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Prologue

Cannes, South of France, 1925

She sat in front of her dressing-room mirror, examining the reflection of the woman who had just stepped from the stage, the audience’s cheers still ringing in her ears, and her feet screaming with pain from the complicated dance routine. She was a star, the talk of the town, a queue of men already waiting at the stage door to declare themselves to her, but of course it was all an illusion, and beneath the deep-red cupid’s-bow lips, the finely pencilled eyebrows and painted beauty spot, the child she had once been stared back at her.

Would that little girl have believed that one day she would top the bill in a Riviera nightclub, her face plastered across posters, and her name drawing crowds from miles around? Would she have been amazed at the dozens of bouquets crammed into the dressing room that evening, their scent even more powerful than that of the greasepaint and sweat that were her stock-in-trade? The jewellery boxes delivered on behalf of starry-eyed men who hoped that diamonds would secure them dinner with the celebrated singer and dancer?

As the bulbs surrounding her mirror flickered briefly, she removed the heavy diamanté-spangled feather headdress and fluffy blonde wig that had become part of her stage identity. One by one, the elements that made her a star were stripped away – long sparkly earrings, strings of pearls, solid-gold slave bangles – until she could see the flesh-and-blood woman behind the myth. Survival was the most important lesson she had ever learned, and if the fallout meant she could right now hear girls from the chorus airing their spite and jealousy from the other side of her closed door, she did not care. She had not made it this far just to let something as sentimental as friendship get in her way. Friends were disposable, lovers were unreliable, but money and success were the path to freedom. They never let you down.

She scooped cold cream from a large tub and smeared it across her face, dragging the thick stage make-up away with balls of cotton wool. Leaning closer, she examined the fine lines around her eyes, the olive complexion that in this light appeared sallow, and the scattering of grey hairs defying the black dye she applied every two weeks.

How many more years did she have before she was shunted from the limelight by the queue of young hopefuls behind her? How many more years until she was able to give herself the comfortable life she craved? How many more years until her secrets caught up with her and people discovered the darkness behind the feathers and jewels?

She had played a careful game all her life, however, and so perhaps no one would ever discover quite how far she had gone in order to survive.

And how far she would still go in order to protect everything she had worked for.


Part One

DAISY
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Sussex, May 1945

It was a sultry afternoon, and Daisy could do little more than lie on the window seat in the drawing room, exhausted from a lingering virus that had knocked her out. Had the wife of the Earl of Hastings, gifted his title and estate by Queen Elizabeth I, also hated rainy days on the South Downs? Had she also lounged in this damp manor house, counting dogs on the ancient tapestries that bedecked the oak-panelled walls, or watching raindrops dribble down the ancient leaded windows? Poor woman hadn’t even had the radio to entertain her, nor Daisy’s London gossip magazines.

On days like this, she missed the predictable gloriousness of summer days on the French Riviera, where Sinclair had been posted just before war broke out and they had spent a few sunny months away from England. Back in Antibes, there had always been something to do: a party or a boat ride, a trip to the casino or the beach. Back in Antibes, however, there had also been a darkness that haunted her still.

She considered calling Barker to bring her tea, then remembered that along with the rest of the household staff, the butler had the day off for the party in the village. After six years of war, VE Day celebrations couldn’t have come soon enough for anyone. Nanny had scrubbed and polished Daisy’s children, as befitted their position as heirs to the estate that owned half of the village, and she could only hope they had behaved. Although would it be so bad if they hadn’t? The children needed to let their hair down just as much as the adults.

How had Sinclair’s speech gone? she wondered. Lord Sinclair Castlemere, member of Churchill’s War Cabinet, would have been expected to say a few words, although hopefully not too many, as could be his way if left unchecked. There were barrels of beer to be drunk and dancing to enjoy, after all.

Plenty from the village would find it hard to celebrate, however, including the many war widows and bereft mothers. No amount of evacuated city children screaming around the house and gardens, nor injured soldiers recovering in the Great Hall’s makeshift hospital during the worst of the fighting, could alleviate Daisy’s guilt at her children being safe, when others’ had not survived. She had everything to be grateful for.

How the war years had toughened her up, when she was forced to run the estate alone, turning it into everything from farm to foster home to hospital. She barely recognised the delicate, grief-ridden version of herself who eight years ago had lost a baby and subsequently her mind, and after taking the best part of a bottle of pills had been sent to a clinic to prevent her from harming herself irreparably. Paranoid and convinced the stillbirth was her fault, Daisy had imagined her little son would be better off without her, but thanks to the care and love shown her during those months, she finally emerged as healed as possible after losing a child, cherishing every moment of her second chance at family life.

Other branches of the Edelman banking dynasty had produced male heirs with a strong financial gene, but Daisy Edelman’s best hope for success had always been a good marriage. After an agonising, expensive and fruitless debutante season in which Daisy pinned herself to the walls of ballrooms across London, she unexpectedly found herself a husband at Victoria station. She had been on her way to visit an aunt in Sussex, leaving her luggage in a locker whilst lunching with an old school friend in town. Except that when she returned to the locker, she found she had lost the key. Desperate, she had searched her handbag, riffling through powder compacts, train tickets and loose change, and then bursting into tears as the guard blew the whistle for the Hastings train, which promptly left without her.

