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By Nikola Scott


My Mother’s Shadow


Summer of Secrets




Praise for Nikola Scott


‘A well-written, intriguing read full of family secrets…Brilliant’ Fabulous


‘An intriguing twisting story with a lush opening and beautifully descriptive writing throughout. I loved it’ Dinah Jefferies, author of The Sapphire Widow


‘An emotional and involving story’ Woman & Home


‘A gripping family mystery told in lush, evocative prose’ Erin Kelly, author of He Said, She Said


‘The perfect summer read’ Liz Trenow, author of In Love and War


‘Thoughtful, sad and beautifully written’ Daily Mail


‘I loved this touching exploration of love and its capacity for consolation and destruction…compelling and satisfying. It was beautifully written’ Judith Lennox, author of Hidden Lives


‘Compelling, atmospheric…I adored it’ Victoria Fox, author of The Silent Fountain


‘A delightful debut about family and secrets’ Prima


‘A compelling family story…beautifully written and evokes vivid pictures of an English summer in the 1950s’ Sheila O’Flanagan, author of What Happened That Night
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August 1939. At peaceful Summerhill, orphaned Maddy hides from the world and the rumours of war. Then her adored sister Georgina returns from a long trip with a new friend, the handsome Victor. Maddy fears that Victor is not all he seems, but she has no idea just what kind of danger has come into their lives . . .


Today. Chloe is newly pregnant. This should be a joyful time, but she is fearful for the future, despite her husband’s devotion. When chance takes her to Summerhill, she’s drawn into the mystery of what happened there decades before. And the past reaches out to touch her in ways that could change everything . . .




For my parents




One


Maddy


I could find Summerhill anywhere on a map. Blindfolded, without pause or hesitation, I could draw it from memory. It looked like a heart, its flank lining up with the edge of the river, the sharp end pointing out to sea. In reality, of course, the estate was more sprawling, a tumble of greens and browns tugged at by the tide, the house clinging onto the side where the river widened into the bay. But my mind had carved it out of the land exactly like that, a heart-shaped map of my childhood where I was safe and where nothing could touch me.


Even now that Chamberlain had grudgingly decided it was time for action and my Aunt Marjorie was either glued to the wireless or watching the horizon for signs of a German invasion, it seemed impossible that life here would change.


My father would have disagreed. War is like love, he used to say when I was six or seven. It always finds a way, Maddy. We forget, but before we know it, there it is again. He had always thought we needed to know, my sister Georgiana and I, about all the terrible things humans were capable of doing. I never wanted to listen, but Georgiana did, would beg him for stories about the Great War, about surviving the horrors of Ypres and the Western Front. Leaving them to it, I would run down to the kitchen for one of Cookie’s rock cakes, whistle for the dogs and disappear outside with my sketchbook. Through the woods and down to the river, lying face-down on the jetty to draw the tadpoles in the mudflats and wade through rock pools at low tide. To the little islet where swimming was best and where the sun sank into the water at the end of yet another glorious Summerhill day, flooding the bay with fiery reds and oranges that defied the entire contents of my colour palette.


And today, with the wireless forever spitting out new and alarming updates from Germany, the village crowded with uniformed men from the nearby army base and Hobson despairing over ever producing blackout curtains big enough for the enormous stained-glass windows in the entrance hall, I did exactly what I always had. I left Aunt Marjorie poring over Herr Hitler’s advance on Danzig in the newspaper, fetched my sketchbook and a shovel – the wall up in Fairings Corner had collapsed yet again – and disappeared into the grounds.


Surveying the small avalanche of stones washed out by the heavy rains of last week’s storm, my heart sank slightly. I started picking up rocks and stuffing dirt into holes as best as I could. That wall really should be looked at properly one of these days. The fence up by Pixie’s Wood needed patching up too, and the well at the bottom of the garden was leaking. Without Papa’s quelling eye, the garden had been allowed to explode in the last six years, so overgrown now that Georgiana often said we would wake up one day to discover it had swallowed us whole.


At the thought of my sister, I shoved the last rock into the wall and hurried up the hill. From the top you could watch the road coming up from the village, and I wanted to be the first one to see my sister arrive. Georgie had left for Europe six months ago despite all the dire news from Germany. Having invited herself to stay with any and all distant relatives across the Continent, she’d driven Papa’s old car up to London and then on to Amsterdam and France, sending ecstatic postcards that made it very clear she was not remotely ready to cut her trip short. Eventually Cousin Xenia had called from Nantes, entreating dear Marjorie to rein in that hell-raising niece of hers and pointing out that all sensible English folk were fleeing the Continent. Georgiana had had no choice but to return and I was glad. I’d never been without my sister for a single day, and the last six months were the longest I could remember.


Sternly ordering the dogs not to dig anywhere in the vicinity of the wall, I pulled myself up into the ancient oak tree that towered over the hillside and settled back against the trunk to keep an eye on the road. Georgiana always drove fast. She had taught herself when she was seventeen, despite Aunt Marjorie standing in the courtyard and muttering disgruntled things about needlework and French lessons. Having pestered Frank into helping her get my father’s old Morris back up and running, she’d practised in the courtyard using hay bales as road markers, and later roared through the lanes with me glued to the passenger seat because I knew she’d kill herself and the least I could do was to be with her when that happened.


The lane lay as still and sleepy as ever, though, and with a small sigh of contentment, I pulled out my sketchbook. The green, linen-covered brick of paper was almost full, because with Georgie gone I’d been drawing more than usual. Aunt Marjorie, who was a great one for lecturing on a variety of subjects, had been on at me about conserving paper, and I had tried, squeezing sketches close together and using all available space, because it seemed quite likely that if I didn’t start conserving paper soon, the world would actually run out. I was always drawing. The house. The kitchen. My favourite fox cub, persecuting the hedgehog living behind the rotten tree in Pixie’s Wood. The way the light came through the trees in the little copse where the wild strawberries grew. People, too: Cookie making plum cobbler; Hobson sneaking a smoke behind the stables; Susan running up and down the stairs with a bucket. Georgiana, who couldn’t draw a straight line if you held a gun to her head, loved writing, and together we’d come up with countless stories over the years. All summer I’d been working on finishing a funny series featuring the fox cub and his best friend, a worried little squirrel we’d called Stu. I flicked slowly through to where I’d left Foxy trying to survive a fall into the rain barrel, and started colouring his fur with tiny red strokes.


