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To Charles Arthur
 and Cathy Runciman



’Each has his past shut in him like the leaves of a book known to him by heart and his friends can only read the title.’

Virginia Woolf




Prologue


My mother once told me you could discover the identity of the man you were going to marry by peeling an apple and throwing the skin, in one piece, over your shoulder. It formed a letter, you see. Or, at least, sometimes it did: Mummy wanted things to work so desperately that she simply refused to admit that it looked like a seven, or a two, and dredged up all sorts of Bs and Ds from nowhere. Even if I didn’t know a B or a D.


But I didn’t need apples with Guy. I knew from the first moment I saw him; knew his face as clearly as I knew my own name. His was the face that would take me away from my family, that would love me, adore me, have beautiful little babies with me. His was the face I would gaze at, wordlessly, as he repeated his wedding vows. His face was the first thing I would see in the morning and the last in the sweet breath of night.


Did he know it? Of course he did. He rescued me, you see. Like a knight, with mud-spattered clothes in place of shining armour. A knight who appeared out of the darkness and brought me into the light. Well, the station waiting room, anyway. These soldiers had been bothering me, while I waited for the late train. I had been to a dance with my boss and his wife, and missed my train. They had had an awful lot to drink, and they kept talking and talking to me and just wouldn’t take no for an answer, even though I knew jolly well not to talk to squaddies, turned as far away from them as I could and sat down on a bench in the corner. And then they got closer and closer until one of them started grabbing at me, trying to make out that it was some sort of joke, and I got terribly afraid as it was late and I couldn’t see a porter or anyone anywhere. And I kept telling them to leave me alone, but they wouldn’t. They just wouldn’t. And then the biggest one – who looked brutish – pushed himself against me, with his horrible bristly face and his stinking breath, and told me that he would have me, whether I liked it or not. And of course I wanted to scream but, you see, I couldn’t because I was absolutely frozen with fear.


And then Guy was there. He came bursting into the waiting room and demanded to know what the man thought he was doing and said he was going to give him a real hiding. Then he squared up to the three of them, and they swore at him a bit, and one of them lifted his fists back, but after a moment or two, like the cowards they were, they just swore a bit more and ran.


And I was shaking, and terribly weepy, and he sat me down on a chair and offered to get me a glass of water so that I would feel a bit better. He was so kind. So sweet to me. And then he said he would wait with me until the train came. And he did.


And it was there, under the yellow station lights, that I first looked at his face. I mean, really looked. And I knew that it was him. It was really him.


After I told Mummy, she peeled an apple just to see, and threw it over my shoulder. To me, it came up looking like a D. Mummy swears to this day that it was clearly a G. But by then we were way beyond apples.




PART ONE




One


Freddie had been ill again. Grass, this time, apparently. It sat in a foaming, emerald pool in the corner by the tallboy, some of the blades still intact.


‘How many times do I have to tell you, you dolt?’ shrieked Celia, who had just trodden in it wearing her summer sandals. ‘You are not a horse.’


‘Or a cow,’ added Sylvia, helpfully, from the kitchen table, where she was sticking pictures of domestic appliances laboriously into a scrapbook.


‘Or any bloody animal. You should be eating bread, not grass. Cake. Normal things.’ Celia picked her shoe from her foot and held it, between finger and thumb, over the kitchen sink. ‘Ugh. You’re disgusting. Why do you keep doing this? Mummy, tell him. He should at least clean it up.’


‘Do wipe it up, Frederick dear.’ Mrs Holden, seated in the high-backed chair by the fire, was checking the newspaper for the timing of the next broadcast of Dixon of Dock Green. It had provided one of her few compensations since the resignation of Mr Churchill. And that latest business with her husband. Although, of course, she only mentioned Mr Churchill. Both she and Mrs Antrobus, she told Lottie, had watched all the episodes so far, and thought the programme simply marvellous. Then again, she and Mrs Antrobus were the only people in Woodbridge Avenue with televisions, and took some delight in telling their neighbours quite how marvellous nearly all the programmes were.


‘Clean it up, Freddie. Ugh. Why do I have to have a brother who eats animal food?’


Freddie sat on the floor by the unlit fire, pushing a small blue truck backwards and forwards along the rug, lifting the corners as he did so. ‘It’s not animal food,’ he muttered contentedly. ‘God said to eat it.’


‘Mummy, now he’s taking the name of the Lord in vain.’


‘You shouldn’t say God,’ said Sylvia, firmly, as she stuck a food mixer on to mauve sugar paper. ‘He’ll strike you down.’


‘I’m sure God didn’t actually say grass, Freddie dear,’ said Mrs Holden, distractedly. ‘Celie darling, could you pass me my glasses before you leave? I’m sure they’re making the print smaller in these newspapers.’


Lottie stood patiently by the door. It had been rather a wearing afternoon and she was desperate to get out. Mrs Holden had insisted that she and Celia help her prepare some meringues for the Church sale, even though both girls loathed baking, and Celia had somehow managed to extricate herself after just ten minutes by pleading a headache. So Lottie had had to listen to Mrs Holden’s fretting about egg whites and sugar, and pretend not to notice when she did that anxious fluttery thing with her hands and her eyes filled with tears. Now, finally, the horrid things were baked and safely in their tins, shrouded in greaseproof paper and, surprise, surprise, Celia’s headache had miraculously disappeared. Celia placed her shoe back on her foot and motioned to Lottie that they should leave. She pulled her cardigan round her shoulders and straightened her hair briskly in the mirror.


‘Now, girls, where are you going?’


‘To the coffee house.’


‘To the park.’


Celia and Lottie spoke at the same time, and stared at each other in mute accusatory alarm.


‘We’re going to both,’ said Celia, firmly. ‘Park first, then for a coffee.’


‘They’re going off to kiss boys,’ said Sylvia, still bent over her sticking. She had pulled the end of one plait into her mouth. It emerged periodically, silkily wet.


‘Mmmmmmwaahhh. Mwah. Mwah. Eeyuk. Kissing.’


‘Well, don’t drink too much of it. You know it makes you go all unnecessary. Lottie dear, make sure Celia doesn’t drink too much of it. Two cups maximum. And be back by six thirty.’


‘In Bible class, God says the earth will provide,’ said Freddie, looking up.


‘And look how sick you got when you ate that,’ said Celia. ‘I can’t believe you’re not making him clear it up, Mummy. He gets away with everything.’


Mrs Holden accepted her glasses and placed them slowly on her nose. She wore the look of someone who was just about managing to stay afloat in rough seas by insisting against all evidence that she was actually on dry land. ‘Freddie, go and ask Virginia to bring a cloth, will you? There’s a good boy. And, Celia dear, don’t be horrid. Lottie, straighten your blouse, dear. You’ve gone peculiar. Now, girls, you’re not going off to gawp at our new arrival, are you? We don’t want her thinking the residents of Merham are some kind of peasants, standing there with their mouths hanging open.’


There was a brief silence, during which Lottie saw Celia’s ears flush ever so slightly pink. Her own were not even warm: she had perfected her denials over many years and against tougher interrogators. ‘We’ll come straight home from the coffee house, Mrs Holden,’ said Lottie, firmly. Which could, of course, have meant anything at all.


It was the day of the great changeover, of those arriving on the Saturday trains from Liverpool Street, and those who, only marginally less pale, were reluctantly heading back to the city. On these days the pavements were criss-crossed by small boys hauling hastily constructed wooden trolleys piled high with bulging suitcases. Behind them exhausted men in their good summer suits linked arms with their wives, glad, for the sake of a few pennies, to begin their annual holiday like kings. Or at least without having to lug their own cases to their lodgings.


So the arrival was largely unseen, and unremarked upon. Except, that is, by Celia Holden and Lottie Swift. They sat on the bench of the municipal park, which overlooked Merham’s two-and-a-half-mile seafront, and gazed, rapt, at the removals van, its dark green bonnet just visible beneath the Scots pines, glinting in the afternoon sun.


