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			Part One

			The Family 

			‘Love is the crowning grace of humanity, the holiest right of the soul, the golden link which binds us to duty and truth, the redeeming principle that chiefly reconciles the heart to life, and is prophetic of eternal good.’

			Petrarch 1304–1374 

			

			‘Man has no greater enemy than himself.’ 

			Petrarch 1304–1374 

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			

			

			Chapter One

			August 1939

			‘There she is, the scarlet woman herself.’

			‘She’s back then.’ 

			‘Back to flaunt herself right under our noses. She’s no shame, that one.’

			‘No shame at all.’

			‘She’s a fast one and make no mistake.’

			‘And just look what she’s done to the running of Island House, got rid of Mr Devereux’s old housekeeper, maid and cook as soon as she had her feet firmly under the table, didn’t she? Brought in her own staff too.’

			‘We all know what that means. She has that Mr Devereux right where she wants him.’

			‘Under her thumb,’ said three voices in unison. ‘That’s where.’

			The three women watched with hostile curiosity the progress of the open-topped red sports car that had just been driven at breakneck speed into the market square of the village. With an abruptness that implied the driver had stopped on a sudden whim, the car skidded to a halt. 

			They continued to watch as the young woman threw open the driver’s door and leapt to her feet with a vibrant and youthful energy. In her early thirties and undeniably attractive, she was exactly the sort to turn heads. Her clothes were expensive and well cut and she carried herself with confidence and an easy grace. Tall and slender, with dark hair making a bid for freedom from beneath a silk scarf, she hooked a handbag over one of her bare arms, removed her sunglasses and entered Teal’s grocery shop. 

			Minutes later, she emerged into the August sunshine with a paper bag from which she pulled out a peach, biting into it with undisguised delight. As she paused on the pavement to relish the moment, licking the juice from her painted red lips and smiling happily to herself, the three disapproving women sitting at their table in the window of the Cobbles Tea Room shook their heads and shuddered collectively.

			‘Mark my words, no good will come of that one,’ said Elspeth Grainger.

			‘Never does when you live in sin,’ said Ivy Swann.

			‘That’s what comes of writing those dreadful books,’ said Edith Lawton. ‘All that blood and twisted thinking, it warps the mind.’

			In full accord, the three women shuddered again.

			

			Romily Temple was well acquainted with the coven of Melstead St Mary who daily occupied the best table in the Cobbles Tea Room in order to carry out their malicious brand of espionage. Not for a second did she doubt the depths to which they would go in order to establish everybody’s business, or, more particularly, the contempt in which they held her. 

			With a roar of engine, Romily gaily waved to the three women and, still eating the peach, drove out of the cobbled market square ringed with a topsy-turvy assortment of shops and cottages, some with thatched roofs, others with slate, all of them as neat as new pins. As she slowed her speed to turn onto the main street, she spotted Miss Gant and Miss Treadmill trudging up the road. Following a few feet behind, and as if mimicking their slightly waddling gait, was a pair of white geese, each with a green and yellow ribbon around its neck. They were as well behaved as any faithful hound trailing after its owner and were a familiar sight in the village; nobody batted an eyelid, apart from strangers. 

			It was a short distance to Island House, and after tossing the peach stone into the shrubbery at the entrance, Romily drove through the gates and brought her MG to a stop alongside Jack’s prized 4½-litre Bentley saloon CXF 114. They had been planning to drive it down to the French Riviera next month, but now, with all the talk of war becoming a grim reality, the holiday was unlikely to happen. She had spent the last two weeks touring Europe carrying out a series of speaking engagements about her latest book, and everything she had seen and heard, particularly in Vienna and Berlin, told her that Nazi Germany was intent on spreading its vile roots, and by any means. War was going to happen – it wasn’t a matter of if any more, it was when.

			Out of the MG, and taking a moment to stare up at the beautiful house she now regarded as her home, she thought how exceedingly glad she was to be back. Then, with eager hands, she hurriedly gathered up her handbag and the small amount of luggage she had brought with her. She was about to let herself in at the front door when it was opened by her maid, Florence. The dear girl had been with her for the last four years, having come to work for Romily in London when she was just fifteen. Back then she had been a shy and timid thing who had jumped at her own shadow, but Romily had soon cured her of that. The girl’s unswerving loyalty and devotion was matched only by her willingness to accept the unconventional manner in which Romily chose to live. 

			‘How was your trip, miss, I mean, madam?’ asked Florence, reaching out to take the heavier of the bags from her.

			‘Tiring, but successful,’ Romily replied with a smile, amused at being called ‘madam’, a form of address she had yet to get used to. ‘Is Mr Devereux at home?’ she asked.

			‘Yes, he’s in his study. He’s been in there since after lunch listening to music and told me he didn’t want to be disturbed, not for anything.’ 

			Romily smiled again. ‘We shall see about that. Could you ask Mrs Partridge to rustle up a sandwich for me, please? I’m ravenous. Oh, and here, have a peach, they’re delicious.’

			Taking her handbag and leather briefcase with her, she went upstairs to her dressing room, next door to the bedroom she shared with Jack. 

			Older than Romily by twenty-seven years, Jack Devereux was the first man she had truly loved, and the first man who had allowed her to be the woman she wanted to be. Most men in her experience had wanted to tame her and effectively turn her into something she wasn’t – their social inferior. Invariably the very things that attracted these men in the first place – her independence and spirit of adventure – were what they set out to squash once they thought they had ownership of her. 

			Jack hadn’t been like that. Perhaps that was because he was so much older and didn’t feel threatened by her success as a writer, or the strength of her character. 

			They had met earlier in the spring at Brooklands, although she had already known of him through her love of racing. Her passion for cars had come about as a result of being invited to watch her best friend’s brother compete in a race. Both Romily and Sarah had enjoyed themselves so much they had immediately signed up for racing lessons, wondering why they had reached the grand age of twenty-six and never done so before. They took to it with gusto, and after buying herself a second-hand Bugatti 35C, Romily made it to the podium in her first official race. From then on there was no stopping her, or Sarah, and together they began to race in earnest, competing against each other as much as the rival drivers on the track. They had been the same at school, always trying to outdo one another. Their exploits as solo racers took them to the circuits on the Continent, and then they decided to have a go at racing in a team and were lucky enough to be selected for MG at Le Mans.

			But unlike Sarah, who had unlimited funds at her disposal – the Penhaligans had made their fortune in the tea trade, going back as far as the eighteenth century – Romily was not quite so blessed. What family money there was had been largely swallowed up by her parents, who, after the Great War ended, her father having survived the trenches, threw themselves into an extravagant lifestyle. Once they’d got through their combined inheritances, they had existed mostly on fresh air and the generosity of wealthier friends as they moved from one new home to another, ricocheting between Paris, Cannes, Saint-Malo, Béziers, Deauville, Rome and Venice, and all without a care in the world as to what tomorrow would bring.

			Romily’s nomadic childhood came to an end when both sets of grandparents persuaded her mother and father that it was time for her to be given a more settled environment in which to grow. At the age of fourteen, she was sent to boarding school in England. Carefully chosen by her mother, it had been an unconventional school on the South Downs with a progressive headmistress who believed in teaching the girls horticulture, dressmaking, carpentry and basic mechanics. It was also where she met Sarah.

			Not long after her twenty-first birthday, her parents died in a tragic boating accident in the Adriatic. It took her a long time to get over their deaths; she simply couldn’t accept they were gone. When eventually the worst of her grief had passed, she promised herself that she would honour their memory by living life to the full – as if each day might be her last – just as they had. It was a promise that made her realise that if she were to pursue her love of racing to the extent she wanted, as well as gain her pilot’s licence – another expensive hobby she and Sarah had taken up – she needed a decent income, and so she seized upon the idea of writing, something she had always been good at while at school. 

			Her first published novel, much to her amazement, was a great hit, in the United States as well as the UK and Europe, as were the four books that had followed since. Funnily enough, writing gave her almost as big a thrill as racing or flying did; there was a freedom in it, that and an absorbing sense of control, of being solely in charge. 

			Fourteen months ago, when she’d met Jack at Brooklands, she had just come second in a race and had not been in the best of moods. She knew him by sight as a driver of some repute in his younger days, and for being a notorious womaniser, so when he came over to congratulate her on driving a good race, she had been less than gracious. ‘But I finished second,’ she’d replied, snatching off her gloves furiously.

			‘It’s not always about the winning,’ he’d said.

			‘The hell it isn’t!’ she’d declared.

