum doesn’t live in it.’

‘My mother would have a fit if I even thought about having two jobs,’ said Lizzie. ‘My parents will expect me to do something until I meet Mr Right, but it won’t really be for the money.’

Meg shrugged and Lizzie worried that she might have offended her. ‘My mother was widowed young. She’s always had to work,’ she said.

‘My mother only does voluntary work,’ said Lizzie. ‘And I think she only does it for the social life.’ She thought about the coffee mornings and cake sales where women got together and talked about each other until the subject of their conversation appeared and they switched to another poor woman. She’d done enough assisting at these events to know what they were like.

‘Let’s have something to eat,’ said Alexandra. ‘I know we tasted what we made today but it was only a taste and I’m hungry. It’s flower arranging this afternoon, isn’t it? I really wanted to do a course that only focused on cooking rather than doing different things in the afternoon, but this was the one people thought I should go on.’

Lizzie nodded. ‘I quite like the thought of flower arranging. I’ve done lots of that. And I like dressmaking. But the thought of French conversation terrifies me!’

‘You’ve done flower arranging for your mother?’ Meg said.

Lizzie nodded. Her mother always roped her in if there were church flowers to be done. Lizzie tended to complain a lot but actually she enjoyed it and was considered to be quite good.

‘But I hardly know any French,’ she said, in case her friends thought she was claiming to be good at everything. ‘I’ve never been abroad.’

‘I don’t know any French or about flower arranging,’ said Meg. She looked at Alexandra. ‘Is the food here likely to be expensive?’

Alexandra shook her head. ‘It’s very reasonable and the toasted cheese sandwiches are really filling. I may be an heiress but I know all about watching the pennies so the pounds can take care of themselves.’

‘How come?’ asked Meg.

Alexandra shrugged. ‘I’ll tell you one day. It’s quite boring really.’

Lizzie had the impression there was quite a lot about Alexandra she wasn’t ready to tell them.

In the end, they weren’t allowed to pay for the cheese sandwiches, or the coffee, and Lizzie and Meg felt as much part of the family of the café owner as Alexandra was.

They walked back to the cookery school, which was in the basement of a delicatessen. ‘I’m quite looking forward to learning about other things, apart from cooking,’ said Lizzie. ‘I don’t think I’m ever going to be any good at it. I might have a chance with flowers or dressmaking. That’s my hobby.’ At least she was confident in her needlecraft. She used to embroider tray cloths for her mother, add lace to handkerchiefs, and other fancy but basically fairly useless things. But she’d always made clothes for her dolls and, although her mother discouraged it, she also made things for herself.

‘I like dressmaking,’ said Alexandra. ‘It’s easy if you have plenty of space. And you have a sewing machine.’

Lizzie yearned for access to a sewing machine; she’d left hers with her parents. ‘Do you make your own clothes?’ she asked, keen to know about Alexandra’s rather strange garments.

‘Kind of. I mostly adapt stuff.’ She frowned slightly. ‘My life sounds really weird now I’m talking about it to other people. Although of course it’s normal for me.’

Lizzie opened her mouth to ask another question and then closed it again. How could this glossy, aristocratic girl, who had told them she was rich, possibly need to save money? She shrugged and walked on. She’d find out soon enough, she was sure.




Chapter Two

Lizzie was on the bus to her Aunt Gina’s house, having asked the conductor to tell her when she should get off. Tired but very happy, she thought about her day.

Firstly, she felt she had found potential friends in Alexandra and Meg, which was very important. Her best friend from school, Sarah, had gone away to train as a nurse, and Lizzie missed her.

Secondly, although Mme Wilson was frightening, compared to some of the other girls who seemed not to have even ventured inside a kitchen, Lizzie felt she knew a bit more about cooking and so hoped she wouldn’t be the focus of her sarcasm.

As the bus drove through the streets she spotted landmarks. There was Harrods (which she’d visited with her mother), and the Victoria and Albert Museum (which she hadn’t). In spite of her tiredness she was excited and thrilled to be in London.

She got off the bus at the right place and set off, relatively confidently, in what she thought was the right direction for the little cul-du-sac where Aunt Gina lived. She was soon climbing the steps. As Gina hadn’t given her a key, she rapped on the door.

‘Oh, darling!’ said Gina when she saw her standing there. ‘You’re back quite early!’

