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To Marianne, Nicholas and Daniel
who keep my feet on the ground
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‘HOME AT LAST!’ Amelie said.

She stood at the top of the steps at the entrance to Victoria Station and breathed in the familiar London smell of smoke, horses, petrol fumes and human beings.

‘Aren’t you going to find it a trifle dull after America?’ her brother Perry asked.

‘Chicago was wonderful, but this is home,’ Amelie said.

Around her, people flowed in and out of the station, new motor cabs and outmoded hansoms put down and picked up passengers, porters toted mountains of luggage and cleaners swept the steps, while newspaper boys, flower girls and hot chestnut men cried their wares. Amelie took it all in, absorbing the sights and sounds she had been away from for the last three months, trying to pinpoint just what it was that entranced her. Then it came to her.

‘London voices,’ she said. ‘Do you know, I’d forgotten how nice it is to hear them.’

‘Even cockney?’ Perry asked, amused.

‘Especially cockney. Americans might speak the same language as us – almost – but it sounds different. This is where I belong. Be a darling, Perry, and go and get me some violets from that girl.’

‘Violets! Oh really, Mel, how common,’ Perry grumbled, but he did as he was asked, and was rewarded with a flirtatious smile from the flower girl.

Nobody looking at them could have failed to recognise that the Amberleys were brother and sister. Both had very fair skins with a tendency to freckle, blue eyes, and thick fair hair with a reddish tinge that framed handsome regular faces with straight noses and mobile mouths. They were of a height, making Amelie tall for a girl, but while Perry, at twenty-one, was already gaining weight, Amelie was unfashionably slim, a result of boundless energy and a love of sport. Both were dressed in the height of fashion, Perry in a long overcoat with an astrakhan collar, his glossy top hat set at a jaunty angle, and Amelie in a loose travelling coat over a tailor-made skirt and jacket, with a velvet hat trimmed with feathers. They looked like children of the nobility, but in fact they were not of the old order, but of London’s new and successful shopocracy.

A Rolls-Royce Silver Ghost glided to a halt at the foot of the steps, stately amongst the vulgar scurrying of the cabs. Amelie gave a cry of delight.

‘Grandfather’s sent his motor! Oh the darling!’

She ran down the steps as fast as her restricting layers of clothes would allow, greeted the chauffeur, who stood smartly to attention as he held the door open for her, climbed inside and sat back on the maroon leather upholstery with a sigh of pleasure. She might have known that her grandfather would not have forgotten that she was arriving home today. After the excitement of coming into port at Southampton, she had been rather hurt to find that only Perry had come to meet her, especially as she guessed he had been given the task because he had nothing better to do with his time.

‘He remembered me, then,’ she said to Perry as he sat down beside her.

‘Remembered! It’s all he’s talked about this past week. He’s missed you, Mel.’

‘I’ve missed him,’ Amelie said, tears unexpectedly pricking her eyes. When the chauffeur finished supervising the loading of her luggage she picked up the speaking tube to talk to him.

‘Would you drive back via Oxford Street, please, Brightman? I want to take a little peek at the store.’

Perry protested, but Amelie overruled him.

‘I must just see that it’s still there.’

The Rolls pulled out into Buckingham Palace Road to join the slow-moving stream of drays, delivery vans, carts, cabs and omnibuses. Amelie leant forward, gazing out of the window and commenting on everything they passed.

‘Isn’t it odd how you expect everything to be different when you come back from a holiday? I’ve been away three months and so much has happened, and yet everything’s very much the same.’

‘They’re hardly likely to pull it all down and build it up again while your back’s turned,’ Perry said.

‘They do in Chicago. They’re building all the time there, higher and higher.’

‘Sounds most frightfully vulgar.’

‘Rubbish, it’s exciting.’

The motor swept round the palace and accelerated into the Mall. Here the commercial traffic gave way to the shining motor cars and horse-drawn carriages of the rich.

‘How beautiful it is – look, snowdrops under the trees in St James’s Park. Spring’s on the way already here. There’s still five feet of snow on the ground in Chicago.’

‘Still dashed cold, though,’ Perry complained.

‘Cold! This is nothing. This is warm. You should feel the wind when it comes down off Lake Michigan. It shrivels the skin off your face.’

‘You know, old thing, if you keep on with all these traveller’s tales, you’re going to become the most dreadful bore,’ her brother told her.

‘You’re the bore if you can’t be interested in anything other than yourself,’ Amelie retorted.

They bickered amicably the length of St James’s and Bond Street, but when they reached Oxford Street Amelie was distracted. Amongst all the array of shops from small specialist establishments to big stores, there was just one that she wanted to see.

‘There it is!’

‘Just where you left it,’ said Perry.

Amelie ignored him. For there it indeed was – Packards, Suppliers to the Nation. A solid edifice of Portland stone with eighteen display windows, five entrances, four selling floors and ninety-eight departments. A glow of possessive pride started within her and spread over her whole body. Nothing in London, from the Crown Jewels to the Zoological Gardens could compare to the splendour of Packards.

‘The greatest store in the whole world!’ Amelie declared.

‘What, better than the ones in Chicago?’ Perry teased.

‘Infinitely,’ Amelie maintained.

The stores on State Street might be building up to eleven storeys and have air conditioning and escalators, but Packards had something that they did not. Her family name. Or rather, her grandfather’s family name. There were times when she almost forgot she was an Amberley. She had always been far more of a Packard.

The chauffeur took the motor car right round the island site, giving Amelie time to peer at the windows and assess the flow of customers into the store. She gazed enviously at the people going through the doors.

‘Oh I wish I could just have a little look round,’ she said.

‘Best not, old girl. Mama will be waiting for us, you know.’

‘I know, but – oh, look at those hats!’ Amelie grabbed the speaking tube and told the chauffeur to stop. Ignoring Perry’s protests yet again, she scrambled out to look more closely at the display of hats mounted on narrow columns of varying heights. The window was a feast for the eyes, a winter garden of velvet and silk creations adorned with feathers or bows or rosettes or artificial flowers with the occasional practical tweed cap for contrast. But looking at the window was not enough. Amelie yearned to go inside.

Unable to leave his sister unescorted in a public street, Perry joined her on the pavement.

‘Come on, old thing.’

‘Don’t you think I should just call on Grandfather and let him know I’m back? Especially as he sent the motor for me.’

‘Mama’s expecting us. We’re already late, and you know what she’s like about punctuality.’

The euphoria of homecoming deflated just a little. Amelie knew all too well what her mother was like about punctuality.