			He’d thrown his head back and laughed. ‘Good for you! It’s not a cliché I subscribe to either.’

			‘So why did you say it?’

			‘To see how you’d react. Now I’m wondering how you’d react if I asked you out for dinner.’

			‘Try me.’

			Which he did. There then followed what could only be described as a whirlwind romance that led to Romily experiencing love – true love, the kind that made her want to sing from the rooftops – for the first time. No matter that she was thirty-two and Jack was nearing his sixtieth birthday, and that he had grown-up children not much younger than herself. None of that mattered. All that counted was the love she felt for him and the sheer joy she experienced whenever they were together. More than a year on and she still felt exactly the same way about him. She had only to think of him and her pulse quickened.

			Going over to the largest of the built-in wardrobes and opening it, Romily pushed aside a row of dresses. She turned the dial on the safe door, and when it opened with a soft clunk, she took out two velvet pouches from her handbag; they contained diamond necklaces, ruby earrings, a collection of diamond and emerald rings and a pearl and diamond brooch that the owner had said meant more to her in sentimental terms than any monetary value. 

			From her leather briefcase she withdrew a file containing the lecture notes she had used during her book tour. At the back of her notes was an A4 buff-coloured envelope; feeling she ought to check that the contents hadn’t come to any harm, she opened it and stared in wonder at the simple sketch of a young girl reading in the light of a candle. The signature of the artist was ‘Rembrandt’. Handling the drawing as though it were as fragile as a newborn baby, Romily very carefully slipped it back inside the envelope and placed it with equal care in the safe. The picture had belonged to an Austrian family, having been treasured by several generations. Its clandestine journey with Romily across Europe to this small village in rural Suffolk had all the hallmarks of a gripping opening to a novel. Who knew, maybe one day Romily might write it.

			Her hand poised to close the safe door, she had a sudden change of mind, and reached further in, right to the back to where a small black ring box lay. Pushing the lid up, she smiled at the sight of the three rings nestling companionably together. Two were simple platinum wedding bands; the other was an engagement ring with a central rectangular emerald-cut 2.2-carat diamond and four rectangular baguette-cut diamonds either side. Jack had surprised her with the ring, and a proposal, shortly before she departed for her book tour. 

			At the time, and on an impulse, Romily had suggested they marry straight away, and in secret. The ceremony had taken place at Kensington Registry Office; their witnesses were Jack’s oldest and most trusted friend, Roddy Fitzwilliam, and Florence. Along with Mrs Partridge, they alone knew that Jack and Romily were now a respectably married couple and that officially she was Mrs Romily Devereux-Temple. For the sheer hell of it, she was tempted to continue with the pretence; she enjoyed fooling people, particularly the coven, who had her painted as a scarlet woman.

			She put the box of rings back in the safe, closed the door and went through to the bathroom to freshen up before going down for something to eat, and to stir Jack from his lair in his study. Knowing how eager he would be to hear how she had got on with her mission, she was surprised he hadn’t come to seek her out. Perhaps he had fallen asleep after eating an excellent lunch prepared by Mrs Partridge, she thought. She would pull his leg if he had. ‘You have a young wife to stay awake for now,’ she would tease him. ‘You’re not allowed to grow old and fall asleep in your favourite armchair.’ 

			She took the stairs swiftly, her spirits high. She was quietly proud of herself for her smuggling exploits and wanted to regale Jack with how she had kept her nerve throughout the train journey from Vienna to Holland, and then on the boat to Harwich, all the while hiding a collection of priceless heirlooms in her luggage. The treasures belonged to the Friedbergs, a Jewish family who were long-time friends of the Penhaligans and were fearful of what Nazi Germany might do next. Sarah had offered to bring them to safety, but after falling off a horse and breaking an ankle, she had enlisted Romily’s help. 

			Romily had had no qualms about carrying out the commission; after all, she was perfect for the task – who would suspect Romily Temple, a respected English novelist, of such a thing? On her return this morning, as soon as she had reached London and her flat overlooking Regent’s Park, she had telephoned Sarah with the good news that all was well and she was on her way to Suffolk, where the Friedberg treasures would be kept until Sarah had organised a security box at the bank.

			At the bottom of the stairs, she hesitated. Her rumbling stomach urged her to go to the kitchen and find what Mrs Partridge had for her to eat, but her heart compelled her to go to the study and see Jack.

			He was sitting with his back to her when she pushed open the study door, looking out towards the garden. With its book-lined walls, comfortable armchairs covered in soft chestnut-brown leather, and French doors that led onto a small terrace, it was his favourite room in the house.

			‘Hello, darling,’ she said, ‘I’m home.’

			When he didn’t respond, and noticing that the gramophone player had reached the end of the record and the needle was stuck, she smiled. So he had nodded off, had he? Well, she would wake him with a kiss. 

			But when she placed her lips against his cheek, she let out a cry of shock.

		

	
		
			

			

			

			

			

			Chapter Two

			Roddy Fitzwilliam contemplated the man lying in the bed next to him. To see his oldest and dearest friend reduced to this pitiful state was hard to bear. He wanted to believe that Jack would soon be up on his feet and giving everybody hell for making a fuss, but that didn’t seem at all likely. 

			Roddy’s own father had suffered a severe stroke some years ago and had died within days. He feared the same thing would happen to Jack. With painful difficulty, little more than grunts and mumbles through his lopsided mouth, Jack had indicated that he knew he wasn’t going to live. With considerable effort, which had left him exhausted, he had also managed to state his terms: that he was not to be taken to hospital to die amongst strangers; he wanted to die here at Island House with Romily by his side. Roddy’s initial reaction had been to disregard Jack’s wishes and insist he go to hospital, where he would receive the best possible care and where his chances of survival might be improved. However, within minutes of his arrival this morning, he had been persuaded by the evidence of his own eyes that everything that could be done was being done for Jack right here. Two nurses had been engaged and the doctor from the village, Dr Garland, seemed highly competent. 

			A soft breeze blew in at the window, fluttering the pages of the newspaper Roddy had been reading to Jack before he’d fallen asleep. The news was going from bad to worse, with Nazi Germany hell-bent on adopting a stance of hostility that could lead only in one direction. For once in his life Roddy was glad he wasn’t married and didn’t have sons who would have to go and fight. Jack, on the other hand, had two sons who would be called upon to serve their country, although with Arthur being blind in one eye, his contribution would probably be limited. 

			How would Kit and Arthur, the girls too, Hope and Allegra, react to the news of Jack’s stroke? If the telegrams Roddy had sent reached them in time, would they put their animosity aside and come and make their peace with Jack before it was too late? Surely they would.

			In his capacity as a lawyer, Roddy had come across many a family who’d fallen out, but it had been a great disappointment to him when Jack’s family had disintegrated to the extent it had. Of course, it had started a very long time ago, when in 1915 Jack’s first wife, Maud, died shortly after giving birth to their third child, Kit. From that moment on Jack was a changed man. Maud’s death left him heartbroken, and nothing filled the void that her passing created. In his mid thirties, with the Great War raging and his own rage burning ferociously inside him, Jack left his business in the hands of his younger brother, Harry, at the same time abandoning his children entirely to the care of what would prove to be a series of nannies, and volunteered to join the army. It was in northern France in the summer of 1916 that Roddy and Jack met and their friendship was born during the Battle of the Somme.

			In January of this year, over dinner at the Connaught, they had celebrated their sixtieth birthdays together, their conversation mostly centred on the past and how they’d come from such very different worlds. Roddy’s upbringing had been one of wealth and privilege, whereas Jack had grown up in the East End of London and left school at fourteen to work as a barrow boy. Wheeling and dealing was second nature to him, it was what he lived for. He was seventeen when he took himself off to South Africa and got a job in a diamond mine. Before long, he was working as a diamond trader, and on moving back to London he had invited his brother to join him in his enterprise. It was, he believed, a way of keeping the wayward young man on the straight and narrow. 

			Unfortunately there was no force on earth that could do that, and after Jack and Roddy were both invalided out of the war – Roddy returning to the law firm in Mayfair where he was a partner, and Jack to the diamond business he had left in his brother’s care – he discovered that Harry had all but run the business into the ground in his absence. 

			Furious, Jack left him to it and started up a new company, relying on all his old contacts and clients. When Harry was then accused of fraud, he seemingly disappeared off the face of the earth, until years later Jack heard that his brother had died of cholera in North Africa. He also learnt that Harry had fathered a child – the result of a brief liaison with a dancer from Naples. The girl was then nine years of age and had been living in an orphanage since her birth. 