A passing gentleman offered Daisy his handkerchief, and when she eventually pulled the key from the breast pocket of her jacket, he neither laughed nor rolled his eyes, but calmly retrieved the case for her. And as she took it from him, distracted momentarily by his dazzlingly blue eyes, he had the grace not to look at the contents of the suitcase as the clasps burst open, spewing clothes and underwear onto the station concourse. Instead, he bought her a brandy, seeming delighted that they would both be catching the same train. He then bought her a first-class ticket for the compartment they had to themselves, talking non-stop all the way through the smoky London suburbs and softly unfolding contours of the South Downs.

Sinclair Castlemere had been to the same school as her father, loved the countryside and hated the city, and had been thrown into the world of politics through his position in the House of Lords. She adored Jane Austen and Beethoven, preferred an evening reading to a party, and wanted to fill her life with dogs and children. If there was a twenty-year age gap between them, it hid itself remarkably well.

By the time the train pulled into Wadhurst station, Daisy wondered how on earth she would survive the twenty-four hours before Sinclair came to take her out to dinner. Survive she did, however, and within six months they had married at the chapel on his estate, with a write-up in the society magazines to prove it, to the delight of Daisy’s parents, who finally considered their work done.

She heard the front door open now, the sound of squealing, damp children as Nanny shouted at them to wash their hands and change before they disturbed their mother. As their feet thundered up the staircase to the attic nursery, Sinclair appeared at the drawing-room door.

‘How are you feeling?’ he asked, planting a kiss on top of her neatly rolled dark hair as he sat beside her.

She smiled up at him, still the handsome stranger on a train, despite the accelerated ageing brought on by the war years. ‘Much better, thank you. I’m sorry I’m such a terrible bore. People will begin to think you’ve buried me in the kitchen garden.’

‘Well, at least you’d fertilise the broad beans,’ he laughed.

‘Was it very jolly?’

‘It was. I don’t think anyone will be leaving until the last drop has been drunk and the band has packed up.’ He chuckled. ‘We mustn’t expect much in terms of service tomorrow, judging by the state of Jackson and young Mabel from the kitchen. I suspect we’ll be taking care of them.’

‘Good. They deserve some fun. Everyone has suffered.’

‘Hard to imagine now that this place was such a vital part of the war effort.’ Sinclair glanced around the drawing room, until recently an office to a secret cross-services command unit involved in the D-Day landings. Family portraits were now back on the walls in place of vast maps of Europe, typewriters and telex machines packed away in some War Office storeroom.

‘Is it awful to say I miss feeling useful?’

‘Not at all. It will take time for everyone to adjust to peace.’

‘Do you miss it?’ she asked.

‘Miss the war? One day we’ll look back and see that these were our best and our worst years. And I have certainly seen the best and worst of humanity.’ He looked at her. ‘As have you, my darling.’

‘Not as much as my people have,’ she said quietly.

Daisy’s Jewish heritage might be diluted by her father’s marriage to a gentile, but still she valued her lineage through the banking family who had settled in London from Austria a century earlier. Sinclair had tried to shield her from some of the atrocities being reported against Jews, but he had not been quick enough to switch off the radio during Richard Dimbleby’s first-hand account of what he had seen at a German death camp, sitting with his wife as she insisted on listening to the horrors unfold. Her own first-hand experience of the war paled into insignificance in comparison, but still she sometimes reflected on those last months in France and how easily she might not have made it home.

‘Sinclair,’ she said, ‘do you ever wonder what happened to her?’

‘To whom?’

‘Arleta, of course,’ she said carefully.

He sighed. ‘Daisy, you mustn’t try to imagine. Even if she survived, things in France were pretty terrible.’

‘But she sacrificed everything in order to help me, and I never even found out whether she survived. What sort of person does that make me? I am here, enjoying my life, and she . . .’

‘She made her choice, Daisy.’

‘And I let her.’ How could she explain that without an ending to the story that had started seven years ago on the Riviera, there would always be a part of her that remained adrift? Daisy looked up at him. ‘I still think about the château. Do you?’

‘There hasn’t been time to think about much over the last few years.’

‘But now there is time, and I can’t bear it. I need to know what happened to her.’

He wrapped his arms around her, pulling her towards him, so that her cheek rested against his tweed jacket, infused with the scent of his favourite pipe tobacco. ‘Let’s look forward instead of back. Take the children up to Scotland for the school holidays, perhaps. The change will do us all good. And it’s about time I taught Milo to fish.’

‘Perhaps.’

‘And why don’t you come to London in the meantime? The flat’s far too empty on my own. Do some shopping while I’m at the House of Lords. We could go to the opera with Ellen and Gerald before they go back to New York, maybe have dinner at Claridge’s. I hear have they have a marvellous new chef.’

