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To my daughter, Tabby
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Prologue

June 1952

Caundle Court was dressed for a party and, against the summer night sky, it looked quite magical. The windows were ablaze with light from glittering chandeliers. Small square golden lanterns glowed from the gate along the drive that curved past a field of cattle on one side and the old cricket pitch and rackety pavilion on the other. At its end was Caundle, once a priory and now a grand residence, noted for the many chimneys in decorative dark red brick laid in intricate lattice shapes, and the great mullioned windows at the front softened by the blooms of lilac wisteria that dropped around them. The house looked splendid in its party finery, but the cloak of night hid how much of it was distinctly shabby.

The fact of this ramshackle quality was something that kept village gossips very busy.

‘How can such a rich family keep their house in such a state?’ women would ask one another in the post office in Caundle Parva, or over crumpets in the tea room. ‘It’s out of character for her, isn’t it?’

After all, Gloria Templeton, the chatelaine of Caundle Court, was a member of the absurdly rich and glamorous Carrington family. But the thing was, you could be a rich Carrington or a poor Carrington – relatively – depending on the side of the family to which you belonged.

The bankers were dripping in gold. The landed farmer Carringtons were still fabulously well off but not so much as the banking Carringtons. Gloria Templeton was on the banking side, so they could not understand why it was not a matter of pride for her to keep the house looking magnificent.

‘Ever since the major’s plane went down – so very unlucky, poor man, so missed – she’s hardly ever been here,’ the local ladies would say a little indignantly.

Everyone agreed it was a shame that the big house was left so unattended when it ought to be playing a proper role in village life. The word was that Mrs Templeton had a very fine house in London, and even entertained the royal family. So why let poor Caundle fall into such a state?

The villagers were hopeful that things were about to change. And plenty of Carrington money had been spent tonight in honour of the birthday party celebrating the coming-of-age of the heir to the house, Brinsley Templeton. He would take possession of the place now that he’d attained his majority, and perhaps he would restore it to a glory it once knew, in the days of the major’s parents and those of the ancestors whose marble tombs adorned the church.

Everyone seems to have forgotten that it is also my birthday.

Felicity Templeton stood in front of the cheval glass in her bedroom, inspecting her reflection. She was wearing a green satin evening dress with a full skirt and slim shoulder straps, and, she thought, it suited her. Her pearls gleamed at her neck and ears.

Eighteen today. A woman. Am I pretty? He said I am. He said I’m beautiful.

She pushed that thought out of her mind. There was no point in thinking about him. That was all over.

Pretty or not, there was no doubt that she drew the eye with her startling looks: the fine, fly-away dark blonde hair, elfin chin and extremely large, round blue eyes. They were certainly striking but could sometimes look too much, too huge, too round, as though she was a little deformed. At least, that was what her younger sister said. Prudence claimed that it was Felicity’s swollen brain that made her eyes so huge. ‘Popping from your head like a frog’s with the pressure of all those thoughts of yours.’

Felicity would usually try to thwack her for this, but she didn’t mind too much the idea that she was bursting with intellect. Her father had called her the Little Thinker.

‘Something in those eyes of yours, Flick, tells me you feel things very much,’ he’d once said, looking unusually serious. ‘Just be careful, my dear. Try not to let yourself be hurt.’

How would one try that? Surely no one chose to be hurt? Besides, it was too late by then anyway. And not long after, Father did the most hurtful thing he could do by dying, after the war had ended when they had all thought he was safe.

Flick thought of her father now, as she pressed her lips together one final time. Red lipstick made them slick, and she had kholed her huge eyes and made her lashes stand stiff and straight with black mascara. Do I look like a clown, or a beauty? It’s so hard to tell. Mother must think she looks wonderful, and what a fright she is. Perhaps I look like neither. She sighed. What would Father make of all this fuss?

She recalled lots of parties when he was alive so perhaps he would have enjoyed this evening. And he would certainly have made sure that everyone remembered it was also Flick’s birthday just as much as Brinsley’s.

There had been a gift for her that morning, wrapped in silver tissue and waiting by her plate at the breakfast table. Urged by her mother, Flick had opened it to find a long black jewel case, and in it a three-stranded pearl necklace with a pair of matching pearl drop earrings, each with a diamond as the stud. They were beautiful and appropriate for an eighteenth birthday, and Flick was pleased to get them and thanked her mother.

‘I’ll wear them tonight,’ she promised.

But Gloria’s attention was all on Brinsley, her pride and joy, whose pile of gifts included inherited items – cufflinks, a signet ring, dress studs – as well as a very fine watch that was quite new.

‘It could be worse,’ Prue muttered to her. ‘And it’s a very pretty necklace, though I can’t see you wearing it much.’

But it was worse. One of Brinsley’s packages included the key to a fine new Austin motorcar that sat on the driveway outside.

‘What do you think, Brinny? Do you like it?’ demanded Gloria, as they all stood at the window of the breakfast room, admiring it. She clasped her son to her very large bosom and hugged him tightly.

‘Yes, of course, Mother, thank you.’ But even placid Brinsley looked exasperated. He had never wanted a car and had no idea how to drive one. He had always been ferried everywhere on account of his ankles, and seemed to expect that would simply continue. After all, there were motors and drivers available to him. Flick would have loved such a present, much more than a necklace, and at once wondered if there was some way she could trade with Brinsley so she took possession of his smart car.

But perhaps I don’t need to. After all, I am supposed to be coming into my inheritance, according to Mother.

Gloria had long dangled the promise of future riches in front of the children, and the time had come when the twins were supposed to receive at least some of their inheritance. But Gloria had now gone quiet on the subject.

The bedroom door opened and Prue put her head around it. ‘Come on, Flick, it’s all kicking off and you know she wants you on parade. You’re needed on the meet and greet, so get a move on!’

The noise from downstairs floated through the open door: the buzz of voices and the sound of the string quartet playing in the hall.

‘All right, I’m coming.’

Prue disappeared, and Flick took a deep breath. The party was just something to get through. At least it would keep her mind off things. And then, very soon, it would be back to Oxford and relative freedom. Away from the suffocating presence of her mother, at least.

The sooner, the better.

Flick came slowly down the main stairs of Caundle Court, moving carefully in her unfamiliar satin pumps. A great crystal chandelier hung in the hall, suspended from the intricate plasterwork ceiling, its twelve curved arms glittering like a spider’s web on a frosty morning. Flick’s satin dress shimmered as she reached the black-and-white marbled floor of the hall. At the bottom of the stairs was a copy of Canova’s famous sculpture of The Three Graces, brought back by some Templeton ancestor in the nineteenth century as a memento of his travels. The sculpture had been sent over from Italy, packed for protection in the dense leafy branches of the Mediterranean ilex, but even so, Euphrosyne had lost a little finger on the journey, and her sister Thalia had cracked a heel. Only Aglaea remained untouched.

In front of the sculpture was the string quartet, valiantly playing Mozart against the growing murmur of the crowd.

I hope the Graces are enjoying this, Flick thought. After all, they are supposed to preside over parties for the gods.

She felt proud of this educated thought, and then deflated that there was no one to share it with, or to care one way or the other.