The late summer’s warmth was lingering, and up high the sky was the colour of bluebells, effervescent with the kind of brightness that made you believe you simply had to push off and you’d be flying. Little gusts rustled through the leaves, and it was so quiet I could hear my pencil moving across the page, the dogs digging surreptitiously at a rabbit hole by the wall, and swallows singing above. Georgiana was finally coming home, and it wasn’t at all hard to forget that it was late August 1939 and war was brewing in the world.


Without warning, a roar split the morning air, and seemingly out of nowhere the bluebell sky above the oak tree was filled with dark shapes. Planes. In formation, like the geese that left the coast in November to head south across the Channel, they roared past me, shadows flitting over fields and pastures. I let out a breath I hadn’t realised I was holding and sagged back against the tree. Get a grip, Maddy, for heaven’s sake. They’re ours, our planes. From the airfield up north, out on a training exercise. Aunt Marjorie had talked about them excitedly only this morning: wasn’t it splendid how the nation’s boys were rising to the occasion and standing up to Herr Hitler in the way that only the British could? I tracked the shapes getting smaller along the horizon, waiting for the noise to fade. But it didn’t. Far out, they turned in a wide arc and came back, flying straight at me, it seemed, almost as if they’d seen me hiding among the branches, honing in like an arrow on my Summerhill heart. Now they were above me, so close I thought I could make out the little wheels underneath them, hear the engines turning and smell the fumes.


The dogs cowered below me, ears flattened against furry heads, yipping anxiously, and together we watched the planes manoeuvring above us, their ear-splitting noise filling the canopy of the ancient oak tree. It seemed to go on for ever – figures and turns – but just as I didn’t think I could possibly bear it any longer, they finally started heading inland one by one.


Even after they were gone, though, engine noise filled the air, and when I turned towards the sea, I realised that one of them had stayed behind, still practising its turns. The dogs and I watched it for a few moments before I noticed that something didn’t look quite right. The plane was flying in an odd pattern, and even though it was partly obscured by the headland cliffs, you could see that it . . . yes, it seemed to be dropping. The branches above me were too fragile for my sixteen-year-old weight, but I started climbing nonetheless, my hands and feet scrabbling for footholds amid the slender, swaying greenery. There it was again now, level with the cliffs at – my mind proffered the two words before I could stop it – Hangman’s Bluff. Shivers were running up and down my spine, and the skin at the back of my neck started tightening, squeezing inward, making me fight for breath, because I, of all people, knew how steep those cliffs were, how dangerous, how deadly . . .


Pushing another breath through my closed-up throat, I wanted to look away, wanted to slide back down and hide behind my sketchbook, draw Foxy loping across the little meadow behind Pixie’s Wood at dawn. Instead, I kept watching, my eyes wide as the plane dropped above the cliffs, more quickly now, as if its occupant had already given up hope. And then it disappeared from sight altogether, and was lost.


War is like love, Maddy, it always finds a way.


My sweaty hands slipped on the bark of the tree; my eyes, still trained on the thin sliver of horizon, watered in the brightness of the sun. What if I’d been the only one to see it? What if no one would come to help? I could get to there from here, skirt the Muttonhole field, run along the little grassy path at the edge of the cliffs that my father and I had taken on a morning much like this six years ago. Frank said they let sheep graze right up to it these days because people were afraid to walk there any more.


But I hadn’t been back to Hangman’s Bluff, not since they retrieved my father’s body from the cove below the cliffs, the one that was always submerged at high tide, with waves pounding against the rocks at the bottom. I hadn’t left Summerhill much at all, and the most I’d seen of the sea was the blue-grey horizon from the top of the oak tree, where a few puffs of white cloud were now drifting along, unaware of the terrible thing that had happened.


Another noise cut through the air: a car horn from the village lane. I scrabbled for purchase on my branch, my eyes blinded for a moment from the sheer effort of looking into the distance, and when my vision cleared again, I saw a familiar battered car and an arm extending from the window, waving cheerfully in my direction, because my sister, who knew me better than anyone else in the world, knew that I’d be up in the oak tree waiting for her.


I dropped down from the tree, hardly noticing when a branch caught and ripped my trouser leg, and then I ran without stopping, without looking back, all the way down to the kitchen garden and the pear orchard, past our old tree house and the small pond with the massive carp that Georgiana hated, tumbling out into the courtyard and straight into my sister’s arms.




Two


Chloe


‘There’s absolutely no doubt, Mrs MacAllister. None whatsoever.’


Chloe took in the man across from her, hands folded against the edge of his standard-issue NHS desk. Had fate ever sent a more unlikely harbinger than this balding, tetchy man sitting there frowning at her, tapping his fingers impatiently on her notes?


She saw the doctor’s eyes flick briefly to the clock on the wall and tried to pull herself together. The NHS tried to keep consultations to ten minutes or less; Aidan had told her countless stories of patients who were too slow, dragging everyone else down and upsetting the system. She’d already overstayed her welcome by five minutes, four of which she’d wasted with white-faced silence and useless denial of the fact that there was no doubt whatsoever. None.


‘I’ll send the paperwork home with you,’ the doctor said briskly, making little flapping motions with his hands as if to propel her into getting up from his yellow plastic chair. ‘Now what you’ll need to do in the next few weeks is—’


It was the word ‘home’ that did it, that finally unglued Chloe’s tongue from the roof of her mouth and dimmed down the white noise whooshing in her ears just enough for her to say, ‘I’m sorry, but please, would you mind checking just one more time? To be absolutely sure, I mean. There could be a mix-up, maybe?’ She took a deep breath, dropping her hands into her lap. ‘Mistakes are made all the time, aren’t they?’ She tried to add the last bit casually, as if to imply they were made by anyone but him.


‘We’ve checked twice already, Mrs MacAllister,’ Dr Webb said impatiently, ‘and only because you were so insistent, but in reality, it’s a waste. The test is accurate. I can’t see what the issue is – your situation is perfect, your age is near-perfect. Do you work?’


She shook her head and he nodded approvingly. ‘There you go. You don’t drink, you don’t smoke, you have a lovely home in,’ he consulted her notes, ‘the nicest part of Plymouth. Hartley. My godmother lives there.’


He waited a fraction of a second for Chloe to chime in, either with news of her connection with this undoubtedly eminent lady or else with something that would herald her imminent departure.


‘From a medical point of view, you’re ideal,’ he continued. ‘Couldn’t be better really. Now, Margie will give you all the necessary information at the front desk.’


