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London, 2004. Growing up, Frankie didn’t always have it easy. But her life is firmly back on track these days and the memory of the painful rift with her beloved grandmother slowly fading. It’s not until their paths cross again, however, that Frankie realises the past is far from over. And more: that her grandmother harbours a devastating secret that could tear both of their lives apart.


Somerset, 1940. When seventeen-year-old Violet’s life is devastated by the London Blitz, she runs away to join the Women’s Land Army, wanting nothing more than to leave her grief behind. But as well as the terror of enemy air raids, the land girls at Winterbourne Orchards face a powerful enemy closer to home. Before long, their friendship and courage will be put to the test, on a night that must be kept secret for ever . . .
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One


Fight or flight.


Violet had overheard Barker talking about it with another chauffeur a few nights ago, when she and her mother had come out of Sally Vaughn’s tea party. Violet had coughed loudly to warn Barker of their approach, because Lady Etherington didn’t like her staff being literate on odd subjects, and she certainly didn’t like them hanging across the bonnet of a car, gossiping. Which was vastly unfair because Barker was the most loyal of souls and if Mother didn’t watch out, she’d be making him fight or flight, flight right to the western front, most likely, and then what would she do?


Fight or flight was the body’s response to danger, Barker had said, when it had to choose between self-protection and escape. Uncannily, it gave words to exactly how Violet felt much of the time herself. Whether she was trooping down to the air raid shelter, practising her debutante curtsey or sitting in the drawing room at night, a piece of needlework slowly turning to felt between her hands, there was a buzzing restlessness inside her, something imprisoned that wanted to burst out and be free.


The fight part was difficult, with Mother breathing down her neck all the hours of the day, but the flight part – oh, to do exactly that, to kick off her stupid satin dance shoes and run without stopping until she’d reached the end of the world and could live in a cottage by the sea where no one cared if she didn’t appear promptly at nine o’clock for kippers and eggs.


She chuckled softly to herself.


‘Ooh, what?’ her cousin Romy said next to her, eager for diversion. St Mary’s Church was hot and packed on this beautiful September afternoon, the pews jammed with London’s upper class waiting for Harry McGregor, society scion and crusher of debutante dreams, to walk up the aisle with Lavinia Cooper, who had always seemed to Violet very nice, and entirely undeserving to be chained for life to someone like Harry McGregor.


‘Just thinking.’ Violet fanned herself vigorously with her hymnal and looked back to see if there was any sign of the bride. ‘About weddings and prisons.’


Romy giggled appreciatively. ‘Most girls would give their right arm to be Lavinia today. Your mother first in line.’


Violet glanced at her mother, who was clasping her gloved hands and gazing up at the torment of Job on the stained-glass window with an expression as close to dreamy as Violet had ever seen on her rather hard face.


‘Well, hope springs eternal, doesn’t it?’ She leaned back, tugging her gas mask bag into her lap. It had been a trying day already. Her mother had spent some of the morning arguing Cook out of signing up for the Women’s Voluntary Services – the butler and kitchen maid had joined the war already, lucky things – then mercilessly chivvied their one remaining maid, Daisy, to do something, anything, with Violet’s appearance. Violet had felt very badly when, after an hour’s ministrations, she looked exactly the way she had before: small and skinny, nose dusted with freckles, brown eyes round and hopeful under hair that refused to stay one colour but changed with the light, a shimmering mass of tawny browns shot through with gold. Romy always said Violet’s hair was her best feature, but Lady Etherington seemed to consider it her personal foe, which was why it was now pinned back so tightly that it had frozen Violet’s face in an expression of surprised pain.


‘Sit up straight,’ her mother snapped as Violet surreptitiously tried to extract a few of the worst hairpins. ‘And try not to wave your arms about too much.’


She surveyed Violet’s pale pink satin gown with displeasure. In the dim light of Violet’s bedroom, it had seemed the least worn out from the last few months of social gatherings, but in the daylight, the maid’s late-night stitching-on of beads to cover the worst patches was all too obvious. Being impoverished and trying to hide the fact from her cronies took up almost as much of Lady Etherington’s time as trying to launch her daughter into society.


‘You look nice, Vi,’ Romy supplied helpfully.


‘And the reception is at the Wentworth Hotel.’ Violet didn’t care at all what she looked like and was only trying not to get Daisy into trouble. ‘It’ll be dark inside; no one will notice. It’s just a party, Mother.’


‘Nothing is ever just a party,’ Eleanor Etherington said cuttingly. ‘Most especially this one.’


She paused, unusually dramatically, and Violet was filled with a dreadful sense of foreboding. There were only a few things in life that made her mother look this animated. Surely not . . . surely . . .


‘Edward will be there.’


‘No!’ Violet turned, as much as the cramped space in the pew allowed, and stared at her mother in horror.


The first year of the war had much curtailed London’s social season, with balls and court presentations cancelled and a lot of the eligible young men disappearing to fight the Germans. But somehow – and Violet wasn’t at all clear how this had happened, because she had certainly tried her best to avoid it – by the time the social circuit had wound down, she had found herself saddled with Edward Forester.


‘He’s away training,’ she said urgently. ‘He told me himself.’


She distinctly remembered their last bone-achingly dull conversation, which had taken her through Edward’s naval training in such detail she thought she was going to faint clear off her chair. She’d distracted herself by thinking of the new horse Romy was going to get, and whether her mother might ever let her go to a theatre production that Romy’s half-brother Duffy had invited them to, perking up only when Edward finally announced that he would be gone for a long time.


‘A very long time, Violet.’ Dolefully fixing his washed-out blue eyes on hers, he had clasped her hand, and Violet had nailed a commiserating smile on her face and resisted the urge to wipe her palms on her skirt.


‘I wish you’d calm down, Violet.’ The effort of infusing a discreet murmur with stridency was making a muscle jump in her mother’s cheek. ‘Anyone would kill to be in your shoes, anyone.’


‘I certainly know whom I’d kill first,’ Violet said darkly, and Romy vibrated with suppressed mirth.


‘It’s a big wedding, Vi,’ she said soothingly. ‘And the Wentworth’s rooms are cavernous, especially if we have to go down to their shelter. Chances are you might not even see him.’


‘Oh, she will,’ Eleanor Etherington said.


‘I’ll keep you company,’ Romy promised. ‘It’ll be fine.’


It was easy for her to say. Romy was only two years older than Violet, but she somehow managed to be everything Lady Etherington thought suitable in a young lady and yet had everything that Violet wanted, too, including freedom to go out and about in London, often spending whole days running errands like a grown-up. She was engaged already, but to a nice, normal man called William, who didn’t bore you stiff with vapid conversation about torpedo destroyers or promised to be gone for a very long time and then turned up out of the blue just when one felt let off the hook a bit.


Growing up, Vi had been desperate to have an older sister like Romy and to live in York Square. Her aunt and uncle weren’t much better off financially than Violet’s own parents, but they weren’t quite as dedicated to keeping up appearances. Consequently, their house was cheerfully shabby, noisy and . . . Violet was never quite sure how to put it . . . warm, she would settle on eventually. Comfortable. Free. The moment you stepped into the hall, it let you be the way you were.


Meanwhile, in her own house, Violet couldn’t even go up the stairs without being accosted in some way by her mother, and with coal doled out carefully and most paintings and extraneous furnishings in the upper floors sold off over the years, Cavendish Place was cold and dark and echoey. It had become even worse since Violet’s father had rejoined his old regiment six months ago. He had last been heard from ordering people about somewhere in the African desert, where Violet enviously imagined him striding around in his boots with a cup of tea, barking commands at people and generally having the time of his life.


Her father. Violet seized upon him with relief. ‘Papa doesn’t like Edward,’ she said to her mother’s profile. ‘He said, please never leave me alone with that fellow again, remember?’


‘Don’t be absurd,’ her mother snapped. ‘I’ve cabled your father already – just on the off chance that tonight’s the night, you know; we couldn’t possibly leave your happiness at the mercy of unreliable communication to Africa – and he sent back his consent.’


‘Consent?’ Violet said, truly alarmed now at how fast things had progressed in such a short time. ‘But I haven’t given my consent, Mother. I don’t want to marry anyone at the moment.’


‘Keep your voice down, Violet,’ her mother said icily when a woman in purple brocade turned to survey them interestedly. ‘Things are not always about what you want.’


‘But they never are,’ Violet wailed.