Before she could answer, however, the door burst open and Milo hurled himself into his mother’s arms, closely followed by Cecily, dragging her spaniel puppy onto Sinclair’s lap. Daisy felt a flash of blissful happiness, the guilt she carried daily put briefly aside.
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London, September 1945

Seeing London for the first time in months was a terrible shock to Daisy as she arrived at Brompton Gardens with Sinclair. Familiar landmarks had been gutted by firebombs or razed to the ground, routes blocked off whilst trucks ferried away rubble and work began on rebuilding the capital. Despite the prevailing British stiff upper lip, disfigured soldiers begged on the streets, displaced families dragged their belongings in carts and queues outside food shops told of the rationing everyone was so exhausted by.

Whilst Sinclair was at the House of Lords, sitting on one of the new social-reform committees established now that Attlee’s Labour government had ousted Churchill, Daisy wandered along Bond Street, following her husband’s instructions to buy herself a few new items of clothing with the coupons she had accrued during the war, when almost all her wardrobe had been ruined by working alongside the land girls.

Once, she would have delighted in a day’s shopping, perhaps arranged to meet a friend for lunch and gossip, but nothing was the same these days, and she had pretended to share the enthusiasm of the shopgirls who encouraged her to buy two elegant CC41 day dresses in Fenwick, a slim suit in Dickins & Jones and a couple of blouses in Harrods. Without the lace and trimmings so easily accessed before the war, the austerity of these few pieces failed to ignite the hoped-for excitement, although Sinclair insisted she looked wonderful in them.

She was lifted by their visit to the opera with Ellen and Gerald Andrews, dear friends from their Riviera days before the war. It had been strange at first, seeing them in England, away from the parties and yacht trips, but the Andrews had spent several weekends at Oakhurst, whilst Gerald’s role as a UN envoy kept the family in London. The two women had been through much together during the evacuation of non-French nationals in 1940, and had subsequently discovered that their close friendship also extended to a shared perplexity at opera.

‘I only come along to see who’s brought their wives, and who their mistresses,’ Ellen whispered, casting her opera glasses across the occupants of the boxes opposite. ‘Oh, look, there’s Lord Hartford with that ghastly Carmichael woman. While her husband languishes in a POW camp in Singapore. Shame on her.’

It was hard to imagine the war still raging in the Far East, even with poor Madam Butterfly singing her way to her demise, abandoned by the man she loved. The heroine’s final act of self-sacrifice was almost too much for Daisy to bear, the echoes from her own last moments in France making her search furiously for a handkerchief with which to dab her eyes.

The mood stayed with her throughout the taxi ride to Piccadilly. ‘You’re awfully quiet,’ Sinclair said, taking her gloved hand in his as she climbed down from the cab. ‘Everything all right?’

She squeezed his hand reassuringly. ‘I’m fine,’ she replied as the doorman showed them through the revolving doors of the Ritz Hotel. Daisy had once accompanied Sinclair to a reception at Buckingham Palace, and not only had it been painfully stuffy, but the palace was almost shabby in comparison – probably more so now, after the Luftwaffe had bombed it.

‘Your table is ready, Lord Castlemere,’ the restaurant manager said with a slight bow before leading their party into the gilded, Versailles-like opulence of the Ritz restaurant, where, beneath ceiling frescoes and glittering chandeliers, uniformed colonels and wing commanders dined amongst white ties and diamonds.

Daisy let Sinclair order for her from the menu that had done its best to disguise food shortages with flowery French prose, but as the champagne was poured, she felt herself relax. The four of them chatted about their children, about the Andrews’ plans to return to New York, and about how the new government would affect Sinclair’s role in the House of Lords.

‘Met Mr Attlee yet, have you?’ Gerald asked. ‘Not going to demand your head off, I hope. Can’t be too sure about these Labour chaps.’

Sinclair was about to respond when a hand was clapped on his shoulder. ‘Good lord,’ he said, turning around and smiling. ‘If it isn’t Freddie Carstairs. Care to join us?’

Daisy looked at the tall man standing behind Sinclair, a little greyer around the temples, but undeniably the fellow who had been around during those last, strange months before the war. She felt Ellen bristle beside her – clearly her friend recalled those months too.

‘Better not,’ Carstairs said, gesturing towards a table for two beside the tall glass windows, where a young woman sat impatiently, watching their conversation. ‘She’ll have my guts for garters.’

‘The new fiancée got the boot already?’ Gerald said, flinching as Ellen slapped his arm.

‘Life moves on,’ Freddie shrugged.

‘So what news?’ Sinclair asked. ‘Are you still with the French Trade Board?’

‘I am, but it’s chaos in France: everyone accusing everyone else of being a collaborator and all the traditional trade routes blown to pieces.’

‘You’ve been over there?’ Daisy asked.

‘Last month. I was down in your neck of the woods, as it happens. Trade conference in Nice with the Italians and the French. Actually, Sinclair old chap, it might be useful to have you out there for the next conference, with your War Cabinet credentials.’

Sinclair looked at Daisy. ‘I don’t know . . .’

‘We could do with someone with your experience. There’s a big conference planned for later in the year. Think about it.’ Freddie took a card from a gold case, handing it across. ‘I’m at my club all week. Let’s have dinner.’

‘Did you see our house, Freddie?’ Daisy asked suddenly.

‘Darling . . .’ Sinclair placed a hand on her arm.