His voice washed over her, her ears picking out the odd word, like lovely and blood and clinic. And perfect. Yes, it was just all-round perfect. Her husband would be thrilled. He’d been waiting for this kind of news for months.


Dr Webb was by the door now, so she had no choice but to get up from her chair too, more slowly, trying to summon the wherewithal to ask a final crucial question.


‘Could you . . . I mean, would it be possible not to let him know about this? My husband, that is?’


Dr Webb fumbled for his glasses, then squinted at her myopically.


‘Why would I tell him?’ Dr Webb didn’t seem to worship Aidan in quite the same way everyone else did, which was partly why Chloe had chosen him as her GP, even though it did mean that she got the tetchy treatment on any of her infrequent visits. Still, the Plymouth medical world was a small one and chances were high that Dr Webb’s path would cross that of Aidan Mac-Allister at some point soon, and Chloe would prefer that the ensuing conversation didn’t include her.


‘I’d just like to tell him myself. Pick the right moment.’


Dr Webb snorted in dismissal and flung open the door. ‘Of course. Wouldn’t dream of it. Confidentiality and all that. I heard that they’re expanding the surgery. He must be busy. Anyhow, mum’s the word,’ he said heartily.


He made as if to close the door, but she held him back one last time. ‘And Danny, you know, my brother – do you think it might be . . . a problem. For this?’


He considered for a second.


‘I’d have to do some in-depth testing,’ he said. ‘Know more about your parents. You should make another appointment. And if your parents have had any recent blood tests, bring the results. We’ll talk.’


Before she could add anything else, such as the pertinent fact that there were no parents and no blood tests, he had shooed her out of the door and closed it behind her.


Three minutes later, Chloe was standing outside the surgery. She hadn’t asked any more questions of the nurses at the front desk, who always enquired after ‘the lovely Dr MacAllister’, wondering laughingly why on earth she bothered coming all the way out here when she had someone to cure her ailments at home. ‘I know I wouldn’t,’ a pretty red-headed nurse had giggled under her breath to the other one as Chloe stuffed the leaflets they’d handed her into her bag with a little more force than necessary.


She stood for a long time watching buses taking people to work and school and the supermarket for milk. 14. 44. 62. The numbers fluttered by as if trying to convey some sort of secret code, telling her how to make the conversation with Dr Webb become a part of her, rather than just an abstract test result. She might buy some sparkling grape juice. She’d heard somewhere that grape juice was the drink of choice in these situations.


The 5. Then the 62 again. It was warm and humid and clouds were building up towards the east after weeks of strangely restless, unsettled weather. Whooshes of diesel-scented slipstream sent her hair fluttering and tugged on her skirt and reminded her that Aidan didn’t like her taking public transport. It’s a staph infection waiting to happen, Chloe. And the people. Anyone could be on that bus. The next Suffolk Strangler. Lucky Chloe, who didn’t need to go out too often. And when she did, he could always leave her the car, couldn’t he?


He hadn’t left her the car this morning, because he didn’t know that she had somewhere to go. But buses used to be her only mode of getting about, and she quite liked them, the way they neatly traversed the country. A closely knitted grid of connection that would take you anywhere you wanted, right across England if that was what you were after. And she liked the anonymity of it all, how no one cared one iota what she did, what she wore, what she thought. Penny for your thoughts, Aidan was fond of saying, his eyes resting on her closely, as if he needed to try just a little bit harder, look just a little bit longer, and he might be able to squeeze right into her mind. People on buses looked straight through you and you could sit with your thoughts and not always have to share.


She needed to take the 14 and she needed to take it quickly if she didn’t want to be late. On Mondays, Aidan was due home straight after his last surgery, and then he wanted her there to sit on their roof terrace and have a civilised drink, talk about the day. Who he’d operated on and what’d they do at the weekend. The new doctor they were looking to take on at the surgery. Where they might go on holiday. And tonight, they’d talk about the fact – unignorable, undeniable and all round without any doubt whatsoever – that she, Chloe MacAllister, was going to have a baby. That she was twenty-eight years old, perfectly healthy and living the perfect life, which would now be perfectly complete. A family.


A taxi pulled up at the bus stop, depositing a gaggle of girls bound for the cinema in the shopping centre, and Chloe stuck her head in the window and asked the cabbie to take her home.




Three


She pushed open the front door and stood on the threshold for a moment. She could smell the washing drying in the utility room, and the lasagne she’d made earlier because she knew she’d be cutting it close after her appointment. The sweet, heady scent of the calla lilies Aidan had brought back the evening before, a complicated arrangement from his go-to florist. Anything to make you feel special, Chloe. He’d been so busy with his surgery expansion lately that he’d been a little curt with her at times. Had wanted to make up for it.


Her hands twitched across her stomach in a small, convulsive gesture and for one mad moment she fought the urge to turn round and walk back out the door, but then she shook herself. Don’t be stupid, Chloe. Time to go and start dinner, and cut out the stamens from the blooms as Aidan had asked her to this morning, before they showered his expensive countertop with yellow goo.


She was about to hang up her jacket when the sound of a key behind her made her stop in her tracks.


‘Hellooo!’ Aidan had clearly assumed her to be where she always was at this time – in the kitchen at the back of the house – and he started when he saw her behind the door.


‘Chloe, darling. I didn’t see you there.’ He came in, set down his briefcase and shrugged off his suit jacket, then bent to give her a kiss. ‘Where’ve you been?’ He frowned at her jacket, swinging slightly on the hook.


Now was the time to tell him. This exact moment was the time to say, Aidan, I’ve got such brilliant news.


‘Just popped out to the shops,’ she said quickly.


‘Getting what?’ He handed her his jacket. ‘No, not on the hook, darling, on the hanger.’


‘Just . . . something for dinner,’ she said hastily before realising the absence of a shopping bag. ‘But they didn’t have what I wanted,’ she improvised, disappearing into the kitchen to preclude further questions.


‘I can always bring back stuff,’ he called. ‘You know there’s that deli right next to the surgery.’


‘Of course.’ Chloe flicked the oven on. Now. She had to do it now. When he came back down, changed and showered and ready to chat. It would be good, actually, to get it out there, the hard nugget of good news that had been stuck deep inside her belly for hours now. It could start becoming part of her future; their future together. She took a deep breath to ease the nugget upwards, but when she exhaled, a horrible sort of sob suddenly escaped, rasping across the tiled kitchen.