Below them the breakwaters stretched away to the left, like the dark teeth of a comb, the tide easing its way backwards across the damp sands, dotted with tiny figures braving the fierce, unseasonal winds. The arrival of Adeline Armand, the girls decided afterwards, had been an occasion to match the arrival of the Queen of Sheba. That is, it would have, had the Queen of Sheba chosen to do it on a Saturday, in the busiest week of Merham’s summer season. This meant that all those people – the Mrs Colquhouns, the Alderman Elliotts, the landladies of the Parade and their like – who could normally be relied upon to pass judgement on the extravagant ways of newcomers who arrived with whole lorryloads of trunks, large paintings that featured not portraits of family members or scenes of horses galloping but huge splodges of colour in no particular pattern at all, inordinate numbers of books, and artefacts that were quite clearly foreign were not standing silently at their gates, noting the steady procession disappearing into the long-empty art-deco house on the seafront. They were queuing at Price’s Butcher’s on Marchant Street, or hurrying to the meeting of the Guesthouse Association.


‘Mrs Hodges says she’s minor royalty. Hungarian or something.’


‘Rot.’


Celia looked at her friend, her eyes widening. ‘She is. Mrs Hodges spoke to Mrs Ansty, who knows the solicitor or whoever it is was in charge of the house, and she is some kind of Hungarian princess.’


Below them a scattering of families had appropriated the little stretches of beach between them, and could be seen seated behind straining striped windbreaks, or sheltering in beach huts against the blustery sea breeze.


‘Armand’s not a Hungarian name.’ Lottie put up her hand to stop her hair whipping into her mouth.


‘Oh? And how would you know?’


‘It’s just rubbish, isn’t it? What would a Hungarian princess be doing in Merham? She’d be up in London, no question. Or Windsor Castle. Not in a sleepy old dump like this.’


‘Not your end of London, she wouldn’t.’ Celia’s tone verged on the scornful.


‘No,’ Lottie conceded. ‘Not my end of London.’ No one exotic came from Lottie’s end of London, an eastern suburb liberally dotted with hastily erected factories, which backed on to the gasworks in one direction and acres of unlovely marshes in the other. When she had first been evacuated to Merham, during the early years of the war, she had had to hide her incredulity when sympathetic villagers asked her if she missed it. She had looked equally nonplussed when they asked the same of her family. They tended to stop asking after that.


In fact, Lottie had returned home for the two years until the war ended, and then, after a series of fevered letters between Lottie and Celia, and Mrs Holden’s oft-stated belief that not only was it nice for Celia to have a little friend her own age but One Really Had To Do One’s Bit for the Community, Didn’t One?, she had been invited to return to Merham, initially for holidays, and gradually, as those holidays extended into schooltime, for good. Now Lottie was simply accepted as part of the Holden family; not blood perhaps, not exactly a social equal (you were never going to get rid of that East End accent entirely), but someone whose continued presence in the village was no longer to be remarked upon. Besides, Merham was used to people coming and not going home. The sea could get you like that.


‘Shall we take something? Flowers? So that we have an excuse to go in?’


Lottie could tell Celia felt bad about her previous comments: she was now bestowing on her what she considered her Moira Shearer smile, the one that revealed her lower teeth. ‘I haven’t got any money.’


‘Not shop-bought. You know where we can find pretty wild ones. You get enough for Mummy.’ There had been, Lottie acknowledged, the faintest echo of resentment in the last sentence.


The two girls slid off the park bench and began to walk towards the edge of the park, where a single cast-iron railing signified the start of the cliff path. Lottie would often walk this route in summer evenings when the noise and suppressed hysteria of the Holden household became too much. She liked to listen to the gulls and the corncrakes skimming the air above her and remind herself who she was. This kind of introspection Mrs Holden would have considered unnatural, or at least overly indulgent, and Lottie’s gathering of small bunches of flowers was a useful insurance. But almost ten years of living in someone else’s house had also ingrained a certain canniness; a sensitivity to potential domestic turbulence that belied the fact that she was not quite out of her teens. It was important that Celia never regard her as competition, after all.


‘Did you see the hatboxes going in? Must have been at least seven,’ said Celia, stooping. ‘What about this one?’


‘No. Those wilt in minutes. Get some of the purple ones. There, by the big rock.’


‘She must have a heap of money. Mummy said it needs loads doing to it. She spoke to the decorators and they said it was an absolute tip. No one’s lived in there since the MacPhersons moved to Hampshire. Must be – what, nine years?’


‘Don’t know. Never met the MacPhersons.’


‘Dull as ditchwater, the pair of them. She had size-nine feet. It hasn’t got a single decent fireplace, according to Mrs Ansty. They all got looted.’


‘The gardens are completely overgrown.’


Celia stopped. ‘How do you know?’


‘I’ve been up there a few times. On my walks.’


‘You sly thing! Why didn’t you bring me?’


‘You never wanted to walk.’ Lottie looked past her to the removals van, feeling a silent rush of excitement. They were well used to people coming – Merham was a seasonal town after all; its seasons punctuated by new visitors, their arrivals and departures ebbing and flowing like the tides themselves – but the prospect of having the big house occupied again had added a certain breathless anticipation to the last fortnight.


Celia turned back to her flowers. As she rearranged them in her palm her hair was lifted by the wind in a golden sheet. ‘I think I hate my father,’ she observed aloud, her eyes suddenly fixed on the horizon.


Lottie stood still. Henry Holden’s dinners with his secretary were not something upon which she felt qualified to comment.


‘Mummy’s so stupid. She just pretends nothing’s happening.’ There was a brief silence, interrupted by the rude cry of the gulls hovering above them. ‘God, I can’t wait till I leave this place,’ she said, finally.


‘I like it.’


‘Yes, but you don’t have to watch your father making an ass of himself.’ Celia turned back to Lottie, and thrust her hand at her. ‘There. Do you think that’s enough?’


Lottie peered at the flowers. ‘You really want to go up there? Just to gawp at her things?’


‘Oh, and you don’t, Mother Superior?’


The two girls grinned at each other, then sprinted back towards the municipal park, cardigans and skirts flying out behind them.


The drive to Arcadia House had once been circular; its remaining neighbours could still remember processions of long, low cars that halted with a crisp bite of gravel before the front door, then continuing round its graceful sweep and exiting down the lane. It had been an important house, sited well inside the railway tracks (so important was this distinction that houses in Merham were advertised as either ‘inside’ or ‘outside’). It had been built by Anthony Gresham, the eldest son of the Walton Greshams, when he returned from America having made his fortune creating an unremarkable piece of engine equipment that was bought by General Motors. He had wanted it, he said grandly, to look like a film star’s house. He had seen a house in Santa Monica, owned by a famous actress of the silent screen, which was long and low and white, with great expanses of glass and smaller windows like portholes. It spoke to him of glamour, and new worlds and a brave, bright future (a future that, ironically, had not been his: he died aged forty-two after being hit by a car. A Rover). When the house had been finally completed, some of Merham’s residents had been shocked by its modernity, and had complained privately that it was not, somehow, ‘fitting’. So that when the next owners, the MacPhersons, moved out a few years later, and it was left empty, some of the older villagers felt curiously relieved, although they might not have said as much. Now the northern side of the drive had become completely overgrown, a tangle of brambles and elder prematurely ending it by the gate that had once led to the sea path. This caused a large amount of gear-crunching and swearing from the delivery-van drivers who, having offloaded the last of their cargo, were now trying to reverse around each other back to the lane, partially blocked by a car that had entered behind them.


Lottie and Celia stood for a while, watching the puce faces and sweaty efforts of those still carrying furniture, until a tall woman, with long chestnut hair pulled severely back into a bun, ran out waving a set of car keys and pleading, ‘Just wait a moment. Hold on. I’ll move it over to the kitchen garden.’


‘Do you think that’s her?’ whispered Celia, who had inexplicably ducked behind one of the trees.


‘How would I know?’ Lottie held her breath, Celia’s sudden reticence having prompted her own sense of awkwardness. They pressed close to each other, peering round the trunk, holding their full skirts tight behind them with their hands to stop them billowing out.


The woman sat in the car and looked at its instruments, as if considering which one she should use. Then, with an anguished bite of her lower lip, she started the ignition, wrestled with the gearstick, took a deep breath, and shot straight backwards with an almighty crunch into the front grille of a removal van.


There was a brief silence, followed by a loud expletive from one of the men, and the lengthy blast of a horn. Then the woman raised her head and the girls realised that she had likely broken her nose. Blood was everywhere – down her pale green blouse, over her hands, even on the steering-wheel. She sat straight upright in the driving seat seeming a little stunned, and then, looking down, began to search for something to stem the bleeding.