			A change in Jack’s breathing had Roddy sitting upright and glancing anxiously at his old friend, but no sooner had he wondered if he should call for one of the nurses than the laboured heave of Jack’s breath settled again. Restless with myriad thoughts, Roddy rose stiffly from the chair he’d occupied for the last hour and went over to the window. He wasn’t a man inclined to mawkish sentiment, but the idea that Jack might not be a part of his life any more left him feeling utterly defeated.

			To distract himself, he thought of the will he had drawn up for Jack while Romily had been away in Europe. Almost as if he had had some kind of premonition, Jack had visited Roddy in London and explained that he wanted to make a new will, which was perfectly understandable given that he was now married. But what had surprised and alarmed Roddy was Jack’s wish that unless his family fulfilled the terms laid down in it, they wouldn’t inherit. Not a penny. Roddy had cautioned against it as being too heavy-handed and antagonistic, but Jack had insisted, claiming it was the only way he could bring them together. Since meeting Romily, it had suddenly become important to Jack that he put things right with his family. As a consequence, he had recently, and on several occasions, invited them to join him at Island House, but they had turned him down flat each time. ‘I just want them to come home so I can say I’m sorry,’ he confided in Roddy. ‘Why the hell do they have to make things so difficult?’ 

			The trouble was, they probably associated invitations back to Island House with being forced to meet the latest woman Jack was seeing. The last time an invitation had been extended – Roddy had been included as well – they had made their feelings all too clear: that they regarded the aspiring actress sitting at their dining table as nothing but a vacuous gold-digger, a view that coincided with Roddy’s own. The children, sensing some sport, or perhaps out of boredom, had run rings round the simpering, dim-witted young woman, making her appear even more foolish than she already was. His hackles up, Jack had hit the roof and demanded that if his family couldn’t be civil to his guest they should leave. A stormy row ensued, during which even mild-mannered Kit had accused his father of never considering their feelings, and then they had all left for the station.

			Roddy genuinely had no idea how Arthur, Kit, Hope and Allegra would react to the instructions in Jack’s will. Would they go along with it, or would their pride – an inherently strong Devereux character trait – dictate one last act of defiance and prevent them from complying? Yet as the family lawyer, and assigned by Jack the task of creating modest trust funds for the children, Roddy knew that their pride did not stop them from taking advantage of the funds available to them. 

			Still standing at the window, he looked out at the well-kept garden and the lily pond beyond. It was a place of great enchantment, where Jack had felt most settled in recent years, so much so that he’d sold his lavish flat in Mayfair last summer. He had bought Island House as a country retreat when the children were young, a place where he thought they would be happy. Poor Jack. What he had never understood was that the children had wanted only two things from him, his love and his time, neither of which he had been fully able to give. 

			Behind him Roddy heard the door opening. He turned around and saw Romily carrying a tray of tea things. He went over to offer her his assistance, such as he could. 

			‘It’s all right,’ she said, painstakingly mindful of his useless right arm and missing hand, ‘I can manage.’ She placed the tray on the table and gave Jack a long, searching stare. ‘In spite of everything, he looks so very peaceful,’ she said quietly. 

			Roddy thought much the same. It was when Jack was awake that his features seemed cruelly distorted. ‘He’s been asleep for about half an hour,’ Roddy said. ‘I think I bored him reading from the newspaper.’

			‘I’m sure that’s not the case,’ Romily said kindly. She poured two cups of tea and passed one to Roddy. ‘If you want to stretch your legs and go for a breath of fresh air, please do. I’ll sit with Jack for a while until the nurses send me away. Dr Garland is calling in shortly.’

			Roddy took a sip of his tea and not for the first time thought how composed Jack’s wife was. She was one of the most admirable women he knew; he could quite understand how his old friend had fallen for her. If he were honest, he was a little in love with her himself. 

			When Jack had confided in him that he was going to propose to Romily, Roddy hadn’t been at all surprised. There had been any number of women in Jack’s life over the years, many of them wholly unsuitable, but they had come and gone without making any real impact on him. But then he’d met Romily and his life had been turned upside down. Even Roddy, a confirmed bachelor and no expert when it came to matters of the heart, had recognised in an instant that his old chum had finally found love again. ‘If only I’d met her twenty years ago,’ Jack had said wistfully, ‘we’d have had so much to look forward to.’

			‘And if you had met her that long ago she would only have been thirteen years old,’ Roddy had teased him.

			‘Any news from the children?’ he asked Romily now.

			She was about to reply when they both turned at the sound of Jack stirring. Hastily placing her cup and saucer on the table, Romily went to her husband. ‘There you are, darling,’ she said, as though he’d been out for a walk somewhere. She took his hand in hers and gave him a look of such loving tenderness that Roddy took it as his cue to leave them alone.

			

			

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			

			

			Chapter Three

			It was taking all of his strength to open his eyes. Such a little thing, but such a gargantuan struggle that made Jack feel as though heavy weights had been put on each of his eyelids. It was a thought that filled him with sudden terror. Had he been mistakenly prepared for burial with coins placed over his eyes? No! he wanted to yell. He wasn’t ready for the boatman to ferry him across the River Styx; he wasn’t dead. Not yet. Please God, not yet.

			Still unable to open his eyes, he recalled the horror of another time when he had pleaded with God – a time when he had begged not to live, but to die, for his suffering to be over. He had been crammed into the back of a blood-soaked ambulance with a heaving mass of other wounded soldiers, some screaming aloud, some whimpering, and one poor devil, no more than a boy, with half his face blown away, crying for his mother. Above the din, and through the excruciating pain of his own injuries, Jack would have sworn that it had been a madwoman at the wheel of the ambulance driving them at great speed, and very little care, to the field hospital, all the while belting out the ‘Ride of the Valkyries’ at the top of her not so tuneful voice. He’d been conscious enough to consider it an ironic choice of music, given that the composer was German and Germany was the enemy. 

			For ever after he’d never been able to hear that piece of music without remembering the agony he’d been in. Singing had probably been the woman’s only means of keeping her sanity in what must have been a living nightmare as she, along with countless other women who had volunteered to go to northern France, ferried bodies, or what remained of men who had been blown apart by shells, from the battlefield to the relative safety of the field hospital. Listening to her singing, Jack had welcomed death, if not from the bullets lodged in his stomach and leg, then from the wholly possible prospect of the ambulance being driven recklessly into something hard and immovable.

			The pain he’d been in had been unlike anything he had ever known, and no sooner had he surrendered his will to live than he felt a lightness in his body, as if he were floating away. This was it, then, he’d thought, surprised that his prayer had been answered so swiftly. This was death. And not as bad as he’d feared it would be at the end. It was almost pleasurable. He hadn’t expected that. But then, and as though she were there to welcome him into heaven, there was Maud, his dearest sweet Maud. Oh how he’d missed her since she’d died! Not a day had gone by when he hadn’t thought of her and longed for her to be by his side again. And now here she was. ‘Have you come for me?’ he asked her. 

			She shook her head. ‘Not yet.’

			‘But I want to be with you. I want to die. I’m ready.’

			She pressed a cool finger to his lips. ‘No,’ she said softly, ‘you have to go back; our children need you. You must go home to them.’

			He reached out to her, but there was nothing to touch. She was gone, leaving him to cry for her like a frightened lost child. ‘Don’t leave me! Don’t leave me!’ 

			The next thing he knew, he was lying on a bed in a chaotic makeshift hospital with a young nurse in an incongruously smart Red Cross uniform studiously applying a bandage to his leg while telling him everything was going to be all right. ‘I saw for myself the bullets you caught,’ she said brightly. ‘No real harm done, so you’ll soon be up on your feet.’

			In the bed next to him, a man laughed. ‘Nurse Wainwright says that to everybody. You could be brought in here with both legs blown off and she’d still tell you you’ll soon be right as rain.’

			‘I’ll thank you to keep your sarcasm to yourself, Mr Fitzwilliam,’ the nurse said primly. She fastened off the bandage and then carefully covered Jack’s legs with a blanket. ‘Call me if you need anything,’ she said, ‘and if necessary I could find you a change of bed if Mr Fitzwilliam gives you any trouble.’ This last comment was said with a friendly wink.

			When she was gone, his fellow patient introduced himself. ‘Roddy Fitzwilliam,’ he said cheerfully. ‘I would shake hands only …’ He held up a heavily bandaged arm that stopped short just after his elbow. ‘Bloody good thing I’m left-handed.’ He laughed bitterly. ‘Bright side and all that.’