‘There you are!’ cried her mother as she spotted Flick. ‘Come here at once, the Harrison-Gowers have just arrived. Isn’t it too lovely?’

Flick went over obediently, nodding to accept the birthday wishes from guests as she went. She had picked up the faintest whiff of condescension from her mother, who famously thought most of the local families to be bumpkins. One of her favourite things was to mutter ‘Infra dig!’ with a satisfied sigh on hearing the names of her neighbours. They were below her dignity.

And how she can think that, looking the way she does, Flick thought, going to stand by her mother. Gloria was swathed in a gown of canary-yellow chiffon trimmed with frothy fronds of yellow swansdown around her shoulders. Bright yellow ostrich feathers nodded in her intricately curled red-brown hair. And if that was not enough, a huge necklace of diamonds and yellow sapphires sparkled around her neck, with more jewels dangling from her ears.

Prue came gliding up from a knot of guests to take her place beside Flick. ‘Does she think she’s a chicken?’ she whispered to her sister.

Flick giggled. ‘A chicken or a dandelion.’

They were used to their mother’s ways. Everything she wore verged on fancy dress. She yearned to be the centre of attention at all times and used any method she could to make sure of it, not least the vast amounts of make-up she wore. Gloria had been a beauty once, or so she said, and her portraits seemed to show a fierce, pale-skinned, red-haired prettiness. That was all lost now beneath layers of foundation, powder and rouge, the blue eyeshadow and the bright red lipstick she favoured. She was tall too, and wore the highest heels she could manage, so that she towered over nearly everyone.

Beside her, the three children looked washed out and certainly overshadowed.

Flick caught her brother’s eye but it was hard to read his expression behind his spectacles. She smiled at him and saw the ghost of a smile back. She always felt she had failed as a twin. She ought to know Brinsley better than anyone in the world and yet she felt he was still a stranger to her.

Gloria leaned down to whisper to Flick: ‘Stand up straight, darling! You look like a miserable hunchback.’ She sighed happily. ‘Oh, I feel wonderful. It ought to be a party for me really, don’t you think?’

‘Yes, Mother,’ Flick said obediently.

Gloria scanned the room again and gasped. ‘Now there is the Morfield boy. Henry. Such a lovely young man. I’m told their house in Cornwall is very fine indeed! I’m sure he wants to talk to you, Felicity.’ Gloria put a hand to her daughter’s back and pushed her. ‘Go and say hello.’

‘I thought you wanted me here . . .’

‘I don’t now. Go and talk to him. He’ll be excellent practice. I’m worried you haven’t got a clue how to flirt.’

Flick looked across the room at Henry Morfield. He was quite good-looking with a clever, sophisticated air. At least he wasn’t like so many of the others: pink-faced and nervous, in conversation with other gawky young men just like them. They looked smart in their white tie but so young, and they talked only of hunting, horses and dogs. Tedious beyond belief.

‘Go on!’ hissed Gloria, and she delivered a sharp push to Flick’s lower back that sent her off across the marble floor. She had no desire to talk to Henry Morfield, no matter how good-looking or how fine his house, because she was in love with someone else and so there was no point. But she knew better than to disobey Gloria so she walked slowly towards him, wondering what to say. Passing the library door, she was startled to be grabbed by the arm and pulled inside.

‘You can thank me later,’ said a sardonic voice, and the light flicked on to show her very handsome cousin Edmund grinning at her. He looked typically elegant in a perfectly cut tailcoat and white tie, though he’d added a flourish of his own with a green-and-purple silk paisley scarf. His dark blond hair dropped winningly over one eye, making him look even more rakish than usual. ‘Want a drink? We’ve got some vodka.’

Diana stepped out of the shadows holding a bottle and a couple of glasses.

‘You’re here!’ Flick exclaimed, rushing to hug her friend as best she could around the bottle. ‘Thank you for coming.’

‘I wouldn’t miss it.’ Diana smiled. ‘I’ve been spending the last few days at Carrington Towers with this reprobate.’

‘Carrington Towers.’ Edmund rolled his eyes. ‘My parents would have fifty screaming fits if they heard you calling their precious house that.’

Diana gave him a mischievous look. ‘I know.’

‘You look ravishing,’ Flick said, admiring the red silk dress that hugged all of Diana’s very fine curves. While Flick was flat-chested and slim, Diana had a ripe bosom and bottom and a wasp waist between, a figure she showed off to its fullest advantage at all times. She had dark brown hair, almond-shaped brown eyes and a small mole on her cheek that looked like the most perfectly placed beauty spot. No wonder Edmund had not been able to resist her for long.

Diana dangled the glasses at her impishly. ‘So . . . fancy a drink then?’

‘Would I? Yes please.’

Diana poured out some generous measures. ‘No ice, sorry, darling. No lemon. Nothing to put in it either.’

‘It’s just a sharpener,’ Flick said, taking a glass. The vodka burned her throat as it went down. She hoped it would do its work quickly and give her the confidence she wanted so badly. ‘Mother’s supplied plenty of champagne.’

Edmund sat on the edge of the billiard table. ‘It’s filthy stuff. What’s she thinking of?’

‘That’s just for the guests,’ Flick said. ‘Her Pol Roger is kept in a secret hiding place and refilled just for her.’

Edmund laughed. ‘What a character she is. She’s rich as Croesus. She could fill the fountains with Pol and not even notice the expense. And I’m quite offended she’s not using the family vintage.’

‘You know what she’s like,’ Flick said, taking another sip of the vodka.

Edmund nodded. ‘Of course.’

Diana gave her a sympathetic look. ‘I expect you can’t wait to get back to Oxford.’

‘Well . . .’ Flick gave her a sad look. ‘I don’t know whether it’s better to be miserable here, or miserable there.’

Diana laughed. ‘Miserable there, darling! Every time!’

The library door opened and Prue appeared. ‘There you are, Flick!’

‘Yes. Don’t you get bored being sent to look for me all the time?’

‘I certainly do. But Mother is getting edgy about where you are.’

Flick put down her vodka. She could always come back to it later. She smoothed her dress and sighed. ‘Once more unto the breach. I’ll see you all later. Mother wants me to practise flirting, so off I go.’

‘You’ll be wonderful!’ Diana called after her as she headed back into the party.

Henry Morfield was nowhere to be seen when Flick emerged, much to her relief. But when he did reappear, he seemed hell-bent on talking to her – no doubt encouraged by Gloria – so Flick ended up dodging him all night, even slipping into the dining room and adjusting the place names so that he was not on her left as her mother had planned.

Gloria must have noticed the switch when they all sat down, but it seemed she was too taken up with the aged earl on her left and Brinsley on her right to make a fuss, to Flick’s relief. Flick talked to the vicar instead, enjoying watching him get slowly tipsier on her right, and to Edmund, whose name place she’d changed with Henry’s, on her left.

She was mentioned – just – in her mother’s fulsome tribute to Brinsley, and included in the birthday toast, but the focus of the evening was on her brother. Ironically, he loathed such attention, squinting away behind his spectacles. He had the same large blue eyes as his sister, but was much more myopic.

When the dinner at last was over, the dancing began. The party was in full flow, with everyone replete from the excellent food and relaxed from the fine selection of wine. Edmund and Diana took to the floor almost at once. What a beautiful couple they make, Flick thought. And no one was left under any illusion of how powerful their connection was. They danced so intently with one another, it was almost embarrassing to watch.