‘Choice will be a lot less plentiful when this war is in full swing,’ Eleanor Etherington continued. ‘I got married right out of the season – for heaven’s sake, Violet, do stop making that face. Ah, we’re starting, finally . . .’


At the back of the church, the wooden doors creaked. A slant of sunlight fell straight down the middle of the aisle, as if God himself had planned on making an entrance, then was extinguished when the doors clanged shut. The organ launched into a wheezy chord and whispering heads turned towards the bride, hanging off her father’s arm.


Fight or flight. Violet prayed desperately as she watched them shuffle up the aisle. Please God, let me be strong enough to do one of those, or else I’m going to wake up tomorrow engaged to Edward Forester.









Two


‘It really is too sunny a day to be holed up inside a ballroom all afternoon,’ Romy sighed as they walked towards the grand glass doors of the hotel, criss-crossed with brown tape, sandbags piled up on both sides of the entrance. She looked at the cloudless blue sky longingly. ‘This would have been a perfect outdoor wedding. Blasted Germans.’


Daytime raids on London had been sporadic so far, just enough to numb the population into complacency. Still, Lavinia’s parents had deemed it wise to hold the reception at the Wentworth, which, with its steel and concrete structure, was said to be one of the safest places in London. Should air raid sirens interrupt the festivities, the guests would be able to wait it out in one of the vast cellar shelters expressly opened for the purpose.


The foyer – grand and glittering, with sweeping staircases leading to the upper floors – was heaving with people. Eleanor Etherington was almost immediately roped into a conversation, and Romy pulled Violet over to one of the big mirrors. Setting her gas mask case on the mantelpiece, she smoothed down her hair and settled the straps of her gown more securely across her shoulders. They stood next to each other, Romy slender and perfect, her hair gleaming sleekly in the low light, Violet slight and currently scowling, tawny curls straining against the pins.


‘I forgot to put on my pearls.’ Violet tapped her collarbone and gave mirror-Romy a mocking, shock-eyed gasp. ‘I think I’ll just have to nip back home for them and take a long time returning, long enough for Edward to find a nice, sweet girl to be his true love.’


‘You’ll be doing all of London a huge service by taking him off the market,’ Romy laughed, then she turned to Violet, more serious. ‘You know, Vi, you might just get used to the idea in time.’


‘Not you too,’ Violet said, aghast. ‘First Papa, and now you’re taking their side?’


Romy carefully tugged loose a few of Violet’s hairpins, then tucked a stray lock behind her ear, her fingers cool against Violet’s temple.


‘Here, take my necklace for tonight. It’s not pearls, but it’ll fill the space.’


She settled the silver disc against Violet’s clavicle. Violet touched the ring of diamonds set into the silver, still warm from Romy’s skin.


‘I’m always on your side, you know that.’ Romy nudged her gently. ‘But trust me, it’s a lot easier when you’re in charge of your own household and,’ she grimaced, ‘when you have a bit of money for a change. As Mrs Forester, rich Mrs Forester, you can do so much more than now. And it would get your mother off your back for a bit.’


‘Edward seems a steep price to pay.’ Violet shook her head.


‘He’s just your ticket there.’ Romy shrugged. ‘That’s how it works, a ticket, nothing more. You can’t fight the whole system and your mother single-handedly. Something will have to give—’


‘Ladies!’ A mop of tousled blond hair and a familiar grin loomed in the mirror behind them.


‘Duffy!’ Violet said joyfully. ‘I didn’t know you were coming! You said you were done with simpering debutantes.’


Duffy rubbed his hand ruefully across the top of his head, making his hair stand up even more. ‘Couldn’t miss Harry’s wedding, though, could I? Mate of mine. Got me out of an awful pickle a while back. We let a goat loose at the club and they thought it was an intruder. Constable chased me all the way down Hanbury Lane.’


‘Duffy!’ Romy said, shocked, but Violet grinned. Duffy was Romy’s half-brother from Amanda Etherington’s first marriage, which had left her widowed shortly after he was born, and Violet had practically grown up with him. Duffy was cheerfully entitled, always on the verge of doing something fun and full of stories of past capers.


‘Don’t go all prissy on me, you two. If you ask me, Harry just wanted an excuse for a last good party before he leaves. I’ll have to stay out of the limelight, though. Nothing like a wedding to get all the mothers worrying about who’s left on the plate. But the good thing is, it’s an early do – God bless wartime shaking things up a bit, eh? – so there’s plenty of time to nip over to the 400 later. Now, what have I missed?’ He rubbed his hands, looking around. ‘Why are we hanging about in the front hall?’


‘We’re hiding from Edward,’ Violet craned her neck to look around the lobby, then snatched up her gas mask case. ‘You haven’t seen him, have you?’


‘Not if I can help it. Shocking bore. But never you fear, Duffy is here. Things’ll be all right now.’ He offered each of them an arm and started towing them to the open doors of the ballroom. ‘With any luck, this will be a night to remember.’


‘You always say that,’ Romy reminded him.


‘But who’s to say that it won’t finally be true tonight?’ With a flourish, he stood aside and let them pass.


The ballroom was thick with perfume, cigarette smoke and the heavy scent of lilies. People were talking at the top of their voices; girls moved hopefully through the throng. Wallflowers skulked along walls and chaperones surveyed their charges with gimlet eyes. It seemed the same as every other party Violet had been to this year, and yet uniformed guests reminded everyone that there was a war on. Even the band couldn’t dispel the odd, slightly restless feeling in the air, which increased when the air raid sirens suddenly sounded at mid afternoon. Staff came in to move proceedings downstairs, where it got more crowded and louder by the time the last stragglers were inside.


Nerves mounted at the booming and crashing noises above them, seemingly more intense than usual, but Violet was only relieved that, for the moment, Edward was nowhere to be seen, even after the all-clear had sounded and they’d trooped back upstairs. She had just begun to cautiously exhale when Duffy materialised next to her.


‘Duck, Vi, I just saw him.’


Instantly Violet sagged down behind Duffy’s broad back.


‘Violet, whatever are you doing?’ Eleanor Etherington barked from behind her. ‘And Dudley,’ she fixed him with a suspicious stare, ‘how nice to see you.’


‘Wouldn’t have missed it for the world, Aunt.’ Duffy loomed over Lady Etherington’s hand, giving Violet a cheeky wink, then reached for his cigarette packet. Across the room, Edward Forester’s pale blue eyes had now homed in on their target.


‘Oh no,’ Violet moaned when he started moving, dipping his head with a polite smile here, a neat bow there.


‘God, he’s good at this,’ Duffy muttered. ‘There’s no way that man was born the way we all were, you know, with all the screaming and the blood—’


‘For heaven’s sake, Duff!’ Romy slipped her arm through Violet’s. ‘Remember, he’s your ticket,’ she whispered.


But watching his approach, Violet couldn’t remember why that was a good thing at all. Her future was right there, in the excited sheen on her mother’s face, the determined set of Edward’s pale features. They would dance, her mother nodding her benevolence in time with the music. There would be glasses of lemonade pressed into her hand, dances stood out if Violet appeared tired. And more. A wedding, much like this one. Exiting the church through a tunnel flanked by Edward’s naval chums. Children raised by Nanny, who’d already raised Violet and her father, and who would probably pass into nanny heaven while reaching for a stack of nappies from the airing cupboard. And then, twenty years from now, Violet would be standing exactly where Eleanor Etherington stood now, watching her own daughter do the whole thing all over again, if, God willing, they survived the war.


‘Violet, how very nice to see you.’ Edward bobbed a perfect bow.


‘Yes, lovely,’ she said dully. ‘I thought you were due for training . . .’


‘I was going to be, but we’ve had to relocate – oh, don’t press me, Hitler wants to know, wink wink, but it afforded me a few days’ stay in London. Would you like to dance?’


One of Edward’s more redeeming qualities was that he didn’t require her to say too much as they shunted in time with all the other couples crammed onto the smoky dance floor.


As a child, she’d had a music box with small ice-skating figures turning under a glass dome, white paper dots flurrying around them in make-believe snow. She had loved watching them, the tiny skirted figures with their hands in a muff, the men in long black coats, their feet stretched out behind, hands linked as they turned, always the same route, the small red gashes of their mouths open in endless silent merriment. Now, among the crowd of people jostling around her, she remembered the way the glass dome had distorted the garish putty faces and had to blink hard to dispel the sense of being trapped inside that globe herself, unfit for ever doing anything but stretching one leg behind her, holding hands with her putty man and turning on the blue-painted lake for all eternity.