As there had been a fair amount of chatting among the girls after the French conversation and flower arranging, it was now half past four. Some of the others had been rushing off to tea parties as part of their Season. It didn’t seem early to Lizzie.

‘I hope it’s not inconvenient.’

‘Don’t worry about it!’ Gina smiled, obviously a bit put out. ‘Come in. I have a friend here for tea. I’m sure it won’t be long before you can rustle up little French fancies and make yourself useful!’

Her parents had driven her up the night before so she knew her way round Gina’s flat, which Gina had recently moved into. Although Gina was her mother’s younger sister, they had very little in common so family visits were infrequent.

Now, Lizzie put her outdoor clothes in her bedroom and then went into the little sitting room at the front of the house. Gina and a man were sitting on the sofa. There were teacups on the little table in front of the sofa and Lizzie noticed that one of the teacups had fallen over.

‘Let me introduce you,’ said Gina as both she and the man got to their feet. ‘Barry, this is Lizzie, or Elizabeth as her mother prefers, Lizzie, this is Barry.’

Barry took Lizzie’s hand and kissed it. ‘And what name do you prefer?’

‘Lizzie,’ she said, trying to take her hand back and failing.

‘Sit down,’ said Gina briskly, managing to make Lizzie feel even more that she’d intruded on something private. ‘Tell us about your course.’ She patted Barry’s knee. ‘Lizzie is learning to cook – among other things. Such fun! What did you learn today, darling?’

Lizzie got the impression that Gina was asking this in order to make conversation rather than because she cared. ‘We learnt a lot about garlic and olive oil and how to make caramel. Never stir the pan, just shake it.’ Lizzie smiled, wondering how soon she could leave the room again. ‘Would you like me to make more tea, Aunt—’ She remembered too late that her aunt had told her the previous evening that being called Aunt made her feel old. ‘Um – Gina, or shall I just take these things out?’

‘Oh, take them out, do. Thank you!’

Having escaped, Lizzie didn’t return to the sitting room. She washed up the tea things, dried them and put them all away.

Eventually, when the little kitchen was spotless, she heard Barry leave. It seemed to take a long time.

‘Oh, darling, you’ve cleared up. How kind. My char comes in the morning. Mrs Spriggs. Salt of the earth but rather short-sighted. By the way, your mother telephoned earlier. If you could ring her back? She wants to find out about the course.’ Gina smiled. ‘It can’t be easy for her, letting her little girl go to London on her own.’

‘I’m not on my own,’ Lizzie protested. ‘I’ve got you, Gina!’

Lizzie sat in the hall by Gina’s telephone table. ‘Mummy?’ she said, when the phone was answered. ‘It’s me.’

‘Elizabeth!’ said her mother. ‘Don’t move; I’ll ring you back. We don’t want you running up phone bills.’

A few seconds later her mother was back on the line. ‘So, how did it go? Were the other girls nice?’

‘Yes. A couple of them were really nice. The others were quite – haughty. They’re the ones doing the Season.’

Her mother sighed. If her dreams had come true, Lizzie would be doing the Season too, going to balls, tea parties, sporting events, all with the object of meeting suitable young men: good husband material who could provide for a wife and family and keep them all in a suitable upper-class manner. Lizzie knew this but as her ambitions did not include forcing herself into a group of girls where she knew no one, she didn’t know what to say to please her mother. ‘One of the nicer girls seems quite grand though,’ she said, hoping this would give her mother a little titbit of joy.

‘Really, darling? What’s her name?’

‘Alexandra.’

‘You must bring her down for the weekend as soon as you can. Maybe this weekend?’

Although Lizzie was the most obedient, compliant daughter possible, she could manage her mother to some extent. ‘I won’t know her nearly well enough to invite her down in a week, Mummy. Besides, I think Gina wants me to do something this weekend.’ This was a lie, obviously, and although Lizzie considered herself to be a truthful person, sometimes lying was necessary. Lizzie didn’t think she’d be ready to go home after only a week. She felt she’d only been in London for five minutes – she wanted a bit longer to stretch her wings.

Her mother, who had pressed on Lizzie exactly how important it was to keep in Gina’s good books – Lizzie was staying for a very reasonable rent – didn’t argue. ‘I expect she wants you to clean the silver. It certainly needed doing yesterday. I was only in the house for five minutes and I noticed.’