‘Yes, yes,’ she agreed, reluctantly turning away.

‘Anyway, it’s only the store. It will still be here tomorrow,’ Perry pointed out.

‘Only the store –!’ Amelie began. But she did not bother to finish. Perry did not understand. Neither would he understand her ambitions. They would have to wait until she managed to see her grandfather.

They both stepped back into the motor and the chauffeur headed south into Mayfair. Dusk was falling and lights were coming on in a few of the white stuccoed houses in the elegant eighteenth-century terraces and squares. Many of them were unoccupied at present, as their aristocratic owners were away on their country estates. Mayfair would not come properly alive until the Season got under way in late spring. Amelie tried not to think of the Season.

The motor pulled up in front of the Amberley’s house in Bruton Street. It was a four-storey building in a terrace of identical houses, each with a semi-basement, a pillared porch, and three pairs of well-proportioned windows decreasing in height with each floor. Home. The home that her grandfather paid for and her mother considered not large enough.

Amelie jumped out of the car and ran up the steps, her hand out to grasp the knocker, but before she could reach it the door opened to reveal the butler.

‘Welcome home, Miss Amelie. I trust you had an enjoyable trip?’

She greeted him with real pleasure. ‘Very enjoyable, thank you, Nichols. You’re well, I hope?’

‘In excellent health, I thank you, Miss Amelie.’

The footman took her travel coat and hat, and Nichols opened the door into the drawing room.

‘Miss Amelie, madam.’

Warmth enveloped her. As always, the room was unusually well heated for a London house. Across a blue and fawn room set with elegant walnut furniture, Winifred Amberley sat on a chintz-covered sofa. She did not smile to see her only daughter.

‘So here you are at last. You’re late. I was expecting you half an hour ago.’

Amelie felt a spurt of irritation. How typical. She had been away for three months, then travelled from Chicago by train, steamer and train again, and the first thing her mother did was to accuse her of being half an hour late.

‘Yes, here I am, Mama, turned up again like the bad penny,’ she said.

Winifred was dressed in an oyster-coloured silk tea gown trimmed with layers of ruffles and lace, which went some way to disguising the fact that now she was over forty she was putting on a considerable amount of weight. Her once pretty face had a decided double chin and her fair hair was fading to grey, but her eyes were still as blue as Amelie’s.

‘Well, come here, child.’

She extended a chubby hand and offered her cheek to be kissed. Amelie walked over and bent to give her a light peck. Her mother’s skin felt soft and downy, like an overripe peach.

‘Hello, Mama. How are you? You’re looking well.’

‘Tolerably well, thank you.’

Winifred’s eyes raked over her daughter. Despite the fact that she was now eighteen, had left school and been all the way to the United States and back, Amelie found herself holding her breath as she used to as a child when Nanny brought the three of them – herself, Perry and their older brother Edward – down at six o’clock each evening to meet their parents. Her father, if he was there, was always delighted to see them, asking after what they had been doing and ready to initiate guessing games or hide and seek. But their mother was quite different. First would come the inspection, when both the children and Nanny would tremble least a ribbon should be unevenly tied or a sock not quite pulled up. Then there would be the inquisition. Had they been for their walk? Eaten up all their meals? Learnt their lessons? Finally some sort of performance was expected, the repeating of a list of facts or a times table, or the recitation of a poem, or the playing of a piano piece. Amelie and Edward competed to shine at these tests. Both had quick brains and the will to apply them. They achieved faultless feats of memory and precision. But somehow, it was never quite good enough. Their father would clap and cry ‘Bravo!’ but their mother would merely nod. Perversely, it was Perry who gained her smiles. Perry found learning a trial, so did not bother himself too much with it. He muddled his way through and fell back on charm, and to Edward and Amelie’s disgust, it usually worked. With a laugh and a joke and a self-deprecatory smile, Perry could win through to the well-hidden softer side of Winifred’s nature.

Now, Amelie waited for her mother’s comment. She hoped allowances would be made for the fact that she had not been able to change since leaving the liner at midday.

Winifred gave a nod. There was grudging approval in her face. Amelie let out her breath. Evidently her fawn and brown travelling outfit with its military-style frogging and braid had passed muster.

‘I had hoped you might have gained a little more distinction to your figure while you were away, but even so, you do seem to look rather less gawky than you did. Yes, a definite improvement. Come and sit down. I think there might be time for some tea before the dressing bell.’

Winifred’s days were divided not by meals, but by the need to wear the correct clothing at any given time. She could change anything up to five times between getting up and going to bed, and would no more think of wearing a morning gown after twelve noon than she would consider carrying a parcel or preparing a meal. Her personal maid was kept fully employed seven days a week making sure she always presented an immaculate appearance to the world. So naturally the rigours of dressing for dinner must take precedence over greeting a daughter who had been away for three months.

‘And what manner of establishment do the Schneiders keep?’ she enquired. ‘I failed to form more than a very vague impression from the brief letters you sent me.’

‘I wrote every week, Mama,’ Amelie protested. ‘And I thought I told you a great deal about them. They are very kind and generous people.’

She launched into a long description of the people she had been staying with, the family of one of her schoolfriends, meat packers of a wealth and influence that her mother would have envied, if only it had come from a respectable source. But though Winifred was mildly impressed by the tales of dazzling social events given by the Schneiders and actually surprised to find that they funded a host of cultural activities in Chicago, nothing could shift the faintly patronising expression in her face and voice. Amelie knew exactly why. In her mother’s eyes, the Schneiders were really nothing more than glorified butchers. It gave her a very satisfying feeling of superiority. Winifred lived with the mortifying knowledge that polite society, the only people who mattered, would always look on her as the daughter of a shopkeeper. A very successful shopkeeper, but none the less, tainted by the smell of Trade. Winifred had managed to marry into Society by capturing Bertie Amberley, youngest son of an impoverished baron. The two of them and their three children had lived on Packards’ money ever since. But Winifred despised Packards and all it stood for. She wanted only to be accepted into her husband’s world.

‘I’m sure it’s been a very pleasant holiday for you,’ she said at last, breaking into Amelie’s account of the ball the Schneiders had held the week before she left. ‘But after all, they are not really the sort of people one wants to cultivate. Tomorrow you shall come with me when I am paying calls, and start leaving your card. To be sure, society is very thin at the moment, but there are a few families in Town for one reason or another.’