She searched for Romy, saw her dancing, spotted Duffy by the door.


The door . . .


‘Actually,’ Edward said, ‘there is something I’d like to talk to you about, Violet.’ He dropped his voice to a throaty murmur and grasped her hand. ‘Maybe later, if we had a minute, we could slip away. And don’t worry, your mother knows you’re safe with me.’


Abruptly, she stopped, pulled her hand out of his.


‘Will you excuse me?’ she said. ‘Need to . . . powder my nose . . . the cloakroom . . .’ And without another word, she turned and pushed through the throng towards the door.


‘It’s not working, that ticket-to-freedom speech, Romy. It’s just not.’ Violet tugged at the bodice of her dress to give herself more room to breathe, tossing her gas mask on the ground. ‘Have a look and see if Mother’s coming.’


Romy obediently stuck her head outside the little nook Violet had dragged her into, but the lower floors of the hotel were vast, and people were rushing and agitated, talking in anxious voices. No one paid them the least attention. ‘The coast is clear,’ she said. ‘Oh no, wait, there’s Duffy.’


‘Hiding, are we?’ Duffy slid into their small space and expertly rearranged the folds of the drapes. ‘Can’t say I blame you. All that air of expectation, and Edward mooning about like a lovesick calf.’


‘You’re no help, Duffy,’ Romy said impatiently.


‘I’m not going back,’ Violet said wildly. ‘He’s asked me to talk.’


‘Can’t stay in here,’ Duffy said reasonably. ‘Bit of a tight squeeze, to be honest.’


Music drifted into their little nook. ‘ “I Hadn’t Anyone Till You” is my favourite tune,’ Edward had said just before. ‘What is yours, Violet?’ She saw herself sitting at a polished cherry-wood dining table with a greying Edward across from her. Charles Dickens is my favourite author. What is yours, Violet? And her mother, who’d got her into all this, who never listened, who would even now be disapprovingly scanning the room; her father, who’d abandoned her, along with all his promises . . .


Fight or flight.


‘Let’s go out,’ she said wildly. ‘Dancing. Drinking.’


Romy gaped. ‘Are you mad? Aunt would kill you. And where on earth would you even go? It’s only just gone half seven. I think—’


‘The 400, of course,’ Duffy said approvingly. ‘A drink first at the Colonial Bar. Make a night of it. I’ll take you.’


‘You would?’ Violet flung herself onto Duffy, who shrank back in alarm. ‘Thank you, oh thank you.’


‘Duffy, no,’ Romy said. ‘What if there’s another air raid? It’s all right for you, you can just pop into any shelter along the way, but Violet is barely seventeen.’


‘I’m sure there isn’t going to be another one. They’ve only just left,’ Violet said bracingly. ‘If anything, it’s safest now. Oh Romy, please? If you’re with me, Mother won’t be quite so cross.’


‘The 400 is totally safe, sissy, like here,’ Duffy threw in helpfully. ‘Underground, steel girders and all. Just think of it as a bomb shelter, only with music and dancing.’


Romy bit her lip. Her hair had lost some of its sleekness and her lovely brown eyes were troubled.


‘Come on, Romy,’ Violet urged. ‘Together for ever, you and me, remember?’


‘And Duffy, apparently.’ Romy sighed. ‘All right. Because I love you and I want you to be happy. But if we get into any trouble, I’m blaming it all on you. And Duffy, of course.’









Three


Petrol had been rationed for a good year, but Duffy, who worked in the Foreign Office – to Violet, a nebulous occupation, with his main value being that he knew everyone and anyone – was still able to drive and had parked his small car a few paces down the road. Heart beating wildly, Violet hurtled towards it without looking left or right and dived inside.


‘Is she there? Has she followed us?’


‘No,’ Romy said uneasily, peering through the window as Duffy started the car. ‘But something strange is going on. I wish you hadn’t hustled me out so fast, Vi, they were all talking so worriedly when we left. And what is that glow over there, all that smoke?’


‘Maybe from the air raid. Or the last of the sunset.’ Violet gave a cursory glance out into the darkening street, then ducked out of sight again. ‘All it means is that we have plenty of time for you to teach me everything. Champagne drinking, dancing, and that thing you do with your eyelashes.’


Romy had to laugh, and settled back against the seat. ‘All in one night?’


The two girls were thrown around a lot, even though Duffy drove slowly through Kensington, his headlights thin strips beneath their slotted cover. Violet was busy imitating Edward’s horror, making Duffy double over with laughter at the steering wheel, but even though Romy laughed and threw in an occasional comment, her expression remained troubled.


Outside the car window, darkness had begun to settle on houses and trees. Except Romy had been right, it wasn’t really dark, was it? The sky to the east, whenever Violet caught a glimpse of it above the streetscape or between two houses, was a strange, smudgy orange. Cloud-like, blooming upwards and oscillating, the orange glow roiled amidst changing hues and levels of brightness.


‘Fire,’ she said involuntarily. ‘From the air raid this afternoon probably, but it’s all the way over to the east.’


‘You know, I think we should turn back, Duffy,’ Romy said, craning her neck to keep track of the glow. ‘With how bright that is, the fire must be enormous—’


A vehicle loomed out of the darkness, forcing Duffy to screech to a halt. Violet was thrown to the ground and Romy fell on top of her.


‘Goodness,’ Violet said breathlessly, as they settled back into their seats.


‘To Vi’s house.’ Romy’s voice was urgent now. ‘That way, Duffy.’


‘Oh Romy, we’ve come this far,’ Violet begged.


‘Let’s just try to get to the West End,’ Duffy said. But he soon fell silent, his eyes fixed on the eastern horizon whenever he stopped to let ambulances and lorries manoeuvre past in the near-darkness. There were a lot of them out and about. And even though Violet valiantly carried on the conversation, she eventually ran out of things to say, and without the sound of her voice, the inside of Duffy’s car shrank. She suppressed a sudden shiver as blacked-out windows, papered-over gas lights and closed doors stared back at her impassively.


No. She shook herself. This was her night, her one night of freedom. It was just unnerving going so slowly and not really being able to see or know what had happened. The moment they got to the Colonial Bar, there’d be a band, Duffy had said, with a black person singing, and champagne. Look, other people were out, walking. She tracked the progress of a couple holding bundles, gas mask cases dangling at their sides, and in between houses saw a man handing his family into an Anderson shelter.


‘Almost there,’ she said emphatically, although they were barely through Knightsbridge. ‘We’ll have so much fun.’


But suddenly, as if someone had turned on the sound, there was the long, rolling swell of the air raid sirens.


‘Again?’ Romy said, horrified.


Inside the Wentworth, Violet had been distracted by the thrum of voices and music and dodging Edward, but now the sound was very close. Rising in a wave-like crescendo that fell and rose, echoes thrown back from afar in different pitches, a strange, haunting harmony that pushed and pulled you with the urge to burrow deep underground . . .


‘It’ll be all right, Violet,’ Romy said as Duffy made an abrupt turn. ‘It’ll be fine.’ She kept repeating those words over and over again, breaking off abruptly when the car stopped at the next corner and a warden knocked sharply on the window.


‘Nearest shelter is the church crypt down at the end of the street,’ he barked when Duffy wound down the window. ‘Hurry now.’


‘What’s happening?’ Romy asked.


‘Where on earth have you been these last few hours? The Germans have finally done it. Hundreds of them. Thousands. The entire East End is on fire!’ Without another word, he hurried away.


Duffy inched around a bus, tapping his fingers impatiently when he was forced to stop to let two people across the street. In a window of a ground-floor flat, a dog was peering out forlornly.


The sirens had stopped wailing, but now, horrifyingly, there was something else.


The drone of aircraft. A puckering, rattling rat-tat-tat, terrifying in its relentless monotone, far away at first, but close at the same time too, splintering the insides of the car where Romy was chanting under her breath again and Duffy cursed in the front. Up ahead was the church the warden had indicated, but progress was agonisingly slow as the puckering above them grew louder, punctuated by ear-splitting cracks and booms.


‘Duffy, leave the car,’ Romy shouted. ‘We’ll have to run for it.’


Suddenly, a deafening boom on top of them, and then the front end of the car lifted, and they were thrown up and forward, riding a roaring wave of noise.