Lottie found herself running across the overgrown lawn, her handkerchief already in her hand. ‘Here,’ she said, reaching the woman at the same time as several exclaiming people began to congregate around the car. ‘Take this. Put your head back.’


Celia, who had hurried behind Lottie, peered at the woman’s spattered face. ‘You’ve taken an awful crack,’ she said.


The woman accepted the handkerchief. ‘I’m so sorry,’ she was saying to the lorry driver. ‘I’m just no good with gears.’


‘You shouldn’t be driving,’ said the man, his bulk barely contained by his dark green apron; he was clutching what remained of his front light. ‘You didn’t even look in the mirror.’


‘I thought I was in first. It’s awfully close to reverse.’


‘Your bumper’s fallen off,’ said Celia, with some excitement.


‘It isn’t even my car. Oh dear.’


‘Look at my light! I’ll have to get a whole new unit for that. That’s going to cost me time as well as money.’


‘Of course.’ She nodded sorrowfully.


‘Look, leave the lady alone. She’s taken quite a knock.’ A dark-haired man in a pale linen suit had appeared at the car door. ‘Just tell me what the damage is and I’ll see you right. Frances, are you hurt? Do you need a doctor?’


‘She shouldn’t be driving,’ said the man, shaking his head.


‘You shouldn’t have been so close,’ said Lottie, irritated by his lack of concern. The driver ignored her.


‘I’m so sorry,’ the woman muttered. ‘Oh dear. Look at my skirt.’


‘Come on, how much? Fifteen shillings? A pound?’ The younger man was peeling off notes from a roll he had taken from his inside pocket. ‘There, take that. And another five for your troubles.’


The driver looked mollified – he probably didn’t even own the van, thought Lottie. ‘Well,’ he said. ‘Well. I suppose that’ll have to do.’ He pocketed the money swiftly, his martyrdom apparently tempered by an astute determination not to push his luck. ‘I suppose we’ll be finishing up, then. C’mon, lads.’


‘Look at her skirt,’ whispered Celia, nudging her. Frances’s skirt was almost down to her ankles. In a bold print of willows, it was curiously old-fashioned.


Lottie found herself studying the rest of the woman’s clothes: her shoes, which looked almost Edwardian, her lengthy string of globular amber beads. ‘Bohemians!’ she hissed, gleefully.


‘C’mon, Frances. Let’s get you inside before you start bleeding all over the interior.’ The young man stuck his cigarette into the side of his mouth, gently took the woman’s elbow and helped her from the car.


As she walked towards the house, she turned suddenly. ‘Oh, your lovely handkerchief. I’ve covered it with blood.’ She paused, looking at it. ‘Are you local? Do come and have some tea. We’ll get Marnie to soak it. It’s the least I can do. George, do call Marnie for me. I’m afraid I might splutter.’


Lottie and Celia glanced at each other.


‘That would be lovely,’ said Celia. It was only after they shut the door behind them that Lottie realised they must have left the flowers on the drive.


Celia seemed less sure when she entered the main hallway. In fact, she came to such a juddering halt that Lottie, who hadn’t been concentrating, smacked her own nose on the back of Celia’s head. This was less to do with any natural tendency towards hesitation on Celia’s part (her nickname among her younger siblings was Sharp Elbows) than her coming face to face with the large painting stacked against the curving banister opposite the front door. On it, in impasto oils, a naked woman reclined. She was not, Lottie observed from the positioning of her arms and legs, the modest sort.


‘Marnie? Marnie, are you there?’ George led the way, striding across the flagstone floor, past the packing cases. ‘Marnie, can you get us some warm water? Frances has had a bit of a bump. And can you make some tea while you’re there? We’ve got visitors.’


There was a muffled answer from an adjoining room and the sound of a door closing. The lack of rugs and furniture meant that sound was amplified, bouncing off the stone floors and into the largely empty space. Celia clutched Lottie’s arm. ‘Do you think we should stay?’ she whispered. ‘They seem a bit … fast.’


Lottie gazed around her at the house, at the racks of oversized paintings, at the stacked, rolled rugs slumped against the walls like stooping, elderly gentlemen, the African carving of a woman’s bloated stomach. It was all so different from the houses she knew: her own mother’s – cramped, dark, full of oak furniture and cheap china knick-knacks, permeated with the smell of coal dust and boiled vegetables, constantly interrupted by the noise of traffic or next-door’s children playing outside; the Holdens’, a sprawling, comfortable mock-Tudor family home, which seemed to be valued for what it communicated as much as what it housed. Their furniture was inherited, and had to be treated reverently – more so, it seemed, than its occupants. No cups were to be placed upon it, or children to knock against it. It was all, Mrs Holden announced, to be ‘handed on’, as if they were simply guardians of those pieces of wood. Their house was permanently arranged for other people, made nice ‘for the ladies’, made straight for Dr Holden ‘when he comes home’, with Mrs Holden a fragile little King Canute, desperately trying to push back the inevitable dirt and detritus.


And then there was this place – white, bright, alien; a strange angular shape, with long, low opaque windows, or portholes through which you could see the sea, and its elaborate, chaotically arranged treasure trove of exotica. A place where every item told a story, held a rich provenance from foreign lands. She breathed in the house’s scent, the salt air that had permeated the walls over the years overlaid by the smell of fresh paint. It was strangely intoxicating. ‘Tea can’t hurt. Can it?’


Celia paused, scanning her face. ‘Just don’t tell Mummy. She’ll fuss.’


They followed the mournful Frances into the main living room, which was flooded with light from the four windows that faced outward on to the bay, the two middle ones curved around a semi-circular wall. At the furthest window to the right, two men were struggling with a curtain pole and heavy drapery, while to their left a young woman was kneeling in the corner, placing lengths of books into a glass-fronted bookcase.


‘It’s Julian’s new car. He’s going to be absolutely furious. I should have let you move it.’ Frances lowered herself on to a chair, checking her handkerchief for fresh blood.


George was pouring her a large glass of brandy. ‘I’ll sort Julian out. Now, how is your nose? You look like something by Picasso, dear girl. Do you think we need a doctor? Adeline? Do you know a doctor?’


‘My father’s a doctor,’ said Celia. ‘I could call him if you like.’


It was several seconds before Lottie noticed the third woman. She sat perfectly upright in the centre of a small sofa, her legs crossed at the ankle and her hands clasped in front of her, as if completely removed from the chaotic exertions around her. Her hair, which was the kind of blue-black seen on ravens’ feathers, sat close to her head in sleek waves, and she wore a red dress of Oriental silk, cut unfashionably long and close, overlaid by an embroidered jacket upon which peacocks preened their iridescent plumage. She had huge dark eyes outlined in kohl, and tiny child’s hands. She was so still that when she dipped her head in greeting, Lottie nearly jumped.


‘Aren’t you marvellous? There, George. You have found us some scouts already.’ The woman smiled, the slow, sweet smile of the perennially charmed. Her accent was unfathomable; perhaps French, definitely foreign. It was low, and smoky, and held a sneaking lilt of amusement. As for her clothes and makeup – it was impossible. She was way beyond the realms of experience, even of someone whose upbringing stretched further than the twin poles of Merham and Walton-on-the-Naze. Lottie was transfixed. She looked at Celia, seeing her own gormless expression reflected back at her.


‘Adeline. This is – oh, goodness, I didn’t ask you your names.’ Frances raised a hand to her mouth.


‘Celia Holden. And Lottie Swift,’ said Celia, who was doing something odd with her feet. ‘We live behind the park. On Woodbridge Avenue.’


‘The girls very kindly lent me their handkerchief,’ said Frances. ‘I’ve made rather a mess of it.’


‘You poor darling.’ Adeline took Frances’s hand.


Lottie watched, waiting for her to offer some comforting squeeze, some reassuring pat. Instead, stroking it gently, she lifted it to her ruby mouth and there, in front of everyone, without even a hint of a blush, bent slowly and kissed it. ‘How awful for you.’


There was a short silence.


‘Oh, Adeline,’ said Frances, sadly, and pulled her hand away.


Lottie, the air knocked from her lungs at this bizarre demonstration of intimacy, dared not look at Celia.


But then Adeline, after a momentary pause, turned back to the room, and her smile turned into a full-wattage beam. ‘George, I didn’t tell you. Isn’t this sweet? Sebastian has sent down some artichokes and plovers’ eggs from Suffolk. We can have them for supper.’