‘I did, as a matter of fact. Well, we drove past the gates.’ He shook his head. ‘I’d get the builders in before you think of having a holiday there.’ Freddie looked across the room, to where his dinner date was tapping impatiently at the table. ‘Must dash. But hope to see you soon, Sinclair.’

As they watched him go, Ellen leaned across the table to Daisy. ‘You mustn’t think about the house, darling,’ she said. ‘You have to put all that business behind you.’

‘Ellen’s right,’ Sinclair said. ‘France is a past chapter in our lives. As soon as things have settled over there, I shall put Château Violette on the market.’

‘Sinclair, you can’t. I want to go back there.’

‘Daisy, this is not the time . . .’

‘But what about Freddie’s conference? If you went, I could come with you.’

‘Carstairs?’ Gerald threw in. ‘Never liked the man. And the war’s not improved him, if that woman on his arm is anything to go by.’

‘Still,’ Sinclair said, ‘he did good work with the SIS, running some high-profile agents in France. Maybe he’s grown up at last. And there’s certainly a lot of work to be done out there.’

‘There’s also a lot of work to be done on this champagne,’ Ellen said brightly, lifting her glass. ‘I suggest we toast happier times ahead.’

Relieved by the change of subject, Sinclair joined her as the toast was raised around the table. ‘I agree. To happier times.’

‘Happier times,’ Daisy said quietly.

Talk of France had disturbed her, and Daisy slept poorly that night, Sinclair snoring lightly beside her. Once or twice she awoke believing she was back in Antibes, her ears full of the swoosh of waves on the rocks below the villa. Light pushing through gaps in the heavy velvet curtains from streetlamps outside became the reflection of the moon on the swimming pool, the sound of taxi cabs a fishing-boat engine cutting across the still, blue-black sea. Once or twice she woke with a visceral need to press her children close to her, only to be left with emptiness when she realised they were far away on the South Downs.

She gave up on sleep around four a.m., slipping down to the kitchen to make herself a hot chocolate. As she poured milk into a pan, she spotted Milo and Cecily’s ‘London’ teddies on the dresser, kept here to make them feel at home when they visited, even though Milo claimed that, at nearly twelve, he was too old for toys.

Daisy went to the drawing room and curled up in Sinclair’s armchair. This flat really was his domain, a bachelor pad decorated years before they had married and unchanged ever since, bar a few soft furnishings she had introduced. She glanced around at old rowing trophies, piles of Punch magazines and the silver tray bearing decanters of Sinclair’s favourite spirits. An entire console table was given over to family photographs, and she smiled at one of their wedding day. She looked so young, and Sinclair no less handsome than Clark Gable, with that narrow moustache of his.

She noticed a couple of photographs tucked behind the others and went to pick one up. It was of Sinclair and his sister, Frances, when they were children, standing on the steps of Oakhurst with the family Labrador, whilst the other had been taken on the terrace of Château Violette, during that last summer. Against the white façade of the villa and its great glass windows, Milo sat on Sinclair’s shoulders, whilst Daisy leaned against her husband. Ellen and Gerald posed beside them, along with Frances and her husband, Ralph, who was shot down in a Mosquito aircraft two years later over northern France. They all looked carefree and beautiful, as they soaked up the winter sunshine on the Riviera.

All except one figure behind them. Dressed in black and out of focus, she had probably been clearing beach towels or drinks glasses away and looked up just in time to see the photographer capture the moment. Blurred as her features were, Daisy had no doubt this was the woman who had haunted her dreams ever since she left France.

Arleta.
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Sussex

Daisy stopped to listen through the solid-oak door of Sinclair’s study, a picnic basket hanging from her arm as sunlight burst through the ancient glass onto the wood-panelled landing. Outside, Milo chased Cecily around the knot garden, the puppy following close behind as they waited for their mother, who had been on her way with the afternoon tea packed by Cook when she passed the study and overheard her husband’s voice.

‘I know, Frances,’ he was saying, ‘but it’s not as simple as that. You know what Daisy went through there.’ So he was talking to his sister about the row that had been brewing ever since the evening at the Ritz.

Sinclair had indeed gone to meet Freddie Carstairs, and whatever was said, it seemed past differences were laid to rest. Freddie had spoken in depth about a role he envisaged for Sinclair at the peace conference the following spring, by which time it was assumed peace would have followed in the Far East. With Sinclair’s experience of negotiations with De Gaulle’s Free French government-in-exile during the war, plus his excellent grasp of French, he was the perfect candidate for the talks aimed at re-establishing trading links between France and the rest of Europe.

Daisy knew Sinclair wanted this. He had spent his war mainly behind a desk and had hated it. He wanted to be on the frontline, and this role in Nice would at least enable him to make some impact on the future trading of Europe.

The last thing she wanted was for her family to be separated yet again, and by Freddie Carstairs, of all people, but she agreed that, yes, Sinclair had an important part to play, and that she would fully support him – as long as he took her to France with him. It was the perfect opportunity for her to find out what had happened to Arleta.

Sinclair disagreed, however. What about the children? Did she seriously want to take them to a recent war zone? he’d asked.