Amelie knew better than to disagree outright at this early stage, but she knew just what she was going to do tomorrow. She was going to visit her grandfather at the store.
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AT HALF-PAST ten the next morning, Amelie won the first round in what she knew was going to be a battle royal with her mother. Fortunately, she had courtesy and family ties on her side.

‘Grandfather would be so disappointed if I didn’t call on him today,’ she said. ‘And I could go this morning. You won’t be visiting your friends till this afternoon, will you?’

This was all patently true, so even though Winifred did not want her daughter to be running off to the store practically the first moment she was home, she could not refuse.

‘Perhaps I shall accompany you,’ she said.

Amelie tried not to let the dismay show on her face. That was the very last thing she wanted. It was essential that she spoke to her grandfather alone.

‘That would be lovely,’ she lied.

‘Well – maybe another day. We shall all be meeting at the family dinner, after all,’ Winifred said.

Amelie carefully let out a sigh of relief, and offered to make any purchases her mother might need.

Ten minutes later, she set off, escorted only by the footman walking a discreet half-step behind her. She marched at a brisk pace along the streets, her steps matching the determination in her heart. She had to get her grandfather on her side, or she was lost. She knew that what she wanted to do was unconventional, and that her mother would be utterly opposed to it, but then again she was her grandfather’s favourite, which must count for quite a lot. Added to that was the practical point that she really did have something to offer the store. Three months in Chicago had shown her that London stores, even her own wonderful Packards, were very out of date. She had lots of ideas that would put them well ahead of all their rivals.

By the time she got to Oxford Street, her cheeks were glowing from her fast walk. She slowed down then, looking critically at the display windows as she passed, until she came to a halt outside Packards. The windows were the first thing on her list of innovations. Three months ago, Amelie would have thought that they looked perfect, but after viewing the ones on State Street, she knew better. Like every other London department store, Packards crowded each window with as many goods as possible, each clearly labelled with a neat price ticket. Amelie gazed critically at an array of silver-mounted glassware. There was a dazzling selection. Row upon row of preserve jars, celery glasses, ice pails, decanters, jugs, vases, flower bowls, salt cellars, butter dishes, pickle bottles, sugar basins . . . all of the most beautiful cut or engraved glass, of every imaginable pattern from the ornate to the restrained, all sparkling and gleaming. Whatever your taste, there was something there to appeal, if you could see it. That was the problem. There was just too much. In America, they had very different ways of setting out the goods.

For the umpteenth time, Amelie wondered how her grandfather would take to the idea. In the past, he had always been ready to try something new. That was one of the reasons he had managed to build a huge store from one tiny shop in fewer than thirty years, why he had gone on expanding and competing successfully with the other great names in London shopping. But Thomas Packard was seventy-four now, and even he was becoming a little set in his ways. What she needed, Amelie knew, was something that would catch his imagination. Nothing as sweeping as changing the whole way they displayed their goods. That would come later. First, she had to present something small-scale but clever. The trouble was, she was not entirely clear as to what it should be.

She turned from the glassware and walked to the main entrance and in through the tall revolving doors to stop in the spacious red marble vestibule. The deep familiar thrill of it coursed through her. The most exciting place in the world. Packards.

The store had been built in the 1870s, before the days of electric lighting, so its main feature was a huge central dome of glass that let light into the middle of the building. Under this dome, a magnificent marble staircase curved upwards from floor to floor, leading the shopper ever onwards to more and more departments. The whole place had an air of inviting opulence. ‘Come in,’ the shop seemed to say. ‘Look about you, feast your eyes, enjoy . . . and perhaps you might care to buy something?’

Amelie surrendered willingly. She made her way through Fancy Stationery to Grocery to Ladies’ Gloves and Umbrellas, unable to resist a pretty notebook with a marbled paper cover and a pair of crocheted lace gloves. Her quick eyes noted that no customer was kept waiting, that floorwalkers discreetly directed proceedings, that shopmen and girls were polite and efficient. On up the stairs, through Jewellery and Drapery and Infants’ Cots, through China and Glass and Ladies’ Underwear. Everything you might need in life, from a pound of cheese to a Persian carpet, from a baby’s layette to a mourning ring, could be got at Packards. The profusion and variety was infinite.

Floorwalkers, men who had known her from infancy, treated her like visiting royalty. Amelie knew most of them by name.

‘Good morning, Mr Ames. Business looks very brisk in here. How are the new patent bootstretchers selling?’

‘Mr Patterson – how is your back? It seems rather quiet in Books this morning.’

All of them addressed her as Miss Packard. The fact that her mother had married an Amberley carried no weight here. At the store, all Thomas Packard’s descendants were Packards.

Up again and into Toys. Her department, as she liked to think of it, for she had suggested it to her grandfather. One day, when about six years old, she had been processing through the store with her hand in his, looking at the marvels it held and listening to him talking to the staff and pointing things out to her. They had stopped for rather a long time in the linen section of Drapery and she had begun to get bored. Sheets and tablecloths and bolts of plain white fabric were not very exciting for a small child. She knew better than to try to distract her grandfather when he was speaking to a buyer, so she stood fidgeting from foot to foot and wishing for something to play with. Then it had come to her, the realisation that her darling grandpa’s wonderful store was actually lacking in something. The moment he had finished, she tugged urgently at his hand.

‘Grandpa – why haven’t you any toys? All the things here are for grown-ups, except for the cots and prams.’

The grandfather had stared at her for a moment, frowning. She had been afraid, thinking she had said something to offend him. But then he had burst out laughing and picked her up in his strong arms.

‘By George, the child’s a genius! Browning –’ he called to the man he had just been speaking to, who came hurrying anxiously over. ‘Browning, do you know what this little girl of mine has just done? She’s invented a whole new department. Toys! Why didn’t I think of it? We’ll have it open in time for Christmas.’

True to his word, he had put the new project in hand, and she had been the one to open the toy department, cutting the pink ribbon with a pair of silver scissors and making the first purchase, a beautiful Noah’s Ark. Her brother Edward had been beside himself with jealousy, she remembered, and had given her a Chinese burn that had hurt for days afterwards.

Now, she wandered happily round. A couple, grandparents at a guess, were choosing a box of wooden bricks. A boy of about ten and his uncle were debating the relative merits of box and lozenge-shaped kites. A small girl with her mother was looking with round-eyed longing at a wheeled horse and brightly painted dairy cart complete with chum, can and filler.

‘Don’t you want to come and look at the dolls?’ the mother asked.

But the child stayed stubbornly gazing at the sturdy little horse with its flowing mane and tail and real leather harness.