‘Thank goodness.’ George had walked over to the men by the window and was helping support the curtain pole. ‘I wasn’t in the mood for fish and chips.’


‘Don’t be such a snob, darling. I’m sure fish and chips here are absolutely wonderful – are they, girls?’


‘We really wouldn’t know,’ said Celia hurriedly. ‘We only eat at proper restaurants.’


Lottie bit her tongue, remembering the previous Saturday when they had sat on the sea wall with the Westerhouse brothers eating skate from greasy newspaper.


‘Of course you do.’ Her voice was low, languorous, and faintly accented. ‘How very proper of you. Now, girls. You will tell me, what is the single best thing about living in Merham?’


Celia and Lottie stared at each other.


‘There’s not much,’ Celia began. ‘In fact, it’s rather a bore. There’s the tennis club, but that shuts in the winter. And the cinema, but the projectionist gets ill a lot and they don’t have anyone else who can operate it. If you want to go somewhere smart, you really have to go to London. That’s what most of us do. I mean, if we want a really good night – if you want to go to the theatre, or a really top restaurant––’ She was speaking too fast, trying to look insouciant, yet stumbling over her own untruths.


Lottie looked at Adeline’s face, its smile of interest becoming just slightly blank, and felt overwhelmed with fear that this woman was going to write them off. ‘The sea,’ she said, abruptly.


Adeline’s face turned to meet her, her eyebrows lifting slightly.


‘The sea,’ Lottie said again, trying to ignore Celia’s furious expression. ‘Living right by it, I mean. It’s the best thing. Hearing it in the background all the time, smelling it, walking along the shore and being able to see the curve of the earth … knowing when you look out that there is so much going on underneath it that we shan’t ever see, or know about. Like this big mystery, right on our doorstep … And the storms. When the waves come right up over the wall and the wind blows the trees so hard that they bend over like grass, and being inside watching when you’re all warm and cosy and dry …’ She faltered, caught Celia’s mutinous face. ‘That’s what I like, anyway.’


Her breathing seemed unnaturally loud in the silence.


‘It sounds perfect,’ said Adeline, lingering over the last word, her eyes fixed on Lottie’s so that the girl blushed. ‘I am so glad already that we came.’


‘So how badly did she damage the van? Do you think they’ll bring it to my dad’s?’ Joe pushed his empty coffee cup across the Formica bar, his expression serious. But, then, Joe didn’t really have any other expressions. His grave eyes, always peering upwards as if in deferential concern, looked out of place on that freckled, ruddy face.


‘I don’t know, Joe. It was only a light or something.’


‘Yes, but it will still need replacing.’


Behind him, sometimes swamped by the sound of scraping chairs and cheap crockery, Alma Cogan sang of her ‘Dreamboat’. Lottie glared at the undreamy features of her companion, wishing she had never mentioned their visit to Adeline Armand’s house. Joe always asked the wrong questions. And usually managed to bring the conversation round to his father’s garage. Joe, as only son, would inherit the ramshackle business one day, and already this weighty inheritance hung as heavy on him as the succession on a prince regent. She had hoped that by bringing him into her confidence about their extraordinary visit he, too, might have been transported by the strange, exotic characters and the huge ocean-liner of a house. That he, too, might have found himself far away from the tight little world of Merham’s social confines. But Joe just focused on the mundane, his imagination constrained by the domestic (How had their maid prepared tea if they’d only just delivered the trunks? Exactly which light was it that the woman broke? Wouldn’t that fresh-paint smell have given them all a headache?) and Lottie found herself becoming both irritated that she had ever told him and sorely tempted to describe the painting of the naked woman, just to make him blush. It was so easy to make Joe blush.


She would have discussed it all with Celia. But Celia was not talking to Lottie. She had not spoken to her since their walk home, during which Celia had spoken rather too much. ‘Were you deliberately showing me up in front of those people? Lottie! I can’t believe you started spouting all that stuff about the sea. As if you care about fish swimming about underneath it – you can’t even swim!’


Lottie had wanted to talk to her about the provenance of Hungarian princesses and Adeline kissing Frances’s hand like a suitor, and about what relation George was to either of them (he didn’t behave like anyone’s husband: he had paid both women far too much attention). She wanted to talk about how, with all that work to do and her house in absolute chaos, Adeline had just sat there in the middle of the sofa like she had nothing to do other than let the day go by.


But Celia was now deep in conversation with Betty Croft, discussing the possibilities for a trip to London before the end of summer. So Lottie just sat and waited for this particular summer storm to blow itself out.


Except Celia had evidently been more put out by Lottie’s interruption than even she had said. As the afternoon drew on, and the blustery clouds outside grew darker, and loaded with rain, and the café filled with recalcitrant children and their exasperated parents, still clutching their damp, gritty beach towels, she ignored Lottie’s attempts to join in the conversation and her offer of a slice of bread and butter pudding, so that even Betty, who normally loved a good row between friends, started to look a bit uncomfortable. Oh, Lord, thought Lottie, resignedly. I’m going to pay for this one. ‘I think I’ll go back,’ she said aloud, staring at the murky dregs of instant coffee in the bottom of her cup. ‘Weather’s closing in.’


Joe stood up. ‘Shall I walk you? I’ve got an umbrella.’


‘If you like.’


Adeline Armand had had a portrait of herself propped up in what must have been the study. It hadn’t been a proper painting – it had been loose and choppy, as if the artist hadn’t been able to see properly and had had to guess where the marks were meant to go. But somehow you could see it was her. It was that jet-black hair. And that half-smile.


‘They had a storm over at Clacton on Saturday. Snow in April, can you believe it?’


She hadn’t even minded about the car. Hadn’t even wanted to look at it to check on the damage. And that man – George – had just peeled off a roll of notes as if he were flicking through old bus tickets.


‘Went from mild and sunny to hail and everything all in the space of a couple of hours. There were people on the beach, as well. I reckon some of them would have been swimming. You’re getting wet, Lottie. Here, take my arm.’


Lottie threaded her arm through Joe’s and turned back, craning to see the front of Arcadia House. It was the only house she had ever seen that had a front and back of equal magnificence. It was as if the architect couldn’t bear to make one view inferior. ‘Wouldn’t you love to live in a house like that, Joe?’ She stopped, heedless of the rain. She felt a little giddy, as if unbalanced by the afternoon’s events.


Joe looked at her and then up at the house, leaning over slightly to make sure she was covered by the umbrella. ‘Looks a bit too much like a ship.’


‘That’s the point, though, isn’t it? It’s next to the sea, after all.’


Joe looked worried, as if he were missing something.


‘Imagine. You could pretend you were on a liner. Just sailing along the ocean.’ She closed her eyes, briefly forgetting about her row with Celia, picturing herself on the upper floors of the house. How lucky that woman was to have all that space to herself, all that room to sit and dream. ‘If I had that, I think I’d be the happiest girl alive.’


‘I’d like a house that overlooked the bay.’


Lottie glanced at him, surprised. Joe never expressed a desire about anything. It was one of the things that made him such easy, if unchallenging, company. ‘Would you? Well, I’d like a house that overlooked the bay and had windows like portholes and a great big garden.’


He half-smiled at her, catching something in her tone.


‘And a great big pond where swans could live,’ she added, encouragingly.


‘And a monkey-puzzle tree,’ he said.


‘Oh, yes!’ she said. ‘A monkey-puzzle tree! And six bedrooms, with a closet you could walk into.’ They were walking slower now, their faces pink from the fine rain blown in from the sea.


Joe furrowed his brow in thought. ‘And outbuildings that you could put three cars in.’


‘Oh, you and your cars. I’d like a big balcony where you could step out of your bedroom and be right on top of the sea.’


‘And a swimming-pool underneath it. So you could just jump off the edge when you fancied a dip.’


Lottie started to laugh. ‘First thing in the morning! In my nightie! Yes! And a kitchen underneath so that the maid could leave me my breakfast when I’d finished.’


‘And a table, right by the pool, so I could sit there watching you.’


‘And one of those umbrella things … What did you––’ Lottie slowed her pace. Her smile slid from her face and she regarded him warily from the corner of her eye. She thought she might have imagined it, but his grip on her arm grew a little lighter, as if he was already anticipating her withdrawal. ‘Oh, Joe.’ She sighed.