Her heart was swamped with loss. She’d had a taste of passion like that, and lost it. It was awful. It wasn’t fair. Her broken heart would never mend, she was sure of it, and she would never, ever love anyone else.

Full of misery and longing, Flick darted into the darkened library, retrieved her glass of vodka, and let herself out of the French windows onto the terrace. She made her way along the gravel pathway between the formal knot garden all the way to the clover-shaped fountain at the very end which played gently in the cool night air.

Flick sat on the edge of the fountain, feeling the chill rising from the water, the stone cold through her silk dress. She pulled a silver case and matchbox from her pocket, extracted a cigarette from the case and lit it. Exhaling a stream of smoke, she gazed up at the stars.

I miss him. I miss him like crazy.

Crazy was the word. He was crazy – intense, melodramatic, capable of ridiculous cruelty and sublime passion. He seemed to have the key to life, and to understand how things worked on some extra-sensory level. His world was powerful and mad. He was disorganised, chaotic, rebellious, rude and yet utterly seductive. And he made her crazy. She barely knew who she was when she was with him. Perhaps that was part of the appeal.

But it was over. He had told her so that last night in Oxford, walking away in his dark greatcoat, leaving her weeping with only the tiniest crumb to pin her hopes on.

I just have to get on with it, she thought bleakly. Even though my life is as good as over.

The sound of footsteps on the gravel made her look up. Henry Morfield was walking down the gravelled path towards her, a cigarette held elegantly between his fingers. ‘So there you are.’

He found me after all. I can hardly dash off now. I’ll just have to grin and bear it.

She smiled as brightly as she could manage. ‘So I am. I suppose my mother told you to come and find me.’

‘I know she’s keen for us to chat. But I am too. And I’ve been trying to pin you down all evening. You’re very elusive.’ He came up to her, his face still half hidden in the shadows, and sat down near her on the fountain’s edge.

‘I’m just getting some air,’ she said lightly. ‘It’s so hot in there.’

‘Oh yes, very,’ he said easily. ‘Don’t you like to dance?’

‘I do. But not tonight. It’s too crowded.’

‘It certainly is. But a lovely party.’

‘Yes, lovely.’

Henry looked at her quizzically. ‘Is something wrong? I sense you’re not at all interested in talking to me.’

Flick pointed her cigarette at the fountain behind them. ‘Do you see this fountain is clover-shaped? Like a shamrock. It ought to be good luck, don’t you think? But it isn’t. It’s very bad luck. Once, after a party, they found a man floating in here, dead. In his evening clothes. He’d got completely blotto and must’ve fallen in and drowned. And while he floated there, the party went on, oblivious. Can you imagine?’

‘That’s very horrible. But I’m puzzled as to its relevance to us talking.’

Flick tossed the glowing end of her cigarette into the fountain where it was instantly extinguished. ‘I know you want to talk to me. Get to know me. Perhaps even woo me a little. I’m sure I’m considered a decent catch with my money.’

‘That is the last thing on my mind,’ Henry said with a touch of embarrassment.

‘Of course you’re going to say that, and I’m sure it’s very tasteless of me to mention it. But, honestly, I’m going to do you a favour. You don’t want to get involved with my family. We’re bad luck. It all seems so wonderful, but I promise, there’s some sort of curse on this family. We’re unlucky. If you marry me, I can guarantee that terrible things will happen. You’ll be much better off with a sweet, ordinary girl who just wants to get married and live a life doing the ordinary things that you like, and who wants to raise an ordinary family. It’s not like that with us. Can’t you tell?’

‘I’m afraid not. I’m not sure I’d be so happy with an ordinary girl. You’re interesting. Terribly pretty. Bright and amusing. Kind, too, I should think.’

‘You’re wrong,’ she said obstinately. ‘I’m not very nice at all. I’m selfish. Stubborn. Cross a lot of the time. I want so much more than I’ve got. Greedy, you see? I’d make your life a misery. Drive us both to drink.’

Henry laughed. ‘If you want to put me off, you’re not doing a very good job. You sound much more attractive now. Who could resist all this? A family curse, a headstrong beauty and plenty to drink as well.’

She half laughed too at his response. She couldn’t help liking him despite herself. ‘It’s not just that. I love someone else.’

‘Ah.’ Henry shrugged. ‘Now that is an obstacle to a budding romance. Who is the lucky fellow?’

‘No one you know.’

‘An unsuitable match, perhaps? Someone married? Or just unrequited? I’m sorry. That’s painful, I’m sure.’

‘It is. But I can’t talk about it.’ Flick sighed and stood up. ‘I’m terribly sorry, you seem very nice, but it’s just not a possibility between us. I hope you can see that.’

She walked away resolutely, returning the way she had come, back around the fountain and crunching down the gravel path. She fixed her eyes on the glimmer of her satin shoes, her spirits swooping again.

I’m destined to be alone, she thought gloomily. She believed every word she had said to Henry. People were better off without her. And her loneliness was not enough to make her compromise and accept something less than she wanted.

And the blessed party still isn’t over.

There was the birthday cake to be cut, and hours to go before everyone left and there was some blessed peace again. And after that . . . well, she would face all that when she had to.

She went to step through the French windows back into the library when she was startled by a sudden hand on her arm, and a presence beside her. Gasping, she looked up at a dark shape silhouetted against the pale light on the terrace.

‘Flick . . . I’ve found you.’

I know that voice. For a second, she was confused. Then, with a rush of joy, she knew exactly who it was, throwing herself into his arms and exclaiming, ‘Oh Caius, you’re here! I can’t believe it. You’re here.’

His arms were tight around her and his mouth by her ear. ‘I told you I’d come and find you, didn’t I?’

‘Not exactly,’ she said, half laughing and half tearful as he pulled her close. She knew the roughness of his black coat, the smell of tobacco, sweat and damp that permeated it. She loved that smell.

‘I couldn’t miss your birthday. You know that.’

‘But . . . but . . .’ Flick was full of happiness and confusion. ‘You didn’t want me!’

‘My little darling, I asked you just to wait. Have you waited?’ In the half-light on the terrace, Caius’s dark eyes gazed down at her, tender and a little apprehensive. A lock of his dark hair, coal black, fell across one eyebrow just as she remembered.

‘Of course! Of course I have.’

‘You always knew I’d come to you, didn’t you?’

‘I didn’t know, I wasn’t sure.’ She laughed with pleasure.

‘I couldn’t live without you, you know that, don’t you?’ He bent to kiss her, and she sank into the bliss of it. When they pulled apart at last, she sighed happily.

‘Come in! You must come in to the party!’

‘Are you sure?’ He pulled back so that he could smile down at her.

‘Yes!’

‘Then it’s lucky I borrowed these togs from a friend.’ Caius took off his coat and revealed his white tie and tails. He looked unbearably handsome.

Joyful, Flick grabbed him by the hand and led him inside.

The night had transformed for her. Caius was back. Her handsome, talented, amazing lover had come to find her, just when she had given up hope. It had been so long – an agonising, heartbreaking wait – but he had returned on her birthday like a wish come true. He could not live without her, just as she had found life without him a grey trudge of despair. And oh, the joy of his presence: that magnetism of his, and his dark good looks. His clothes might be a touch shabby compared to the other rich young men at the party, but he outshone them by miles.