			‘Jack Devereux,’ said Jack. ‘How long have you been here?’

			‘Came in yesterday. Only popped in for a haircut, and look what happened to me.’

			Jack smiled and entered into the spirit of the exchange. ‘Any chance of attracting a barman round here?’ he asked. ‘I could murder a whisky and soda.’

			‘I’m afraid the service is not what it could be.’ 

			Their friendship was sealed that day, and afterwards, when the war was over, neither of them could quite believe they’d actually survived the hell of the Somme. Not when so many they had known had not been so fortunate. 

			But now Jack was facing a fresh new hell; the battle once more for his life, a life he wasn’t ready yet to relinquish. He wanted one last chance to try and put things right with his family. He owed it to Maud to do that. It was what she would have wanted, and he had to do it while he still could, before it was too late. 

			With the certain knowledge that the sands of time were fast running out for him, he could see with unerring lucidity that stubborn pride had turned him into a dogmatic and overbearing father and uncle. Moreover, he was guilty of neglect and intolerance, of prejudice and arrogance. Even his recently made will was an act of supreme conceit. But how else to remove the battle lines and bring the children together?

			He struggled again to open his eyes. He concentrated hard, forced his whole being into that one simple task. As if swimming up from the depths of a bottomless ocean, he dragged himself up, up and into the light. 

			‘There you are, darling,’ he heard a woman saying. Maud? 

			He blinked in the brightness of the sunlit room and focused on the source of the voice. No, not Maud, but another equally wonderful woman. And never had Romily looked more beautiful to him than in this moment, with the sun streaming in through the window and illuminating the radiance of her face. It was a woefully inadequate cliché, but her love for him had made him feel young again. It had also gone some way to softening many of his hard edges, awakening in him something he’d believed he’d lost – the ability to love; to love someone with all his heart and soul. In short, to care again. 

			He looked into the face that meant the world to him and willed himself to move, to lift a hand to touch his wife in the way that had brought him such joy. But all he could manage was a vague waggle of his fingers. The rest of him felt like a leaden dead weight. 

			She bent down close and kissed him on the lips. ‘You look so peaceful when you’re asleep,’ she said. ‘Can I get you anything?’

			‘Whisky … and soda,’ he said. In his head, the words came out with crystal clarity, but he could see from the hesitant expression on Romily’s face that she was having trouble deciphering what he’d said. Then, as if slowly making sense of it, she smiled. 

			‘A whisky and soda, eh? Well I don’t see why not. Just don’t tell Dr Garland or the nurses, or they’ll ban me from seeing you.’

			‘Let … them … try.’

			Once more there was a small delay in her understanding.

			She kissed him again. ‘You’re right, they wouldn’t stand a chance against me.’

			‘Nobody … does,’ he said.

			She smiled and stood up. ‘I’ll be right back.’ 

			He watched her leave the room. She was such a young and vibrant woman; perhaps it would be a blessing to her if he did die sooner rather than later. He hated her seeing him this way. She deserved so much more than to be married to a helpless invalid. Yet in his weakened state he could see things so much more clearly, and knowing that he would never again have the chance to do the one thing he should have done a long time ago, he resolved to ask Romily to do it for him: to reunite his family. He prayed that she would agree; it was a lot to ask of her. 

			When she returned, tumbler in hand, she held it carefully against his mouth. ‘Nectar,’ he struggled to say. ‘Heav … enly … nec … tar.’

			Whether she understood him or not, she wiped his chin with a handkerchief before offering him another sip.

			‘Where’s Rod … dy?’ he asked, forcing the words out through lips that no longer felt like his own.

			‘Taking a break. You’ve worn him out with your incessant chatter.’

			He tried to smile. ‘You’re … the … best thing … that … ever … happened … to me,’ he said breathlessly. He watched her face, waited for what seemed like forever for her to understand what he’d said. 

			‘And you,’ she said finally, dabbing delicately at his chin again, ‘are the best thing that’s ever happened to me.’ 

			Her loving gentleness made him want to weep. Tears welled in his eyes and rolled slowly down his cheeks. Never had he cried in front of anyone before, and it appalled him that he was doing so now, but he was powerless to stop it.

			‘Oh my darling Jack,’ said Romily, setting down the glass and putting her arms around him. ‘We’ll get through this, just you see.’

			Her words, spoken so bravely, made him weep all the more.

			

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			

			

			Chapter Four

			The last of the guest rooms made ready for Mr Devereux’s family, Florence went over to the window and watched Mr Fitzwilliam disappear inside the boathouse down by the pond. Seconds later, he reappeared with an old wicker chair and settled himself into it in the dappled shade of the willow tree. Yet as beautiful as the setting was, there was nothing relaxed about his posture; his shoulders were hunched, and his head lowered. As Florence had seen him do before, he put his left hand protectively on his useless right arm, where the fabric of his jacket sleeve hung loosely over his stump. There was something so sad about those few inches of lifeless sleeve. Something sad too about the sight of him sitting all alone at the boathouse. Poor man, she thought; obviously seeing his old friend so ill had upset him badly. 

			From what Florence knew of Mr Devereux’s estranged family, she doubted they would feel as upset as Mr Fitzwilliam. Would they even bother to come? And if they did, how would they react to the news that Miss Temple was now officially Mrs Jack Devereux-Temple? Which was quite a mouthful, however much Florence practised it! Much easier was the less formal name she had been instructed to use when she was alone with her somewhat unconventional employer: Miss Romily.

			Florence wondered what would happen if Mr Devereux died. Would Miss Romily leave Island House to return permanently to London, taking Florence and Mrs Partridge with her? Florence hoped not; she liked living here. 

			At first she hadn’t thought she would take to life in the country, not when the church bells kept her awake at night, along with owls hooting and what sounded like a wild banshee howling in the darkness but which actually turned out to be a fox calling for its mate. To her surprise, though, in the few months she’d been here, she had grown accustomed to the strange noises, and now Island House felt like a proper home to her. It was somewhere safe where she didn’t have to live in fear of her beer-sodden father and brothers finding her and dragging her back home. In London, that fear had always hung over her. 

			Miss Romily had been the one to offer her a means of escape from her domineering father, and Florence had grabbed that chance with both hands. Their paths had crossed, quite literally, one morning when she had stepped absently into the road and suddenly found herself thrown off her feet before landing with a heavy thud on the dusty ground. It happened so fast, but at the same time almost as if in slow motion, giving her the feeling that she was actually flying. She must have closed her eyes, for when she opened them, she found that a crowd had gathered around her. But one face stood out: the face of an elegant woman wearing the smartest red hat Florence had ever seen. Funny to think that there she was, lying in the gutter, making a spectacle of herself, the wind knocked out of her, and all she could think of was that she would give anything in the world to own a hat as smart as that.

			The owner of the hat spoke; the voice was that of a posh upper-class woman. ‘Are you all right?’ she asked. ‘Can you move? Or perhaps you’d better not. Not yet.’

			‘What happened?’ Florence asked, the air now back in her lungs and a flood of pain making itself felt in just about every part of her body.

			‘I’m afraid I knocked you down. You stepped right into the road in front of my car before I could brake. I couldn’t do a thing about it. I’m terribly sorry.’

			Another voice joined in. ‘She’s right; you did exactly that. You practically walked straight into the car. You must have been daydreaming to do that.’

			Mortified that she’d caused such a kerfuffle, Florence said, ‘I’m very sorry. Is your car all right?’

			‘Oh tish and tosh, please don’t be sorry. And don’t give my car a second thought. Now then, do you think anything’s broken?’ The woman’s gaze travelled the length of her, eyeing up Florence’s legs and arms.

			It was then that Florence realised her dress had ridden up over her thighs, and there, for all the world to see, were the livid welts and bruises her father had inflicted on her yesterday with his belt. Shame made her face flush and she pushed the dress down. 

			‘I insist on taking you to see my doctor,’ the elegant woman said, a gloved hand outstretched. ‘It’s the very least I can do in the circumstances. Come on,’ she said to the crowd of onlookers, ‘let’s see if we can get this poor girl up and onto her feet.’

			With others rushing to do the woman’s bidding, Florence was at a loss what to say. She was too weak with pain and too dazed to argue. 