They trudged on up the cliff path in silence. A solitary gull flew ahead of them, pausing occasionally on the railing, convinced against all evidence of the imminent arrival of food.


Lottie waved a hand at it to make it go away, feeling suddenly furious. ‘I have said to you before, Joe, I’m not interested in you that way.’


Joe looked straight ahead, his cheeks slightly flushed.


‘I do like you. Heaps. But just not in that way. I do wish you wouldn’t keep on.’


‘I just thought – I thought, when you started talking about the house––’


‘It was a game, Joe. A silly game. Neither one of us will ever own a house half the size of that one. C’mon. Don’t sulk, please. Or I’ll have to walk the rest of the way by myself.’


Joe stopped, letting go of her arm and turning to face her. He looked very young, and grimly determined. ‘I promise I won’t go on any more, then. But if you married me, Lottie, you’d never have to go back to London.’


She looked up at the umbrella, then thrust it back at him, letting the sea-spray and rain cover her head in a fine mist. ‘I’m not getting married. And I’ve told you, I’m never going back, Joe. Ever.’




Two


Mrs Colquhoun took a deep breath, smoothed the front of her skirt and nodded at the pianist. Her reedy soprano rose like a young starling taking its first tentative flight across the crowded front room. Then crashed like a fat, shot pheasant, prompting Sylvia and Freddie, who were seeking sanctuary behind the kitchen door, to slide downwards clutching their mouths and each other to stop their screams of laughter escaping.


Lottie tried to stem the smile pulling at her own lips. ‘I wouldn’t laugh too hard,’ she whispered, not without some relish. ‘You’re down to duet with her at the Widows and Orphans.’


In the six short months since their inception, Mrs Holden’s ‘salons’ had achieved some degree of fame (or notoriety – no one was quite sure which) in the politer reaches of Merham society. Nearly everyone who considered themselves anyone attended the fortnightly Saturday gatherings, which Mrs Holden had initiated in the hope of introducing, as she put it, ‘a little cultural perfume’ into the seaside town. Ladies were invited to read a passage from a favoured book (The Collected Works of George Herbert was this month’s choice), or play the piano or, if brave enough, to attempt a little song. There was no reason, after all, why their friends in the city should be able to suggest they were living in a vacuum, was there?


If there was just a hint of plaintiveness in Mrs Holden’s voice when she asked this question – which she did, frequently – then it should be blamed on her cousin Angela, who lived in Kensington, and had once suggested laughingly that Merham’s cultural life might benefit greatly from the building of a pier. At this Mrs Holden’s ever-present smile had gone distinctly wobbly at the corners, and it had been some months before she could bring herself to ask Angela to come again.


Attendance, however, was no guarantee of quality, as Mrs Colquhoun’s vocal efforts were proving. Around the room, several of the women blinked hard, swallowed, and took slightly more sips from their teacups than strictly necessary. As Mrs Colquhoun drew to a painful close, a few cast surreptitious glances at each other. It was so difficult to know quite how honest one should be.


‘Well, I can’t say I’ve met her myself, but she says she’s an actress,’ said Mrs Ansty, when the tentative applause had died down. ‘She spoke to my Arthur yesterday when she came in for some hand cream. Very … talkative, she was.’ She managed to imbue the word with some disapproval.


This was what the ladies had really come for. The chatter evaporated, and several leaned forward over their cups.


‘Is she Hungarian?’


‘Didn’t say,’ said Mrs Ansty, relishing her role as appointed sage. ‘In fact, my Arthur said that for a woman who talked so much, she said hardly a thing about herself.’


The ladies looked at each other, raising their eyebrows as if this were, in itself, a thing of suspicion.


‘There’s meant to be a husband. But I’ve not seen hide nor hair of him,’ said Mrs Chilton.


‘There is a man there, often,’ said Mrs Colquhoun, still flushed from her vocal exertions. But, then, she was often quite flushed: she hadn’t been the same since her husband came back from Korea. ‘My Judy asked the maid who he was, and she just said, “Oh, that’s Mr George”, as if that explained it all.’


‘He wears linen. All the time.’ In Mrs Chilton’s eyes, this was extravagance indeed. Mrs Chilton, a widow, was the landlady of Uplands, one of the largest guest-houses on the Parade. That would normally have excluded her from such a gathering but, Mrs Holden had explained to Lottie, everyone knew that Sarah Chilton had married beneath her, and since her husband’s death she had taken great pains to turn herself into a woman of some standing. And she ran a very respectable house.


‘Ladies, can I get anyone some more tea?’ Mrs Holden was leaning towards the kitchen door, trying not to bend over too much because of her girdle. She had bought it a size too small, Celia told Lottie scornfully. It left great red welts all around her thighs. ‘Where is that girl? She’s been all over the place this morning.’


‘She told my Judy that she hadn’t wanted to come. They had been in London, you see. I believe they left in rather a hurry.’


‘Well, it doesn’t surprise me that she’s on the stage. She dresses very extravagantly.’


‘That’s a fine word for it,’ snorted Mrs Chilton. ‘Looks like she’s been going through a child’s dressing-up box.’


There was a faint ripple of laughter.


‘Well, have you seen her? All silk and finery at eleven o’clock in the morning. She was wearing a man’s trilby when she went into the baker’s last week. A trilby! Mrs Hatton from the Promenade was so taken aback she came out with half a dozen cream horns she hadn’t ordered.’


‘Now, ladies,’ said Mrs Holden, who disapproved of gossip. Lottie always suspected this to be down to her own well-founded fear of becoming the subject. ‘Who is next? Sarah, dear, weren’t you going to read us something lovely from Wordsworth? Or was it Mr Herbert again? The one about the broom?’


Mrs Ansty placed her cup carefully back on her saucer. ‘Well, all I can say is, she sounds a bit … unconventional for my liking. Call me old-fashioned, but I like things orderly. One husband. Children. No leaving places in a hurry.’


There was much nodding from various upholstered chairs.


‘Let’s have some George Herbert. “I struck the board and cry’d, No more.” Is that it?’ Mrs Holden cast around the low table for the book. ‘I can never remember the exact words. Deirdre, do you have a copy?’


‘Well, she’s not invited anyone up to see the house. Although I’ve heard all sorts went in there with her.’


‘You’d expect a small gathering. Even the Mac-Phersons put on a small gathering. It’s only polite, really.’


‘Perhaps some Byron?’ said Mrs Holden, desperately. ‘Shelley? I can’t remember who it was you said. Now, where is that girl? Virginia? Virginia?’


Lottie slid silently back behind the door. She took pains to ensure that Mrs Holden didn’t see her, having been told off repeatedly for being ‘watchful’. She had an odd way of looking at people, Mrs Holden had said recently. It made people uncomfortable. Lottie retorted that she couldn’t help it: she might just as well be accused of having hair too straight, or the wrong-shaped hands. She thought secretly that it probably only made Mrs Holden uncomfortable. But, then, everything seemed to make Mrs Holden uncomfortable lately.


She was trying to stop them talking about the actress because, Lottie knew, Adeline Armand made her uncomfortable too. When she had heard that Dr Holden had dropped in there to take a look at Frances’s nose, her jaw had begun to tic in the same way as it did when he said he was going to be ‘a little late home’ for dinner.


In the next room, Virginia emerged through the hall door and collected the tray, her presence briefly quieting the visitors. Mrs Holden, expelling an almost audible sigh of relief, began to bustle about, shepherding her to and from her various visitors.


‘The Guesthouse Association is having a meeting tomorrow,’ Mrs Chilton announced, wiping nonexistent crumbs from the sides of her mouth when the maid had gone. ‘There’s a view that we should all put our prices up.’


Adeline Armand was briefly forgotten. While the ladies of the salon were not among those whose families were dependent on the holiday trade – Mrs Chilton was the only one who actually worked – there were few whose income was not boosted by Merham’s regular summer visitors. Mr Ansty’s chemist shop, Mr Burton’s tailor’s just behind the Parade, even Mr Colquhoun, who let out his bottom field to caravanners, all did better business in the summer months, and subsequently paid great attention to the opinions and decisions of the all-female and immensely powerful Guesthouse Association.


‘There’s some think ten pounds a week. That’s what they’re charging over in Frinton.’


‘Ten pounds!’ The whispered exclamation bounced around the room.