‘Oh for heaven’s sake, just pull yourself together,’ she hissed, wrenching open the oven door and shoving the lasagne inside. A waft of Parmesan rose on the warm air, and she pressed her lips together, feeling a twinge of nausea, the same kind she’d been ignoring for days now and which finally made sense. Expectant parents often don’t tell family and friends about Baby coming until twelve weeks, the nurse had said earlier today when she’d caught Chloe reading the brochures in the waiting room. It’s nothing to dwell on, but until twelve weeks, anything can happen. Afterwards too, of course. But most miscarriages occur in the first three months.


So anything could happen. Chloe closed the oven door and thought about that for a moment. Anything. Maybe . . . She inhaled sharply and straightened as she heard Aidan come in through the glass door, quickly fixing a smile to her face.


‘I got a call today,’ he said from behind her.


‘A call?’ A twinge of dread went through her. Surely Dr Webb’s office wouldn’t have . . .


‘It was from a publishing house. In London.’


He turned to hand her a gin and tonic and she masked her exhale of relief by taking a sip, then remembered that she wasn’t actually allowed. She raised the glass again and surreptitiously let the mouthful slide back. She didn’t particularly care for gin to begin with, but according to Aidan there was nothing better than a cold G&T after a hard day’s work. Not that she knew much about that these days. No wife of mine will ever have to work, Aidan was fond of saying, sounding faintly biblical, as if gathering a whole slew of wives around him, none of them engaged in any meaningful profession whatsoever.


‘Who do you know in publishing?’ she said, cutting a tomato into perfect, even pieces because, after all, Food is a feast for the eyes too, Chloe, darling.


‘Aidan?’ She looked up when he didn’t answer immediately.


‘He wanted to speak to you.’ Aidan had become quite still, which Chloe knew meant that all his attention was fixed on her. ‘Said he had a job for you. A portrait.’


She stared at him. ‘But . . . I haven’t worked in ages,’ she said. Two years, to be precise, not since the lovely sunny day in June when she and Aidan had sneaked off to the Plymouth registry office to get married. His mother had been deeply disapproving when she’d found out that her only son had shacked up with a poor photographer with no family to speak of. It made Aidan laugh, but Chloe did feel sorry that his mum had been cheated out of a big wedding. He’d shrugged it off. I’m your family now, he’d said. You and I belong together.


Giving up her photography hadn’t been an easy trade-off at first. But moving across to Plymouth from Torquay, settling into their new home, all that took time, and when the moment had come for her to pick up her Nikon again, start advertising for new clients, there’d always been one reason or another to delay it. No wife of mine will ever have to work, Aidan would say, and Chloe, who had taken it as a joke at first, soon realised that he actually meant it. And eventually, she’d come to see the sense of it too, even felt relieved not to have to rely on the unpredictable work flow, the constant worrying over money.


She’d trained with a photographer called Liz Tallis, a brilliantly talented diva who’d been a pain and an inspiration in equal measure and whose many demands had had Chloe constantly on the verge of being fired from all her real jobs – one behind the till at the cash and carry, the other manning the front desk at a small private hospital at night. Liz had been incredulous at first, then furious when Chloe handed in her resignation, even going so far as to acknowledge that she had ‘some promise’, the highest praise in her book. She didn’t give up easily either: she’d send Chloe flyers for exhibitions and showcases, invite her to openings in London, New York, Edinburgh, none of which she ever attended. There’d be Christmas cards bearing Liz’s hasty, impatient scrawl: Merry everything. Happy Happy. And occasionally a more elaborate if vaguely threatening Are you working? Call me.


But it was important to Aidan for Chloe to be at home, and Chloe had been surprised how easy it was to slip away from it all and simply enjoy the fact that the pressure of providing for herself and Danny had eased.


‘He seemed to know you, anyway,’ Aidan said slowly, intent on her face. Chloe had the very delicate, very pale skin that often came with copper hair: So fine I can look right through it, darling, Aidan often said. He narrowed his eyes a little now, as if it might help him do just that – look into Chloe’s mind to discover the connection between his wife and this mystery man. ‘He had your mobile number. A Matt Cooper. Said he couldn’t reach you on it. Did you give it to him?’


‘Give him what?’


‘Did you. Give him. Your mobile number?’ Aidan repeated, enunciating every word.


‘No!’ she said. ‘I don’t know him.’


Aidan looked at her. ‘I told him you were busy, of course,’ he then said.


He pushed her drink towards her, but she shook her head, setting the plates into the warming drawer. A portrait. She’d been good at portraits, she thought with a sudden, fierce pang of longing.


‘Chloe? Are we going to eat any time soon?’


‘Ten minutes,’ she said mechanically.


He hovered next to her. The sweetish smell of the antiseptic he used at the surgery dropped straight down to the bottom of her stomach, where small waves of nausea were churning around the baby secret. Why on earth would they call it morning sickness when it was really an all-day kind of thing? she wondered. She must have made a small movement of withdrawal, because Aidan’s arms came around her to keep her where she was, cradling her into his chest. When she felt his hands on her sides, moving towards her belly, she jerked backwards, her arm colliding with his chest.


‘What the hell, Chloe?’ He surveyed his sleeve, which was covered in a fine red spray of tomato juice, then looked back up at her, frowning at her red face, the knife in her hand.


‘I’m so sorry,’ she said. ‘Here, give it to me now. If I put some stain remover on, it’ll come out.’


He made a face, started unbuttoning his cuffs.


‘You’re very distracted today,’ he said accusingly.


‘You know,’ Chloe spoke quickly, before she could change her mind, ‘it would have been nice to talk to this Matt Cooper – in person, I mean. It might have been a job I could have done, without taking too much time away from here.’


‘Oh, Chloe.’ Aidan laughed easily. ‘Why would you want to go and take some old woman’s picture? It’s bound to be hideously depressing.’


‘An old woman?’ she repeated doggedly. ‘Who?’


‘Hamilton, I think,’ he said carelessly. ‘She writes children’s books. Wrote them, I guess, since it sounded like she had one foot in the grave, what with her never leaving her house, and—’


‘Hamilton?’ Chloe cut in. ‘Georgiana and Madeleine Hamilton?’


Aidan stopped midway through shrugging off his shirt. ‘Could have been,’ he said cautiously. ‘Why?’


‘The Grand Adventures of Foxy the Great. Whizzy Witch. Pipper the Dog,’ Chloe reeled off. ‘Danny and I adored them; they’re brilliant and so funny. Which one was it, Georgiana or Madeleine?’