			She had never been in an open-topped sports car before, and all she could do was sit in the passenger seat and hope she didn’t wake up from this extraordinary dream. Because it had to be a dream. Maybe she had been knocked unconscious and this was all going on inside her head, and any minute now she would wake up and find herself still in the gutter. Perhaps knocked over by somebody who didn’t care, rather than by a beautiful woman driving at what she now realised was an alarmingly fast speed.

			More alarming still was that when the car came to a stop, she saw that they were parked outside a doctor’s consulting room in Harley Street. Suddenly terrified that she would have to pay the man a king’s ransom, she said, ‘There’s really no need for me to see a doctor. I’m all right. Honest I am. Just a bit shaken, that’s all.’

			‘I disagree,’ the woman said firmly, and helping Florence out of the car, she took her gently by the arm and led her up the steps to the black front door with its shiny brass knocker in the shape of a lion’s head. ‘By the way,’ she said, giving the lion’s head a loud rat-a-tat-tat, ‘my name’s Miss Temple, what’s yours?’

			‘Florence, miss. Florence Massie.’

			‘Well, Florence, I’m here to tell you that whoever caused those shocking marks on your legs had no right to do such a thing. No right at all.’

			‘I did it to myself, miss,’ lied Florence. Just as she had when a teacher at school had asked how she’d hurt herself this time. She knew better than to admit the truth. ‘I tripped over the coal scuttle,’ she said. ‘I’m as clumsy as anything, me. Always have been.’

			‘Yes,’ the woman replied, giving her an uncomfortably long stare, as if seeing straight through her. ‘I’m sure you are.’

			Their meeting proved to be the best thing that could have happened to Florence, for Miss Temple was in need of a new live-in maid. The fact that Florence had no experience as a lady’s maid – she’d been working in a laundry since she left school – didn’t bother Miss Temple a jot. ‘I’m sure you’ll pick it up soon enough,’ she’d said, ‘and the estimable Mrs Partridge, my cook, who’s been with me since forever, will take you under her wing and give you all the pointers you need.’ 

			Predictably, Florence’s father hit the roof when she plucked up the courage to tell him that she’d found a new job and wouldn’t be a burden to him any more. He told her that she would only leave home over his dead body, and threatened to beat some sense into her if she dared to defy him. But there was something about Miss Temple and the fact that she seemed to know how Florence had come by her bruises that gave her the strength, finally, to stand up to her father, to see him for what he was: a cowardly bully who was only man enough to hit a girl. She secretly packed a small bag of her belongings and slipped away without a backward glance and without leaving an address. She simply disappeared and, in so doing, history repeated itself, for just as her mother had run away, so had Florence. She felt a certain sense of pride in what she had done, and would always be grateful to the woman who had given her a chance to change her life. 

			And what a life she had lived in the four years since that day. With Miss Romily there was always something interesting going on, and then there was the travelling she had to do, sometimes to promote a book, other times to carry out research. Often she liked Florence to go with her on her trips abroad. Last year Florence had gone to the French Riviera and to Venice, and the year before that to Paris. Oh yes, she was quite the well-travelled lady’s maid, as Billy Minton had once teased her. ‘You’re much too good for the likes of a simple country boy like me,’ he’d said in his soft Suffolk accent. ‘I’ve never been anywhere.’ 

			Billy worked for his parents in their baker’s shop in the village, and he always had a kind word for Florence when she passed by or called in, but then he was that sort of lad, forever with a smile on his handsome face. 

			Sometimes Florence had to pinch herself to make sure that that her new life here at Island House was real, that it wasn’t a dream. No two ways about it, she had landed on her feet good and proper the day she met Miss Romily, and in return she’d go to the ends of the earth to help the woman. 

			But daydreaming like this wouldn’t do, she scolded herself; there was work to be done. She had promised Mrs Partridge that she would help out in the kitchen in anticipation of the family arriving. Mrs Bunch had come in especially to lend a hand with the extra work, though all she’d done so far was sit around drinking tea and sharing the latest gossip from the village. 

			As big a gossip as the old woman was, though, she was wise enough to steer clear of what people were probably really talking about, and that was Mr Devereux and his beautiful mistress. Little did they know, thought Florence with a smile.

			

			

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			

			

			Chapter Five

			Hope’s visit to Cologne had been a mistake. She should never have invited herself, but she had thought that spending time with Dieter’s parents, seeing where he had spent his childhood, might help her to come to terms with his death. It hadn’t. It had made things worse.

			Her parents-in-law, Gerda and Heinrich Meyer, had worn her down with their grief. They were full of angry bitterness and appeared to hold her personally responsible for their son’s death from TB. In their eyes she had lured him away from the safety of home in Germany and forced him to live in germ-ridden England. No matter that Dieter had been living in London for nearly a year before Hope met him, that he had been there quite voluntarily. 

			Gerda and Heinrich’s disapproval of their son’s choice of wife was matched only by that of Hope’s father. ‘A German!’ Jack had roared. ‘You’re marrying a German, after all they did to us? And what they’re now doing to their own people?’ 

			There had been no reasoning with her father, no explaining to him that not all Germans were merciless killers. Dieter wasn’t evil; he was kind and sensitive, and his coming to England to work as a teacher had been to escape all that he detested in Nazi Germany. He had been alarmed by the growing belief within his country of birth that with the shame of poverty behind them, they were now a country to be respected, a power to be reckoned with, and feared. Poor Dieter, he had been appalled to discover that there were those in power in Britain who thought Hitler a fine leader from whom much could be learned. 

			Hope’s brother, Arthur, had voiced a similar sentiment and praised Hitler for having taken a country from its knees and motivated the workforce and the young. ‘Can you blame them for wanting to win back everything they lost?’ he had said when challenged by their father’s disgust, angering him further. ‘Wouldn’t we do the same in the circumstances?’ 

			Now, two and a half years after her marriage to Dieter – and a year since his death – Hope was seeing for herself the evil force sweeping through the country. Life in Nazi Germany had shocked her. She was shocked too that having been so consumed by grief, she had been in ignorance of just how bad the situation had become. It made her realise that it was time to lift herself out of the trough of despair in which she had willingly placed herself, believing it to be a comfort, a means to feel closer to the man she had loved. 

			Without Dieter, her life these last twelve months had felt so very empty and worthless. She had tried to console herself with her work as an illustrator, but it hadn’t been enough to fill the huge void. At her lowest point, having cut herself off from friends and family – especially family – she had briefly considered suicide so she could be with her beloved Dieter. But then she had thought how appalled he would have been that she could throw away her life instead of doing something meaningful with it. 

			Now, in the light of the suffering she had witnessed here in Germany, her grief had felt like a narcissistic act of self-pity that she had clung to for much too long. The persecution and collective hatred for Jewish people was everywhere, in the everyday casual violence they endured, but more particularly in the increasing number of laws created to make it impossible for them to live a decent life. 

			Even Hope had been targeted by a group of schoolboys dressed in their Hitler Jugend uniforms when she was returning from seeing Dieter’s sister and husband. Her presence in a Jewish neighbourhood and the fact that her hair wasn’t blonde but a mousy shade of brown was sufficient cause for the boys to jeer and taunt her. One of them had deliberately tripped her up and then laughed coarsely as she scrabbled on the ground to retrieve her bag. Another boy had spat at her. 

			Yet this paled into insignificance compared to what her sister-in-law, Sabine, and her husband, Otto, were subjected to. Hope was on her way to see them now, taking the tram across the city, glad to be escaping the suffocating company of Gerda and Heinrich for a few hours. 

			It was her last day before returning to London tomorrow and she couldn’t wait to board the train that would take her to the Hook of Holland, where she would catch the boat to Harwich. Yet for all her eagerness to leave, she would be desperately sorry to say goodbye to Sabine and Otto, and their dear little baby daughter, Annelise. Hope and Dieter had planned to have a family of their own one day, but now she had to make do with being an aunt to Annelise. 

			Otto Lowenstein was a doctor, but because he was Jewish, he was banned from working in his old hospital. Now all he could do was secretly treat Jewish patients in their own homes. Twice in the last year, since Kristallnacht last November, when synagogues were torched, Jewish homes, schools and businesses vandalised and hundreds of Jews beaten up and killed, Otto had been arrested for no real reason, and later released. It happened all the time apparently. He and Sabine had married before 1935, when a new law forbade mixed marriages. Gerda and Heinrich, both devout Roman Catholics, had been against the marriage, just as they had disapproved of Dieter marrying an English Protestant girl. 