Edmund and Diana were astonished to see them together as he took her in his arms and whirled her around the dance floor. When she was summoned to Gloria to prepare for the chorus of ‘Happy Birthday’ and the cutting of the magnificent pink-and-blue birthday cake on its silver stand, she took Caius with her.

‘And who is this?’ Gloria said coolly as Flick led him to her.

‘My friend, Caius Knolle,’ Flick said proudly. ‘He is a very talented pianist.’

‘Oh yes, of course. I know exactly who you are.’ Gloria raised a painted eyebrow. ‘How . . . interesting. I don’t recall inviting you, Mr Knolle.’

Caius fixed her with an intense, dark gaze and smiled his most charming smile. He took her bejewelled hand, bowed over it and kissed it, murmuring, ‘Enchanted, madam.’ When he looked up at her, he said, ‘I couldn’t resist coming to see you. Gloria by name, and a vision of glory too.’

Gloria accepted the compliment with pleasure, softening as she shimmered in her canary-yellow splendour. ‘Thank you, Mr Knolle. A little forward. But I forgive you. Come, Felicity. It’s time to cut the cake.’

Flick didn’t care now about being the afterthought. Caius had come back. That was all that mattered. The singing and the cake, the fireworks in the garden, all passed in a blur of excitement and happiness. This was how it was supposed to be.

When Caius kissed her in the darkness of the garden, concealed from the others by a box hedge, she almost melted with delight.

Gazing up at him in the light of the garden lanterns, under the pops and explosions of the celebratory fireworks, she said, ‘But why did you come back?’

‘Like I said – because I discovered that I can’t live without you. I tried and it was hopeless. Life was miserable. I realised that it’s a terrible idea to be apart.’

Flick sighed. ‘You can’t think how I’ve missed you! It’s been awful.’ She felt whole again, as though the universe had been realigned into the right place at last. She clung to him and said impetuously, ‘Let’s go! Let’s run away together. Let’s get married.’

He laughed. ‘Married? Well . . . I can think of nothing more lovely, darling. But do you realise how much you’ll be giving up?’ He waved back at the house. ‘I can’t give you anything like this, you know.’

‘I don’t care about that!’ Flick said passionately.

‘And won’t your mother object?’

‘She might at first. But you won her over beautifully tonight. She won’t be able to resist you, just like me.’

‘You know . . . you might be right, Pug. I think we’d be happy for ever,’ Caius murmured. He kissed her again slowly.

When she surfaced from it, sighing with pleasure, she said, ‘Then let’s go. Now. I can pack quickly. We can slip away before anyone notices.’

He stared at her intently and said wonderingly, ‘I think you actually might mean it. You’d really run away with a poor piano player like me?’

‘Of course I would! I want to!’ She had never been more certain of anything. ‘There’s nothing I want more. And I believe we can conquer the world together.’

He took her hand and looked at her intently. ‘As long as you’re sure.’

‘I’m utterly sure.’

‘Then I’ll go to the car, it’s on the drive. I borrowed that from a friend as well. I’ll wait for you there.’

‘I’ll be there in ten minutes,’ she said, before turning to hurry inside. On her way through the marble hall, she saw Henry Morfield, standing by The Three Graces, watching her as she hurried past and up the stairs to her room, his expression unreadable.

What did he matter now? She’d rather liked him but he was nothing compared to Caius.

She flew to her bedroom, to pull out her suitcase and begin to pack it with whatever she thought she might need. Then, grabbing her shawl, she hauled the case to the door, then paused to look back at her room.

It was so familiar. Here she had wept and dreamed and grown up. Now she was leaving Caundle for the biggest adventure of her life, and who knew when she’d ever be back?

There was no time to say goodbye to the others: to Brinny and Prudence, to Edmund and Diana. She couldn’t risk being stopped or Caius changing his mind. They were going to be together for ever.

Flick closed the bedroom door behind her and hurried for the stairs.

Now it begins. Life.

At last.




PART ONE




Chapter One

ETTA

1991

There were certainly some advantages to having a lot of money at one’s disposal, Etta thought, as she walked through the front door of what looked like a handsome townhouse on Wimpole Street, one of dozens that lined it. Only a discreet brass plaque gave away its name, and even then, no clue of what it did.

One advantage of money is being able to come to a place like this.

When she had first made enquiries about the test, she’d had a lot of off-putting replies telling her that she would need a legal process and various signed affidavits and all the rest of it. But money could smooth a lot of paths, and that was how she had ended up here, without all the faff that most people had to go through.

This was her second visit, and she had already handed over her credit card details several times. It was a costly business, private medicine. They practically charged you to answer the phone. Every appointment and every element was itemised and billed.

Who cares, it’s worth it.

A well-groomed receptionist sat behind a smart desk. She was exactly the kind of girl Etta would expect to find in a place like this: private-school accent, blonde hair in a bob, a string of pearls at her neck, striped shirt and mini-skirt. She took Etta’s name and then handed her a clipboard with forms on it.

‘I think I filled these in last time I was here,’ Etta said, frowning.

‘Oh, we ask for them every time,’ the receptionist said cheerfully. ‘Just in case something changes.’

‘Right.’ And a fresh charge each time. Etta took the pen and board and went to sit on the turquoise sofa in the waiting room. Back she went through the questionnaire. Any health issues? No, no, no, no, no. She ticked all the negative boxes, grateful that she didn’t have any of the nasty-sounding conditions they suggested might be a possibility. There were a couple of yeses. She drank a bit more than was strictly advisable. Yes, she was on the pill. What was her blood pressure? Who knew?

The receptionist was taking a call from her mother when Etta handed back the board, saying, ‘Yes, Mumsie, you know I’m going to be home at the weekend, I can’t miss Guppy’s bash . . .’

Etta went back to sit down and wait her turn.

It was strange to think how much hinged on what she was about to do. It was everything and yet it was nothing. It would give her the answer to a mystery that had plagued her for years and yet, nothing at all would change as a result.

At least, I don’t think so.

But knowledge could be dangerous as well as powerful. Perhaps it would change everything.

What do I want it to be?

She had asked herself dozens of times what she wanted, and the answer was always the same. It didn’t matter because it wasn’t about science and physical building blocks. It was about emotions, heart and love.

And that’s why I already know the answer.

It wasn’t that she needed to know. It was that others did. And she wanted to be able to give those answers, give some resolution and some peace. While there was still time.

She was called into the clinician’s room bang on time – another advantage of being able to go private. It was a typical medical room – white walls, boxes of surgical gloves, medical waste bins, a desk and obvious modern technology: an extremely large, bulky computer sat on the desk – but very comfortable.

The young male clinician who sat in front of the desk greeted her as he gestured to her to take a seat.

‘So what happens now?’ Etta asked, preliminaries over.

‘We collect your sample.’

‘Will it hurt?’

‘Not a bit. It’s very straightforward. Just like a blood test. We’ll take some blood samples from you.’

‘Oh.’ Etta raised her eyebrows. ‘Is that all?’