Violet had lost her bearings, the noise filling her up entirely. They had come to a crashing halt and yet it felt like they were still moving, upwards, towards the facade opposite them. Her eyes were wide open and she saw the church tower above, a spire, a cross – but no, she wasn’t moving, the tower was coming towards her, falling, almost in one piece, bricks and rubble flying away from it as it came straight at the car, the spike of the weathervane directed at her, about to run her through at any moment . . .


A hand reached across her and pushed open the door, and they fell out of the car, and then she was wrenched up hard and pulled forward into a stumbling run. As they ran, she looked back over her shoulder, once, twice, and each time her mind took a snapshot. The tower turning sideways. Snap. The beautiful swirly window at the bottom crashing into the nave of the church. Snap. Walls collapsing in a shower of bricks and glass. Rubble raining, a strange pattering sound amidst the cacophony. The car – Duffy’s car – crushed by an enormous stone pillar. Duffy’s round face next to her, his eyes wide and terrified. Romy a flash of silver at her side, her hand still clamped around Violet’s wrist. Violet scrabbled at the air, which seemed to solidify, become a wall of dust and grit she had to push against, and then Romy’s hand was ripped out of hers.


‘Romy!’ she screamed. She groped blindly into the dusty air, coughing and sobbing until she stumbled across something soft. Duffy loomed out of the dust and together they half carried, half dragged Romy away from the street.


‘In here,’ Duffy shouted, and the three of them fell into a doorway, clawed at the paving stones to crawl into the farthest corner. They pushed themselves against the wall, a heap of limbs and satin and evening dress. Violet’s face was smeared with tears and dust, her dress torn up to her thigh, her ears . . . something was wrong with her ears, she couldn’t hear, she couldn’t see. She dragged her dress across her eyes until her vision cleared, then fell onto Romy, who had sunk against the side of the doorway. A flash of light briefly illuminated the doorway, and she saw that her cousin’s mouth was moving, her eyes wide and glassy, before darkness fell again. She brought her ear right up close, but she couldn’t hear anything through the ringing inside her skull, just felt her cousin’s breath on her cheek. And then another flash of light, and Violet’s eyes dipped down to the dark stain across Romy’s stomach. Horror started pulsing; she heard a noise, a keening, and it took her a moment to realise that it was coming from her, was working its way through a throat raw with screaming.


She slipped her arm around her cousin’s shoulders and tried to heave her upright. In the orange bloom outside the doorway, they saw the stain across Romy’s belly glisten wetly, grow bigger . . .


‘Romy, no,’ Violet croaked, horrified.


Duffy was crouched, trying to see, but Romy slowly turned her face towards Violet, her eyes flickering, her face smeared with dust. She opened her mouth, her breath warm on Violet’s cheeks. And Violet was back in her aunt’s house, in the nursery with Romy, narrow beds pushed together to whisper secrets until Nanny appeared like a vengeful ghoul. They were galloping across Richmond Park on a dew-sparkling morning. She was practising her curtsey, Romy falling about laughing. Vi, you’re not even trying.


‘Duffy,’ Violet sobbed, ‘we have to get her to the shelter.’


‘That is the shelter!’ Duffy shouted hoarsely, pointing back at where the church had been.


‘Romy, you’ll be all right.’ Violet found her cousin’s hands and squeezed them tightly. If you just looked at her hair, her eyes, her face, she was fine, she’d be all right, wouldn’t she, she’d be fine. But Romy shook her head and smiled, just a quirk of the lips, and then her face went slack, her hand fell away from the dark stain across her stomach, the other one going limp in Violet’s grip.


‘No!’ Violet screamed. She brought her face close, forced herself to be still, willing her cousin’s breath to flutter against her cheek again. The moment stretched into an eternity of terror, then Duffy reached for Romy’s neck, felt for her pulse, turned horror-stricken eyes upon Violet. She heard herself screaming again, her nails digging into Romy’s arms, and the doorway narrowed to fire and smoke, cracking bombs and the incessant, relentless drone of the planes that burrowed into her insides like nails, until she was a part of it all, was inside the noise and the dust and the cacophony of sounds that had borne Romy away for ever.
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Four


‘You could have chosen a bit more of a festive place, Frankie.’ Conrad looked around the café doubtfully. People were jostling each other in a disorderly queue by the counter, the enormous metal tea urn hissed and spat dark brown tea into thick white mugs, and from the kitchen came sizzling, shouting and smells of frying bacon. ‘You only turn twenty-eight once, you know.’


‘I love it.’ Frankie beamed as Beatrice set down the tray with plates of eggs, beans and toast. ‘There’s even cake.’ She pointed to a flapjack, the kind that was tightly wrapped in cling film and had most likely been in the glass display case for a few days. ‘And Bea’s brought a candle.’


‘You can’t light that here,’ Con said worriedly as Beatrice gouged a hole into the solid mass of the flapjack and stuck the candle in. ‘We’ll probably get kicked out for playing with fire.’


Just at that moment, there was a bellow from the fry station and the flash of a flame. A great cheer went up from a group of workmen, and the fry cook stuck his head through the hatch and took a bow.


‘Jesus.’ Con tucked his beautiful tweed jacket tightly around him and made sure his leather bag wasn’t touching the floor. ‘I’ll have you know, Frankie, that I wanted to celebrate your birthday in style.’


Frankie looked down at the flame that Beatrice had coaxed out of the cheap mini candle and remembered other birthdays celebrated in style.


‘Times of change and revolution birthdays are,’ her dad used to say when she was a little girl. ‘Go on, Francesca, sniff the air for all that possibility and newness.’ He’d lean forward with a dramatic flourish – her dad was a musician, and thus prone to dramatic flourishes – and little Frankie would lean with him, sniffing hopefully at the air.


‘I th-th-think I f-f-feel it,’ she’d say quickly when she saw the expectant light in his eyes, and he’d happily lead his band mates in a special rendition of ‘Happy Birthday’, followed by a prolonged rehearsal in her honour.


‘But when we’re done here,’ he’d add, ‘let’s make a day of it, Francesca, get a takeaway, watch the sunset up on the heath. And no, I’m not letting her within ten feet of you today. I put you into this world and I have first dibs on celebrating with you. You tell her that from me, Francesca. You tell her.’


Her – Frankie’s grandmother – was great at celebrating birthdays too, though. ‘I thought we could have a party with your school friends, or an outing to the zoo. We’ll make a day of it, Frankie love, I won’t take no for an answer. Tell him I’m picking you up at ten.’


No matter how hard Frankie tried to do it all, sniff the air for change and go to the zoo, listen to her dad’s band and celebrate with her grandmother, she could never make a day of it with both of them at the same time. Over time, her birthday became fraught with tension, joining the long list of issues her dad and her grandmother had wrangled over for as long as she could remember. Frankie’s living situation. Frankie’s crippling stammer, which her dad swore would sort itself out on its own and her grandmother insisted on fixing with endless recitals of famous ballads and speeches. Frankie’s schooling and who would be there for parent-teacher evenings. Where she would spend the holidays and for how long, who would organise her school uniform for when she went back, would it be be second-hand or new, who would take her on her first day . . .


One of the first things Frankie had done when she’d started living on her own was to stop celebrating her birthday in style.


There was another loud whoosh from the fry station, and customers hastily surged away from the counter as a small cloud of smoke billowed.


‘It’s perfect,’ she said happily.


‘See?’ Beatrice nudged Con. ‘Stop being difficult and give Frankie her present.’ She snatched a parcel out of Con’s hand. ‘It’s from both of us. I know you said you didn’t need anything, but you’re always scribbling away in those exercise books like the proverbial penniless journalist, and Con noticed you were running out, so we thought you might like something properly grown-up . . .’


It was a leather-bound notebook. Just the right size for her satchel, with thick, creamy pages and a leather ribbon to tie around. It was sumptuous and classy, something she would never have contemplated buying for herself, but now that she had it, she knew she couldn’t live without it.


‘It’s . . . it’s b-b-b . . .’ Out of nowhere, Frankie felt the letters start to bristle in her mouth. She broke off, tried to breathe out the words on a long, slow swell of air the way her grandmother had taught her back then. She’d learned to manage her stammer over the years, but every now and then, it jumped back into her throat as if it had never left.


‘It’s b-beautif-f-ful,’ she finally got out. She wanted to say a lot more, how touched she was, how glad that they were here for her birthday, but instead she smiled and stroked the gilded edges of the notebook.


‘And now,’ Con said in a dramatic whisper, ‘for the biggest birthday present of all.’