‘They’ll go to Walton instead, surely.’ Mrs Colquhoun had gone quite pale. ‘Walton has amusements, after all.’


‘Well, I have to say, Deirdre, I’m with you,’ said Sarah Chilton. ‘I don’t think they’ll stand for it myself. And with the spring being as blowy as it’s been so far, I don’t think we should be pushing it. But as far as the Association goes, I seem to be in a minority.’


‘But ten pounds.’


‘The people who come here don’t come for the amusements. They come for a more … genteel kind of holiday.’


‘And they’re the kind of people who can afford it.’


‘No one can afford it at the moment, Alice. Who do you know with money to splash around?’


‘Do let’s not go on about money,’ said Mrs Holden, as Virginia appeared with a refreshed teapot. ‘It’s a little … vulgar. Let’s leave the good ladies of the Association to sort this one out. I’m sure they know best. So, Deirdre, what did you do with your ration books? Sarah, you must be relieved that your guests no longer have to bring them. I wanted to throw ours into the kitchen waste, but my daughter said we should frame it. Frame it! Can you imagine?’


Lottie Swift had dark, near-black eyes, and smooth brown hair of the type more normally found on those hailing from the Asian subcontinents. In summer, her skin tanned just a little too quickly and in winter had a tendency towards sallowness. The undesirability of such dark, if delicate colouring was one of the few things Lottie’s mother and Susan Holden would have agreed upon, had they known each other. Where Celia, generously, saw a darker-skinned Vivien Leigh or Jean Simmons, Lottie’s mother had only ever seen ‘a touch of the tar brush’, or an ever-present reminder of the Portuguese sailor whom she had met briefly, but with long-standing consequences, when celebrating her eighteenth birthday near the docks in east Tilbury. ‘You’ve got your father’s blood,’ she would mutter accusingly, as Lottie grew. ‘Better for me if you’d disappeared with him.’ Then she would pull Lottie fiercely to her in a strangulated hug, and push her away again just as abruptly, as if contact so close were only advisable in small measures.


Mrs Holden, while less blunt, wondered if Lottie couldn’t pluck her eyebrows a bit more. And about the advisability of her spending so much time in the sun ‘bearing in mind how dark you do go. You don’t want people mistaking you for … well. A gypsy or something.’ She had grown silent after this, as if fearful that she had said too much, her voice tinged with pity. But Lottie had not taken offence. It was hard to take it from someone you yourself pitied.


According to Adeline Armand, however, Lottie’s colouring was not evidence of her inferior status or her lack of breeding. It was proof of an exoticism that she had not yet learned to feel, an illustration of a strange and unique beauty. ‘Frances should paint you. Frances, you must paint her. Not in all these awful things, this serge and cotton. No, something bright. Something silky. Otherwise, Lottie darling, you overpower the things you wear. You – you smoulder, non?’ Her accent had been so thick as she spoke that Lottie had had to struggle to make sure she wasn’t being insulted.


‘Moulder, more like,’ said Celia, who was less than pleased by Adeline’s comments. She was used to being the one who generated attention. All that Adeline had said about her appearance was that she was ‘so charming, so typically English’. It had been the ‘typically’ that had really stung.


‘She looks like Frida Kahlo. Don’t you think, Frances? The eyes? Have you ever sat for anyone?’


Lottie looked blankly at Adeline. Sat where? she wanted to ask. The older woman waited.


‘No,’ Celia interrupted. ‘I have. My family had one done when we were younger. It’s in our parlour.’


‘Ah. A family portrait. Very … respectable, I’m sure. And you, Lottie? Has your family ever sat for a portrait?’


Lottie glanced at Celia, toying with an image of her mother, fingers raw and stained from stitching shoe leather at the factory, seated like Susan Holden above the mantelpiece. Instead of posing elegantly, hands folded in her lap, she would be scowling, her mouth drawn into a thin line of dissatisfaction, her thin, dyed hair pulled back into two unflattering pins, and welded unsuccessfully around rollers. Lottie would be beside her, her face as expressionless, her dark eyes as apparently watchful as ever. Where Dr Holden had stood behind his family there would be a big, empty gap.


‘Lottie hasn’t seen her family for a while, have you, Lots?’ Celia said protectively. ‘Probably can’t remember whether you’ve got a portrait or not.’


Celia knew very well that the nearest Lottie’s mother had ever come to a portrait was when she had appeared in the local paper, standing in a row of factory girls when the Leather Emporium opened just after the war ended. Lottie’s mother had cut out the photograph and Lottie had kept it, long after it had yellowed and become brittle, although her mother’s face was so small and indistinct that it was impossible to tell whether it was her. ‘I don’t really go to London any more,’ she said, slowly.


Adeline leaned towards her. ‘Then we must make sure you have a painting done here, and you can give it to your family when you see them.’ She touched Lottie’s hand with her own, and Lottie, who had been transfixed by her elaborate eye makeup, jumped, half afraid that Adeline might try to kiss it.


It was the fifth visit that the girls had made to Arcadia House, during which time their initial reserve about the strange and possibly fast crowd who all seemed to stay there had gradually dissipated. It had been replaced by curiosity, and a growing recognition that whatever else went on there, nude painting and uncertain domestic situations notwithstanding, it was far more interesting than their traditional alternatives of walking to and from town, refereeing the children or treating themselves to ice-cream or coffee at the café.


No, like some kind of ongoing theatrical performance, there was always something happening at the house. Strange painted friezes appeared around doorways or over the range. Writings – usually about the work of artists or actors – were scribbled and pinned haphazardly to walls. Exotic foods appeared, sent from people in various grand estates around the country. New visitors metamorphosed and drifted away again, rarely – apart from a core group – staying long enough to introduce themselves.


The girls were always welcomed. Once they had arrived to find Adeline dressing Frances as an Indian princess, draping her in dark silks spotted with gold threads, and painting elaborate markings on her hands and face. She herself had dressed as a prince, with a headdress that, in its extravagant peacock adornments, and intricately interwoven fabrics, must have been genuine. Marnie, the maid, had stood looking mutinous as Adeline painted Frances’s skin with cold tea, withdrawing in high dudgeon when she was instructed to bring flour to make Adeline’s hair look grey. Then, while the girls watched silently, the two women had posed in a variety of arrangements while a thin young man who introduced himself rather pompously as ‘School of Modotti’ had taken their photograph.


‘We must go somewhere dressed like this. To London, perhaps,’ Adeline had crowed afterwards, as she examined her altered appearance in a mirror. ‘It would be such fun.’


‘Like the Dreadnought Hoax.’


‘The what?’ Celia had temporarily forgotten her manners. She frequently did when at Arcadia.


‘A very good joke Virginia Woolf played. Many years ago.’ George had stood and watched the whole proceedings. He only ever seemed to watch. ‘She and her friends blacked up and travelled to Weymouth as the Emperor of Abyssinia and his “imperial entourage”. A flag lieutenant or somesuch ended up giving them a royal salute and escorting them all around HMS Dreadnought. Caused a frightful stink.’


‘But such fun!’ said Adeline, clapping her hands together. ‘Yes! We could become the Rajah of Rajasthan. And visit Walton-on-the-Naze.’ She swirled around, laughing, so that her elaborate coat flew out around her. She could be like this, childlike, exuberant – as if she weren’t an adult woman at all, weighed down by the responsibilities and worries that being female seemed to entail, but more like Freddie or Sylvia.


‘Oh, Adeline. Nothing too dramatic.’ Frances looked weary. ‘Remember Calthorpe Street.’


She was like that. Half the time, Celia confided afterwards, she hardly understood a word that was said. It wasn’t just the accent. They didn’t talk about normal things – about what went on in the village, and the cost of things, and the weather. They would go off at tangents and talk about writers and people Lottie and she had never heard of, draping themselves over each other in a manner that the girls knew Mrs Holden would find scandalous. And they would argue. My God, they would argue. About Bertrand Russell saying they should ban the bomb. About poetry. About anything. The first time Lottie heard Frances and George ‘in discussion’ over someone called Giacometti, it had become so fierce and passionate she had been afraid that Frances would be struck. That had been the inevitable outcome at home when her mother argued with her boyfriends at that pitch. At the Holden house nobody ever argued. But Frances, normally subdued, melancholy Frances, had batted back every criticism of this Giacometti that George put forth, and then finally, having told him that his problem was that he needed to ‘respond with instinct, not intellect’, walked out of the room. And half an hour later had come back in, as if nothing had happened, to ask him if he would take her to town in his car.