The clinician nodded slowly and then said, ‘But if you’re game, then I wonder if I could also take a cheek swab from you?’

‘A swab?’

‘Very simple procedure. I just rub a thing like a giant cotton bud inside your cheek. It picks up cells. We can analyse those cells and extract the information we need. It’s not terribly reliable yet, but it’s probably the future of this kind of test. If you don’t mind, it would be useful to have both samples for the lab to look at.’

Etta shrugged. ‘I don’t mind at all.’

‘Thanks. It will definitely help us develop our processes. Now, before we get started, can I ask you about the other samples?’

‘Yes. That’s all in hand. I have one sample here with me.’

‘Okay, great. With all the necessary identification checks?’

‘They’re not necessary with this sample.’

‘Okay.’

‘The second sample will be taken here this week. There’s an appointment booked, in any case.’

‘Good, good. Again, make sure that all legal identification checks are carried out. It’s no good without.’

Etta opened her handbag to take out the envelope she had brought with her. ‘And we won’t bother with the third sample.’

The clinician raised his eyebrows. ‘There’s a third?’

‘Is that unusual?’

‘Well . . . I don’t mean to sound as if I’m judging, but it’s more usually one, or sometimes two.’

‘My family always likes to do things in an extravagant way.’

‘The extra sample will add to the cost, I’m afraid . . .’

‘That doesn’t matter. This sample might be a bit trickier but you did say that you could test things other than blood . . . like hair.’

‘We can. It’s less accurate, but we can.’

‘I think the process of elimination will help us in any case. If it’s not one of the other two samples, then it must be this one. I think.’

‘Perhaps I can throw another test in for free!’ joked the clinician, then he quickly became serious. ‘I apologise. I realise it’s no joking matter.’

‘Please, don’t worry. I suppose it is quite a strange situation.’ She took a sealed envelope out of her bag and handed it to the clinician. ‘Here you are. It was all I could find.’

The clinician looked down at the envelope which Etta had carefully annotated. ‘That’s very good. Thank you. We’ll do our best to get a result out of it, one way or another.’ He looked up at her and smiled. ‘Now, shall we get on and take your sample? It will only take a moment, and then you can be on your way.’

He was right, it took only a few minutes for the small glass test tubes to be filled with Etta’s dark ruby blood. She watched the samples being sealed, and the clinician writing on the little labels in biro.

The cheek swab had been the work of a second or two, and the giant cotton bud was in its own sealed plastic bag as well, waiting to be put in an envelope.

‘They can all go off to the lab,’ he said cheerfully, ‘and you can leave now, if you like. Have you done all your identity checks?’

‘Oh yes, I did that last time.’

‘Good. So if you can just check in with Sophie at the desk on your way out. She’ll take payment for today.’

‘Thank you,’ Etta said, pulling her jacket back on. She couldn’t even feel the place where the syringe had entered a vein. It was that quick and easy. ‘And how long will it take before we get the results?’

‘It will be a few weeks at least. We’ll let you know.’

Etta felt a stab of anxiety. ‘A few weeks?’

‘Perhaps longer. It’s a delicate and time-consuming process.’

‘Is there any chance you can put a rush on this?’

‘Is there an urgency? I thought that as this is private rather than court mandated . . .’

‘I’m afraid it is rather urgent. You see, my mother isn’t well. And I’ve promised her that I’ll be able to tell her the truth sooner rather than later.’

The clinician blinked at her, evidently taken off guard again. ‘Oh, I see. That sounds complicated.’

Etta smiled. She picked up her bag and prepared to head back to the reception. She turned to face the clinician one last time. ‘I want this to be my gift to her. To be able to prove to her, once and for all, who my father is. I think it will be the thing that brings her peace.’




Chapter Two

FLICK

Autumn 1951

Was anyone ever so desperate to leave home?

Flick stood in her mother’s lavish bedroom, staring at a large Louis Vuitton wardrobe trunk designed to transport ball dresses on transatlantic voyages.

‘I found it terribly useful on the Queen Mary,’ Gloria said, opening the trunk to show the two rails and the compartments behind. ‘Look, space for shoes! Wonderful drawers for evening bags and furs. You’re bound to have limited hanging space in that room in Oxford. You must take it, darling. I insist.’

Her mother was quite a sight in a white satin dressing gown, her hair in a high turban that concealed her hair rollers, and her face thick with cold cream.

Flick sighed. ‘I’m not turning up with a giant trunk for my ball dresses. The other girls will hate me.’

Gloria looked doubtful under her cold cream mask. ‘I don’t see why. They’re more likely to be your friends in my opinion. I’m afraid people like us attract friends like flies to a honey pot.’ She shrugged. ‘Whatever you wish. But you will need at least three ball dresses, won’t you? And there are bound to be cocktail parties. Your dear father said it was one long round of parties when he was at Oxford.’

‘I’m not at Oxford,’ Flick said dryly. ‘I’m at St Pandionia’s School for Young Ladies. Brinny is at Oxford.’

‘You’ll be at all the parties, and that’s nearly the same,’ Gloria said brightly.

‘Thank you, Mother, but I don’t want the trunk. Do you mind if I finish packing?’

Flick went out of her mother’s palatial bedroom, rolling her eyes and shaking her head in frustration.

Her mother made no secret of the fact that she believed wholeheartedly that it was entirely natural for Brinsley to be going to Magdalen College to read History, while Flick was bound for a finishing school in North Oxford where she would be taught all sorts of useful skills including planning menus, managing staff and how to get in and out of a motorcar in a pencil skirt and heels. It was ridiculous, considering that Flick was just as bright as Brinsley and devoured history books the way her friends gulped down novels and editions of Vogue. But the twins had different destinies, because Brinny was a boy and she, Flick, was a girl.

It was unfair. But as Brinny had said when they talked it over, going to finishing school was at least her way out of home. There would be a life beyond it, and who knew what opportunities it would bring.

And then there was the inheritance.

Gloria had declared that Flick would receive a substantial inheritance on her eighteenth birthday.

‘It will help you make the kind of marriage I want for you,’ Gloria had said firmly. ‘You’re lucky you don’t have to bother with studying, like some poor bluestocking bound to be a teacher or a governess or something awful like that. And I hope that you won’t make my mistake and settle for this.’ Gloria had flung her arms outwards, as though Caundle Court, with its hundred rooms and acres of grounds, was no more than a hovel. ‘Your father was many excellent things, but the truth is that I married down. I don’t want that for you, my darling! Life is so much nicer at the very top, I promise you that.’

Flick had wanted to laugh. Her mother was a terrible snob and made no effort to hide it. Flick half suspected that the dishevelled state of the house had been a sort of revenge on Father for not being a richer, more important and titled catch. Gloria had loved him, Flick was sure of that, but she couldn’t forgive Philip for being the love of her life and yet not the man of her dreams. Caundle had suffered and the children had suffered as a result. No one would credit the conditions that Brinsley, Flick and Prue had endured growing up, not with the money in their mother’s background.

Some of that had been pure neglect. Gloria always found it hard to remember things and people that were not right in front of her.

As Flick walked down the hall, Prue came out of her room. She slumped in the doorway, looking wan and gloomy.

‘Cheer up,’ Flick said as she went past. ‘You’re going to be an only child soon.’