‘Never heard of either.’ Aidan draped his shirt across the countertop, scraping at a fleck of tomato juice, clearly regretting having mentioned the name. ‘But it doesn’t matter. You have me and the house; you love making things pretty.’


‘The house is already pretty.’ She didn’t know why she was pushing it. It had to be something to do with the secret lodged in her belly. So she did it again. ‘And being here, it only fills so many hours. I could easily take on a small job, Aidan. It wouldn’t distract me from anything.’


‘But darling, he made it sound as if it was a big deal. Important. A rush, too. You couldn’t possibly do it.’


He folded his shirt in an exact rectangle, stacked his tie and jacket on top, the same exact rectangle, and ended the conversation by disappearing through the glass doors with his drink, leaving Chloe to poke at the tomato salad.


The Hamilton sisters. Their creations Whizzy Witch and Pipper the Dog had become a staple in every bookshop and classroom, but not many people these days remembered their very first book, about a little fox who got up to no good. Foxy had never returned with a series like Whizzy and Pipper did; he’d slunk quietly out of the public eye before he could become part of the popular canon. But he’d been so much a part of Chloe’s childhood that she couldn’t think of him without remembering reading with her father in their cramped, shabby council flat.


She’d pad into the lounge in her too-big pyjamas and thick socks – their heating was perpetually giving out – carefully carrying the book, which was so old that her father used to read it with his mum when he was little. Climbing up onto her dad’s knee, she’d feel his arms go round her to hold the book open on her lap, the weight of the spine digging into her thighs as she settled herself more comfortably. She recalled his voice, the smell of Old Spice soap, the feel of his shirt, which was soft and worn and familiar, the creak of the chair as they settled into the half-hour that belonged just to her. Away from bills and illness and her father’s long day at the garage; away from Chloe’s mum, who’d left them when her brother Danny was a baby; away from Danny, who was a restless, squirmy child and needed every other minute of her time.


Chloe didn’t think much about those early days, when her father was still alive and Danny was still, well, Danny. That was one of the things about time moving forward: it pushed memories so far behind you that you only ever saw what came after. The worry and the responsibility and the growing up fast. Sometimes, she thought, it would be nice if she could remember Danny or her father without any of that; remember them the way they used to be during those long-ago moments that had been exactly like Foxy: safe and warm.


Foxy. Just the word made her close her eyes and pause, reaching for the memory of a little reddish-brown fox peeping out irreverently from behind a woodpile, slinking around a tumble-down wall, hiding inside a bucket, always where you least expected him. Spot the fox, lovey? Let’s hope he doesn’t get caught.


Dimly she felt movement behind her, and a moment later, music came crooning out of the enormous speakers standing on either side of the sofa. ‘My Blue Heaven’, one of the old records that Aidan collected. A soft, throaty burr of a voice overlaid with piano twinkles, scratchy and irregular beneath the needle of the old record player. The evening was velvety soft and sweet-smelling and the music threaded itself through the breeze. Without warning, Aidan put his arms around her again, turned her towards him and started dancing with her, right in front of the oven.


‘You know I love you, darling,’ he murmured into her ear. ‘You’re the most important, precious thing. I just want you to be happy here at home with me, not out with some stranger. Just you and me, together for ever.’ He gathered her closer still, wrapping his arms tightly around her, his whispers all she heard, words dripping with love like honey, until she found herself pushing her lips up into a smile and releasing her shoulders as she relaxed into his embrace, held on tight. All would be well. She’d tell him, soon. They would be happy.


‘Of course,’ she whispered back. ‘Always.’


She kept her eyes closed, willing the memory of her father and the little brown fox to stay with her, but already it was slipping away, dissolving in tendrils and shimmering fibres until it was just Chloe and her husband and their secret unborn child, all three swaying to the music in their perfect, perfect home.




Four


Maddy


‘A plane’s gone down! A plane’s gone down . . .’


My arms were wrapped around my sister’s neck and I held on tight, like I had when I was nine and she was fifteen and I’d crawled into her bed after a nightmare. Dimly I noticed that she smelled strange: of perfume and other big-city smells rather than dogs and grass and the violet-scented soap Aunt Marjorie gave us for birthdays to combat the disgraceful state of our hands. But when she ran her palms across my shoulders and down my back as if checking me over, her touch was exactly the way it always had been: comforting and warm.


‘Foxy, what on earth are you talking about?’ she laughed into my ear. ‘The roads have been hell, I almost didn’t make it. All of England is on the move, you know.’


Abruptly I pulled away. ‘We must send someone right away. They were flying, Georgie, I didn’t think anything of it at first, and then . . . I was afraid to go and look. So stupid, I’m so sorry . . . One fell behind, and then it fell altogether . . .’ I broke off and stared at her, dimly noticing that she’d cut her hair, a short glossy cap that swung into her face as she leaned forward, all laughter gone now.


‘Are you sure, Maddy?’ she said urgently, then, without waiting for my answer, ‘Where exactly, close to the bay or further towards the harbour?’


‘By Hangman’s Bluff,’ I said desperately, and she closed her eyes. I could see her throat move as she swallowed. ‘Oh Georgie, I should have gone to make sure, to help.’


‘Hush, lovey, it’ll be all right.’ For the briefest moment she cupped my face with her hands, laid her forehead against mine, her thumbs tracing the curve of my jawbone. ‘It’ll be fine. I’m here now.’


And then she was running, took the front steps with a big jump, and I was right behind her, my hands making little flapping motions to make us go faster.


‘Aunt!’ Georgiana shouted. ‘Hobson!’


‘Georgiana, finally!’ Aunt Marjorie’s grey corkscrew curls bounced around her face as she emerged from her little sitting room, where she’d been waiting for news by the wireless. ‘Whatever has kept you so long on the Continent I simply cannot imagine, and what with Herr Hitler and Stalin now being bedfellows, of all the outrageous things—’


‘There’s been a plane accident, out on the bay,’ Georgiana said without preamble.


Aunt Marjorie stopped in mid flow, her open mouth an O of horror. Then she found her voice and surged forward in a flurry of shawls and skirts. ‘Oh, this godforsaken war,’ she exclaimed. ‘Didn’t I tell you? Didn’t I? Untold tragedies already!’ She sounded vaguely triumphant that the horrors she’d been predicting for over a year now had finally come to pass. ‘Oh, what can we do, what can we possibly do?’


‘Ring the airfield on the telephone, Aunt,’ Georgiana said impatiently. ‘And someone needs to get out there, look for . . .’ she threw me a quick glance, ‘survivors,’ she finished firmly. ‘Hobson!’