‘No.’

She put out a finger and stroked the creature’s curved neck. Amelie recognised the depth of the child’s desire. She wanted in just the same way. The difference was that she wanted the whole store.

She watched as an elderly shopman asked if he might be of assistance. The mother gave the little girl’s arm a sharp tug.

‘No thank you. We’re just looking.’

She dragged the reluctant child away, but the girl still looked back, fixing the toy with a fierce stare, as if willing it not to be sold to anyone else. Amelie silently wished her luck. Maybe she had a fond grandfather whom she could appeal to, one who would buy it for her birthday.

On the fourth floor the bulky goods that people did not buy very often were situated. Amelie wandered through Carpets and admired the new selection of Turkish kelims in the company of the buyer. Basking pleasantly by now in the feeling of belonging, she could believe that her ambition was easily within reach. After all, what could be more natural than that she should take her place in the management of the store?

In Furniture, she came upon a very good reason why not. Her brother Edward. He was a commanding figure, six feet tall and very dark, his impeccably tailored jacket covering the muscled shoulders of a fearless rugger player. Many of Amelie’s friends had declared him to be deliciously handsome. To Amelie he was simply her deadly childhood rival, the big brother who would go to any lengths to prove himself the best. He was not going to like the idea of her taking any of the power that he stood to inherit at Packards.

Edward did not notice her standing by the walnut bedroom suites, for he was taking the floorwalker to task. Sales were down and the floorwalker was to blame. The unfortunate man was red in the face with humiliation, for the whole department could hear what was being said, from the senior salesman to the brown-aproned delivery men. Amelie could see two youthful shopmen drinking in the whole scene, their expressions a mixture of horror and delight that would have been comical had the situation not been so painful. Indignation boiled inside her. Edward had no right to give the man a public dressing-down like this. He should have called him into his office, not exposed him to the sniggers of his underlings.

Without stopping to think, she snapped into action. Walking forward with a big delighted smile on her face, she interrupted Edward’s flow.

‘Edward! How delightful to see you again. I was just coming to visit you in your office, and here you are.’

‘Melly – what a surprise.’

Edward switched from dissatisfied boss to affable brother with admirable ease. He kissed Amelie on the cheek. ‘I hadn’t expected to see you here so soon.’

‘Just try to keep me away!’ Amelie returned the kiss, then smiled at the floorwalker. ‘And good morning to you, Mr Green. Forgive me for interrupting. It’s very naughty of me, I know, but I haven’t seen my brother for three months.’

Mr Green could only make an assenting noise in his throat. He was looking at her as if she were an angel come down from heaven to save him.

Amelie smiled beguilingly up at Edward. ‘Now, it was very bad of you not to come and welcome me home, you know. Perry travelled all the way to Southampton to meet me off the boat.’

‘Good for Perry,’ Edward said. They both knew that Perry had nothing better to do with his time. ‘Now, Mel, I’m delighted to see you, but I am rather busy at the moment. Why don’t you trot off and visit Grandfather?’

‘But it was Grandfather whom I wanted to talk to you about,’ Amelie said, wondering as she did so just what she was going to say when challenged. She made a quick movement with her eyes towards Mr Green and back, trying to indicate that this was a private family concern.

‘I’m sure it will wait till later,’ Edward said.

‘Not really,’ Amelie insisted. She put on a tone of great reasonableness. ‘But if you wish I shall wait here until you have finished speaking to Mr Green. It will be interesting to learn just what is going on in Furniture.’

She planted herself ready to listen to every word of the exchange. She was fairly sure that Edward would not want her witnessing what he said, and almost definitely sure that he would not want to wrangle further with her in front of company employees. She was right.

‘Very well,’ he agreed. He looked at the unfortunate floorwalker. ‘I shall return to continue our conversation.’

Mr Green swallowed and nodded. Amelie threaded her arm through her brother’s, and was immediately aware of his anger beneath the suave front he maintained. Determined not to be cowed having got this far, she smiled at everyone and swept out of the department with him.

They stopped on the landing leading to one of the echoing service staircases. Edward extricated his arm and turned to face her.

‘Well? It had better be really important, Amelie. I do have work to do, you know, and I do not appreciate being dragged away from important matters by some silly whim of yours.’

‘It isn’t a silly whim. And aren’t you the littlest bit pleased to see me?’

Edward’s mouth hardened with barely controlled irritation. ‘Save the pretty little girl air for Grandfather, it doesn’t wash with me. What was it you wanted to say?’

Amelie thought as she went along.

‘Well, as I said, it’s about Grandfather. You work with him every day, Edward, so you know better than any of us how he is. Do you think it’s all getting too much for him? He’s not a young man any longer, but he’s so stubborn, and I’m sure he wouldn’t admit to not being able to cope like he used to.’

It should have worked. She knew that Edward wanted their grandfather to retire. It was his dearest wish, though he had never openly admitted it to anyone.

‘So that’s it, is it? That’s what could not wait until later?’ Clearly Edward was not taken in.

‘But I had to speak to you before I went to see Grandfather,’ Amelie maintained.

‘Why? So that you could single-handedly persuade him to retire? I think not. You were just trying to interfere, weren’t you? You’ve not been home twenty-four hours and already you’re waltzing in here throwing your weight around.’

Amelie held his eyes, but inside a quake of fear started. Edward’s anger was not to be taken lightly. She tried to temporise.

‘Oh, come on, Edward, I had to do it. That poor man. You were humiliating him in front of his whole staff.’

‘That was none of your business. You know nothing of the circumstances.’

A thousand fights from childhood onwards should have taught her to keep control, but instead Amelie snapped.

‘I do know that you shouldn’t dress him down like that in public! You were enjoying it, weren’t you? You liked seeing him squirm. You’re revolting!’

Edward gave her a look of contempt. ‘And you are a silly little girl who knows nothing of how business is conducted.’

‘I know that it’s not right to expose people to ridicule!’ Amelie shouted.

Edward shook his head, an unpleasant smile on his handsome face. ‘Neither is it wise to butt in where it is not your place to do so. You realise, I hope, that had you been sensible enough to wait until I had finished, Green would only have suffered a dressing-down, which would have had the desired effect of making him pull his socks up. As it is, I may find that I have to dismiss him.’

Amelie was horrified. ‘Edward, you can’t! You don’t mean it.’

‘Oh but I do mean it. Now that you have undermined my authority, it may be my only possible course of action.’