Lizzie didn’t point out that her mother wouldn’t need a whole five minutes to spot the gaps in Gina’s housekeeping skills.

‘I think I’d better ring off now, Mummy. Gina might like help with supper.’

‘All right, darling. Ring and tell me if you can pop home at the weekend. And find out more about this Alexandra. She sounds like such a nice girl.’

Lizzie knew that Alexandra was a nice girl but how her mother could have come to that conclusion on so little evidence she didn’t know. Or rather she did know. It was because Lizzie had described her as ‘grand’.

She went downstairs into the little kitchen where she found Gina. ‘Can I help?’

‘You can scrub the new potatoes. But it’s a very simple supper. Unlike you, my darling, I’ll never be able to cook anything too complicated.’

Lizzie was grateful. The night before she’d been confronted with an avocado pear – a fruit entirely new to her. It was so waxy and dense it took her a few moments to decide if she liked it or not.

‘Maybe when I’ve learnt a little bit more, I’ll be able to cook some meals for you,’ she suggested.

Gina smiled and nodded but didn’t seem exactly enthusiastic at the prospect of being cooked for by Lizzie.

Bearing in mind her mother’s advice about being useful she went on, ‘I’m also very good at mending. If you’ve got anything that needs a stitch, give it to me and I’ll have it mended in a jiffy.’

‘Really? Did you learn at school?’

Lizzie nodded. ‘A bit, but my mother taught me to sew lace round bits of fine lawn to make handkerchiefs. They go down very well at the Bring and Buy sales she organises. My hems are invisible too, although I did learn that at school.’

‘Oh. Well, after supper, I’ll give you my mending basket – see what you can do with it.’

Gina was thoughtful throughout the meal and topped up Lizzie’s wine glass, seemingly without thinking. Lizzie’s parents didn’t have wine with meals as a regular thing but, as her father had said, Gina was very ‘modern’. Lizzie’s father obviously did not approve of modernness.

After the washing up was done – although Gina said she was quite happy to leave the dishes until the following morning when her charwoman would come and do them, Lizzie turned her attention to Gina’s mending.

It was in a bag and there was quite a lot of it. Lizzie discovered that Gina just shoved things in there and never looked at them again. She just bought a replacement. So there were quite a few dresses that needed the hemming, some buttons to be replaced and a torn sheet.

‘Don’t worry about the sheet, darling,’ said Gina, seemingly a bit embarrassed. ‘I’ll get the laundry to do it.’

‘Is that how it got torn?’ asked Lizzie.

‘No,’ said Gina. ‘Now, have you got everything you need?’




Chapter Three

On Friday, Gina drew Lizzie into the sitting room the minute Lizzie had taken off her coat.

‘Lizzie, I know we’re not quite there yet, but what are you planning to do for the weekend?’

This was more than a casual query, Lizzie could tell. ‘Well, my mother wants me to go home but I said I’d prefer to explore London a little. But of course, if it’s inconvenient—’

‘No, no. You should definitely get to know London a little. I’ll give you an A to Z and you can spend Saturday exploring and, in the evening, Barry will take us to the theatre.’

This sounded very jolly and after supper, having washed up and left the kitchen so even her mother would have been satisfied, Lizzie went to bed, excited at the prospect of being free to explore her new surroundings.

Thus, on Saturday, having had a slightly hurt conversation with her mother who had wanted her at least to visit for the day on Sunday (her mother had always been excellent at making Lizzie feel guilty), armed with the A–Z Gina had given her, Lizzie set forth. She wasn’t used to doing things on her own but it wasn’t very long before she began to revel in her solitude.

She could stop and look in shop windows, or not, as the mood took her. She could look at the people who inhabited the King’s Road – very different from the people in her own market town. There were Beatniks, with beards – Lizzie couldn’t think of a single person who had a beard that she knew except the man who ran the wholefood shop, who wore sandals all year round. But here people had beards and longer hair. She saw a woman in a sack dress – a style she’d only seen in magazines.

Her plan was to explore the King’s Road in the direction of Sloane Square and from there make her way to Knightsbridge and Harrods. She and her mother used to visit Harrods when they came up to Daniel Neal to buy her school uniform. Once they’d bought the school blouses for another year, they’d get into a taxi. If Lizzie’s mother was feeling generous they’d buy something from Harrods, a pair of gloves or a hair clip, so they’d have a little green bag with gold writing on it.