They seemed to obey none of the normal social rules. There had been the time that Lottie had come by herself and Adeline had walked her round the house, showing her the dimensions and unique angles of each room, ignoring the piles of books and dusty rugs still unplaced in various corners. Mrs Holden would never have let someone see her house in this unfinished – often unclean – state. But Adeline didn’t even seem to notice. When Lottie tentatively pointed out a missing banister in one of the stairwells, Adeline had looked mildly surprised, then observed in that impenetrable accent of hers that they would tell Marnie and she would take care of it. What about your husband? Lottie wanted to ask, but Adeline had already glided off to the next room.


And there was the way she was with Frances: less like sisters (they didn’t argue like sisters) than a kind of old married couple, finishing each other’s sentences, laughing at private jokes, breaking off into half-explained anecdotes about places they had been. Adeline told everything and revealed nothing. When Lottie thought back after each visit, which she did – each being filled with such colour and sensation that it had to be digested slowly afterwards – she realised that she knew no more about the actress than she had on their first visit. Her husband, whom she had yet to refer to by name, was ‘working abroad’. ‘Darling George’ was something in economics – ‘such a brilliant mind’. (‘Such a brilliant beau, I bet,’ said Celia, who was working up something of a crush on the linen-clad one.) Frances’s tenancy of the house was never explained, although the girls noted that, unlike Adeline, she didn’t wear a wedding ring. Neither had Adeline asked much about Lottie: having established only the details that she needed to relate to – whether she had been painted, whether she was interested in certain things – she displayed no interest in her history, her parents, her place in the world.


This was exceedingly odd to Lottie, who had grown up in two homes where, despite their myriad differences, one’s history informed everything that was likely to happen to one. In Merham, her history within the house meant that she was accorded all the advantages given as a right to Celia – all the education, upbringing, clothes and food – while both parties were subtly aware that these gifts were not quite unconditional, especially now that Lottie was heading towards her coming of age. Outside the house, the Mrs Anstys and Chiltons, the Mrs Colquhouns would assess one immediately by history and associations and ascribe all sorts of characteristics simply by those virtues – as in ‘He’s a Thompson. They’re all prone to laziness’, or ‘She was bound to leave. The aunt bolted two days after her confinement.’ They were not interested in what one cared about, what one believed in. Celia would be held to their collective bosom for ever, for being the doctor’s daughter, for being from one of Merham’s best families, despite officially having become ‘A Handful’. But if Lottie had turned to Mrs Chilton and asked her, as Adeline Armand once had, ‘If you could wake up in someone else’s body for just one day, who would it be?’ Mrs Chilton would have suggested that they remove Lottie to the nice institution over at Braintree where they had doctors to deal with people like her … like poor Mrs McGrath, who had been there ever since her monthlies turned her funny.


They were definitely Bohemians, decided Lottie, who had just discovered the word. And it was only to be expected of Bohemians.


‘Don’t care what they are,’ said Celia. ‘But they’re a damn sight more interesting than the old bores around here.’


It was not often that Joe Bernard found himself the focus of attention from not one but two of Merham’s more attractive young ladies. The longer Adeline Armand lived in the village, the more disquiet had been expressed about her unconventional way of living, so Lottie and Celia had had to become increasingly inventive in disguising their visits. And on the Saturday afternoon of the garden party they had been left with no option but to call on Joe. The presence of most of their friends’ mothers in the house meant that they couldn’t use visiting as an excuse, while Sylvia, feeling mutinous after Celia had reneged on a promise to let her use her new record-player, was threatening to follow them and tell if they went anywhere even remotely off-limits. So Joe, who had the afternoon off from the garage, had agreed to come and pick them up in his car and pretend to be taking them on a picnic up at Bardness Point. He hadn’t been terribly keen (he didn’t like lying – it made him blush even more than usual) but Lottie had employed what Celia now referred to sarcastically as her ‘smouldering look’ and that had been Joe in the bag.


Outside the filtered gloom of Mrs Holden’s front room it was a glorious afternoon, the kind of May Saturday that hinted of simmering summer afternoons to come, that filled Merham’s streets with dawdling families, and sent shop displays of beach-balls and postcards spilling out on to the pavements. The air was filled with the cries of overexcited children and the twin scents of candyfloss and sun oil. The fierce winds that had so far plagued the east coast had, for the last few days, dropped, lifting temperatures and moods so that it felt, prematurely, like the first true day of summer. Lottie leaned out of the window and tipped her face up to the light. Even so many years on, she still got a faint thrill of excitement to be at the seaside.


‘So what are you going to do, Joe, while we’re inside?’ Celia, in the back of the car, was applying lipstick.


Joe pulled out across the level-crossing that separated the two sides of the town. Although Arcadia House was, as the crow flies, less than a mile from Woodbridge Avenue, to get there by road one had to dip into the town, past the municipal park, and come out again on the winding coast road. ‘I’ll go to Bardness Point.’


‘What, by yourself?’ Celia snapped her compact shut. She was wearing little white gloves and a bright red dress with a circle skirt that nipped in almost painfully at the waist. She didn’t need a girdle, although her mother was forever trying to persuade her to wear one. It would, apparently, hold her in ‘properly’.


‘It’s just if your mother asks me anything about the weather when I drop you back. I shall need to know what it’s been like up there, just so I can say so without messing up.’


Lottie felt a sudden pang of conscience at their using him in this way. ‘I’m sure you don’t have to do that, Joe,’ she said. ‘You could just drop us outside when we get back. She won’t have a chance to ask you anything.’


Joe’s jaw set, and he indicated to turn right into the high street. ‘Yes, but if I do that my mother will want to know why I didn’t pass on her good wishes and then she’ll be in a stew.’


‘Good thinking, Joe,’ said Celia. ‘And I’m sure Mummy will want to say hello to your mother.’


Lottie was pretty sure Mrs Holden would want to do nothing of the sort.


‘So what’s going on at this house after all? When do you need picking up?’


‘If it’s a garden party, I’d imagine they’ll be doing tea, don’t you, Lots?’


Lottie found it hard to picture sponge cakes and scones being laid on at Arcadia House. But she couldn’t imagine what other form a garden party might take. ‘I suppose so,’ she said.


‘So about half past five? Six o’clock?’


‘Best make it half past five,’ said Celia, waving at someone through the window before remembering that it was Joe’s car she was in and sinking quietly down on the back seat. ‘That way we’ll be home before Mummy starts going on.’


‘We won’t forget this, Joe.’


There were only two cars on the drive when they arrived, a paltry total that, when Joe remarked upon it, prompted Celia, already snappy through overexcitement, to observe, ‘Just as well you weren’t invited, then.’ He didn’t snap back; he never did. But he didn’t smile, even when Lottie squeezed his arm with as much apology as she could muster when they climbed out. And he drove off without waving.


‘I do hate a man who sulks,’ said Celia cheerfully, as they rang the doorbell. ‘I hope they don’t have coconut cakes. I do detest coconut.’


Lottie was feeling faintly sick. She had none of the appetite for social gatherings that Celia displayed, largely because she still felt uncomfortable explaining herself to those who didn’t know her. People were never satisfied if she said she lived at the Holdens’. They wanted to know why, and then for how long, and whether she missed her mother. At Mrs Holden’s last garden party (Poorly Children In Africa) she made the mistake of admitting that it had been over a year since they had last met and subsequently found herself, uncomfortably, an object of some pity.


‘They’re outside,’ said Marnie, who looked, if it were possible, even more grim-faced than usual as she opened the door. ‘You won’t need your gloves,’ she muttered, as she followed them down the hallway, gesturing towards the back.


‘On or off, then?’ whispered Celia, as they walked towards the light.


Lottie, her ears already trained on the voices outside, didn’t answer.


It was not your standard garden party: that much was clear immediately. There was no marquee (Mrs Holden always insisted on a marquee, in case of rain), and no trestle tables. Where is the food going to go? thought Lottie absently, then cursed herself for sounding like Joe.


Instead they walked out across the patio area, and Marnie gestured towards the steps that led down to the small stretch of private beach, which ended at the water. It was on this, scattered around a variety of blankets, that the garden-party guests sat, some sprawled barefoot, some seated, deep in conversation.