‘All right, all right.’ A gruff voice came from somewhere inside the house. ‘Hold your horses, Miss Georgie, just a-coming now. Glad to know they haven’t managed to slow you down one bit on the Continent.’


‘Never,’ she called back, giving me a pained half-grin just as Hobson emerged, holding a vase in one hand and a heap of black velvet in the other. His eyes lit up when he saw her.


‘Miss Georgie, I’ll say, you’re as pretty as a day—’


‘Hobson, terrible news,’ Georgiana interjected quickly, just as Cookie and Susan came hurrying up the stairs, Susan holding another armful of black fabric and Cookie surging ahead, beaming because her beloved Georgiana, who’d been marooned on the Continent for far too long, was finally home and she’d made a Victoria sponge.


Both of them stopped in their tracks when they caught Georgiana’s last words.


‘It’s never the Germans already?’ Hobson got the words out with some difficulty, and I suddenly remembered that he had fought in 1918 alongside my father, who had brought him back to Summerhill half blind from gas and terror and never entirely fit for the world at large again. After Papa had died and Aunt Marjorie moved in, grimly stoical at being forced to live in this godforsaken place that had claimed both her sister and her brother-in-law, it had been Hobson who had kept things going with quiet, efficient order, while Frank had roped me into his daily battle with gardens and grounds to keep us sane and fed, and Cookie had brought Susan to work at Summerhill and supplied us with tea and cake, believing that it would make even the grimmest day a little bit better.


‘Worse!’ Aunt Marjorie shrieked from her sitting room, where she was hovering over the telephone. It had arrived to great fanfare a year before my father died, and Aunt Marjorie regarded it as the second greatest gift after the wireless because it meant she could call her sister, my Aunt Hilly, in Yorkshire. ‘Futile death and destruction already and no one’s even near Herr Hitler yet. Yes? Mrs Claxton, be a dear and put me through to the commander of the Royal Air Force.’


Cookie clapped a hand over her mouth in horror. With great presence of mind, Susan shut the door on Aunt Marjorie’s mutterings about cold watery graves and useless death, and I put my arm around Cookie’s broad back and steered everyone towards the library and the sherry bottle my father had always kept on top of the glass cabinet for emergencies.


‘Get Frank and take a boat out there,’ Georgiana said to Hobson. ‘The roads are so crowded, any army personnel will take ages to get down to the coast.’


‘Can’t go via the river, though, not against the tide coming in.’ Hobson was untying his green apron with flying hands. ‘The jetty on the other side of Hangman’s Cove, I think. There’re always a few skiffs moored. Where in heaven’s name is Frank?’


‘Weeding the marrow bed,’ Cookie said in a faint voice, downing the rest of her sherry in one go.


‘Hobson, wait.’ I snatched a woollen cape from the hallway cupboard. It had belonged to my father and had escaped Hobson’s search for additional blackout material. ‘For when you find the pilot.’ I held it out to him. ‘He must be cold.’


‘Oh, I don’t know that we’ll need it by the time . . .’ Hobson caught himself, reached to pat my arm and took the cape. He rolled it up carefully and slung it over his shoulder. ‘Of course, Miss Maddy. You’re right. When we find him.’


A moment of silence fell in the wake of Hobson’s departure. Cookie stood close to us, one arm around Susan, the other resting on my shoulder. She’d just opened her mouth to greet Georgiana properly when another sound came through the open front door. The rumbling purr of a motor, and tyres crunching on the shell-covered courtyard.


‘Goodness, what now?’ Susan said anxiously.


‘Oh, they’re here already! Driving way too fast, as usual.’ Georgiana jumped up. ‘Maddy, come quick. I want to introduce you.’




Five


She was through the door in a flash, her new high heels making an unfamiliar clacking sound on the flagstones, her arms moving wildly to direct two cars that had pulled into the courtyard. A young man perched on the side of one of them gave her an exuberant wave that almost sent him flying. The driver, a rather portly young man wearing large sunglasses, his hair so shiny that the sun bounced off it, tooted the horn several times, causing a flock of birds in a nearby sycamore tree to depart, chattering furiously. Random bits were tied to the roof of a second car. I could make out suitcases, tennis rackets and what looked like fishing rods.


‘Georgiana!’ I ran after her and managed to catch her arm, held her back. ‘Who on earth are all these people?’


‘Now don’t be alarmed.’ Georgiana turned to me. ‘They’re my new friends. It was a bit spur-of-the-moment, but they were simply dying to come and I couldn’t deter them, not when Laney was nice enough to put me up in her flat in Paris when my money ran out.’ She gripped my elbow. ‘Say you don’t mind, please? I know the timing’s horrid, but there’s someone I wanted you to meet especially. I did ring Aunt last week and she seemed all right with it.’


I’d been avoiding Aunt Marjorie, who rarely left her seat next to the wireless, clutching her gas mask and thinking about one thing only: how not to be murdered in her bed by the Germans.


‘I don’t think she’s passed on the message,’ I said faintly. ‘Nothing’s ready, food, bedrooms . . .’


‘Ah, that’s easily done. They prefer drinks over food anyway, and they’re not fussy about where they sleep. Half the time they kip on someone’s sofa when they come in late from the clubs. Quick, we can send the boys down to the cliffs after Hobson. All hands on deck now.’


There were six of them – although it seemed like sixteen at first, the way they exploded upon the courtyard. Three men and three women. The young man sitting on the side of the car – Jonathan, Georgie had greeted him – half slid, half fell from his perch in a fit of helpless laughter. The portly man, Gregory, I thought she’d said, was improbably dressed in hunting tweeds. His hair glistened in the sun as he stood with his arms stretched open, apparently in wordless rapture. The young women, one of them holding a cage containing a parrot, were studying the rows of Frank’s precious cabbages, which he’d planted all round the house because they were the only vegetable hardy enough to withstand enemy onslaught.


‘My gosh, Miss Maddy, what a to-do!’ Susan deposited her armful of fabric into a wheelbarrow and came to stand next to me. She was about my age, a slip of a girl, her white-blond hair pulled back tightly, and so fine that wisps of it escaped everywhere, giving her a halo of brightness. Her bulky dress, which she insisted on as a sort of maid’s uniform, always seemed too big around her middle and shoulders, no matter how much it was taken in. ‘Quite a fancy bunch, aren’t they?’ She swatted at her apron, which was covered in fine black fuzz.