They could stay here with Nanny, Daisy argued, trying to make the horrific prospect of being parted from her darling children seem a mere formality. Or Frances could come to stay? Sinclair’s sister was desperately lonely after losing Ralph, and Milo and Cecily had been a huge tonic in the intervening years. And besides, did he think she would leave her children behind, just on a whim? She had never wanted to be parted from them again, but this was important – necessary to her, even. She owed Arleta at least the courtesy of caring whether she had lived or died.

At which Sinclair replied that he owed his wife the courtesy of caring about her safety, and they had subsequently spent a frosty rest of the night at opposite edges of the four-poster bed.

Good old Frances was clearly giving him a talking-to over the telephone, however: Frances, who understood this nagging pain that gnawed at her sister-in-law; Frances, who would never know where in the vast expanse of northern France to lay flowers for her dead husband. Both women had learned the hard way that loose ends had a horrible tendency to unravel.

‘But you can’t just up sticks, Frances. I know it’s not for months yet, but—’ There was a long sigh as he was forced to listen to his elder sister. ‘And besides,’ he went on eventually, ‘it won’t be a bloody holiday. And I won’t have time to chase around after ghosts . . . I know, I know . . . what happened was awful.’ She heard Sinclair pour something into a glass. ‘Do you really believe it would help?’ Frances must have been working hard, for Sinclair went on to say, ‘I suppose the change might do her good. It’s been a long few years.’

As the conversation drifted on to dreary relatives, Daisy slipped quietly away. She had the best husband any woman could hope for, two children who were funny, sweet and bright, and she wanted for nothing emotional or material in her life. If she never returned to France, she should have been happy, but she was not someone who left her debts unpaid.

Later that evening, with the children finally in bed, Sinclair joined Daisy on the terrace, where she sat looking out at the soft hills beyond the blue-green night-lit grass. He handed her a glass. ‘G and T,’ he said. ‘Reckon you deserve that after the way the children played up at bedtime.’

‘They just wanted my attention after I abandoned them to be in London with you last week.’

He smiled. ‘Well, I rather like having your attention too.’ He clinked his glass against hers. ‘In fact sometimes I just want you to myself.’

She pressed her hand to his cheek. ‘I know what you mean.’ They’d had so little time to become accustomed to married life before she discovered she was pregnant with Milo, and then he was only three when she lost the second baby.

Sinclair twisted at the emerald engagement ring on her finger. ‘I was thinking . . .’ he said. ‘That conference Freddie wants me at. I shan’t do it.’

She squeezed his hand. ‘If this is because I made a fuss about coming with you, then please don’t turn it down. I was being silly.’

‘No, you weren’t. And I should have listened to you. Frances gave me rather an earful about it, I’m afraid,’ he chuckled. ‘Once a big sister, always a big sister.’

‘And what did she say?’ Daisy asked, feigning ignorance.

‘She said I should listen to my wife. And I rather agree with her.’ Sinclair turned to her. ‘What I meant to say just now is that I shan’t do it unless you join me. How can I expect you to put what happened behind you unless you go back there? Millions of people on this planet will never find any peace after what they suffered in the war, and I don’t want you to be one of them.’

‘What about the children?’

‘You were right. Frances would love to come and stay with them. And besides, she’ll have Nanny here to help.’

‘Sinclair, I don’t know what to say . . .’

He shook his head. ‘I can’t pretend it will be like the old days, with all those parties and yacht trips, the casino . . .’ He smiled. ‘You remember that night we took Winston there, and he lost a fortune? Don’t think he’s ever forgiven us for that.’

‘You mean Clemmie hasn’t! I think after what you did for his war effort, Winston will forgive you a few bad spins of the roulette wheel.’

‘Perhaps. But I’m told the Riviera has changed a great deal. People suffered terribly, once the Nazis spread south.’ Sinclair looked cautiously at her. ‘And Arleta? You still want to be sure, even after everything that happened?’

‘Especially after everything that happened.’
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October 1945

Daisy placed a vase of roses next to Frances’s bed in the Pink Room, so named for the light cast directly through the windows during a beautiful sunset. Formerly Frances’s childhood bedroom, it was Daisy’s favourite in the house, furnished with beautiful rose-pink fabric she had ordered from Liberty herself, Frances’s old teddies still arranged on the silk bedspread.

If it weren’t for Frances, playing with the children downstairs, Daisy’s bags would not be packed and awaiting the taxi to Dover that evening, from where she and Sinclair would catch the overnight boat to Calais. The Blue Train, which for years had run aristocrats and film stars down to the Côte d’Azur, had been suspended since the war, and the Castlemeres would be travelling in considerably less luxury than past times.

If she weren’t about to go on that journey, she would not now be feeling sick at the thought of leaving her children behind, wondering whether she were doing the right thing.

She had to believe she was, however: if Arleta had survived, she might well need the help of the Castlemeres. What if she were starving on a street somewhere, or barely alive in one of those awful camps? How could Daisy look her children in the eye and tell them to be good people, when there might be blood on their mother’s own hands?

‘Thanks for the flowers,’ Frances said now, poking her head around the door.

Daisy turned. ‘It’s the least I can do.’