Appalled, Amelie stared at him. She knew her brother was quite capable of carrying out the threat. Mr Green would be thrown out, and it would be all her fault.

‘But that’s a terrible thing to do. He might not get another position. He’ll starve, and all his family with him.’

‘Sentiment, my dear sister. The man’s private life is of no concern to me. All that matters is that he is a good servant of Packards. If he is not, then he has to go.’

‘I don’t think Grandfather would approve if I told him,’ Amelie warned.

Was she imagining things, or did a flicker of wariness cross Edward’s face? If it did, then it was soon gone.

‘Sentiment again, Mel. You might think of Grandfather as the kind old man who doted on you when you were a golden-haired little girl, but the reality of it is that he’s as tough as old boots. He would never have built the business up in the first place if he were not. I shouldn’t go bothering him with the woes of the staff if I were you.’

Amelie definitely did not want to start her campaign for a place in the store by involving her grandfather in a squabble with Edward, especially over a member of staff. But still she felt horribly responsible for Mr Green’s fate. She was sure he would think that having a strip torn off him in public was nothing to being dismissed.

‘And I shouldn’t go sacking people out of hand if I were you, you’re not in charge yet,’ she retorted.

Edward merely gave a smile of quiet confidence. ‘No, but I shall be,’ he stated.

Before she could stop herself, Amelie said, ‘That’s what you think, but you’re not the only one, you know. There’s Perry and me as well.’

Edward laughed. ‘Perry’s an idiot and you’re a female. Now run along, Melly, there’s a good girl. Some of us do have work to do.’ And he strolled off in the direction of the furniture department.

Amelie was left fuming.

‘Stupid, stupid, stupid,’ she said out loud, thumping the wall with her fist.

She had lost that round, and what was more she had lost it on behalf of Mr Green. The only way she could think of to save him was to go to her grandfather, but she would have to approach him carefully, far more carefully than the way in which she had tackled Edward. In fact, she had to think and plan everything more slowly if she were to achieve her aims. The last thing she had wanted to do this morning was to have a row with Edward the moment she saw him. She had meant to be very sweet and friendly, and keep on the right side of him for as long as possible. She had certainly not intended to let out the fact that she had her sights set on a place at the store.

She took several deep breaths, and recalled that Edward had not appeared to take her seriously when she had said that she and Perry had equal rights to Packards. So maybe she had not put him on his guard. The churning anger and frustration subsided a little as she began to think clearly again. If she was going to see Grandfather, then she must be amusing and winsome. That was her one big advantage over Edward. He always rubbed the old man up the wrong way, whereas she knew just how to get him round her little finger. There were some advantages to being a girl.

She made her way to the ladies’ rest room, checked her appearance, pinned up a few stray hairs, smiled at herself in the glass. Yes, she looked fine. Grandfather would think so, anyway. To calm herself further, she went for a walk round Sports and Games. A freckle-faced shopman, obviously new to the store since he did not recognise her, asked if he might be of assistance.

‘Oh – yes – I’m looking for a mackintosh cape to wear when cycling in wet weather,’ she said, knowing full well that she would not find one there.

‘I’m sorry, madam. You’ll have to go down to Ladies’ Outerwear.’

‘Really? Well, do you do tennis blouses?’

The youth looked nonplussed. ‘Er – no – that would be the ladies’ department as well.’

‘Outerwear?’

‘Well – no – Daywear, I think –’

By this time, the floorwalker had spotted her and come over. He gave the unfortunate youth a withering look.

‘Good morning, Miss Packard. I’m afraid Briggs is new to the job. How can I help you?’

‘Briggs is doing very well,’ Amelie said quickly. One dismissal on her conscience was enough for one morning. ‘I was just wondering why clothing for sport was not sold in this department.’

‘That’s the way it has always been arranged, Miss Packard. We sell the equipment here. The clothing is elsewhere.’

‘Yes –’ Amelie could feel an idea brewing. ‘Thank you. Good day to you. You have been most helpful.’

She walked on, frowning to herself as the idea took shape. What if she wanted to take up, say, golf? She would have to go to Ladies’ Tailoring for a tweed skirt and jacket, then to Gloves, and Footwear, and Millinery, and finally here to Sports and Games to buy a set of clubs. And even here there was not such a wide selection for ladies as there was for men. It was the same for other pursuits – archery, for instance, or cycling. For cycling one needed good strong knickers as well as a veiled hat for dry weather and waterproofs for rain. A knot of excitement gathered inside her. This was it, the idea to present to her grandfather. She just knew it was right, and that she could make it work. All she needed to do was to put it to him the right way.


3

THOMAS JAMES PACKARD sat behind his vast mahogany desk and stared at the drawings on the green papered wall opposite. He knew every detail by heart, but he never tired of looking at them, for they were the floor plans of the store that bore his name, showing the position and size of every department. Mostly they gave him a great sense of satisfaction. Not bad for one man’s life’s work. Pretty good, in fact, considering that that man had arrived in London at the age of fifteen with just three shillings in his pocket. Three shillings, and the dream of becoming a Somebody. He certainly was a Somebody now. His was a household name. Every day, hundreds of people said, ‘We could get it at Packards,’ whatever ‘it’ might be. People arranged to meet at Packards. People gave directions with Packards as a reference point. The store was an essential part of the London scene.

Today, as he looked at the plans, niggling doubts in his mind subsided. His store was more than a match for this man Selfridge. Thomas was certain that Packards was superior to any other London establishment. It was brighter and more attractive than the Army and Navy, catered for a wider range of customers than Harrods, had more departments than Marshall and Snelgrove or Debenham and Freebody. Nothing this American upstart could build could possibly be superior. And besides, whoever heard of anyone building a large store straight off like Selfridge was doing? All the other big names had started the same way as he had, with one small shop. Harrods had been a grocers, John Lewis started with a job lot of silks, Dickens and Jones were linen drapers. Packards had begun as a tiny place selling a bargain line in fire-damaged mourning apparel. It had been a daring investment at the time. He had put all his savings into the enterprise and taken out a loan. But it had paid off. Hard work, an ability to forecast what people wanted and the courage to take risks had turned that one shop into a row of seven in just six years.

Looking back, even the hard times seemed exciting. The years after he moved the store to its present site in Oxford Street were the most knife-edge of all. Several times he had been on the verge of bankruptcy, but always he had succeeded in turning things around, often at the very last minute. It was a good thing he had been able to keep the real state of affairs from his wife. If there was one thing that Margaret liked, it was security. If she had known what risks he was taking, how close they often were to ruin, his home life would not have been worth living.