While still in the King’s Road, Lizzie spotted a dress shop with only one dress in the window. It was scarlet, plain and short. It had no sleeves and a deep round neck. In the shop it was put over a black polo-neck jumper, as unlike the full-skirted shirtwaister dresses her mother liked her to wear as was possible.

Lizzie gazed at it thoughtfully. She did have a little money but if she bought the dress she wouldn’t have any money until her next month’s allowance was due. And did she need to buy it? Could she just buy a pattern and make it for herself? She thought longingly of the sewing machine left behind at home and then moved on to the hairdresser next door.

This was also very different. At home the hairdresser was full of women sitting under dryers like giant eggs, reading magazines. This one was small, didn’t seem to have any overhead hairdryers and had pictures outside of models with very different hairstyles from the ordered curls favoured by her mother’s generation.

She was just trying to imagine herself with short hair when a young man came out.

‘Excuse me! Miss!’

It took him a couple of goes before Lizzie realised he was talking to her. ‘Oh! Hello?’

‘I was just wondering if you fancied having your hair cut? I’m looking for a model, you see. I have a new stylist. She’s good but inexperienced in the kind of cut people want now.’

‘Er …’

‘It would be free.’ He hesitated. ‘Would you mind stepping into the shop for a minute? Your hair is in great condition. I’d love to—’

Without finishing his sentence he somehow steered Lizzie into his shop and seated her in front of a mirror.

A gown was flung round her shoulders.

‘Come over here!’ said the man to someone hovering in the background. ‘Come and see this hair. Unpermed, unbleached, in really lovely condition.’

A nervous young woman appeared in the mirror and watched as the man ran his fingers through Lizzie’s hair. ‘And look!’ he said. ‘A perfect widow’s peak. So, er, Miss – what is your name? I can’t go on calling you Miss.’

‘Lizzie,’ said Lizzie, charmed and unnerved at the same time.

‘And I’m Terry. This is Susan; she’s my student. She’s good but she hasn’t done a proper geometric cut before. If you let her cut your hair I’d pay you.’

‘I’m not sure …’

‘Ten pounds! Can’t say fairer than that!’

Ten pounds was more than her monthly allowance. It seemed a huge amount of money to Lizzie.

‘Really? You’d pay me ten pounds to have my hair cut?’ It seemed too good to be true and her father always said that if it seemed too good to be true it probably was. ‘But it might look awful!’

‘It won’t,’ said Terry, still playing with her hair as if it were the finest fabric. ‘I’ll supervise every step of the way. You can even choose which style. We’re not like some places who make the models have whatever we want. I’m just training one stylist who’s good already, not dozens of them. Come over to the basin. We’ll cut it wet.’

Lizzie was there for a long time but she was not put in front of a mirror. She was given cups of coffee and biscuits and then a sandwich. Every snip of the scissors was checked and supervised. But although Terry and Susan examined her closely, she couldn’t see what they were doing to her.

‘Does it look all right?’ she asked once, after what seemed to be a big lock of hair fell down into her lap.

‘It’s great!’ said Terry. ‘You really look something! You have great bones and of course perfect skin. So lucky! I was a mass of acne when I was your age.’

‘You look really lovely,’ said Susan shyly. ‘Almost like a model.’

‘Not quite like a model?’ Lizzie wasn’t satisfied by the ‘almost’.

Susan shook her head. ‘Your clothes are all wrong and you need some make-up.’

Lizzie’s mother sometimes wore a little ‘eye blue’, as she described it, as well as lipstick and powder. And of course she always pencilled in her eyebrows. But it had to be very discreet: Lizzie’s father disapproved of women who painted their faces. He would have had a fit if Lizzie had worn make-up. She thought of the ten pounds she was going to be given. Some of it would definitely go on make-up.

Lizzie hardly recognised herself when at last she was allowed to look. Her eyes were enormous, her face pixie-like and appealing and the slanted fringe and the geometric shapes of hair on her cheeks made her look, she felt, very modern.

‘Gosh!’ said Lizzie. ‘I can never go home again! My father will go mad.’

‘I’ll just take some pictures,’ said Terry.

When he’d finished, he produced two ten-pound notes. ‘I know I said ten, but it’s worked out so well …’ He handed over twenty pounds. ‘Take a tip from me. Go straight next door and buy that dress in the window. You won’t regret it.’