‘Nonsense,’ she said, bestowing on Daisy the same smile with which Sinclair had captivated her a decade earlier. If Daisy had been lucky in her choice of husband, she had been equally lucky in the sister-in-law who had made her feel part of the family from the very first moment they met. The months Frances spent at Oakhurst recovering from the loss of Ralph had brought the two women closer still. ‘Besides,’ Frances said, sitting on the bed and smoothing the skirt of a hard-working pre-war cotton tea dress, ‘I shall enjoy playing lady of the manor. Might even throw some parties, like in the old days.’

‘Feel free, as long as those soldiers didn’t drink us out of house and home. I dread to think what state the wine cellar is in.’ She smiled. ‘Thanks again for doing this, Frannie. I know I have you to thank for changing Sinclair’s mind.’

‘He just needed prompting.’ As Frances pinned back a few strands of hair that had come loose from their carefully constructed roll, Daisy noted a spattering of grey in the dark-blonde Castlemere hair Milo had inherited. ‘And I know how much this trip means to you.’

‘Thank you. I need to make things right if I can.’

‘Then I hope you find what you’re looking for,’ Frances said, glancing up at her. ‘I can’t imagine what it was like for you over there on your own. Sinclair should have stayed with you.’

Daisy sat beside her. ‘Sinclair was needed in Whitehall. And I survived, didn’t I?’

‘Only just.’ Frances wiped her eyes as a small head appeared around the door. ‘And look who’s come to see Mummy before she goes.’

‘Milo, sweetheart.’ Daisy opened her arms and he leaned against her, still not quite too old to hug his mother.

Frances stood. ‘I’ll leave you to it. See you downstairs for goodbye drinks.’

‘What’s the matter?’ Daisy said to Milo as Frances left. ‘You look sad.’

‘I’ll miss you, Mama.’

‘I’ll miss you too, sweetheart, but I won’t be away for long.’ She felt his arms tightening around her, his anxiety at being parted from her for so long. A night or two in London was one thing, but this was the longest they’d been apart, other than those last few weeks in France. Milo was one of the few children amongst their circle who didn’t go to boarding school – they hadn’t survived everything, just for him to be brought up by strangers. And now she was leaving him for what might turn out to be weeks. Suddenly it seemed intolerable.

He frowned suddenly. ‘Are you going to see her?’

‘Who?’

‘The lady who looked after me.’

‘You remember her?’ Daisy felt her heart skip a beat. Even in those early days when she’d first come back from France, Milo rarely mentioned Arleta, and her name had either been forgotten or pushed away during the intervening years.

He looked up at her. ‘She said she would find me, wherever I was.’

She turned his face to look at her. ‘People say all sorts of things they hope will be true, but that doesn’t mean they will happen.’ She smiled. ‘Think instead about the present I’ll bring you back – so big it will need its own train to England.’

‘I want a present too,’ Cecily squealed as she charged into the bedroom, a miniature version of Daisy, her mahogany-brown pigtails bouncing as she threw herself heavily into her mother’s lap. ‘What will you bring for me?’

‘Frogs’ legs and oysters,’ Daisy teased, laughing as Cecily shouted her indignation.

‘Mama?’ Milo said, suddenly serious despite the uproar. ‘I wanted to give you something. For good luck.’ He reached into his shorts pocket and pulled out a ratty toy mouse, its fur rubbed away and one remaining ear hanging by a thread.

‘Oh, darling, I can’t take Mouse,’ she said. ‘What will you do without him?’

Milo scowled. ‘I’m eleven, Mama. I don’t need toys,’ he said, even though every night when Daisy went to check on him, Mouse was tucked under his arm.

‘I got you a hair grip to take, Mummy,’ Cecily improvised, pulling one from her hair and presenting it in the flat of her palm. ‘It’s a special one.’

‘Goodness, then I’d better take extra care not to lose it,’ she replied seriously.

The gong sounded downstairs for the champagne tea Cook had organised as a send-off. ‘We should get to the cake before Daddy finishes it all off,’ Daisy said, reluctantly peeling her children from her and trying to hide the tears that threatened to upset all of them. ‘Race you!’

*

Three hours later, their luggage stored overhead in a private cabin on the ferry, Daisy and Sinclair watched the Dover coastline disappear into the night. It was seven years since Daisy first made this journey with Sinclair, Milo little more than a toddler. Seven years and a whole lifetime.

She thought about Frances doing bathtime with Cecily right now – both of them squealing with laughter whilst Milo showed his aunt the tricks he had only semi-successfully taught the puppy – and had to force herself not to jump overboard and swim. And then she recalled that last image of Château Violette, and the woman she was finally going to track down. A few weeks would be over before she knew it, but regrets lasted a lifetime.

‘Cold, darling?’ Sinclair asked as she shivered.

‘A little.’

She let him wrap an arm around her, and as they made their way back inside, she couldn’t help but wonder what awaited them.
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They broke the journey with a night in Paris at the apartment of some old friends of Sinclair, an academic and his journalist wife. The joyous reunion was tempered by stories of the occupation in the city, and of the SS headquarters in a building a little further along the elegant avenue Foch.