Slowly, ceremoniously, the three of them turned towards the window, where a big, rather impressive office building sat across the road, three words clearly visible above the entrance.


The London Post.


Never mind her birthday, those three words were the real reason the day had a special glow. Today, they were joining the London Post, Frankie and Con as staff writers and Bea in the marketing department.


‘I guess it’s good that you’re a fast birthday celebrator, Frankie, because we have to be there in exactly thirty minutes.’ Con flicked back his cuff to check the time, as he’d been doing every five minutes since they’d got here. ‘God, I can’t believe it. Finally I’ll be knee-deep in London society gossip, and I’m sure you’ll get your fill of human interest love-fests, Frankie.’


‘And I’ll market the hell out of you both,’ Beatrice promised. ‘It’ll be brilliant. Oh, your candle’s gone out, Frankie. Here.’ She lit the tiny stub again. ‘Make a wish, quick, before it’s melted away.’


‘Wish for us to have a great first day,’ Con said encouragingly.


‘I’d like a corner office,’ Beatrice urged her.


And Frankie leaned into the tiny teardrop-shaped flame, smelled the honey sweetness from the flapjack, and wished for times of revolution and change.


In the vast marble-clad foyer, the receptionist curtly informed them that someone called Felicity would come down to fetch them shortly and could they please wait over there so as not to be in the way.


Frankie was studying the framed editions of the London Post lining the wall, all the way back to 1929, with its old-fashioned yellowing masthead, and thinking about her dad. She hadn’t talked to him in a while and she missed him. He was a good person to share exciting news with; he always said it reaffirmed the fact that the universe was at its core a friendly sort of place, which she hoped was particularly true today.


‘They all seem to be in a great big rush,’ Beatrice whispered as behind them the revolving doors spewed yet more people into the lobby. ‘And it’s a lot bigger than the Phoenix.’


‘Anything would have been bigger than the Phoenix, Bea.’ Frankie grinned. ‘Considering that we were working out of Lydia’s flat.’


While certainly a lot smaller than the London Post, Phoenix Magazine, where the three of them had worked until a few days ago, hadn’t been a poky set-up by any means. On the contrary, in the five years that Frankie had worked for Lydia Marquart, former TV chef turned editor, the Phoenix had become a slick, glossy monthly covering news, in-depth stories and celebrity features across south-west London and northern Surrey. The biggest feather in Lydia’s cap, however, and the reason they were here, had been the Phoenix’s hugely successful online edition. It had won the coveted Digital Media Award earlier in the year and subsequently caught the eye of General Media International, a media conglomerate that owned a range of newspapers and magazines. After lengthy negotiations, Lydia had let her beloved Phoenix become part of the London Post, along with its entire online marketing team and any editorial staff who wanted to stay on. She herself had gracefully retired, no doubt thinking up more ambitious projects from the luxury of her new country home.


Frankie would miss Lydia, of course, but she couldn’t understand why anyone wouldn’t want to stay on. Among journalists, the London Post was one of the talked-about-in-hushed-voices holy grails, and everyone, not just those in the newspaper world, knew its editor-in-chief, Hugo Ramsey. Hugo was a legend. A journalistic luminary. A force of nature. He had started out modestly – just like she had, Frankie sometimes secretly thought – but his instinct for news and single-minded pursuit of a story had made for a meteoric rise, which had led him to take over the editorship of the London Post not too long ago, prompting a flurry of acquisitions of smaller news outlets.


‘Well, we’re not in Kansas any more, that much is clear.’ Con seemed nervous all of a sudden, fiddling with his portfolio, inside which, Frankie knew, each of his stories was mounted on white paper. ‘Please tell me your birthday wish was that Hugo Ramsey loves us.’


‘He will.’ She patted his arm. ‘Before you know it, we’ll be sauntering up the Brompton Road every morning like we’ve never done anything else.’


‘Yeah.’ Con made a face, then straightened his shoulders determinedly. ‘Okay, change of subject, please. How come I never knew you were from London, Frankie? Did you know, Bea?’


But Beatrice was watching the receptionist. ‘How can she talk into two phones at once?’


‘I’m only half from here,’ Frankie said. ‘I’ve moved around quite a bit with my parents. My dad was in a band.’


‘The world is our oyster,’ Harry O’Brien was fond of saying, ‘even if you have to crack a lot of them to get what you want.’ Record scouts always hung around pubs and small venues, everyone knew that, so every performance could be that one lucky oyster. A long weekend playing a gig here, travelling as an opening band for two weeks there, Frankie and her mum always along for the ride. Sometimes Stella had gently objected when he let Frankie stay up late to listen to the band playing, talking about music and how you had to make sure the establishment didn’t take the art out of the artist. ‘Let the girl have a bit of fun, Stella,’ Harry would say, grabbing his wife around the middle and swinging her up and around to make her laugh. And it had been fun; it had been carefree and thrillingly grown-up to be part of things like that. Only every now and then, Frankie thought she wouldn’t have minded not moving quite so often, hitting the road with the band, hanging round the edges of a world in flux where people were constantly packing and unpacking. But it made her anxious to dim the excited light in her dad’s eyes, and whenever she was anxious, she started stammering so badly she couldn’t say anything at all.


‘My dad had a bit of a wandering heart,’ she added when a slightly more precise answer seemed to be required, but she stopped there. There was no need to tell them that Harry O’Brien’s heart was not in a place where it could wander all that much these days.


‘And the other half?’ Con asked interestedly. Frankie rarely talked about herself.


There was a small pause, then she said reluctantly, ‘In between, I lived with my grandparents.’ Some of the glow seeped out of the morning. ‘Down the road from here, actually. Shall we ask the receptionist to call up for us again?’


‘Don’t hustle them on our first day,’ Con said, shocked. ‘They’ll come for us when they’re ready.’


Frankie nodded and kept her eyes fixed on the receptionist as if she was the most important thing in the world. In her mind, though, she saw herself pushing back out of the revolving doors, winding her way through the familiar streets towards the house she knew so well. The stucco facade with its faded grandeur under the peeling plaster, the ornamental boxwood trees standing sentry by the door, which her grandfather used to cut and cut until they were lopsided and vaguely sausage-shaped.


She still had the key her grandmother had given her all those years ago. ‘Come and go any time, Frankie,’ she had said. ‘You don’t need to ring the bell. This is your other home.’ The heavy door would swing open, slowly and a little grudgingly, then close with a reassuring thwack behind her. Above, the vast chandelier broke the light into a thousand shiny shards that danced around the room; below, the black-and-white tiles were smooth and cool on bare feet running across them in summer. The zingy sweetness from the freesias on the hallway table mingled with the fusty scent of the enormous embroidered family tree. Her grandmother had tried for years to sell it, but it refused to find a taker. ‘Haunted, most likely by my mother,’ she’d always grumbled. ‘Better use it to hide this big damp spot here.’ And on the door frame into the drawing room, a straggly line of pencil marks had been drawn, starting at 4 ft 2 in, and the words Frankie, six next to it. ‘Another three quarters of an inch,’ she heard her grandfather’s voice chime in. ‘At this rate you’ll be roughly the size of a ladybird by Christmas, Frankie love.’


Involuntarily she felt her lips curve into a smile at the memory. But then she remembered, with a sharp squeeze of her chest and a familiar ache at the back of her throat, the day those pencil lines had stopped and her life behind that black door had come to an end, abruptly, devastatingly, because of what her grandmother had done . . .


‘There’s our guide,’ Con suddenly hissed. ‘Let’s go.’









Five


A young woman had swept through the turnstile, clocked them by the pillar, waved them forward and turned again without even breaking her stride. She was dressed entirely in black, except her shoes, which were all purple straps and see-through heels.


‘I’m Felicity,’ she said over her shoulder. ‘Sometimes people call me Fliss.’ The last bit was delivered somewhat threateningly, as if they certainly wouldn’t be enjoying the privilege. ‘You’ll be the Phoenixies?’


‘Yes.’ Frankie thrust her foot into the lift door before it closed.


‘Bit chaotic this morning,’ Felicity announced importantly as they went up. ‘Trouble with the online edition, plus lots of newbies arriving.’ She threw them a lofty glance. ‘And June Seymour isn’t here; she runs Society & Culture, you know.’


‘Of course we do,’ Con said eagerly. ‘I loved her series on celebrity husbands—’


‘Save your fawning, she’s away all week. Hugo’s just called a general staff meeting, with editorial meetings right after.’ Felicity started tapping at the screen of what looked like a little personal computer. ‘And he doesn’t like people to be late, by the way, so you’d better hustle.’