Adeline Armand was seated on a mint-green wrap made from some fabric with a satin sheen. She was dressed in a shell-pink summer frock of crêpe-de-Chine, and a large, floppy white hat with a broad brim, the most conventional outfit Lottie had seen her wear so far. She was surrounded by three men, including George, who was peeling leaves from some peculiar plant (an artichoke, Adeline explained later) and handing them to her, one by one, from under the half-shelter of a large parasol. Frances was wearing a swimsuit, revealing a surprisingly lean, toned body. She stood more comfortably in her skin than in her clothes, her shoulders thrown back as she laughed heartily at something a neighbour had just said. There were at least four bottles of red wine open. There was no one else Lottie recognised. She stood still, feeling foolish and overdressed in her white gloves. Celia, beside her, was trying to remove hers behind her back.


George, suddenly looking up, spotted them. ‘Welcome to our little déjeuner sur l’herbe, girls,’ he called. ‘Come and sit down.’


Celia had already kicked off her shoes. She was picking her way through the sand to where George was seated, her hips swinging in a manner Lottie had seen her practising at home when she thought no one was looking.


‘Are you hungry?’ said Frances, who looked unusually cheerful. ‘We’ve got some trout and some delicious herb salad. Or there’s cold duck. I think there’s some left.’


‘We’ve eaten, thanks,’ said Celia, sitting down. Lottie sat slightly behind her, wishing that more people were standing up so that she didn’t feel so conspicuous.


‘What about some fruit? We’ve got some gorgeous strawberries. Has Marnie taken them in already?’


‘They don’t want food. They want a drink,’ said George, who had already busied himself pouring two large goblets of red wine. ‘Here,’ he said, holding one up to the light. ‘One for Little Red Riding Hood.’


Celia glanced down at her skirt and then up again, pleased by the attention.


‘Here’s to the fragile bloom of youth.’


‘Oh, George.’ A blonde woman in huge sunglasses leaned over and tapped his arm in a way that made Celia bristle.


‘Well, they might as well enjoy it while they’ve got it.’ He had the well-lubricated look and loosened vowels of someone who had been drinking all day. ‘God knows, they won’t look like that for long.’


Lottie stared at him.


‘Frances knows. Give it five years and they’ll be thick-hipped matrons, a couple of brats hanging on their skirts. Fine upholders of the moral majority of Merham.’


‘I know nothing of the sort.’ Frances, smiling, folded her long limbs on to a picnic blanket.


Something about George’s tone made Lottie uneasy. Celia, however, took a glass from him and gulped down half of its contents as if accepting a challenge. ‘Not me,’ she said, grinning. ‘You won’t find me here in five years’ time.’


‘Non? And where will you be?’ It was impossible to see Adeline’s face under her hat. Only her neat little mouth was visible, curved up in its polite, inquisitive smile.


‘Oh, I don’t know. London, perhaps. Cambridge. Maybe even Paris.’


‘Not if your mother has her way.’ Something about Celia’s determined ease in this company irritated Lottie. ‘She wants you to stay here.’


‘Oh, she’ll come round in the end.’


‘That’s what you think.’


‘What’s the matter?’ said George, dipping his handsome head to Celia’s. ‘Is Mater concerned for your moral welfare?’


Something about the way that Celia and George looked at each other made Lottie’s chest tighten.


‘Well …’ said Celia, slyly. Her eyes held a sudden flash of promise. ‘There are an awful lot of big bad wolves about, after all.’


Lottie eventually settled down on the edge of Adeline’s wrap, fighting the urge, even as she sat, to sweep sand from its folds. She felt overdressed and suburban, and had trouble keeping up with the conversations around her, which made her feel stupid. Adeline, who normally took pains to make her feel at ease, was engrossed in conversation with a man Lottie hadn’t seen before. She sipped her wine, trying not to grimace, and picked at a bowl of cherries.


‘Fabulous house, Adeline darling. More moderne than deco, don’t you think?’


‘Of course Russell is an idiot. And if he thinks that Eden is going to pay the slightest attention to him and his bloody scientists, he’s a deluded idiot.’


‘Did I tell you Archie has finally got one into the Summer Exhibition? Hung so that it looks like a postage stamp, but you can’t have everything …’


It was a long afternoon. There were no coconut cakes. Lottie, her cardigan pulled around her shoulders to stop herself tanning, watched the tide gradually ease away, lengthening the shore and turning an intricate sandcastle that must have been made early that morning into a swollen pimple. She could hear Celia giggling manically behind her and knew that she must be drinking. The girls only ever had wine at Christmas, and even the thimbleful of sherry they had been allowed before lunch last year had made Celia pink and her voice lift two pitches. Lottie had drunk half of her glass, before surreptitiously spilling it into the sand behind her. Even that had made her head ache, and her brain feel fuzzy and befugged.


When Marnie cleared away the last of the plates, Lottie moved round a little so that she could see Celia. She was telling George about ‘the last time she had been to Paris’. The fact that she had never been to Paris seemed to have little impact on her elaborate tale, but Lottie, noticing the somewhat combative air between her and the blonde woman, thought it would be unsporting to undermine her now. From under her sunglasses, the blonde woman’s smile had become more of a snarl and, scenting victory, Celia had become exuberant.


‘Of course, the next time I go I’m going to have dinner at La Coupole. Have you had dinner at La Coupole? I’m told the lobster is absolutely superb.’


She stretched out her legs in front of her, letting her skirt ride up over her knees.


‘I’m awfully hot, George,’ said the blonde woman suddenly. ‘Shall we go in?’


Oh, Celia, thought Lottie. You’ve met your match here.


Celia glanced at George, who was smoking a cigar, his head tilted back towards the sun. A flicker of something thunderous passed across her face.


‘I suppose it is rather warm,’ George said. He sat up, brushing sand from his shirtsleeves.


Then Frances stood up. ‘I’m getting overheated here too. I think it’s time for a swim,’ she said. ‘Are you coming, Adeline? Anyone?’


Adeline declined. ‘Too, too sleepy, darling. I’ll watch.’


But George, shaking his dark hair like a big shaggy dog, had started to undo his shirt, as if suddenly reanimated. ‘That’s what we need,’ he said, tamping out his cigar. ‘A nice refreshing dip. Irene?’


The blonde woman wrinkled her nose. ‘I haven’t my things.’


‘You don’t need swimming things, woman. Just go in your slip.’


‘No, George, really. I’ll watch from here.’


The other men were stripping off now, down to shorts or trousers. Lottie, who had wondered if she was about to fall asleep, had been jolted awake, and was watching the shedding of everyone’s clothes with quiet alarm.


‘C’mon, girls. Lottie? I bet you can swim.’


‘Oh, she doesn’t go in the water.’


Lottie now knew Celia had drunk too much. She would never have so carelessly referred to Lottie’s inability to swim (a deep embarrassment to a seaside-dweller) if she had been sober. She shot her friend a furious glance, but Celia wasn’t paying attention. She was busy wrestling with her zip.


‘What are you doing?’


‘I’m swimming.’ Celia grinned broadly. ‘Don’t look at me like that, Lots. I’ve got my slip on. It’s no different from a swimsuit, really.’


And then she was off, whooping and squealing as she followed George and a handful of others to the water’s edge. Frances ploughed in, pushing forth until she was up to her waist in the waves, then diving under like a porpoise, her swimsuit wet and shiny, like the pelt of a seal.


Celia, having reached the water, had gone in up to her knees and hesitated, until George reached for her arm and, laughing, swung her round so that she fell into the water. Around them, the other guests rose and fell boisterously in the waves, pushing and splashing each other, the men naked to the waist, the women in fine layers of lace undergarments. Not one of them, Lottie noted, was wearing a girdle.


When Celia first turned to wave at her, however, Lottie wished Mrs Holden had been more successful in trying to persuade her daughter to wear one: now that her slip and underwear were soaked with seawater, few parts of Celia’s anatomy were protected from view. Get down, under the water, she tried to gesture at her, waving her hands ineffectually, but Celia, her head thrown back as she laughed, didn’t seem to notice.


‘Don’t worry, darling.’ Adeline’s voice came low and intimate from beside her. ‘No one will pay any attention. When we are in France, we are usually naked from the waist up.’
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