Many of the residents of Émil and Madeleine Sabourin’s upmarket apartment building had been Jewish, their homes commandeered by German officers as families either fled France or were forcibly removed to camps. These apartments remained empty, their owners never to return, the walls stripped bare of valuable artworks lending a ghostly feel to the echoing stairwells and shuttered windows.

The liberation party had soon been over, and even now Paris still suffered extreme deprivation in terms of healthcare and food rationing – although not, Daisy noted, at La Tour d’Argent, where the black market ensured some dined on filet mignon and whatever champagne remained after four years of Nazis drinking their fill, whilst the four friends ate far more modestly. Seeing desperate queues for basic foodstuffs was heartbreaking, as was the sight of malnourished beggars no older than Milo and Cecily, and Daisy handed over almost all of the cash she had on her, persuading Sinclair to do the same. Bullet holes pocked many of the city’s buildings, whilst across the river, at the Hotel Lutetia, concentration-camp prisoners arrived for repatriation, their emaciated forms scrutinised by crowds hoping to find their loved ones amongst the busloads of walking skeletons who arrived each day. As newspapers seethed with accusations about collaborators, creating a bitter atmosphere in this dystopian Paris, Daisy was only too happy to board the sleeper train at the Gare de Lyon and continue their journey south.

As they stepped away from the vast canopy of Nice station the next day, she was taken straight back to the summer of 1938, when they’d arrived with all their luggage on the Blue Train. It had not been the best of starts, Milo fractious from the long journey, and their young nanny unapologetically surly after eventually being found in flagrante in an Italian businessman’s cabin after a search of the entire train.

At least there hadn’t been American soldiers everywhere, as there were now, their welcome overstayed, judging by the posters warning them to keep their drinking to daylight hours and stay away from residential areas. Even so, nothing could detract from the snow-dusted grandeur of the Provençal Alps crowding in on the coastline, and the timeless elegance of this bastion of the French Riviera.

Their taxi wove through the narrow streets of Nice, until finally a slice of the wide, sweeping Promenade des Anglais and the shimmering Mediterranean sea beyond could be seen. As the taxi swung onto the promenade, however, it was clear that things were not the same at all. Hunks of ugly grey concrete littered the waterfront, the broken remnants of German defences against an Allied sea incursion, and coils of barbed wire still prevented access to the sand. She’d heard that young men of the Resistance had been hanged from lamp posts along the promenade before the German withdrawal, and it was impossible not to imagine their swinging forms now, reinforcing her conviction that returning here for Arleta was the right thing to do. What if Arleta had survived those last days at the villa, only to become yet another victim of the Germans’ brutality?

‘What are they doing?’ Daisy asked the driver, seeing teams of men in scruffy uniforms slowly navigating a grid across the beach, some kneeling on the ground whilst others passed long pole-like devices over the sand.

‘German prisoners of war,’ he explained, almost spitting out the words. ‘They’re brought here every day to search for landmines.’

‘Isn’t that terribly dangerous?’

The driver glanced at her in his mirror. ‘They should have thought of that before they planted them.’

She was shocked to see that the iconic Casino de la Jetée had been dismantled by the Nazis – its metal sent to Germany to make war planes, the driver explained gruffly, in order to demoralise the population. The Germans were also responsible for covering many of the beautiful buildings along the Promenade des Anglais in camouflage paint, to deter an Allied invasion. So no, he wasn’t bothered if one of them lost a leg to their own landmine: thousands of Jews and resistants had been tortured, killed or deported from Nice during the last years of the war, and the Germans could rot in hell.

Daisy was relieved when they disembarked at the Hôtel Negresco, alone in having been preserved in its original glory. Seized by the Germans as an office with a sea view, it had more recently been commandeered by the American Army, and it was here that Sinclair’s conference was to take place.

In a nod to continuity, the doormen still wore their red-and-navy frockcoats, but the hotel looked shabby, embarrassed that it had housed German officers. As Daisy and Sinclair wandered through the white-colonnaded atrium, sunlight pouring through its stained-glass roof, the proliferation of military uniforms seemed at odds with its glamorous past. At least from their sea-view suite it was possible to admire the watery horizon and imagine life had never changed.

In an attempt to distract Daisy from missing the children, Sinclair bought her a gown from one of the newly reopened boutiques where American officers queued to buy gifts for their wives, or maybe the French girlfriends who had spotted an opportunity after years of hunger and rationing. Despite their best efforts, however, the Castlemeres struggled to reclaim any of the joy of the old days, when the Negresco thé dansant was where one would bump into Charlie Chaplin or the Aga Khan, Marlene Dietrich or the Windsors. After dancing half-heartedly to a jazz band that looked as though it had been assembled from war-weary refugees, Daisy and Sinclair made love that night, but the knowledge that only a year earlier a Nazi had occupied this bed rather dampened their ardour, and they turned out the lights early, holding one another close as they lay surrounded by the ghosts of a Riviera long gone.
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Sinclair had been allocated a car for the duration of their trip, and the next day he drove the black Delage D8 along the still-familiar coastal road towards Antibes. There was no scenery like this anywhere in the world, Daisy thought as she sat beside him, glancing across him at the craggy cliffs plunging steeply down to the sea. Exhilaration mixed with terror as Sinclair navigated the impossibly tight switchback turns, until occasionally the road flattened out and the entire coastline from Monaco to the Cap d’Antibes came into view, a sprinkling of grey battleships moored out to sea. In its heyday, this lethal mountain road had seen race-track antics and spontaneous midnight flits to the casino at Monte Carlo, so that there was barely a stretch where some poor soul had not driven off the cliff to their death, full of champagne and the sudden realisation of their mortality.