‘Late?’ Frankie bit back the rest of what she wanted to say. It wouldn’t be wise to get on the wrong side of this hard, shiny girl on their first day.


‘Nice shoes,’ Con said instead. Bea rolled her eyes.


‘Yeah.’ Felicity smugly folded one slim leg over the other. ‘Okay, you,’ she fixed Beatrice with a stare as the lift doors opened, ‘are down there, head left for Marketing. Your online colleagues have been here since last week, working hard. You two come with me.’


‘Good luck, guys,’ Bea whispered, and Felicity smirked slightly, as if they’d need it.


They followed her through desks piled high with everything from computer monitors to newspapers, notepads and jumbles of cable. Someone’s phone was ringing and she snapped it up, barked something into it, scratched a number onto a Post-it and stuck it on the monitor, all in one fluid motion. The moment she’d slammed down the receiver it started ringing again, and when the caller finally gave up, another phone chimed in.


‘Should we . . .’ Frankie pointed towards a phone that was both flashing and buzzing. Lydia Marquart had drummed it into them never to let a phone go unanswered. Grab it, love, it could be the prime minister.


‘Don’t pick up someone else’s line,’ Felicity said dismissively, even though she’d just done the very same. ‘People don’t like sharing around here. And never Hugo’s. Only I answer that.’


‘But we can pick up our own phone, yeah?’ Con asked, winking at Frankie, then clearly wishing he hadn’t when Felicity turned and fixed him with a withering stare.


‘Well you don’t have a secretary waiting to take down your shorthand, if that’s what you’re asking. I’m not sure what ancient set-up you had at the Phoenix, but this is the Post.’


‘I . . . Of course . . . er, I mean, of course not,’ Con muttered as Felicity swung ahead of them in a fluid, shark-like undulation and flung open a door


Noise hit them first, chatter, laughing, shouting, solid like a wall, and then they saw that the room was crammed with people. Some were wedged around a table and the rest stood behind the chairs or against the narrow windowsills. Up front, a small group of people faced the crowd, looking awkward and ill at ease.


‘Go on, up to the front,’ Felicity barked, and Con and Frankie started pushing after her. Frankie had to keep her head from swivelling excitedly as she clocked John Sievers, who covered Parliament; Miles Harvey, the finance editor; Xavier Merrell, whose stories about the housing crisis had recently made waves. Her heart was jumping inside her chest and her skin was fizzing all over with a thrill of wild joy. She had finally made it. Shy, stammering Frankie O’Brien, who’d gone to a bog-standard C of E secondary, who had never set foot inside journalism school, who’d been paying her own way since she was eighteen and had clawed herself up the ladder, had arrived where she’d always wanted to be.


She sped up impatiently to follow Con, but unbelievably, just before she reached the front, something caught between her ankles. Unable to brace herself in the narrow space, she pitched forward, flailing furiously. Really? This was going to be the first impression she made on Hugo Ramsey? At the last moment, a pair of jeans-clad legs hove into view, and a hand gripped her arm, hoisting her back to her feet. She saw blue eyes in a face made entirely of cheekbones and jawlines, blinked, almost lost her balance again. The hand pushed her forward.


‘It’s that way.’ A low, growly voice snaked through the general hubbub, sounding infuriatingly amused.


Furious with embarrassment, she ripped her arm out of his grip and hurried to catch up with the others. And then, finally, she found herself face to face with Hugo Ramsey.


She had met Hugo before, when Lydia Marquart had first brought him into the Phoenix office to introduce her star writers to him: a narrow, slim-shouldered man with a shock of white hair framing a fine-boned face. Everything about him was sharp and crisp, from his clever eyes and narrow nose down to the razor-edge crease of his trousers and the citrusy zing of his aftershave.


‘Francesca O’Brien?’ He nodded as Frankie stepped up.


‘Yes.’ She strove for her most suave tone. ‘I’m so looking forward t-t-to . . .’ She pushed back determinedly at her stammer.


‘You’re late, angel,’ he said crisply. ‘Go on, join your fellow newcomers.’ He gestured to the people lined up next to him. ‘Well, now that we’re complete – and make no mistake,’ he wagged a finger in Frankie’s direction, ‘tardiness is one of my pet peeves; I have many, so do try to keep track – we can make a start on our first ever general staff meeting. Don’t worry, it won’t be a regular thing. I know you all have many other important things to do.’


Chatter flared briefly, punctuated by the discordant shrill of telephones and voices from the TV monitors as a few last stragglers squeezed in.


‘But I wanted to introduce all the latest editions to the London Post family. The Daily Beat, the lovely Glamorous Travel Gals website, the Phoenix . . .’


As he jabbed his thumb along the line-up facing the crowd, Frankie breathed in the warm, used-up air in the meeting room and hitched a determined smile on her face.


‘. . . a terrific chance for growth and success for the London Post. The new digital age – stop groaning, people – is firmly upon us and we must keep our online edition on a strong course . . .’


At the back, Frankie spotted the jeans man again. Among the restless crowd, he alone seemed at ease, lounging against the wall, one long leg folded casually over the other. While apparently listening closely to Hugo, she realised that he was actually engrossed in the newspaper discreetly folded into the crook of his elbow. When Hugo gave a particularly theatrical flourish, the man started, and before Frankie could look away, he had caught her eyes. She gave a tiny shrug, which he acknowledged with a quirk of his eyebrows before returning to his article.


‘Frankie, listen.’ Con gave her a nudge and she snapped to attention, but not before noticing that the jeans man was smiling to himself as he read on.


‘. . . With the addition of all this wonderful new journalistic talent, however, it is inevitable that there will be some restructuring across the department to accommodate the new folk – yes, yes, I understand . . .’ Hugo held up his hands at the swell of voices, some disbelieving, others angry. ‘I understand. I know none of us can bear the thought of losing esteemed colleagues. But it’s an opportunity for us to sharpen our pencils. Remember, everyone, it’s about the paper and it’s about the reader, but most of all,’ he paused dramatically, ‘it’s about the stories. All of us, egos or wallflowers, will have to take a big step back and let those stories shine. Now, what this means,’ he raised his voice, ‘is that everyone will undergo an evaluation process as of today. Everyone. It’s only fair, really, to give you all the opportunity to show your mettle. Fliss is circulating a memo with the details as we speak, with a lot of legal mumbo-jumbo for all you union-lovers out there, but I, personally, look forward to a healthy competitive spirit.’


The angry muttering rose.


‘What about those of us who’ve been here for years?’ shouted an older man with a salt-and-pepper beard.


‘If they continue doing their excellent work, they’ll be fine,’ Hugo said bracingly. ‘And now, without further ado,’ he executed a dramatic hand-sweep, and Frankie got the sudden and very strange sense that he was enjoying this, ‘I give you your new London Post colleagues. And yes,’ he added, turning his sharp eyes towards the newcomers, ‘the evaluation process will include you too, I’m afraid.’


This couldn’t be happening. Surely, surely, her job wasn’t already on the line before she had even been here a full day?


Journalists whose bylines she’d read a million times and whose job security she was, apparently, partly responsible for surged towards Hugo. By sheer force of will, Frankie kept the smile on her face, focusing on a spot near the door, where the man with the cheekbones was surveying the melee.


Eventually Hugo gave a sharp whistle. ‘Enough chuntering,’ he barked. ‘Of the newbies, you and you will be with Helen over there. All of you’ – one of the newcomers, looking terrified, started scurrying even before he pointed at her – ‘will be going with Sievers. You lot, find Xavier Merrell. Go, go, move those pretty legs . . .’


Relieved to escape the aggressive undercurrent in the meeting room, Frankie turned and started following Xavier’s group, but Hugo waved her back impatiently. ‘Society & Culture stays here.’


‘But Mr Ramsey, wouldn’t I be more suited to politics or local news? That’s what I did at the Phoenix.’ Frankie was tracking Xavier Merrell’s disappearing back closely. She’d been late once already; she certainly wasn’t going to repeat the offence.


‘Hugo’ll do. And I want you here, so kindly do as I say.’


‘Okay.’ Frankie sat down on the nearest chair.


‘Listen up.’ Hugo clapped his hands at the now reduced group in the meeting room. ‘Since June Seymour is away this week, I’m stepping in for her. Gives me a chance to get up close and personal with everyone for the evaluation.’