‘How can you say that?’ Prue drifted after her. ‘You’re going to leave me alone with her! How can you?’

‘Survival of the oldest. You’ll be perfectly all right.’

Prue followed Flick into her bedroom and threw herself down on the bed, displacing several silk cushions. ‘It’s the end of my life!’ She picked up a lace-edged pillow and put it over her face. From underneath, her muffled voice emerged. ‘I want to die!’

Flick laughed, picking up a pile of folded jumpers from the floor and pressing them into her suitcase. Prue had definitely inherited their mother’s taste for drama. ‘Don’t be silly. You might enjoy it.’

Prue took off the pillow and sat up, opening her blue eyes. She was like her older sister, but, Flick thought, much prettier in a conventional way. Her eyes weren’t as big and round, and her hair was naturally curly and much more amenable to being rolled into fashionable shapes. Flick’s straight hair could be put in rollers, but the curls dropped quickly unless she soaked them in setting fluid, but she hated the hard, crispy hair that resulted even if the curls lasted days.

‘I am not going to enjoy it,’ Prue said firmly. ‘I will either be here on my own – and you know Mother won’t stick around for long once you and Brinny have gone – or I’ll have to go with her to London.’

‘You could stay with a friend? Your chum Joan seems very nice. And her family is sane, I should think.’

Prue sighed. ‘Perhaps that’s the only way.’

‘Or stay with the cousins. There’s always Vivienne. She’d love to have you with them.’

Prue nodded. ‘Anything would be better.’

‘You’ll be sent off to ghastly finishing school yourself quite soon. Mother will make you do the awful London rounds. Parties. Balls.’

‘I think it sounds quite fun,’ Prue said, brightening.

‘It’s really not. But you might enjoy it more than I did.’ Flick lost patience and crammed the rest of her things willy-nilly into her case, threw some shoes in on top, and forced the case closed, clicking the catches into place. ‘Right.’ She stood up. ‘Let’s see – books and papers. Cases packed. I think I’m just about ready to go.’

‘Oh!’ wailed Prue, throwing herself back down again. ‘Don’t go, don’t go!’

Flick went over to her sister, sat down and put a calming hand on her arm. ‘Cheer up, Prue. Think of this as the spur you need to change things. And maybe life in London with Mother wouldn’t be so bad – all the galleries and museums and things to do and see. And you can always come to Oxford to visit. I shouldn’t think I’ll have much to do there. We can go to the Botanic Gardens or something.’

‘All right.’ Prue sniffed and looked up. ‘If you’re really determined to leave me here, then I suppose I’d better come and wave you off.’

Gloria had arranged for the driver to take them to Oxford, their luggage following behind in another motor driven by the head gardener. She wasn’t going to accompany them for the melee of arrival, among goodness knew how many others, but would make a state visit at some later point when she could be the centre of attention.

The farewells were made, kisses given and received, and then Brinsley and Flick climbed into the motorcar. Gloria and Prue waved vigorously from the grand front steps as the motor pulled away across the gravel, heading for the driveway. The twins waved back through the windows and then settled back as the house receded in the distance.

Flick sniffed. Her mother’s potent lily of the valley scent had invaded her nostrils and made her nose twitch. ‘That’s that then. Thank God.’

Brinsley looked over at her. He was very much the male version of her looks, his slightly bulbous blue eyes appearing even larger than his sister’s behind the thick spectacles he wore. Flick’s elfin looks didn’t translate quite so well to a man, at least not to Brinny. He was perfectly nice-looking but somewhat watery and unremarkable. He had suffered from weak ankles all his life, which was perhaps why he hadn’t grown as tall as Father. ‘You sound as if you’re never going back.’

They gazed at one another. They loved each other in a way that they never questioned. It was a bond as natural to them as breathing. But they were not the same at all and were both baffled by the other and what pleased them. Perhaps it was because of spending so much of their lives apart, with Brinsley away at school and Flick at home.

‘Of course I’ll come back,’ Flick replied. ‘There’ll be holidays, just as you’ll have.’

‘But you think this is the beginning of your freedom.’

‘Yes. Because it is.’

‘And that’s the difference between us. You want to be free of something but you don’t know what it is. I know what I want to be free of, and it isn’t home.’

‘It’s Mother,’ Flick said frankly. ‘You want to be free of her.’

‘Free of her control,’ Brinny said. ‘Which is different.’

‘But you will be,’ Flick said, suddenly passionate. ‘You will be, and you’ll be in complete control of your life. She’ll give you whatever you want. She’ll let you be free because she expects you to be. But me? She won’t want to let me go. Ever.’

‘If you marry—’

‘If I marry! That’s just giving control to someone else! I want to be free and independent. And that means I might have to leave for ever. It could be the only way.’ Flick gazed out of the window. They were about to go through the gates of Caundle Court. How many times had she passed between them? She knew that this wasn’t the last time. But it might be one of the last. Good.

‘Two hours or so to Oxford,’ Brinny said. That was his way after a heated moment: to leave a pause. Move on. Say something uncontroversial. ‘And it’s a lovely day for the drive.’

Flick settled back to watch the world pass by as they headed for the main road towards Salisbury.

They arrived in Oxford in the early afternoon, having stopped for lunch at a pub outside Newbury, and went first to Magdalen. While the delivery of Brinsley’s luggage was arranged by the porters, another showed them to Brinsley’s rooms. The quads were thronging with undergraduates, the freshmen looking lost and the older years confident and sophisticated as they greeted each other after the long vacation.

‘It’s so beautiful,’ Flick said, awed, looking about at the ancient cloisters, velvet green lawns and stately old buildings. ‘Lucky you to be living here. Can’t you just feel the dedication to learning?’

Brinsley gave her a sideways look. ‘Dedication to something. Drinking probably.’

‘You’re just trying to make me feel better about not coming myself.’

‘You could hardly come here.’

‘One of the women’s colleges. You know what I mean.’

A gang of blustering young men in their old school ties went by, loudly asking each other if they knew where the Turf was to be found.

‘Horse racing?’ Flick said, surprised.

‘A pub, I think,’ Brinny said as the porter led them to the gothic arched entrance of a stone staircase. At the bottom, a painted board listed the occupants of the rooms off the staircase. Gold lettering spelled out that B. D. M. Templeton Esq. was in rooms on the second floor.

The porter gave Brinsley his keys, lifted his hat, and left them. They climbed to a stout oak door studded with iron and Brinny’s name next to it. It opened into a small sitting room with arched stone windows overlooking the deer park, and a smaller bedroom leading off it.

‘Oh, it’s lovely!’ Flick said, overcome with envy. ‘Lucky you, all this to yourself!’

‘It’s half the size of my room at home,’ Brinny said wryly. ‘And no sign of any bathroom or dressing room.’

Flick was already sitting on the sofa, gazing about at the bare walls and plain furniture. ‘You know what I mean. I think it’s brilliant. You can easily find some things to dress it up and make it interesting if you want.’

Brinny put his hat on the desk and gazed out of the window. ‘The view is very fine.’ He looked back at his sister, frowning. ‘Caundle would benefit from a deer park. I should mention it to Mother.’