Finally, the marina of Antibes appeared, depleted of many of its yachts but its ancient ramparts standing proud and medieval towers dazzling in the autumnal sun. Many restaurants had closed, but still they were able to find a bowl of fresh mussels close to the Provençal covered market, even if the bread was stale and the wine vinegary. How out of place they looked, with their English clothes and pale faces, in what had been a fun local haunt years ago, full of artists and writers, but which now served only a few old fishermen.

And then there was no more putting anything off and they drove silently past coves where barefoot fishermen set out in brightly coloured pointus, the small wooden fishing boats typical of the Provençal coast, whilst their wives waited on the beach in coarse black aprons, ready to prepare the catch. Occasionally they passed stalls selling fresh melons, or bunches of carnations picked from the fields inland. Time might have stood still, were it not for the padlocked or dismantled gates of villas that had once been homes to friends and neighbours.

They turned the final, familiar corner, and Sinclair pulled up at the gates of their former home. They stood there for a few moments, holding hands as they looked at the rusted wrought-iron gates, one hanging off its hinges so that the elegant V created when the gates closed was lost, one half of it buried within a tangle of dried, dead ivy.

Daisy took a handkerchief from her pocket and began rubbing at the sign fixed to one of the stone gateposts, until eventually the familiar blue-and-white enamel appeared from beneath years of Saharan dust.

‘Château Violette,’ Sinclair said quietly, as Daisy recalled the day seven years ago that they had first arrived here.
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June 1938

‘Milo, stay close,’ Sinclair said to their four-year-old son as the small family spilled out of the car onto the pine-tree-lined drive, ahead of the luggage on its way to their new French home. Now that Sinclair’s Foreign Office appointment as envoy to Paris had been confirmed, things had moved quickly. With Daisy’s health still fragile, they had decided to take a villa on the Riviera, where much of Sinclair’s business could be conducted between visits to the French capital.

Sinclair threw his arm around her shoulder as he held on to Milo’s hand. ‘Welcome to Château Violette. What do you think, darling?’

She thought she was too hot, her floral silk tea dress clinging damply to her, and her forehead sweating beneath the sculpted straw hat. Perhaps she would become accustomed to it, but for now she just longed for home. Her real home. With rain and log fires. And familiarity. If one married a diplomat, however, one had to expect the occasional upping of sticks, and so she determined to make the best of things.

Her homesickness aside, she could not deny the château was even more beautiful than in the photographs she had seen. Unlike many of the neighbouring marshmallow-pink confectionary palaces that harked back to the Belle Époque, Château Violette was an exercise in architectural brevity, its stark white concrete walls crisp against the contours of its environment, and wide windows set off with elegant green metal frames that reflected the cypress and juniper trees within which it had carved its space. Perched seemingly on the edge of the cliffs, it enjoyed a backdrop of the intense blue for which this coastline was known, dotted now with the white sails of pleasure yachts enjoying the last flush of high summer.

‘It’s spectacular,’ she said, trying to summon the enthusiasm she knew Sinclair hoped for. This last year had been difficult for both of them, as he tried to work out how to help, what to say and what not to say. ‘How on earth does one build a house on rock?’

‘With a very good architect and an even better engineer, I imagine,’ he chuckled. ‘Wait until you see the pool. Did I tell you we even have our own kitchen garden? And a vacherie.’

‘A what?’

‘A cowshed, darling.’

‘Can we have a cow?’ Milo asked, looking up at his parents.

‘Maybe,’ Sinclair said, ruffling his son’s hair. ‘Isn’t it the most beautiful place you’ve ever seen?’

It was, and yet Daisy couldn’t help sensing a sadness about the villa. She could never tell Sinclair, though: it had been her husband’s dream to live here ever since he was a boy and used to visit his uncle near Cannes during the winter. Sinclair had been captivated by Aubrey’s racy set of bohemians, and amongst his most prized possessions was a sketch Picasso had drawn of him as a child, along with a signed first edition of The Painted Veil, given him by Somerset Maugham for his fifteenth birthday. The new envoy role had served both to fulfil this dream, and to help at a difficult time in the Castlemere marriage. If Sinclair and Daisy were to find their feet again, it may as well be in the South of France as the South Downs. As long as she remained well, things could work here for them. She had felt for a long time as though she were on the edge of a cliff, just a whisper from jumping, but although the cliff was still in sight, she had taken many steps back from it, and instead observed from a distance the place she never wanted to visit again. It might never truly go away, but it would take a lot for her to glance over the edge again.

‘Was Violette a person, do you think? Or is the château named after the flower?’ she said, seeing clumps of violets dotted along the driveway.
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