‘And if those are their travelling clothes,’ I said, ‘what on earth will they be wearing for normal?’ I smoothed down my blouse, supremely conscious of my tattered trousers and the rip in one leg.


Susan gave me a sideways look, her eyes creasing at the corners with sudden merriment, giving her the look of a skinny, cheerful monkey. ‘I think we’re fighting a losing battle here, Miss Maddy. I’ll help get them settled then, shall I?’


When I turned back to Georgiana, she had gone, walking quickly towards the second car, where a blond man had emerged and was leaning against the car, smoking as he surveyed the mayhem in the courtyard. As soon as the man saw her, he straightened and tossed his cigarette into the rhododendron bush before – I blinked and swallowed, because nothing made much sense on this mad day, but this least of all – drawing her close. I felt a pang of something, that arm around my sister’s waist as foreign as her newly short hair, but I shook my head, tried to focus on his face, which dipped down to Georgiana’s for a kiss.


Just for a moment, her body melted against his, her shoulders trembling slightly, before she drew away, talking urgently, motioning back to the house and me. He nodded, turned to rummage in the car. Dashing a quick hand under her eyes, Georgiana came running back to me.


‘Maddy—’


‘Georgiana, who is that?’ I cut in.


She hesitated for a moment, then said, very quickly, ‘That’s my new beau!’ She leaned close and whispered, ‘Dumpy little me, can you believe it? His name is Victor Deverill. Isn’t he the most handsome creature you’ve ever seen?’


She lifted her arms in an expansive gesture, jiggling her eyebrows comically. She looked so different, I suddenly noticed. It wasn’t only her short hair, but her face, which had always been bare of make-up and was now perfectly even with a coat of powder around dramatically made-up eyes.


‘You’re not dumpy, Georgiana Hamilton,’ I said, incensed. ‘Anyone would be glad to have you. So, a beau?’ I lingered on the foreign-sounding word to buy myself a little time and master my . . . not dismay, never dismay when Georgiana was pink-cheeked with pride, lovely with happiness . . . my surprise. ‘That’s great, Georgie. You never said, in any of your letters.’


‘I wanted to tell you properly. It’s all been fantastically exciting.’ Georgiana threaded my arm through hers and started pulling me towards the car. ‘I really wanted you to meet him, and the way things are going with bloody Germany, he might have to leave soon, so I had to bring him. You understand, don’t you, Foxy?’ She scanned my face anxiously.


‘Of course,’ I said carefully.


She beamed at me. ‘I know you’ll love him. Everyone does. He’s something important at Wilson’s, that big fancy department store in London. His family think it’s a bit beneath him, he says, but he likes working. He’ll be so good in a crisis like this. He’s terribly clever, you know, can turn his hand to anything. And so lovely, too . . .’


We’d almost reached the car. Georgiana was still burbling happily next to me, and I could feel her body quivering a little as the man straightened up slowly. His suit jacket was now folded neatly on a trunk sitting in the back, and he was turning up the sleeves of his shirt, a smile lighting his features when he saw us.


‘Victor Deverill, meet my sister, the great and very wonderful Madeleine Hamilton,’ Georgiana said happily. She flung out her hands, then added in a stage whisper, ‘And she’s so grown up now, I almost didn’t recognise her. When I left, she was still a gawky teenager, and now look at you, Foxy. You’re ready to be a woman.’


‘For heaven’s sake, Georgie, will you stop?’ I hissed, my face on fire, but she laughed again and thrust me towards the man as if presenting me on a dish.


‘It’s wonderful to finally meet you, Madeleine. Gigi has told me so much about you.’


My hand, still covered with traces of mud from the stone wall, disappeared in Victor’s large palm and the sound of my name lingered between us for a moment. His diction was smooth and even, nothing like the homely West Country burr I heard around me from Frank and Cookie and Susan all day. I sounded different in that voice, more grown up, and when I finally looked up and into his face, I saw his eyes on me, a beautiful deep green lit up by amusement.


‘Maddy is fine,’ I said awkwardly.


‘Victor, darling, let’s get going; Maddy, maybe you can help Susan sort out the bedrooms.’


Victor extracted another cigarette from his pack as we followed Georgiana, tapped it on the back of his hand, lit it and took a deep drag, then another. I’d never seen anyone smoke like that, in hard pulls that sucked in his cheeks and made the end of the cigarette light up brightly. He gave me a sideways smile.


‘Gigi talks about you all the time. I wish we’d met in less awful times, but I’m glad to be here. I hope you and I will be great friends. Coming, Gi,’ he called ahead to where Jonathan and Gregory were bouncing in Georgie’s wake like excited puppies. ‘I’ll see you later, Madeleine.’


‘Yes,’ I said to his retreating back, not entirely sure what had just happened. ‘I’m sure you will.’




Six


‘You can see boats out on the water now, and the tide’s in properly. And loads of people all the way across on the harbour looking back at Hangman’s Cove.’


The three ladies had been settled in their rooms, Aunt Marjorie was keeping vigil by the telephone, and Susan had just come into the kitchen, where I was seated at the long, scrubbed servants’ table, peeling potatoes and waiting for news.


‘Could you see the plane?’ Cookie asked anxiously, bustling to the table with a bowl of flour.


Susan slipped onto the bench across from me. She looked tired and there was a streak of dust above one eyebrow. ‘Not from the Widow’s Watch, but that’s probably because the cliffs are in the way.’


The Widow’s Watch was a small platform on the roof dating back to the 1800s, where wives would wait for their seafaring husbands’ boats to come back home after a storm. My father had mounted a telescope on the original cast-iron pillar, from which you could see much of the coastline: stretches of steep cliffs dipping down towards harbours and villages, coves and sandy beaches.


Summerhill’s grounds extended all the way out to the cliffs, but the house itself was set back about a mile inland. Perched on the side of the hill, it overlooked the wide mouth of the tidal estuary, that peculiar kind of coastal river that ebbed and flowed with the tide as it funnelled the Atlantic deep into the Cornish countryside. Just north of Summerhill, the estuary narrowed down to the river and eventually petered out in a myriad of smaller streams and inlets further inland.


I pushed the big brown teapot in Susan’s direction and she downed two cups of tea seemingly in one gulp. ‘That pretty lady with the blond hair brought sixteen dresses and she didn’t help a bit with hanging them up,’ she said darkly. ‘Can’t she see that things are difficult today?’