All the time this was going on, he had been buying the properties adjacent to the store, his mind fixed on acquiring the entire island site. And just when he had signed the deal on the last row of houses, disaster struck. A fire started in the drapery department and gutted the entire shop. Thomas turned to the side wall of the office, where a print from the Illustrated London News showed the spectacular blaze. New visitors to his room often asked why he should want to keep a souvenir of such a terrible event.

‘To remind me not to get above myself,’ he invariably answered.

It was a complete lie. Thomas Packard had always aimed to get above himself, and still did. The truth was that the old, piecemeal store had been very well insured. So well, in fact, that there had been suspicious whispers at the time. Thomas ignored them all. Let lesser folk say what they liked about arson. He had great plans. A new, magnificent, purpose-built store rose phoenix-like from the ashes, and Packards was on the way to spectacular success.

Success still had to be fuelled, though. Thomas took up the copy of the last six months’ sales figures, covering the late summer and autumn of 1907 through to the start of 1908. He looked through them again, though he knew the various totals off by heart. Not as good as he expected. Something had to be done. And even though he was not afraid of this Selfridge man setting up just a few blocks down Oxford Street, still he did have to be taken into consideration. By next year, Selfridge’s store would be yet another rival for custom.

Thomas’s eyes focused on the hands that held the papers, hands that were swelling with the onset of arthritis. That was another thing. He was not getting any younger. He had tried to ignore this fact, but increasingly it was brought home to him that his body was not as reliable as it used to be. His brain was still as sharp as ever, thank God, but he ached and creaked and got tired so quickly. No longer could he work a sixteen-hour day and keep a wife and a succession of mistresses happy. Just six hours at the store now and he was near to his limit. And what was more, young Edward knew this.

There was a knock at the door, and his secretary put his head round the door.

‘Mr Edward to see you, sir.’

‘Thank you, Archer. Show him in.’

Thomas was immediately every inch the captain of his ship. He waved his grandson to a seat across the desk from him.

‘Ah – Edward – you’re good and prompt. Sit down.’

Edward folded his powerful frame onto the upright chair. He opened his mouth to speak, but Thomas got in first, keeping control of the interview.

‘I’ve been reading these figures. I’m not very happy.’

The inference was: I’m not very happy with your performance. Edward did not rise to it.

‘I agree with you, sir. Christmas was reasonable and the Sales showed a fairly healthy return, but the percentage increase month by month over last year is very low. Very low indeed, in some cases. In fact, in the furniture department –’

‘Thank you. I can see that for myself. The question is, what are we going to do about it? I take it you have some views?’

‘I do, sir. I think we need to take some action.’

Thomas sat back and laced his fingers over his stomach. ‘And what action would you propose, then?’ he asked, carefully bland.

‘I think it is time to review just how we use our space. We’re all going to have our ideas shaken up when Selfridge opens with his American ways of doing things. Why not be prepared here at Packards, be one jump ahead of him?’

It was resonable enough, but Thomas merely nodded.

‘So?’

‘So I’ve been comparing the sales figures not only with this time last year but with the previous five years. And one department stands out as consistently under-performing. Furniture.’

Edward paused for a reaction. Thomas gave none.

Edward continued, ‘When you consider the amount of square yardage taken by Furniture, that space could be far more profitably used for departments that show a higher turnover.’

‘So your solution is to scrap Furniture altogether?’

‘At its most extreme, yes. At the very least, we should go through the figures in detail and see whether a contracted department might work.’

‘Either we have a furniture department, or we don’t. Packards always stock the best selection of everything. A small department would not be able to do that.’

‘In that case I think we should do away with it. That way we would have almost three-quarters of a floor to devote to other goods.’

‘And what about our claim to provide everything the British family needs?’

Edward gave a slight shrug, brushing aside the reputation that Thomas had spent so many years building. Whatever it is – you’ll find it at Packards. That had been the store’s claim since the new building opened, and he had always made sure that it was true. Nobody went away from Packards unsatisfied.

‘I hardly think that’s important.’

‘You don’t?’

A slight flush crept up Edward’s neck. When he spoke, it was with only partly disguised patience.

‘No, sir, I don’t. What matters is that the store should show a growing level of profit from year to year. Anything –’

It had gone quite far enough. Thomas slammed his fist down on the desktop, making the gold pens quiver.

‘What matters is service! First, last and foremost. Service to our customers. That is what a department store is about, providing what our customers need, and one of the things they need is furniture for their homes. Packards is not merely a machine to make money.’

Edward’s voice rose as well, and took on an edge of contempt. ‘If it ceases to make money, then it ceases to exist. We are not running a charity.’

‘We are not running anything. I am,’ Thomas shouted. He watched the frustration show in his grandson’s eyes. He might be getting old, but he was not done yet, and the boy had better realise it. He brought his anger under control.

‘If the furniture department is not performing well enough, then it must be improved. Is the stock the type and design that people want? Are the prices competitive? Is the advertising effective?’ He looked at Edward from under his bushy eyebrows. ‘That can be your special responsibility. Look into it and report back to me this time next week. I shall want a full plan of action, ready to be implemented immediately.’

Edward stood up. He planted his knuckles on the desktop and leant forward. To anyone but Thomas the effect would have been intimidating.

‘I think you’re making an expensive mistake,’ he stated.

Thomas continued to look steadily back at him. ‘No, it is you who is making the mistake. I suggest you go and set about your new task. Now.’

With extreme reluctance, Edward straightened up. He turned and marched out of the office without a further word, leaving the door swinging open behind him. Thomas was left savouring a painful victory.

A bald head appeared round the door, attached to a birdlike man of indeterminate age.

‘Cup of tea, sir? Or can I pour you a whisky?’

For a moment, Thomas hesitated. He would really have liked a whisky, but to have one would be to admit that his grandson had upset him.

‘Tea, please, Archer.’

‘Coming right up.’

Thomas still employed a male secretary. Not that he was prejudiced against women in offices. Far from it. The typists employed by Packards were all female. He would dearly have liked to have an attractive young woman to stand guard over his outer office and be his personal assistant. But Archer had been with him for twenty-four years now and was loyal right to his back teeth. With Thomas, loyalty counted for a lot. He would not get rid of Archer even for the pleasure of having a pretty girl bringing him his tea.

Tea arrived, best Assam as available from Grocery, served in porcelain as sold in Glass and China.

‘You know, Archer, young Mr Edward Packard grows more like my late father every day.’