			Sabine and Otto lived in a run-down area that bore all the signs of the discrimination and hatred they and their neighbours were subjected to. A number of shopfronts were boarded up and painted with the yellow Star of David, and the words ‘Filthy Jew’ or ‘Death of the Jews’ scrawled in large letters. There was nobody about, the streets as good as deserted. Remembering the route she had taken two days ago, Hope clutched the basket she was carrying and walked fast, trying not to give in to the uneasiness she felt. It was here that the group of boys had taunted her.

			She turned left at the newspaper kiosk on the corner of Neuhofstrasse and became aware of an odd smell. Then fifty yards later, as she turned into Annastrasse, she stopped in her tracks at the sight that met her. The building on her left had been a bakery when she’d last seen it; now it was a burnt-out shell, a blackened carcass with smoke rising from the rubble, the warm air thick with dust and the acrid smell of charred wood. A flag with a swastika had been pushed into the blackened ruins. Shocked, Hope pressed on, stepping around the broken glass that was glinting in the sunshine. The area was nothing like the smart leafy street where Gerda and Heinrich lived; here the turn-of-the-century buildings were in a poor state of repair, with blackened walls and peeling paintwork. 

			With Annelise in her arms, Sabine answered the door almost immediately, as though she had been standing just the other side of it waiting for Hope’s knock. 

			‘Thank God you made it,’ she said breathlessly. ‘I was worried you might have changed your mind.’ She spoke excellent English, just as her brother had. She hastily kissed Hope’s cheeks and ushered her over the threshold of the ground-floor apartment, which had the benefit of a small garden. It also had the disadvantage of being an easy target for objects thrown through the window that fronted the street. 

			Hope followed her down the dingy narrow hallway with its pervading smell of damp and into the shabby high-ceilinged drawing room where the paucity of furniture – the better stuff long since sold to make ends meet – testified to the daily struggle of their lives. 

			‘Please,’ said Sabine, pointing to an old couch with horsehair poking out through patches of threadbare fabric, ‘sit down while I make us some tea. Or would you prefer a cold drink?’ The baby began to fidget in her arms, then let out a squawk of protest.

			Thinking how fraught Sabine looked – her skin had a high colour to it as if she had a fever, and her eyes were red-rimmed – Hope put down her basket of farewell gifts. ‘Why don’t you let me make the tea?’ she said. 

			‘No, no, I can manage,’ Sabine replied. Annelise wriggled some more and began to cry in earnest, her face turning very pink, her fists punching the air.

			Determined to help in some way, Hope said, ‘How about I take Annelise from you?’ She reached out for the crying infant, but to her horror, Sabine backed away from her and burst into violent sobs, sinking slowly to the floor, her arms wrapped tightly around her child as if protecting her from an imagined force. She knelt there on the rug, rocking backwards and forwards, her cries growing louder and louder. Not knowing what else to do, Hope knelt on the floor next to her. Clearly Sabine wasn’t well. She was having some kind of crisis. A breakdown. And who could blame her, living in this godforsaken country where hatred ruled? 

			Sabine’s wailing continued, coming from somewhere deep inside her, a primordial sound that reminded Hope of when she herself had been told that Dieter had died. She was trying desperately to soothe her sister-in-law, and to get her to relinquish her crying baby, when the door opened and Otto came in, his black medical bag in his hand. Taking in the situation, he dumped the bag on the nearest chair and joined them on the floor. He spoke in German, firmly, but kindly. Still holding a howling Annelise, Sabine pressed herself against him and sobbed all the louder. 

			Otto continued to speak in German, and Hope understood enough to know that he was asking his wife to give him the baby, that her crying was frightening Annelise. Sabine raised her reddened tear-stained face to him and shook her head. ‘Ich kann es nicht tun,’ she sobbed. I can’t do it. 

			‘Bitte, mein Schatz,’ he said with a catch in his voice. For an awful moment Hope thought Otto was going to cry as well. But he didn’t. Instead he somehow managed to calm Sabine, and at the same time persuade her to give him Annelise. 

			‘I’ll make us some tea,’ Hope said quietly.

			The kitchen was poky and dark, with a small window positioned so high it was impossible to see out of it. At the sink, a tap was dripping, and when Hope turned it to fill the kettle, it gave a metallic screech of resistance that then set off a clanking pipe. She had just found a match to light the gas on the stove when Otto joined her. He was cradling his daughter in such a loving and protective way, Hope feared he had something terrible to tell her, that perhaps Sabine was seriously ill. On top of everything else they had to cope with, please not that.

			‘We need to talk to you, Hope,’ he said. His English was good, even better than Sabine’s. ‘Please, forget about the tea, come and sit with us.’

			She did as he said and followed him back into the drawing room, where Sabine was now sitting on one end of the couch, twisting a handkerchief around her fingers. Otto indicated the chair opposite his wife. Hope sat down and waited for him to settle next to Sabine, Annelise now perched contentedly on his lap.

			‘We want to ask you to do something,’ he said. ‘It will mean a very big sacrifice for you, and for us too.’

			Hope saw the look that was exchanged between husband and wife. She swallowed. ‘Go on,’ she said.

			‘Tomorrow you return to England. We want you to take Annelise with you. That way we will know she’ll be safe.’

			Sabine stifled a sob, putting the handkerchief to her mouth.

			Hope stared at them both with incomprehension. She tried to speak but couldn’t. She knew about the Kindertransport, the hundreds of Jewish children who were being put on trains to be taken to safety in England; it had been happening ever since Kristallnacht. But for Otto and Sabine to give her Annelise to look after? It was madness. She couldn’t do it. 

			‘But I’ve never looked after a baby before,’ she said at length. ‘I wouldn’t know the first thing to do. How could you possibly trust me with your precious child?’ 

			‘The alternative is for her to go to strangers and …’ Otto’s voice broke. He swallowed. ‘We don’t want that for her; she’s too young and precious. And we know that you would love her. You are her Tante Hope.’

			‘But you don’t have to give her to me,’ Hope said. ‘You could come to London, the three of you. You could come tomorrow. Just leave this awful place. Come with me!’

			Fresh tears began to roll down Sabine’s face. ‘We cannot take the risk of being stopped. People like us are trying to escape all the time but are being sent back. Always the officials find some kind of problem with the passport, or the papers. But you have a British passport; you can pretend that Annelise is your child. They won’t stop you.’

			‘But there must be some other way. Why not apply for visas from—’

			Otto shook his head. ‘We’ve tried that. The queues for visas to go to Britain are endless. It’s the same at the American consulate. Besides, I cannot leave my parents.’ He took hold of Sabine’s hand, which lay on her lap, and raised it to his lips to kiss it. ‘I’ve tried to make Sabine leave without me, but she won’t.’ He blinked. ‘Hope,’ he went on, ‘you must take Annelise with you. You must take her tomorrow. War is coming very soon. We hear talk all the time. Soldiers are soon to be massed against the border with Poland. Once war is officially declared, there will be no escape.’

			

			It was late when Hope finally left. Otto walked her to the tram stop. His last words to her as she climbed onto the tram were to say that he and Sabine would bring Annelise to her in the morning, but only once she was alone and on her way to the station. They didn’t want Gerda and Heinrich to get wind of the plan in case they tried to put a stop to it. Not because they didn’t care about their granddaughter, but because these days their loyalty lay first and foremost with the Third Reich. 

			The tram ride back to her in-laws passed in a daze. But Hope was in for another shock when she arrived at Kurzestrasse. Gerda handed her a telegram. 

			Please come home to Island House at once. Your father is dangerously ill. 

			

			

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			

			

			Chapter Six

			It was a hot, airless day in Venice, and on the fourth floor of her stifling apartment overlooking the Rio di San Vio, Allegra Salvato, half-heartedly fanning herself with her hand, contemplated the telegram she had just received. 

			Your uncle is dangerously ill. Please come home to Island House.

			Could it be true? Could Jack Devereux really be dangerously ill? And why those words – come home? Island House wasn’t her home. It never had been, not really. Italy was the only home she had truly known. If she belonged anywhere, it was here.

			Feeling nauseous with the heat, she sighed and gave up fanning herself; the effort far exceeded the benefit. A storm was on the way. She pulled absently at the fabric of her dress, which was sticking to her clammy skin. It was days like this, when Venice felt as though the very last breath of air had been sucked out of it, that she regretted submitting to Luigi’s will that she move here. She had been happy in Genova, with her apartment facing out over the harbour, but Luigi had insisted, had said it would be better for her career. 