‘I wonder what they all think is going to be happening here.’ Picturing the tweeds and fishing poles, I doodled a little googly-eyed angler fish on the open page of my sketchbook, using a streak of potato dust to colour it an ugly sludgy brown.


‘They’re only staying for a few days, the lady said. Here, Miss Maddy, let me help with those potatoes.’ Susan picked up a knife.


‘Oh, I do hope Hobson and Frank will be back soon.’ Cookie peered out of the back door for the third time. ‘It makes me anxious, and the house full now, too. Not that I don’t think a spot of proper cooking will be a nice change from your dear aunt’s supper tray, Miss Maddy,’ she added firmly, in case her comment could be taken as a criticism of Georgiana. ‘But it doesn’t quite seem right to be jolly. Well, dinner isn’t going to make itself.’ She shook herself and started gathering the nubby heap of peeled potatoes, handing me a wet rag for my dirty hands. ‘Let’s set the table early, Sue. Hobson’ll be tired. We can use the good dishes, the ones with the silver rim.’ She tapped her chin thoughtfully. ‘And Frank brought back those beautiful sea basses early this morning, which . . . Ah, there you are!’


Georgiana closed the kitchen door and sat down heavily, rubbing her eyes. ‘The boys are walking westwards, along that stretch of coast between the cliffs and the village harbour; there’s a couple of beaches there where someone might be able to crawl onshore if they were swept away by the current. Hobson is out on the water, and by the time we got down there, other boats were already arriving. I think the plane has sunk, from what I could see anyhow. Surf’s high now; you could hear it pounding.’


She shivered and scooted closer to me. Cookie put a cup of tea and a plate of cake in front of her, pausing to pat our backs for a moment. I laid my head on Georgiana’s shoulder and she turned to drop a kiss on my hair.


‘That we’d see the day again, Maddy,’ she said quietly. ‘So much sadness.’


She drank her tea in silence. The sun fell sideways along her shoulder, picking out the delicate curve of her cheek, the downward sweep of her jaw. In the rush of the last few hours, her skin had lost the mask-like sheen of powder from before, was pale and delicate, her hair tousled. Almost automatically, my hand started moving across the paper. Quick, light pencil strokes at first, meant to dispel the nameless anxiety that had settled in me since I’d seen the plane go down in the place where our father had died six years ago, gradually slowing to more exact, even ones to capture the sheer relief of having my sister home.


‘Goodness, Maddy.’ She broke the silence. ‘It’s like time has sped up while I was gone. Your face has changed so much; even your cheekbones have grown up, I think.’


‘Georgie, please!’ I shook my head and bent back over my drawing, reaching for my watercolours, using a few drops from the damp rag for moisture. ‘And do stop going around telling everyone. It’s quite mortifying, especially when I’m still exactly the way I used to be.’ I held up my hands which were vivid with red and green, gestured to my torn trousers and dusty blouse, which I hadn’t had time to change out of between getting rooms ready and lugging trunks and bags up the stairs.


‘Yes,’ she sighed, but her half-smile faded. ‘Still, there’s no denying that things are changing. At some point, we’ll have to sit down and think seriously, about us and about Summerhill.’


My pencil stopped in mid movement and I stared at her. ‘Whatever is there to think about?’


‘You being stuck here for six years,’ she said. ‘You suddenly growing up. The estate falling apart. War. Take your pick.’


I shook my head. ‘Summerhill is more than enough for me, Georgie, it always will be. And Papa would want us to look after it, especially now.’


Georgiana leaned close to look at my drawing. ‘Papa isn’t here any more, though, is he? He—’


‘So it’s all a bit rough around the edges these days,’ I said quickly. ‘But Frank says people will need farming land and crops more than ever now, so things are bound to improve soon.’


‘Oh Maddy, be reasonable.’ Georgiana lifted her shoulders in a helpless shrug. Her breath was warm on my cheek, and when I closed my eyes, I felt the delicate flutter of her lashes against the side of my temple. Her voice, when it came, was barely a whisper in my ear. ‘Maybe the plane crash . . . maybe it’s a sign. That we need to make a change. That war is coming and Summerhill needs a plan.’


Without opening my eyes, I felt for her hands, intertwined my fingers in hers.


‘But not today,’ I said. ‘Today I just want to sit here, with you, in peace.’


‘Peace won’t be with us much longer,’ she said quietly.


Suddenly I caught a small rustling noise and the faintest hint of cigarette smoke, and when I opened my eyes, I found myself staring straight at Victor Deverill, hand poised to knock on the kitchen door.


‘I didn’t mean to startle you,’ he said apologetically. Georgiana’s head snapped up and she hurriedly disentangled her hands from mine.


‘It’s just, we were wondering where you’d got to,’ he said. ‘We’re back and could murder a drink.’


‘Of course.’ Georgiana jumped up. ‘Thank you so much, darling, for pitching in. What news from the cliffs?’


‘One man has been saved; they picked him up from a buoy, your . . . er, butler was saying. He’s very badly shaken, swallowed water, being taken to hospital. They weren’t quite sure yet if he was going to make it. But the second man – it was a training plane, takes two or three – is still missing.’


Victor pushed his hand through his hair tiredly, and I could see the bones in his jaw grinding slightly. Cookie braced herself on the table next to me.


‘Oh, those poor, poor boys,’ she murmured. ‘Not even at war yet and already . . . Go on up, girls. I’ll wait for Hobson and Frank.’


Victor looked at her, then at Susan, who’d clambered up from the bench and dropped a tired sort of half-curtsey in his direction. As he took in my bare feet propped up on the bench, the heap of potato peel and the wet rag next to my sketchbook, watercolour reds and blues bleeding into the mud, he smiled in a polite but nonplussed sort of way, and when I saw Georgie’s slightly embarrassed expression, it occurred to me that where he came from, and where Georgie had just been for the last six months, people probably didn’t sit down in the kitchen drinking tea with the servants.


I gave a mental shrug – because really, who cared about any of that? – then got up from the bench, sweeping the potato peelings together for the slop bucket. When I straightened up, I saw that Victor had picked up my sketchbook.


‘Gigi did tell me you’re quite an artist,’ he said.


‘Oh, well, I don’t think . . .’ Out of the corner of my eye I could see Cookie throwing an alarmed look at Susan, because everyone knew my sketchbook was private. Victor, however, was turning the pages curiously, peering at a drawing of the house, and then at another, a ladybird sitting on a rose and waving a tiny petal as a family of cross-looking ants marched up the stem.
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