Flick laughed. ‘Don’t think about home! You’re here now. You’ve got three years to study and meet new people and do new things, in this amazing and beautiful place! Lucky, lucky you.’

There was a knock on the door and a college servant put his head around the door. ‘How do you do, sir. I’m Bates, your scout. I’m welcoming a lot of young gentlemen today, but wanted to introduce myself.’ He came into the room, looking practical in canvas trousers and an apron, his shirtsleeves slightly rolled. ‘My cupboard is at the bottom of the staircase if you need me. Formal hall is at ten past seven, the buttery opens at six. I trust you have a gown, sir? If not, I can loan you one until you get to Ede and Ravenscroft tomorrow.’

‘Thank you, Bates,’ Brinny said.

The scout’s gaze moved to Flick but he said nothing.

‘This is my sister, Miss Templeton.’

‘How do you do, miss,’ Bates said, looking faintly relieved. ‘Are you at one of the ladies’ colleges, miss?’

‘Sadly not,’ Flick said cheerfully. ‘Nothing so interesting for me. But I am in Oxford, you’re bound to see me.’

‘Lady visitors are most welcome in the afternoons,’ Bates said with a bow.

Just then their cousin Edmund came bounding through the door, handsome as ever in a tweed suit with wide-cut lapels. ‘Brinny, you’ve arrived!’

Flick jumped up to greet him. ‘Edmund. I forgot you’d be here.’

‘How on earth could you forget that? My rooms aren’t far, Brin, if you want company.’ Edmund kissed her cheek. ‘And where are you going to be?’

‘Some grim place in North Oxford.’ Flick made a face and checked her watch. ‘Oh dear. I’d better go. I said I’d be there by three. The cars will be waiting for me.’

‘I’ll chum you to the gate,’ Edmund said. ‘I’m going out to the High for some tobacco.’

Brinny said, ‘I’ll wait for my luggage.’ He smiled at Flick. ‘I’ll see you soon, old girl. I hope the school is very nice.’

‘It’s not going to be as nice as this.’ She gave her brother a peck on the cheek. ‘Enjoy yourself. Edmund will watch out for you and I’ll come for tea as soon as I can.’

‘I think Brinny should be looking out for me,’ Edmund said with a grin. ‘Come on, let’s get going.’ As he walked Flick to the entrance of the college, he said, ‘You must call on me soon. There are lots of excellent chaps to introduce you to.’

‘You can save me from desperate boredom,’ Flick said, feeling brighter.

‘And you can bring a pretty friend or two.’

‘So that’s your game.’ She smiled. ‘I’ll do my best. Don’t drink too much. Don’t smoke too much. Don’t set Brin on the road to ruin.’

‘As if I could.’ Edmund laughed. ‘Drop me a note soon, won’t you? Give me the telephone number for your school. I want to see it.’

‘Happy hunting ground.’ Flick rolled her eyes. ‘Now, I must go. I’ll be so late.’

She was very late, but no one seemed to mind.

It’s like a baby college, she thought, as the motorcar pulled into the driveway. The thought cheered her up. The school did not have the ancient grandeur of Magdalen College but it was still impressive: a very large Victorian house built in dark red brick, set back behind a wall and a high hedge. It was in the neo-Gothic style, with arched columned windows, ornate brickwork and bandings in dark brick, and many high chimney stacks. A flight of stone steps ran up to an arched front door under a portico and it had the air of a fine educational establishment.

Miss Wynne Finch, the headmistress, a busty lady in a businesslike navy dress and sensible shoes, welcomed her without rebuke. She had a curiously youthful face compared to the steel-grey hair brushed back into a tight bun, but she had to be at least fifty.

Now in the hall, Flick admired the colourful tiles on the floor and the ornate plasterwork while Miss Wynne Finch directed where the luggage should be taken. A nervous-looking woman in a shapeless dress, her grey-streaked dark hair in an untidy bun, emerged from a drawing room.

‘There’s tea in here, dear,’ she said to Flick with a smile. She clasped pudgy hands together. ‘I’m the younger Miss Wynne Finch. So we are both Wynne Finches. Confusing, I know. You’re the first to arrive. The other girls are coming tomorrow. So it’s just us this evening, I’m afraid.’

‘Oh.’ Her spirits swooped. This could be worse than being at home.

‘Things will get much busier tomorrow. Now, tea?’

It’s very Oxford, thought Flick, as she followed her into the drawing room. The walls were covered in William Morris paper in a dense pattern of dark blues and purples, and hung with many paintings and drawings, many of them of Oxford, as though it was not enough to have the place just outside the windows. An old Broadwood piano with delicate carved wood scrolling and candle sconces stood against one wall, and the room was crammed in the Victorian manner with sofas, chairs, bookcases, lamp stands, occasional tables, and many overflowing ferns in large cache-pots. Everything that could be patterned was, from the swirling Persian rug to the floral curtains.

On a low table, a tea set was waiting, with a large silver pot and delicate china cups and saucers. The younger Miss Wynne Finch settled down to pour.

‘We’re so happy to welcome you, Miss Templeton. You’re our most important pupil this year by some way. We were so thrilled to get your application. Mary said you’d raise the profile of the school enormously.’ Miss Wynne Finch widened her eyes and put her free hand over her mouth, shooting Flick an agonised look. ‘I’m not supposed to say that. Please don’t tell my sister, she’d be so annoyed. Naturally, all our pupils are equally as important to us.’ She passed over a cup of tea to Flick. ‘But it is rather lovely to have you here. How was your trip?’

Flick had taken her place on a velvet armchair opposite. ‘It was fine, thank you. My brother went to Magdalen today.’ She took the offered teacup. ‘Thank you so much.’

‘Magdalen! Oh, a fine college, very fine! One of the finest. The president is most impressive. I met him once. I’m sure your brother will enjoy himself there.’

‘So am I.’

‘I hope you’ll be comfortable here. We’re not as distinguished as Magdalen but we are fine in our way. Last year we had a princess and a duchess, and although I’m sorry to say they were both only European titles, they still count for something, don’t you think?’

Flick tried not to laugh. ‘Oh yes. Very much.’

‘We like to think we offer the best kind of education to our ladies,’ Miss Wynne Finch said. Her voice was high and childish but gentle and sing-song.

Just then, her sister came striding in. ‘Ah, good, tea!’

She is obviously the sister in charge.

Miss Wynne Finch settled next to her sister and took up her own teacup. ‘Now, Miss Templeton, a few small rules. No gentlemen friends in your rooms but you may have callers in the drawing room at agreed times. Male relatives may stay for supper and after six o’clock but only until nine. You have a curfew of nine, which is ten p.m. on Saturday. Although you may apply to us for special circumstances such as a lecture, play or other cultural pursuit. Naturally, Oxford is rich in such things.’

‘Naturally. I’m looking forward to them.’

‘I’m sure you’re frightfully cultured already,’ the younger sister said, smiling, somewhat breathless now her older sister was here. Her pale blue eyes darted everywhere as though looking for problems that might be raised later.

‘Not so very,’ Flick said. ‘Not by Oxford standards.’