			At the thought of Luigi, a fresh surge of stomach-churning anger rose within her. He had betrayed her in every way possible. He’d lied, cheated and stolen from her and made her look a fool in front of everyone who mattered. Everything he’d promised her had been a lie. She was sickened at her own naivety; that she had allowed herself to trust him. Oh, how convincing he had been, promising her the world, at the same time swearing his undying love for her, when all he’d cared about was lining his own pocket by exploiting her talent. Now it looked like he had robbed her of even that.

			They had met in a small theatre in Parma eighteen months ago, when he had come to her dressing room after her performance as Violetta in La Traviata. Introducing himself as an impresario, and her newest and biggest fan, he announced his intention to turn her into a great opera star, if she would let him. She was, he said, an artiste who needed careful nurturing and the opportunity to perform in the very best opera houses, not just in Italy but around the world. He told her he would love nothing more than to be her future manager, to share her wonderful talent with the audiences she so richly deserved. 

			He had taken her out for supper to explain how serious he was, and how mesmerising he’d found her performance. He had declared her a true exponent of the art of verismo; that she was a charismatic actress as well as a sublime singer. Allegra knew perfectly well that he was exaggerating, but with Alberto Ferro, her manager, safely out of the way in Genova, she had allowed this handsome stranger to charm her. With his shock of thick black hair oiled artfully into place, and his flattery and confident manner, he made a refreshing change to Alberto’s intense demeanour and strict declaration that she would only make it to the top by working hard and applying herself diligently to daily singing lessons for hours on end. It would take time, was his constant refrain, time, work and patience. 

			There was little room for fun in Allegra’s life the way Alberto managed it, and so by the time Luigi had wined and dined her, she had made up her mind to accept his offer. Even if only half of what he promised her came true, it would be better than the never-ending run of second-rate theatre engagements Alberto had planned for her. Alberto had no vision or ambition; he was happy with the status quo. Twenty years older than Allegra, he was also very much in love with her, and by his own admission was frightened of losing her. His adoration had begun to make her feel trapped, and in Luigi, and all he was offering her, she saw her chance not just to be the star she dreamt of being, but to be free. 

			Within days she had cut her ties with Alberto and put her trust in Luigi as her manager. He insisted she leave Genova and move to Venice, and following intensive singing lessons with a new teacher of his choosing, her first performance under his guidance was in Rome, at the Teatro Reale dell’Opera. She sang the role of Asteria in Boito’s opera Nerone, and to her delight received rave reviews, with special mention made of the emotional depth of her voice.

			Her success there led to a busy run of bookings, with Luigi applying himself to finding her theatres in which to sing, though only those he considered worthy of her fine voice. Just as Allegra had suspected they would, they soon became lovers, despite him being married. He swore that his marriage was a sham, that as soon as he could free himself from his wife’s clutches, he would marry Allegra. She just had to be patient and give him time. It seemed that she was destined to spend her life being patient. 

			But she willingly gave Luigi everything of herself, including her innermost secret hopes, which she’d harboured since she had been a little girl in the orphanage on the outskirts of Naples. 

			Her life at La Casa della Speranza – the House of Hope – had begun when she was two weeks old, after she had been abandoned there, wrapped in a blanket and put into the ruota, presumably by her mother. The nuns had named her Allegra in the belief that it would make her grow up to be happy and cheerful. The surname they’d given her – a foundling name – had been Salvato, meaning saved.

			With the exception of Sister Assunta, who had been a pitiless tyrant, the nuns were not especially cruel, but they were driven by a quickness to find fault and mete out punishments as they saw fit, all in the name of God. Allegra was often punished for questioning something she was told to do, or for being sullen, but more often for her temper. Her closest friend from the age of five was Isabella, and such was the bond between them that they liked to pretend they were sisters. Then one day, out of the blue, Isabella’s mother came for her to take her home, just as Isabella had said she always would. Allegra was eight years old at the time, and without realising what she was doing, she had expressed her sadness and loss by singing. Through song she felt an enormous release of emotion, an unburdening of her heart. She realised too that her voice had a strange power to it; it could touch those who heard her, making them cry sometimes. 

			Sister Maria, Allegra’s favourite of the nuns, recognised her talent and encouraged her to sing as often as possible. She told Allegra that God had blessed her with a unique gift and she must never squander it; that she must dedicate it entirely to God.

			With Isabella gone from her life in such a manner, Allegra could not help but wonder if one day her own mother might come to claim her. Or maybe she might be adopted, as some of the younger children were. She didn’t think that very likely, as the men and women who visited the orphanage to pick out a child to take home with them did not usually want a child as old as she was; they wanted a sweet little baby they could call their own. 

			Shortly after Allegra’s ninth birthday, Sister Maria took her aside one morning and explained that she had a visitor – a man all the way from England who was her uncle.

			Allegra’s first impression of Jack Devereux was of a giant of a man staring down at her. She trembled beneath the intensity of his unblinking eyes, conscious that he was scrutinising her for flaws, like the women in the market did when buying their fruit and vegetables. Scared that he might prod her with one of his large hands, she took a step back. He spoke no Italian, and so when he addressed her, she couldn’t understand him. Only with the help of Sister Maria, who knew a little English, did she learn what he was saying. Apparently in England she had three cousins – two boys and a girl – who were very much looking forward to meeting her. All she could do was nod. Then the man asked her, ‘Will you sing for me? I’m told you have a beautiful voice.’

			Startled by his request, she was nonetheless happy to do as he asked, for here was something that might please him, and it suddenly seemed important to her to do that. But when she opened her mouth to sing, nothing came out, not a note, just an ugly croak. It was as if she’d been struck dumb. Sister Maria smiled encouragingly and she tried once more. But again she could produce nothing but a croak. Embarrassed, she began to cry, which made her feel even more foolish. From that day on, it was to become a fear that haunted her: that she would freeze on stage and be unable to sing. 

			Several hours later, clutching a small suitcase, she was climbing into the back of the stranger’s car. She gave a hesitant wave to those who’d lined up to see her go and found herself near to tears as the car moved off. In a wild moment of panic, she realised she didn’t want to leave and tried to open the car door, but the man who said he was her uncle snapped forward in his seat and put a hand out to stop her, making her feel like a prisoner.

			

			Boisterous voices floated up from the rio beneath Allegra, children’s voices that interrupted her thoughts and brought her sharply back to the present and the cause of her anger: Luigi. 

			He had finally left his wife, but not for Allegra; instead for a girl who was not yet nineteen. Worse still, he had taken all of Allegra’s earnings, having put them in a bank account to which he alone had access. ‘Let me worry about your finances,’ he’d assured her. ‘That way you can concentrate on your singing. You mustn’t be distracted by the mundane.’

			It hadn’t only been her earnings Luigi had stolen; he had helped himself to the bulk of her trust fund. She didn’t know what angered her most: his greed and betrayal, or her own stupidity. She should never have trusted him to the extent she had, but he had been so utterly convincing. Nothing had been genuine about him, least of all the supposed theatre bookings he’d put in place for the months ahead. Not a single one existed. What was more, he’d run up debts far and wide, and she was tainted by association. 

			He’d left her with nothing: no income, no bookings, much less her dignity. Even the rent on her modest apartment was going to be a problem, and to her disgust, the landlord, Signor Pezzo, had begun to hint there were other ways she could pay him if money was tight. His suggestion made her skin crawl; nothing would induce her to fall so low, to allow that hideous man, with his foul sulphurous breath and filthy hands, anywhere near her. A proud fascist, only last week he had taken pleasure in evicting a Jewish couple from the apartment below Allegra’s. He’d claimed that they were difficult tenants and made too much noise, but Allegra had never heard a sound from them. 

			That sort of thing had been happening a lot since last year, when the new racial laws had been made. Jews were now forbidden from doing all sorts of jobs, and their children weren’t allowed to attend Italian schools either, or go to university. What horrified Allegra most was how easily her fellow Italians had accepted the new laws, which anybody could see were just plain wrong. But even she was careful to whom she voiced such an opinion. It seemed likely that things would soon get a lot worse, with Mussolini only too keen to adopt the ideology of Nazi anti-Semitism in order to curry favour with that awful Hitler. 

			She heaved a long, weary sigh. She suddenly felt so very old and tired, and she was only twenty-six! She returned her gaze to the telegram and its demand for her to return to Island House. Presumably Roddy Fitzwilliam had sent it. Dear old Roddy; he’d always had a soft spot for her, and she for him. Unlike the rest of them, who never allowed her to forget that she was illegitimate – the bastard child of Harry Devereux – he treated her as if she counted for something. 