‘June isn’t ill, is she?’ asked a woman with a razor-sharp bob. Frankie thought she recognised her as Victoria Freewell, who worked part of the society beat.


‘We’re certainly all wishing her the very best,’ Hugo said, slightly ominously.


‘I have a question,’ a younger man with longish hair said mulishly.


‘And I have many for you, Mallory, most of which concern your utter rubbish of a piece on the opening of the National Ballet season.’


There were about six or seven people left, including the jeans-clad man, who was still leaning against the wall, now paying very close attention to Hugo, Frankie noted, and Felicity, who was tapping away on her tiny screen.


‘All right, people, let’s hear what you’re working on. Mallory you’re first, although I’m not entirely sure why June’s been dragging you along for such ages . . .’









Six


Frankie thought she’d had her fair share of eccentric bosses and office drama over the years. She’d done a maternity cover at a weekly once where the deputy editor had a penchant for throwing office supplies; she’d had a drink upended in her face by an angry interviewee a couple of years ago; and Lydia herself had been fairly pushy, albeit in a jolly-school-matron kind of way.


But nothing in her eight years as a journalist had prepared her for the next thirty minutes of Hugo Ramsey’s editorial meeting.


His finger jabbed the air again and again, and story pitches were rattled off so fast that at some points Frankie wasn’t even sure whether they were speaking English.


‘Fifteen words,’ he’d bark the moment someone went on for more than a breath, and not infrequently he cut them off altogether and moved on. With growing dread as the finger jabs went around faster Frankie realised she would obviously be expected to do the same – she’d be asked to speak in front of all these people – but she’d assumed she’d be going into local news, current affairs, politics; she had prepped nothing at all for Society & Culture.


‘Francesca.’


She summoned a random idea because she’d have to say something, but when she opened her mouth, her tongue suddenly and horrifyingly locked up and refused to move.


‘U-u-u . . .’


Oh God, please not now. Breathe, Frankie, just bloody breathe out the words . . .


‘Silence doesn’t fill the paper, dearie,’ Hugo said mockingly. ‘Even if you pitch it in fifteen words.’


Somehow she managed to form words that sounded like


‘U-u-underfunding of the f-f-fine arts programmes in sch-sch-schools.’


‘Public or state,’ he said.


‘St-st-state. I’ll have more s-s-soon.’ She shut her mouth on the lump of spiky, uncooperative letters. This wasn’t happening, this could not be happening . . .


‘No you won’t, because it’s utterly dull. You’re in the big league now, dearie. Conrad—’


‘Interview Celeste McIntyre at the Starlight Gala tonight,’ Con fired before Hugo had even finished.


‘Celeste McIntyre hasn’t been seen in public in more than two weeks.’ Hugo pointed to jeans man. ‘Max, go—’


‘My contact says her PR doesn’t want her to but she’s absolutely set on going, to make up for the nanny debacle,’ Con gabbled, holding up a brightly coloured flyer with Starlight Children’s Trust emblazoned across the front.


Vaguely Frankie remembered something the press had termed ‘Nannygate’ in which a film star called Celeste McIntyre had got married to great fanfare just two months ago, only for her new husband to be caught in flagrante with his children’s nanny, who then promptly sold a tell-all story to a tabloid.


Grudgingly, Hugo turned. ‘I’m listening,’ he said. ‘At the very least it’s an improvement over f-f-fine arts at sch-sch-schools.’


Frankie flushed a deep, angry red and twisted her fingers together so tightly that pain shot up her arm. God, how she hated that stammer, hated with every fibre of her being that it always showed up when she least expected or needed it.


‘Your stammer doesn’t own you, Frankie,’ she heard her grandmother say in her mind. ‘You have your own voice.’


For a moment, the meeting room and Hugo’s mocking voice faded and she was ten again, back in her grandmother’s flat, the two of them standing across from each other, red-faced and breathing hard, fists balled as if in battle.


Now this is the Law of the Jungle – as old and as true as the sky—


‘Louder, Frankie, like you mean it!’


And the Wolf that shall keep it may prosper, but the


Wolf that shall break it must die.


They had chanted the famous words back and forth, over and over again, until Frankie could say them all, loud and clear, until she had a voice.


She untangled her fingers one by one, laid her palms flat against her thighs. Only a few more minutes and then this meeting would be over. She’d crack open her new notebook and put together a list of kick-ass ideas. She’d email them to Hugo and it would be fine. All would be fine.


‘Hugo, I am covering the Gala,’ Victoria bristled. ‘You can’t just—’


‘I can do anything I want,’ Hugo said, ‘and now that Conrad has mentioned it, I want the McIntyre interview. What else, Conrad?’


‘Apparently Celeste McIntyre thinks the Starlight Children’s Trust is the best opportunity to get back out there, wants to do right by the charity; she’s even one of the prizes. But it’s totally on the hush-hush because she doesn’t want to implode the event with paparazzi to distract from the cause. The Gala is well stocked with celebrities this time around, actually, so I’m wondering if we don’t need two people covering it’ – he smiled at the scowling Victoria – ‘because apparently Celeste McIntyre is not the only recent recluse making an appearance tonight. She’ll be accompanied by none other than . . .’ he paused, clearly hoping to eke things out for maximum drama, ‘Violet Etherington.’


Frankie’s head snapped up, and for a second she stared at Con, her eyes wide. He was scanning Hugo’s face for a reaction and didn’t notice, and Frankie quickly looked away again, carefully smoothed out her face.


‘Now that,’ Hugo said slowly, ‘would be a coup.’


‘Yes,’ Con said, eagerly. ‘They’re very friendly, have teamed up occasionally for some of the illiteracy and early learning stuff.’


Frankie looked down at her lap, willing the conversation to move on.


‘Is your contact actually at the Gala, Conrad?’ Victoria asked icily.


‘Well . . .’ Out of the corner of her eye, Frankie saw Con flush. ‘No. But I’ve been in contact with Etherington’s assistant already, and she’s confirmed her attendance. I think I can easily—’


‘I’ve got an interview with Charles Trewethan lined up, and I know Billy Simms, the celebrity chef, via a friend of a friend,’ Victoria said triumphantly.


‘I don’t want any half-bit celebrities,’ Hugo cut across her. ‘Not when I can have McIntyre and Etherington.’


God, Frankie wished they’d stop saying that name. As if he had heard her, Hugo suddenly did stop; in fact, everyone had fallen silent altogether, and when Frankie finally glanced up, she found Hugo looking straight at her, head cocked expectantly to the side.


‘Welcome to the conversation, angel,’ he said softly. He plucked the flyer out of Con’s hand and slid it neatly down the table towards her. ‘I want Francesca to do the Gala.’


There was a split second of stunned silence.


‘What on earth do you mean?’ Victoria’s voice squeaked in horrified disbelief and Frankie’s hackles rose. Why shouldn’t she be going to the bloody Gala? For the briefest moment, she flashed back to two voices ringing across a drawing room.


When Pack meets with Pack in the Jungle, and neither will


go from the trail,


Lie down till the leaders have spoken – it may be fair words shall prevail.


‘What Hugo means,’ she said coolly, ‘is that Violet Etherington is my grandmother.’


Silence fell, utter and absolute. Then mutters and whispers struck up and reverberated around the room, Con and Victoria, for the first time, a united front of open-mouthed confusion. Hugo must have done background research on them all, Frankie realised. She had always kept her connection with Violet very quiet, but it wasn’t hard to find if you were looking, and Hugo clearly had. He was still smiling down at Frankie, but even as she looked at him, something else crept into his smile, something shrewd and calculating, and a shiver flurried down her back.


‘Get Granny to introduce you,’ he said, oblivious to Victoria’s enraged hissing. ‘Cosy up to McIntyre. I want to know what she’s been up to, what the nanny’s doing now. Get a good soundbite from your grandmother too, while you’re at it.’


She could just say no.


‘Miss O’Brien?’ Hugo raised his eyebrows.


Tell him, Frankie, just say it . . .


‘Okay, fine,’ she said.


‘June would never do that to me,’ Victoria muttered angrily.


‘June’s not here, though, is she?’ Hugo flicked his cuff back to check his watch. ‘And maybe that’s a good thing. Time to shake things up around here, tighten the reins a bit – yes, Mallory, I mean you: “bathroom renovations at the National Theatre”, are you joking? Never fear, before this whole restructuring business is over, we’ll have you working like a well-oiled machine.’