Lizzie took his advice. She bought the black polo-neck sweater, too. She had her own dress put in a bag so she could wear her new outfit straight away. Then she walked to Peter Jones and found a remnant of gaberdine in a plain dark green. She wouldn’t need a pattern, she decided; she could just copy the dress she already had.

Lizzie practically skipped back down the King’s Road towards Gina’s house. She hummed a pop song and swung her bag and generally felt as if she was in a film. She was like a real London dolly bird, not the boring Home Counties girl she had been when she’d first arrived. She ran up the steps to Gina’s front door and rang the bell, hoping her aunt would soon give her a key. She lived in London, she had made some great new friends and she looked the part.

Gina opened the door and looked blankly at her for a few seconds.

‘Good Lord! I hardly recognised you!’ she said. ‘You’ve had your hair cut.’ Then she frowned. ‘Sorry, stupid thing to say. You know that. Come in.’

‘What do you think?’ Lizzie asked. ‘Is it an awful mistake? I was looking in a window and this man came out and begged me to be a model.’

‘Your father will hate it,’ said Gina, ‘but that probably means you’ve done exactly the right thing. Come and have some tea. Barry will be here soon to take us to the theatre. I wonder what he’ll think about you, with your skirt showing your knees and your hair so modern.’

Barry was impressed. He made a big fuss of Gina’s ‘little niece’ to the extent that Lizzie felt quite uncomfortable. He gave her a large glass of sherry – not like the thimblefuls Lizzie’s father thought were appropriate for the fairer sex. Then he wondered aloud if she and Gina would like to go to a club after the theatre. The Ad Lib, he said; he had a contact who could get them in.

Gina wasn’t at all keen and although Lizzie did want to go to a club sometime, she didn’t want to go with Barry and Gina in a bad mood.

The theatre trip was somewhat marred by Barry’s attentiveness and the fact that other people, strangers, also noticed her. Lizzie didn’t really like being the focus of attention. While she was in the Ladies, having queued seemingly for hours, someone admired her hair and asked her where she’d had it done. She happily told them. She only noticed a couple of other people with hair cut short like hers in the theatre and they all looked very stylish.

On Sunday afternoon Gina seemed on edge. Lizzie walked to the park and then came home and made toast for tea. She took a tray through to the sitting room where Gina was sitting by the gas fire. She smiled and made a space for the tray, pushing the Sunday papers off the table and on to the floor.

‘I’ll miss these little attentions,’ she said. ‘You’re a good girl, I must admit.’

Lizzie was alarmed. Her aunt wasn’t given to sentimentality.

She poured a cup of tea and handed it to Gina. Then she offered her the plate of buttered toast.

‘What would your parents say if you told them you didn’t want to live with me any more?’ Gina wiped her buttery fingers on her handkerchief.

Lizzie went hot and then cold. ‘I – I don’t know – I can’t imagine.’ Then she thought a bit harder. ‘They’d say I had to go home. They wouldn’t let me stay in London.’

‘OK, well, we won’t say that then. But, darling, I can’t have you here. I made a mistake. You’ll have to share a flat with other girls. Lots of people do it. It’s fine. I’ll help you. Help you with the rent, too.’

‘But why can’t I stay here?’

‘You’re far too pretty! I was relying on you looking like your mother, but you’re far prettier than she ever was.’

Lizzie blushed but didn’t speak.

‘The thing is, Barry means well, but if he made a pass at you, I’d have to ditch him and he helps out quite a lot with bills and things.’

Lizzie was a bit shocked but she could see the sense in this. It was a shame that Gina obviously felt it was easier to get rid of her than to keep Barry under control.

‘When do you want me to leave?’ Her voice was hardly more than a whisper. The thought of leaving Gina’s cosy little house in the best part of London was devastating. And how would she cope living with girls she didn’t know?

And then she took a breath and thought back on all the new experiences she’d had in the past week – was it really only a week? – and here she was, looking different, being different from how she had been all her life. She would be fine, she told herself. Of course she would be.

Fortunately Gina was unaware of the mixture of excitement and terror that was filling Lizzie’s head.