‘Is that so, sir?’

It was, and Thomas did not like it. His father had been a tyrant. When Thomas left home, he had felt as if he were escaping from slavery. He had returned but once, to his mother’s funeral. He did not want to leave Packards to a man like that.

And yet – what was the alternative? The one thing he had failed to do in all these years of empire-building was to procreate a dynasty from which to select a successor. His marriage to Margaret had produced just one child, Winifred. Winifred had done her duty and brought forth two boys and a girl, but nobody in their right mind would leave anything but a sleeping interest in the store to Perry. If he were to keep Packards under family control Thomas’s successor had to be Edward. He sighed, reviewing the other possibilities that had occurred to him over the years. There was plenty of talent within the management. A team of the brightest and best could be appointed to run the store. But family was family, and Packards without a Packard at the helm did not seem right. He would have to concentrate on taming Edward before he relinquished control to him.

For a while Thomas became immersed in administration, dictating some letters and speaking to the head of staffing. That done, he allowed himself to rest his thoughts on his third grandchild: Amelie, his favourite. The dear girl had come home at last. This afternoon he would indulge himself and leave work early to pay a call at Winifred’s house. He could not wait any longer before seeing his Amelie again. It seemed like an age since he had last basked in her sparkling smile or heard her cheerful voice. The world was a dull place without her.

As if summoned by thought, her laughter came to him from the outer office. At first he fancied he had imagined it, but then he clearly caught her words as she spoke to his secretary.

‘Oh come along, Archer, don’t be so stuffy. You know Mr Packard will always see me.’

And then the door burst open and there she was, dressed in an outfit of yellow trimmed with pale green and looking like a breath of spring.

‘Grandpa!’

She ran across the room, flung her arms round him and planted a smacking kiss on his cheek.

‘How are you, you old darling? I’ve come to thank you for sending the motor for me yesterday. It was absolutely sweet of you.’

Thomas kissed her back, then stood to hold her at arm’s length and look at her.

‘You look prettier than ever. How are you, my dear?’

‘I couldn’t be better. Oh, Grandpa, I’ve had such a marvellous time. America is an amazing place. It’s just bursting with new ideas. You would love it, I’m sure. But it’s lovely to be home again, too.’

‘And it’s good to see you,’ Thomas said, with wild understatement. ‘I didn’t expect you’d be here today.’

‘Just try to keep me away! Mama wants me to go visiting her boring friends with her later on, but I persuaded her that I should come here this morning.’

‘Quite right, too,’ Thomas agreed.

Archer brought more tea, and set chairs in front of the fireplace. Amelie sat on the edge of hers, telling her grandfather all about her trip. He listened avidly, interested in everything she said, just because she was saying it. But when she started talking about shops he took a professional interest as well.

‘You should see the stores on State Street, Grandpa! Some of them are eleven storeys high, and so beautiful, they’re like palaces. People go and spend the day at Marshall Field’s, there’s so much to see. And the windows – you should see the windows, Grandpa. They are like works of art. Instead of crowding everything in like we do, they display only a few items so that they look really inviting. People come just to see the effect.’

‘Ah, but do they go into the store once they’ve looked?’ Thomas asked.

‘Oh yes. The goods look so beautiful, people just have to go in and see what else is on offer. You should try it, Grandpa, you really should.’

Thomas smiled, unconvinced. ‘We’ll see. And what did you think of Packards as you walked through? Is the old place still up to scratch after all these wonders you’ve seen?’

‘Of course it is, Grandpa. It’s still the best store in the world. Now tell me, how is everything? How did the Sales go this year? Is the new tea room a success?’

Thomas gave her a résumé of everything that had been going on while she had been away. Amelie fixed her bright eyes on his face and drank in all he said, nodding and adding a comment or question from time to time. Thomas had not had such a receptive audience since she went away. He found himself telling her all about the disappointing sales figures and his set-to with Edward.

‘Oh dear.’ Amelie looked anxious. ‘That was something I wanted to speak to you about, Grandpa. Now you know I don’t like to interfere, but I was just walking through the furniture department on my way to see you, and I ran into Edward . . .’ She told the tale, ending up with, ‘So you see I just have to ask you to stop him from dismissing poor Mr Green. He’s been with us for years, and I’m sure it’s not all his fault that the sales are down in Furniture.’

Thomas gave her a serious look. ‘You think I should countermand Edward, do you?’

Amelie got up and sat on the arm of his chair, stroking the top of his head.

‘I know it’s a lot to ask, Gramps darling, but Edward was being so beastly, I just had to stick up for poor Mr Green. You will say you’ll let him stay, won’t you?’

‘I’ll think about it,’ Thomas promised, deciding then and there to take steps without delay.

‘Darling Gramps! And now let me tell you about the wonderful idea I’ve just had. This will improve your sales figures, I’m sure. I’ve invented a whole new department, and I’m sure it could be a very successful one.’

She outlined her plan for Ladies’ Sportswear. As she spoke, Thomas realised that she could have hit on a good original idea. He started to question her about what stock might be carried, how big she envisaged the department, where she thought would be the best place to advertise.

‘I haven’t really thought about the details yet. It only popped into my head this morning as I was walking round the store,’ Amelie admitted. ‘But we could start with a corner of Ladies’ Outerwear and maybe two or three shopgirls, and we’d stock clothing for every sort of sport that women do these days. You’d be amazed how many there are, Grandpa! Tennis, croquet, bathing, horseriding, golf, archery, hockey, cycling, skating – and motoring, though I don’t really count that as a sport. We’d have all the things a woman might need for any sport from underwear to gloves, all in one department. That way they’d be sure to buy the whole outfit from Packards, and it would be so convenient that any woman wanting anything to do with sports would automatically come to us rather than go from department to department in one of the other stores. And just think what an up-to-date thing it would be, Grandpa. Packards would be catering for the modern woman. We don’t want the store to be all stuffy and old-fashioned, do we?’

‘We certainly do not,’ Thomas agreed.

She gave his shoulders a little squeeze.

‘And of course you’ll let me run it, won’t you?’

‘What?’

This really was a shock. Thomas looked at her closely, trying to work out whether she was joking. Amelie’s face was deadly serious.

‘You’ll let me run it,’ she repeated. ‘I’d be very good at it, Grandpa, I’m certain of it. After all, you’ve always said that I’m a chip off the old block. Shopkeeping runs in my blood, whatever Mama might say.’

‘Crafty little minx,’ Thomas said.