He dismissed a furiously mouthing Victoria and a glowering Mallory, pointed at jeans man.


‘Max, you’re good to go on that Hidden London profile, catch me up on it tomorrow. Fliss, give Conrad the round-up of indie theatre costume design June’s been dragging her heels on. Might be nice to go with the Globe renovations. Oh, and Francesca?’


Hugo had been prowling the room, firing orders, but now he came to a stop right behind her, making her crane her neck awkwardly.


‘Just as interesting as McIntyre, perhaps even more so, is the fact that your dear grandmother hasn’t been seen out and about much at all in the last few months. Is there anything in particular you want to fill us in on?’


He was so close that she smelled lemon and mint and freshly laundered shirt and had to resist the urge to lean away.


‘No,’ she said quickly. ‘Actually, we haven’t really been in touch . . .’ She saw his eyes sharpen with sudden interest and broke off quickly, shrugging in as non-committal a way as she could. ‘I don’t know what it’s about.’


‘Well,’ he pursed his lips thoughtfully, ‘one thing at a time, eh?’


And he was gone before Frankie could tell him there was no way she could possibly wangle an introduction to Celeste or use her grandmother to cosy up to anyone. That Violet hated this kind of salacious gossip, hated any personal intrusion into her life and wasn’t particularly fond of journalists to begin with.


But most of all, what she should have said right away, so there wasn’t a shadow of doubt about the exact parameters of the situation, was that she hadn’t spoken to her grandmother in ten years.


‘Well, well, well,’ Felicity said to no one in particular. ‘I guess it really is all about fancy connections. I’ll ring them to change the name on the list, Vicky, shall I?’


Victoria snatched up her notepad so violently that a sheaf of papers slipped through her fingers, and when Frankie bent down to help, she all but slapped her hand.


‘Don’t. Touch. My. Stuff.’


The others had already filed out, including Mallory, who seemed to hold Frankie personally responsible for Hugo’s final digs at his piece and had muttered something about nepotism and all being well for some, leaving Frankie alone with Con. He was closing his portfolio with exaggerated care and turned to leave without looking at her.


‘Con,’ she stepped in his way, ‘I obviously didn’t mean for this to happen.’


‘Yeah. Sure.’ Beneath his flair, his confident stride and his obsession with celebrity gossip, Con was the most good-natured, generous person she knew. Now there was a distinct edge in his voice. ‘So how come, in all the years we’ve known each other, you never once mentioned that your grandmother was Violet Etherington? That’s huge.’


‘It’s not that huge,’ Frankie said, mutinously if somewhat lamely, because yes, of course it was huge. Violet was huge. She was always involved in one fight or another; had, for as long as Frankie had known her, been waging a very public battle against social injustice. Her voice was on the radio, her picture in the newspapers, she knew everyone and anyone. She was on at least three national charity boards, was speaking out on women’s issues, against illiteracy, the glass ceiling. Twenty years ago, she’d started a small safe house to shelter women suffering from domestic abuse, and under her guidance it had grown from one flat housing four women to a chain of houses financed by its own charity called Safe Haven.


But what made her so unique was that she had always managed to court maximum publicity for her causes without ever glamorising her philanthropy, and she absolutely, resolutely refused to ever expose her personal life. A blessing for a teenage Frankie, who couldn’t have imagined anything worse than to have to play any part in Violet’s limelight.


‘Lydia can’t have known, can she?’ Con said, still in that same edgy voice. ‘She wouldn’t have let you get away without using that connection for something.’


‘No, she didn’t know.’ Frankie regarded him levelly. ‘And I’d like to think I can hold down a job on my own, thank you very much.’


‘Is she the reason you know London so well? That story you gave us earlier, about your dad and his wandering heart . . .’


‘Stop making out like it’s a big conspiracy.’ Frankie was getting annoyed now. ‘My parents and I travelled a lot with his band, yes. And, not that it’s any of your business, but my mum died when I was six and Violet insisted I live with them during Dad’s gigs and things, so I could keep going to the same school and have some structure. I haven’t been in touch with her in a while, which is why I don’t go on and on about her. That’s it.’


There was more to it, quite a bit more, actually, but she wasn’t going to go into all that.


They regarded each other, Frankie angry and flushed, Con stony-faced, with his arms crossed in front of him. He was the first to relent. ‘I’m sorry about your mum.’


‘And I’m sorry about the story.’ Frankie sighed. ‘I don’t know anything about the Gala. Where is it even being held?’


‘At the Wentworth Hotel,’ Con said reverently. ‘You know that fancy Knightsbridge hotel where they always film those period TV series? It’ll be all lit up and beautiful – and just think of the gowns and the shoes.’ He shook his head. ‘I can’t believe that two hours ago we thought we were at the top of our game and now we’re being “evaluated”.’


Frankie couldn’t bear the defeated note in his voice. ‘The moment Hugo sees you in action, all your amazing contacts, he’ll know the Post can’t do without you.’


‘Listen to you, “the Post”,’ he mimicked her. ‘You sound like one of them already.’


‘He promised Lydia he’d keep us on, remember?’ Frankie motioned him towards the door.


‘Get your head out of the clouds and into survival of the fittest, Frankie. I could read Ramsey’s notebook over his shoulder during that speech of his. There was a list of names and some were already crossed out, even before the evaluation has officially begun.’


‘Then we’ll just have to work hard and show him,’ Frankie said firmly. ‘We’re in this together, Con.’


‘I’m not sure Darwin was a great one for group projects,’ Con said moodily. ‘But we can always go down fighting, I suppose.’




OEBPS/images/author.jpg





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
The
Orchard

Girls

NIKOLA SCOTT





OEBPS/images/book.jpg
> "‘TMW

» Orchard ¢
Girls

b 73

o





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 
 
  
  
 
  
  
 
  
  
 
  
  
 
  
  
     
    
     
 
 

 
  





OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml






Table of Contents





		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright Page



		Table of Contents



		About the Author



		Praise for My Mother’s Shadow



		Praise for Summer of Secrets



		Also by Nikola Scott



		About the Book



		Dedication



		Violet: September 1940



		Chapter One



		Chapter Two



		Chapter Three









		Frankie: September 2004



		Chapter Four



		Chapter Five



		Chapter Six



		Chapter Seven









		Violet: September 1940



		Chapter Eight



		Chapter Nine



		Chapter Ten









		Frankie: September 2004



		Chapter Eleven



		Chapter Twelve



		Chapter Thirteen



		Chapter Fourteen



		Chapter Fifteen



		Chapter Sixteen



		Chapter Seventeen









		Violet: October 1940



		Chapter Eighteen



		Chapter Nineteen



		Chapter Twenty



		Chapter Twenty-One



		Chapter Twenty-Two



		Chapter Twenty-Three









		Frankie: September 2004



		Chapter Twenty-Four



		Chapter Twenty-Five



		Chapter Twenty-Six



		Chapter Twenty-Seven









		Violet: October 1940



		Chapter Twenty-Eight



		Chapter Twenty-Nine



		Chapter Thirty



		Chapter Thirty-One



		Chapter Thirty-Two



		Chapter Thirty-Three



		Chapter Thirty-Four



		Chapter Thirty-Five



		Chapter Thirty-Six









		Frankie: September 2004



		Chapter Thirty-Seven



		Chapter Thirty-Eight



		Chapter Thirty-Nine



		Chapter Forty



		Chapter Forty-One



		Chapter Forty-Two









		Violet: October 1940



		Chapter Forty-Three



		Chapter Forty-Four



		Chapter Forty-Five



		Chapter Forty-Six



		Chapter Forty-Seven



		Chapter Forty-Eight



		Chapter Forty-Nine









		Frankie: October 2004



		Chapter Fifty



		Chapter Fifty-One



		Chapter Fifty-Two



		Chapter Fifty-Three









		Violet: October 1940



		Chapter Fifty-Four



		Chapter Fifty-Five



		Chapter Fifty-Six



		Chapter Fifty-Seven



		Chapter Fifty-Eight









		Frankie: September 2004



		Chapter Fifty-Nine



		Chapter Sixty



		Chapter Sixty-One



		Chapter Sixty-Two









		Epilogue



		Author’s Note



		Acknowledgements



		Have you read SUMMER OF SECRETS?



		Sign up to Nikola Scott’s newsletter













		Cover



		Table of Contents



		Begin Reading











OEBPS/images/9781472260802_FC.jpg
Orchard
/ Girls
=g

NIKOLA SCOTT