‘Well, I’m not going to throw you on to the street! I’ll give you at least a couple of weeks.’ Gina smiled, obviously pleased to have got the difficult part of the conversation over. ‘I’ve got the evening paper from last week here. We’ll find you somewhere lovely. It’ll be far more fun than living with your old aunt.’

‘You’re not at all old!’ said Lizzie.

‘I’m older than you, sweetheart, which is why I can’t have you living here.’




Chapter Four

Lizzie’s new hairstyle and short dress attracted a lot of attention when she arrived at the basement kitchen on Monday morning. Not all of it was positive.

‘How will you put your hair up? If you want to wear a tiara?’ said one girl, Saskia, whose long chestnut locks were currently confined into a chignon. She was one of the haughtiest girls there and Lizzie felt flattered she even spoke to her, even though it was to say something negative. Saskia didn’t mention Lizzie’s short dress.

‘I don’t think I’ll ever need to wear a tiara,’ said Lizzie, but sensed her mother would probably say something very similar to Saskia.

Saskia went on, ‘I mean, I’m going to have my photographs done and the photographer definitely said I shouldn’t cut my hair beforehand. I’m hoping to get into Country Life. The “girls in pearls” photograph? Although I’ve got diamonds.’

‘Diamonds aren’t suitable for a very young girl,’ said Mme Wilson, breaking into the conversation. ‘And can we all settle down? It’s time for class to begin.’

‘You look wonderful!’ whispered Meg to Lizzie as everyone found places. ‘Very “with it”.’

‘You don’t think it’s a bit – modern?’ asked Lizzie.

‘Of course not,’ Alexandra declared. ‘You’re very trendy!’

Mme Wilson was less impressed. She merely looked at Lizzie and suggested she put on her overall quickly to cover her knees.

‘I won’t be able to hang around,’ said Lizzie, the moment they were on the pavement at the end of the day. ‘I need to go and look at a flat. I have to move out of my Aunt Gina’s house.’

‘Really?’ said Meg. ‘Why?’

Lizzie hesitated before speaking. She didn’t want to imply Gina was unkind, or that she herself was a flirt out to ‘get’ Gina’s man. ‘Because Gina has a boyfriend – a manfriend – and Gina thinks he might turn his attentions to me.’ Lizzie bit her lip. It seemed terribly unlikely to her that Barry would prefer her, so young and unsophisticated, to her dashing Aunt Gina. But he had made very flirtatious remarks when he’d taken them to the theatre so it was a possibility.

‘How awkward,’ said Meg. ‘So, you’re going to look at a flat now?’

Lizzie nodded. ‘Gina seems quite keen to get me out of the way, even though I was really helpful and was doing her mending!’

Alexandra laughed. ‘How ungrateful of her.’

Lizzie laughed back. ‘I know! Outrageous!’

‘Where’s the flat?’ asked Alexandra.

‘Tufnell Park? Have you ever been there?’

Alexandra shook her head. ‘I’m afraid not. It’s quite far out.’

‘I’ll walk to the Tube with you,’ said Meg. ‘It’s not far.’

But at the other end of her Tube trip, the flat seemed an awfully long way from the station, Lizzie thought as she checked her A–Z once again to make sure she was in the right place. She was already deeply depressed by her surroundings. The huge Victorian houses seemed unkempt and run down. This part of London was very different from Chelsea. And how long would it take her to get to the cookery school from here? She realised it would be quicker when she knew the way, but it would still take over an hour, she reckoned. An hour away from Gina and her cosy little house, from her new friends. And it seemed a world away from her home in Surrey.

Although Lizzie was naïve she was not stupid and she realised that Gina was justified in not wanting her pretty young niece to live with her. She also accepted Gina couldn’t give Barry the brush-off – he was too wealthy and generous for her to be able to afford to. But Lizzie did wish that Gina could have put up with her for just a bit longer. The cookery course was only for a few weeks, and she would go home when it was over.

However, although her going home after the course was always the plan, Lizzie was beginning to think she might prefer to get a job and stay in London. Meg was going to work after the course. Why couldn’t she? She wasn’t as talented a cook as Meg was, of course, but she was OK, better than the debs, who never seemed to pay attention and just wanted to talk about the next party, weekend in the country, or event on the social calendar, while yearning for their picture in the Tatler.

At last the numbers of the very long road she was walking down were a bit nearer to the number of the address she had written on a bit of paper in her hand. Two more houses and she was there.