			But to return to England, to subject herself to God knew what? Why would Jack Devereux care if she were there by his bedside at the end? What difference would it make? Why put herself back in the very situation she had fled? All that sneering from Arthur, the mock-pity from Kit and the superior air from Hope; why return to that? Especially now that her singing career was all but over. For in the shock of what she’d discovered about Luigi, her voice had abandoned her. Every time she tried to sing, she was once again that trembling, anxious child standing before the strange man in the orphanage unable to utter more than a mortifying croak. How could she put herself through the humiliation of the family knowing that her dreams had come to nothing? 

			But there was something else – or rather someone else – that she might have to face back at Island House, and she really didn’t think she was brave enough to do that. She had been so heartless in her treatment of him, but she had known no other way to pursue her dream. Surely he had understood that? But had he forgiven her? 

			Elijah Hartley. Allegra hadn’t thought of him in a very long time; she had deliberately consigned him to the past, to her childhood. But he had been her one true friend in England. Would he still be there in Melstead St Mary, or had he also left? 

			She read the telegram again. 

			Your uncle is dangerously ill. Please come home to Island House. 

			If Uncle Jack was about to die, and given the dramatic downturn in her own fortunes, might it be prudent to swallow her pride and do exactly as the telegram instructed? Was that such a bad thing to think, that Jack’s death might be an answer to a prayer? 

			Far away in the sultry sky, she heard the first ominous rumble of thunder. The storm was about to break. 

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			

			

			Chapter Seven

			Now that the other passengers who had been with him since Liverpool Street station had left the train, Kit had the carriage to himself. He stretched out his legs in front of him and settled in for the remainder of his journey to Melstead St Mary. 

			With London far behind him, the sight of the softly undulating Suffolk countryside stirred in him a mixture of emotions: pleasure at seeing again the familiar landscape he’d always loved, but also a feeling of trepidation for what lay ahead at Island House. 

			He had been away on a walking holiday in the Brecon Beacons and hadn’t received the telegram until he’d returned home to his flat late last night – two days after it had been originally sent. He’d telephoned Island House straight away, despite the lateness of the hour, and had spoken briefly to Roddy, who’d urged him to waste no time in travelling up to see his father.

			No matter how hard he tried to imagine a world in which his father no longer existed, Kit simply could not picture it. Men like Jack Devereux did not die; they were the toughest of old warhorses that lived forever. They were a breed apart from pathetic mortals like Kit which was how his father had always made him feel: hopelessly inadequate and incapable of doing anything right. 

			As a young boy, he’d suffered the ignominy of being a sickly child, rarely getting through a winter without succumbing to a debilitating chest infection, or coming down with some other ailment that kept him bedridden. When he was older, it was plain to all that he hadn’t inherited an ounce of his father’s hard-nosed business acumen, and not really knowing what he wanted to do, he’d drifted into reading modern history at Oxford. After graduating, he’d gone to work at a bank in London, thinking naively that it might please his father. He’d been at the bank for what seemed like the longest and most tedious two years of his life, and the thought of spending the rest of it doing something so meaningless made him feel sick at heart.

			But change was in the air. It was a menacing change, but one that would give Kit the chance to do something of value, even if it meant he lost his life in the process, which the defeatist in him believed would be the inevitable outcome. Only a fool would think that war with Germany was now avoidable. It wasn’t. Everybody with whom he came in contact believed the same, and perversely, he wished the prime minister, Neville Chamberlain, would just get on with it and declare war. It would be preferable to the stultifying boredom of what Kit was currently doing.

			He wondered how Hope would cope with being at war with Germany. Would her loyalties be torn? Kit had always looked up to his sister, who was three years his senior. He had been fascinated as a child by her ability to draw with such skill and imagination, and he admired her hugely for having gone to art school and subsequently making a career for herself as a book illustrator. He wished he had half her talent and her clear sense of purpose. 

			According to old photographs, Hope was very like their mother, Maud, with wide cheekbones, and a smooth, straight jaw that ended with the narrow curve of her chin. She had been a serious child, quiet and withdrawn, losing herself in her world of make-believe, creating stories of fairies, elves, pixies and woodland creatures. Some of Kit’s happiest boyhood memories, particularly when he’d been confined to bed, were of Hope telling him stories of her own devising, accompanied by exquisite little drawings. 

			He missed the closeness he and his sister had once shared – they’d been allies against their bully of an older brother, as well as the voice of reason when it came to their volatile cousin, Allegra. But since her husband’s death, Hope had isolated herself from the family, even Kit, and the sting of it still pained him. He had thought himself exempt from her condemnation, but Hope had lumped him in with the rest of the family and rebuffed all his attempts to contact her. He wished he knew why. What had he ever done to upset her? 

			He held out no hope of seeing his sister at Island House. Why would she come when their father had been so vehemently opposed to her marrying the man she loved? A man he had never even met. As a consequence of that opposition, Hope, invariably the peacemaker of the family, had changed overnight and refused to speak to their father ever again. She also defied him by marrying Dieter less than a week later, inviting no one from the family to the wedding, not even Kit. Again, and despite her subsequent apology, he still felt the sting of having been excluded.

			Her expression when he’d last seen her – he’d run into her by chance in London – had been one of bleak misery and reflected what he worried had become a blighted heart. He suspected that her mourning for Dieter was as devout as her sworn vow never to forgive their father for declining to give his blessing on her marriage. 

			She wasn’t alone in harbouring a grudge, for Kit too had his reasons for keeping his distance from his family. For him, it was his brother, Arthur, whom he couldn’t abide. The man’s arrogance knew no bounds, nor his sense of entitlement, which explained why, three years ago, he had had no compunction in stealing from under Kit’s nose his then girlfriend, Irene, the sister of one of his college friends. 

			Stupidly Kit had taken Irene home to meet his family, a mistake on his part because he’d only done it to show her off to his father, hoping absurdly to impress him – she was the daughter of Sir John Collingwood, a bigwig at the War Office. At the time, Kit had naively imagined himself in love with Irene, but then Arthur had made his move and that had put paid to anything further between them. 

			Irene and Arthur became engaged five months later and were married a short while afterwards. On principle, Kit had not attended the wedding and had not exchanged more than a few words with his brother since that fateful day he’d brought Irene home to Island House. It was petty of him, he knew, but the hole had been dug and he had no desire to climb out of it. Perfunctory civility was the best he could manage when it came to Arthur.

			

			At Melstead St Mary, he alighted from the train amidst clouds of steam and the slamming of doors. As the stationmaster blew his whistle, Kit spotted Arthur striding on ahead along the platform. He must have been in one of the carriages at the front of the train. 

			Roddy had informed Kit last night on the telephone that a car would be waiting for him, and sure enough, there was a smart-looking Bentley parked outside the station. Still ahead of him, and presumably oblivious to his presence, Arthur came to an abrupt stop when the driver’s door of the Bentley opened and out stepped an exceptionally attractive woman in a large-brimmed hat. She was elegantly dressed in a pair of cream tailored trousers with a navy-blue short-sleeved top nipped in at the waist, and a pair of stylish sunglasses covered her eyes. 

			Whoever she was, she had the satisfying effect of stopping Arthur in his tracks. 

			

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			

			

			Chapter Eight

			When Romily had said she would drive Jack’s Bentley to the station to meet Kit and Arthur, Roddy had asked if she really wanted to put herself in the firing line in that way. ‘A taxi would suffice,’ he’d said.

			‘And have them consider me a coward?’ she’d responded. ‘No, no, much better I go and meet them myself and break the ice.’

			‘How about I come with you, just in case there’s any awkwardness?’

			‘I’d feel happier with you keeping Jack company,’ Romily had said firmly.

			She had also reasoned that she didn’t want to give the impression that she was playing the part of lady of the house awaiting the arrival of her guests. Greeting them at the door implied a level of prerogative that she didn’t feel was her right. Putting herself in the role of chauffeur suited her far better, and might make Jack’s sons more favourably disposed towards her. 

			But judging by the expression on the arrogantly handsome face of the dark-haired man whom she recognised from photos as Arthur, she had not achieved that objective. Some yards behind him was a far more appealing-looking young man whom she took to be Kit. Tall and slim, he was dressed in a rumpled jacket and equally rumpled flannels with an open-necked tennis shirt. His hair was fair, with flecks of gold shot through it, and he had an interestingly aesthetic face. In contrast, Arthur, in a sombre dark suit, as if dressed for the office – or a funeral – had a stockier build that hinted at middle age well before its time.
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