He could see through what she was trying to do. She was using Winifred’s snobbish attitude to the source of the family money as a way to get round him. The idea did have a certain appeal. He mulled over the consequences. If he gave Amelie the authority to start up and run her new department, Winifred would indeed be highly incensed, which would be amusing, if nothing else. Over the years he had paid out thousands of pounds supporting her and her ne’er-do-well husband, because he could not bear to see his daughter and her children living in less than the manner to which they wanted to be accustomed. It had rankled that Winifred did her best to forget just where that money came from.

More important than that, it would bring young Edward up short. He would no longer be able to assume that he was the sole heir to the Packards empire. Some healthy competition would make him toe the line.

Most important of all, it would be giving Amelie something she wanted, and that was always a great source of pleasure to him. But it would not do. Reluctantly, he patted her hand.

‘Now I know you could make a splendid job of it, my dear, but you won’t have the time, will you? You’re to come out this Season. You’ll be spending all your days visiting and going to parties.’

It hurt to see the disappointment in her face.

‘Grandpa! You know I don’t want to be a beastly debutante. It’s all Mother’s stupid idea. You don’t want me married off to some lordling with not a sensible idea in his head, now do you?’

‘Of course not, darling. But you do have to get married, and your mother knows the best way to go about it. Running a department certainly isn’t going to put you in the way of suitable young men.’

‘But you can’t give my department to somebody else! It would be too unfair after I thought it up. Please – darling Gramps – to please me?’

Thomas just could not resist. He compromised.

‘You can set it up. Get it going before the Season starts, and then you can leave it in the hands of the head of Ladies’ Outerwear and come in whenever you can to keep an eye on it. How does that sound?’

‘We-ell – it’s better than nothing, I suppose. Thank you, Gramps.’

Thomas frowned at her in mock severity. ‘This isn’t a game, mind. I shall expect your department to make a profit. If it doesn’t, then that’s an end to it.’

Amelie’s voice lost its girlish tone and took on a new edge. ‘Don’t you worry, Grandpa. It will make a profit all right. I shall see to that.’
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SO MANY PEOPLE, and all so happy, so confident. Isobel Norton found herself shrinking from them. They had such loud voices, such a lordly way of carrying themselves. The men were glossy and well-tailored, the women corseted and elaborately coiffured and dressed in layers of silk, fur and finest wool. None of them with anything more pressing on their minds than which pair of gloves to buy and what to wear that evening.

After only a week in London, Isobel found it hard to believe that she had once been as pampered and carefree as they. Just four months ago she had been Mama and Papa’s darling daughter, enjoying the round of teas and dinners and card parties and small private dances, idly visiting the shops, just like these people all around her now, in search of a pretty length of ribbon or a spray of silk flowers. Now her feet throbbed, her whole body ached with weariness, a tearing anxiety pulled at her heart. Now she had only enough money to pay for her room till the end of the week. Now she was going to the shops not to buy, but to seek employment. The trouble was, she had been totally unsuccessful so far. Nobody wanted a young woman with no previous experience and no character references and who, what was more, had obviously not done a serious day’s work in her life.

Isobel stopped and gazed at the nearest shop window. An array of blouses crowded the space, displayed on wire frames, blouses of silk or muslin or nun’s veiling, all elaborately trimmed with tucks and frills and lace, all neatly ticketed with a price. How her dearest mama would have enjoyed such a wonderful selection.

‘One can never have enough pretty blouses,’ she used to say, when selecting yet another. ‘Such a useful addition to the wardrobe. So very feminine.’

Blinking back tears, Isobel looked to find the name of the shop. Packards. Dearest Mama had always been enthusiastic about Packards.

‘Such a genteel establishment, and such a profusion of departments. When we go to London, my dear, we shall treat ourselves to a trip to Packards.’

But the long-promised expedition had never come to be. Dearest Mama lay in the churchyard next to Papa, and Isobel was in London all alone, cold, frightened and nearly destitute. She moved on till she came to the main entrance, and once again hesitated, trying to steel herself to face another possible rejection. The warmth and light of the store beckoned. Isobel swallowed and squared her shoulders. She still looked perfectly respectable. She could enter without danger of being escorted out by a floorwalker. She went inside.

She knew what to do by now. No wandering about pretending she was just another customer, because the longer she did that, the more her courage oozed away. She found the lifts. If Packards was like the other stores she had been to, then she probably needed the very top floor. Her good intentions were undermined by the lift attendant mentioning the restaurant and the tea room. She was desperate for a cup of tea. But she knew just how little money she had in her purse. It was essential that she thought three times about every penny. No, no tea. But when the ladies’ rest room was called out, she succumbed to temptation. The one thing she wanted most, even more than a cup of tea, was simply to sit down. She stepped out at the third floor.

Packards’ ladies’ rest room was a haven of warmth and comfort. There were soft carpets, pink-shaded lamps, a tasteful arrangement of flowers. Rows of dressing tables and looking-glasses were built along two of the pink-papered walls and upholstered benches on the others. Isobel sank on to one of these with a sigh of relief. She had to get her strength back, she told herself in justification, or she would not be able to face the interview, always supposing she got as far as an interview. She closed her eyes, trying not to think of anything, trying to cut out the last dreadful week, trying even harder not to remember the terrifying events that had led to her running away, but as always when she relaxed for a moment, the images came flooding back. The policeman announcing Papa’s death, his partner telling them of the pile of debts, Mama’s last illness, the look in her brother-in-law’s eyes . . . Isobel pulled herself together at this point. She must not think of that or she would be physically sick. With shaking knees, she walked across the room and sat at one of the dressing tables.

A pale-faced girl with dark shadows under her bluebell eyes stared back at her from the looking-glass. She raised weary arms to take off her hat and pin up escaping strands of blonde hair. That was where her new poverty was already showing itself. Her clothes were good. The black costume with its braid trim had been newly made for her during the week following her father’s death. But managing long hair and styling it into fashionable piles of smooth curls without any help was well-nigh impossible. Isobel had opted for neatness and simplicity. At least it was clean. She had had to pay extra for warm water and shiver for hours in her unheated hotel room waiting for it to dry, but it had been worth it to see it glossy again, free of London dirt.

Around her, women chatted to friends about what they had bought, where they should go next, what they should provide for the next supper party. Not for the first time, Isobel considered going back to Tillchester, the pleasant cathedral city that had been her home all her life. But to go back would mean admitting to what had driven her away, and she could never, ever tell anyone about that. So there was only one thing to do
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