The front door wasn’t promising. It was very dirty and had a piece of cardboard pinned over a broken pane. Lizzie rang the bell and hoped no one would answer. Then she could go home and tell Gina she’d tried. Before she attempted to find somewhere else again, she would check very carefully the area the flat-share was in, although she realised the reasonable rent had probably been a sign it would not only be miles from anywhere she wanted to be but also very scruffy.

A young woman opened the door. She had long hair tucked behind her ears like curtains. She had greasy skin and didn’t smile.

‘You here for the room? You’d better come in, but I warn you, there’s plenty after it.’

Lizzie felt it would be rude to leave before she’d even crossed the threshold so she went through the door.

An unidentifiable but powerful smell hit her nostrils: a combination of old cooking fat, cabbage and drains were all she could identify. Maybe there was a hint of body odour but that could have been coming from the girl.

‘It’s upstairs, follow me,’ said the girl. ‘I’m Monica, by the way.’

Monica opened a door off the first landing. ‘In here.’

Monica had been right about there being others after a share in this flat. Lizzie found herself in a tiny hallway with doors opening off it and nearly bumped into a fellow viewer.

‘I’m so sorry!’ said a very tall, smartly dressed young man. ‘Did I step on your foot?’

‘No, it’s all right, you didn’t.’ Lizzie would have smiled at him except his good looks and well-cut suit increased her natural shyness. His voice was very upper class.

‘Living room through there,’ said Monica, who was now pushing past Lizzie.

The man went into the room first and Lizzie followed.

It had a bay window draped in yellowing net curtains, a large black plastic-covered sofa with a tear in it, two other armchairs, and a small scratched coffee table. There was an electric fire in the fireplace. Her mother, who had an inbuilt sense for such things, would surely say it was damp – yes, the wallpaper was detaching itself from the wall and there was mould on the wall behind the door.

‘There’s a meter for the electric,’ said Monica. ‘Bedroom’s here.’

Lizzie’s room at Gina’s wasn’t large but it made this little boxroom seem spacious. There was no window and no other furniture apart from the bed.

‘It’s a single,’ said Monica, stating the obvious, ‘which is why it’s a bit dearer. Hook for your clothes on the door.’

‘Kitchen?’ asked the man.

A grubby gas stove, a sink and a Formica table with two chairs completed the furnishings but at least it had a window.

Monica flapped a hand at the window. ‘Keep your milk on the sill. Label your bottle.’

‘What about the bathroom?’ asked Lizzie. She knew she wasn’t going to take the room, she’d rather go home and travel up each day from there than live here, but she would have felt rude if she hadn’t seen the entire offering.

‘Shared with the flat above. There’s a rota.’ The doorbell rang and Monica withdrew.

‘Do you want to take it?’ asked the man.

Lizzie shook her head. ‘It’s all yours.’

‘It’s pretty dreadful, isn’t it? But cheap.’

Lizzie thought he looked like someone who could afford to live somewhere far nicer than her. He had a prosperous, glossy air about him – in fact he was the sort of young man her parents would approve of. She quite approved of him herself. He was attractive.

‘So what was the flat like?’ asked Alexandra the following morning while they hung up their outdoor clothes.

‘Ghastly,’ said Lizzie. ‘It would be easier to live at home and commute from there.’

‘Do you want to do that?’ asked Alexandra.

‘No,’ said Lizzie. ‘Definitely not. I mean my parents are perfectly nice people but I want to live in London! At least for as long as the course lasts.’

‘I have an idea,’ said Alexandra. ‘Talk to you about it at lunch.’

Although Lizzie was fairly preoccupied with her own problems she couldn’t help noticing in the morning session that Meg was a bit distracted – not as focused as she usually was. Mme Wilson had to ask her twice to recite her recipe for shortcrust pastry. Meg managed it the second time.

‘My advice, girls,’ said Mme Wilson, ‘is to use this recipe for everything that requires a short crust. The egg yolk makes it easy to handle.’

‘Let’s go to the café,’ said Alexandra after all three girls had made quiche cases and baked them blind – a process new to Lizzie.

‘I was thinking,’ Alexandra continued, when they had cappuccinos in front of them and were lowering in the sugar lumps. ‘Why don’t you come and live in my house? It’s silly me living there almost all by myself when you have to go home to live with your parents, or find some ghastly flat-share somewhere.’