She was sure she had read a large amount of books. She had been taken to the National Gallery and to plays and pantomimes. But the great and meaningful world of art and culture, philosophy and politics, was yet to reveal itself to her. She felt a sudden rush of excitement. She had not wanted to come to this place; she had felt deprived of Brinsley’s opportunities. But suddenly she realised that Oxford was, after all, Oxford. She was far from her mother’s beady gaze, and close to a great seat of learning, and only a train ride to London. Brinsley was right. This was an opportunity and she would have to make the most of it in whatever way she could. Charming the Wynne Finch sisters would be her first task, and it helped to know she was already their prized pupil. ‘Your school is simply beautiful,’ she said warmly, ‘and I already feel at home here. I’m so looking forward to learning all you have to teach me.’

The older Miss Wynne Finch raised her eyebrows over a small smile. ‘I’m terribly pleased to hear that.’

The sound of a bell echoed through the hall beyond and both sisters looked surprised, the younger clattering her cup into her saucer with a nervous start.

‘Who can that be?’ the younger sister said, as the older got up. ‘Betsy will answer the door!’

‘I will also go and see who it is,’ announced the older Miss Wynne Finch. ‘We’re not expecting anyone until tomorrow.’ She strode out through the drawing room door.

‘I do hope it isn’t bailiffs!’ said the younger sister, gazing after her. Then her gaze whirled round to Flick and her hand went over her mouth again. From behind it, she whispered loudly, ‘Oh, I shouldn’t have said that!’

‘Your secret’s safe with me.’

There were voices in the hall and then the older Miss Wynne Finch reappeared, now followed by a very young woman in a smart hat, tweed coat and an ebullient fur at her neck. Flick could see at once that she was extremely pretty.

‘Well, we have an unexpectedly early arrival,’ said Miss Wynne Finch, as her sister clambered to her feet, her eyes wide.

‘I’m so sorry,’ said the arrival in a rich, almost sultry voice. ‘I sent a telegram to say I’d be early. I can’t think how it didn’t arrive.’

‘You’re here now,’ said Miss Wynne Finch in a gracious voice, though Flick sensed her annoyance. ‘Sister, Miss Templeton – this is Miss Ravenbrook. One of your fellow pupils.’

The girl looked at Flick, a frank, likeable gaze from candid brown eyes. She went straight over as Flick stood up, holding out one gloved hand. ‘How do you do? I’m Diana.’

‘I’m Felicity. But you can call me Flick.’

‘Flick?’ The other girl laughed as she shook Flick’s hand. ‘Terrific name. I think I had a pony called Flick. Or was it Flicker? Splendid little jumper. Dog food, now, I should think.’

Flick laughed, liking her at once.

Diana was already taking off her gloves. ‘Is that tea? What joy. I’m parched after the journey.’ She tossed her gloves on a chair, then her fur, and then started unpinning her hat. ‘I feel as though I’ve just traversed Russia. I mean, Kent is a long way, but . . .’

‘I’ll call the maid to take your things,’ said Miss Wynne Finch, looking at the gloves in their crumpled heap.

‘I’ll take them.’ The younger Miss Wynne Finch jumped up, scooped up the gloves and fur, and waited for Diana to take off her coat and took that, along with her hat, before hurrying out.

‘Silly woman. I was going to tell her to inform Cook it’s four of us for dinner,’ Miss Wynne Finch said crossly. She got up and followed her sister out, saying, ‘I’ll do it myself.’

Diana threw herself into a chair opposite Flick and smiled at her. ‘Well, here we are! Those two are a scream, aren’t they? I can tell already. It’s going to be a non-stop party in this joint.’

Flick laughed, a little taken aback. What a pretty thing! Those brown eyes. She looks like a film star.

Diana smiled back, curving her luscious lips into a smile. ‘We’re going to be friends, aren’t we? I can just feel it. I hope you do too.’

Flick stared at her, then nodded. ‘Yes. I can too.’




Chapter Three

FLICK

1951

Flick could not imagine what life would have been like at St Pandionia’s – Pandy’s, they called it – without Diana, but she suspected that it would have been painfully boring. She might have got on with Gwendolyn Percy or Margaret Henderson, who were the most sparky girls in the school otherwise, but there was no way that life would have been half so much fun.

As it was just the two of them that first night, it was entirely natural they should get to know one another before the others arrived.

They each settled into their rooms, which were handily both on the second floor and on the same hallway, and had the same plain iron bedsteads with candlewick covers, dark mahogany wardrobes and chests of drawers, with a mirror over a basin, and a horsehair-stuffed armchair. Then Diana changed into a plain skirt and jumper, although she still looked a knockout, and came to Flick’s room.

‘I can’t think why they are still teaching us all this stuff about menus and flowers,’ Flick said, lying back on her bed, having kicked off her shoes. ‘It seems a waste, really.’

Diana was wandering about, inspecting Flick’s things.

‘This is like our housemaids’ bedrooms at home,’ Diana observed, before going over to the arched window that looked down to the road and opening it. She perched on the window seat beneath it and lit a cigarette, blowing the smoke away through the open window.

‘Gosh, are we allowed?’ Flick said. She had already tried cigarettes at home, filching them from ladies’ purses or from the cases abandoned by gentlemen after the long and late raucous parties her parents had hosted. It had taken a while to get used to the rancid taste and the bitterness in her lungs but she had persevered.

‘I shouldn’t think so,’ Diana said, exhaling another plume. ‘But when in doubt, assume it’s not allowed, and take the appropriate steps.’

‘I wish I could be a proper student. We’re going to be treated like children here.’

‘Women are always treated like children, unless they have their own money,’ Diana replied, looking over her shoulder at Flick. ‘And of course this whole finishing school malarkey isn’t about teaching us anything.’

‘I suppose not.’

‘We’re being trained to find the kind of men who will look after us financially, so that we’re marginally less helpless than the women who marry without money.’

‘Those women can work.’

‘Work?’ Diana laughed, taking another drag. ‘I say, do you want one of these?’

‘No thanks.’ The long journey that day had made her feel vaguely out of sorts and the mutton stew for supper had not helped.

Diana slipped her feet out of her shoes and tucked them up underneath her. ‘Who wants to work, darling? We’re getting married so that we don’t have to do anything beyond running a house and having children. And that is hardly nothing. It will keep us very busy indeed.’

‘But not being able to work is just what makes women helpless,’ Flick replied.

‘Do you really think working women are so independent? They have to do all the other things as well – looking after a house and a husband and children – and manage a job or whatever it is they do. Unless they’re single. And who wants that?’ Diana crinkled up her pretty nose. ‘Not me. I can’t imagine life without a man in it. What’s the point?’ She smiled at Flick. ‘Besides, you don’t have to worry. You’re going to have money, aren’t you?’

Flick sat up on her elbows and frowned, tossing her head to send one long dark blonde strand back from her eyes. ‘Who told you that?’

‘No one. But I know you are, of course. You’re Felicity Templeton. One of the famous Carrington family. Everyone knows you’re swimming in cash, so you’re bound to have something, aren’t you?’ Diana said it matter-of-factly, without envy or prurience. But she waited to hear the answer.

‘I suppose so. My mother says I will have something from her. But who knows? She likes her little games. She might dangle it in front of me for years, to make me do what she wants.’

‘But if she does give you money, you’ve got freedom. You can live life as you like, on your own terms. That sounds pretty good to me
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