‘Oh my goodness! That would be amazing!’ exclaimed Lizzie. ‘But what would your – your guardians think about it?’

‘They won’t know and why would they object? Me sharing with a nice girl from the Home Counties would be just what they’d want for me if they ever gave the matter any thought.’

‘That would be perfect!’ Lizzie said, thinking how her mother would react to the thought of her sharing with a posh girl who lived in the very best part of town. She’d be so thrilled she’d possibly forgive her daughter for her geometric haircut.

‘Excellent!’ Alexandra clapped her hands.

Meg cleared her throat. ‘Might there be room for two people in your house?’

‘Of course,’ said Alexandra. ‘It’s huge. Why?’

‘It’s just I need somewhere to live now too. Urgently.’

‘But why?’

‘My mother’s got a job, which is brilliant, and it’s live in, also brilliant, but it leaves me homeless,’ said Meg.

‘Come and live with me then! We can all be together, which will be lovely. It’s quite lonely living in that huge house more or less on my own.’

‘There’s just one problem,’ said Meg, who, Lizzie felt, wasn’t quite delighted enough at the prospect of having her housing problem solved so happily.

‘What?’ said Alexandra.

‘There’s Clover.’

‘Who’s Clover?’ said Alexandra and Lizzie together.

‘She’s my dog. Well, not my dog really; she used to belong to the old man my mother looked after – where we’ve been living for the past five years.’

‘And he left her to you in his will?’ suggested Lizzie.

Meg became a bit emotional. ‘The thing is, the old man’s family – distant family; they never came to visit – wanted to have her put down. Clover isn’t young, she’s seven, but that’s not old either!’

‘Oh, that’s awful,’ said Alexandra. ‘Of course she can come and live with us.’ She paused. ‘There is one thing though.’

Lizzie and Meg regarded Alexandra with trepidation. Was the answer to their problems to be snatched away so soon?

‘I told you I live more or less on my own … well that’s a lie. I’ve got into the habit of lying to people – self-preservation – but it’s an awful habit.’ She took a breath. ‘I live with David. He’s the kindest, nicest person you will ever meet and he’s always looked after me – well, for about three years anyway. He’s an antiques dealer and an actor.’

‘Why might that be a problem?’ asked Meg.

Alexandra didn’t answer for a second. ‘He’s a homosexual.’ Lizzie and Meg both swallowed.

Alexandra went on: ‘As you know, being gay is illegal. If you think you might have a problem sharing a house with someone like that, or might tell the authorities or anything, I can’t have you in my home.’ She paused again. ‘And I’m not sure I can have you as my friends.’

‘It’s not a problem for me,’ said Meg. ‘Although nothing was ever said, I’m sure William, the old man my mother looked after, and who we lived with, was homosexual. He was the nicest, kindest person too.’ She smiled shyly.

‘I’m sorry to be stupid,’ said Lizzie. ‘But I’m not absolutely sure what a homosexual is.’ She found herself blushing at her ignorance. ‘I’ve led a very sheltered life,’ she added apologetically.

‘It’s when men don’t fancy women, they like other men,’ said Meg. ‘I don’t know why it’s illegal.’

‘OK,’ said Lizzie. ‘I don’t think I’ve ever met a gay person.’

‘You probably have,’ said Alexandra. ‘Only you didn’t know. Let’s go and see the house,’ she went on. ‘It’s walking distance, if you don’t mind walking,’ she said confusingly. ‘You may hate it!’

‘It would mean missing upholstery,’ said Lizzie, slightly shocked.

‘I don’t think it would matter,’ said Meg. ‘The debs quite often miss the afternoon sessions. They’re only there as a filler, to make the course seem worth the money.’

‘She’s right,’ said Alexandra. ‘But we could make it after upholstery if you’d rather, Lizzie.’

‘Let’s do that,’ said Meg, looking at Lizzie and obviously guessing that Lizzie would be more comfortable doing this.

But the moment the workroom was tidy at the end of the day and the girls could go, they didn’t dawdle. Alexandra led the way and London suddenly seemed at its best. There were cherry trees along the way bursting with blossom. Window boxes full of bulbs, daffodils, tulips and hyacinths decorated the smarter houses. Small shops, larger ones as they reached Victoria and then residential streets again. Lizzie couldn’t stop smiling, she was so excited. London seemed
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