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Chapter 1


May 1914


Cornwall


The afternoon was hot and breathlessly still, the only sound the humming of bees on the wildflowers in the high, mossy banks of the lane. The sun beat down upon his shoulders and he mopped his forehead, wondering if his journey would prove to be worthwhile.


He rounded a bend in the lane and saw a great copper beech, its purplish leaves silhouetted against the cobalt sky. Drawing closer, he glimpsed a substantial house behind a wall encrusted with lichens and fringed with ferns. He leaned on the gate to study the house and felt a stirring of interest. Built of stone, it was clad in Virginia creeper. There were two wings, set at right angles to the main façade to enclose a paved forecourt on three sides. Billowing lavender lined the central pathway to an elegant Georgian portico. So, Benedict Fairchild had been telling the truth this time. He’d said Spindrift House was very handsome.


A few yards down the lane was a sign pointing to the Spindrift Gallery and he walked between stone pillars into what had once been a cobbled farmyard surrounded by outbuildings. The doors of an ancient, slate-roofed barn stood wide open in welcome.


Inside the barn, the soaring roof was supported by hefty oak beams and clerestory windows illuminated the paintings, photographs and craftwork on display. Clusters of visitors perused the exhibits, whispering to each other, as if they were in church.


A woman in her middle years was sitting at a desk, writing in a ledger. She stood up to greet him with a friendly smile. Her hour-glass figure was trim and her hair almost black, except for a streak of silver at the front. ‘May I help you?’ she asked.


‘I’d like to browse.’


She inclined her head and returned to her desk.


He walked around the gallery, studying the structure of the barn. It seemed sound and might be put to any number of uses, a ballroom or a place to hold weddings perhaps. He paused before a group of small watercolours depicting Spindrift House. His eye was caught by the perfect rendering of the copper beech against the azure sky, exactly as he’d seen it, but in the picture, the Virginia creeper on the sunlit stone was ablaze with autumnal colour. Leaning forward, he deciphered the discreet signature. E. Fairchild. There was something so captivating about the painting, he knew he would have bought it even if the artist hadn’t been Edith Fairchild, Benedict’s wife.


‘I’d like this one,’ he called to the woman at the desk.


Her movements were graceful as she lifted the painting off the wall and wrapped it carefully in tissue and then brown paper.


‘Can you tell me anything about the artist?’ he asked.


She smiled. ‘I am the artist. I live and work here in the Spindrift community.’


So this was Benedict Fairchild’s wife! She was highly personable, with the unmistakable glint of intelligence in her green eyes – a beautiful woman still. Whatever could have made Benedict wish to live apart from her?


‘If you’d care to wander around the courtyard,’ she said, ‘you’ll see some of our craftsmen and women busy in their workshops.’


‘Thank you,’ he murmured.


As he was leaving, a young, dark-haired woman hurried through the door and he took a hasty sideways step to avoid a collision.


‘Oh, I’m so sorry!’ she said. She gave him a dimpled smile and lowered dark eyelashes over her hazel eyes.


He bowed his head and watched her as she made a beeline for Edith Fairchild.


‘Mama!’ she said. ‘Have you seen my—’


‘Pearl, shh!’ Her mother put a warning finger to her lips and nodded at the other customers.


Outside, he strolled around the courtyard, where chickens pecked peaceably amongst the cobbles. He peered into a jewellery workshop, where a man and a woman were bent over a workbench, intent upon their craft. The door to a photographic studio stood open. Inside it a girl reclined on a chaise longue before a classical backdrop of Grecian pillars, while the photographer arranged his tripod.


A horse whickered at him over a stable door and he stopped to pat its velvety nose. The rest of the stable block had been converted into artists’ studios with glazed doors. One bore a notice on which was written ‘Studio to rent. Enquire in the gallery’. There was also an old dairy, a cart shed and a coach house. All looked to be in reasonable condition. Some of them might make suitable staff accommodation or could even be converted into annexes with extra bedrooms. Excitement began to bubble through his veins.


Taking a furtive glance behind him, he tiptoed along a gravel path between two of the outbuildings. He passed a walled kitchen garden and, through an opening, saw a girl tending neat rows of vegetables. At the end of the path, he found the main garden. There was a terrace at the back of the house and a wide lawn, bordered with hydrangeas and rhododendrons. He slipped into the shrubbery and worked his way to the end of the property, where he unlatched a gate and went onto the headland. Seagulls circled overhead and a brisk sea breeze ruffled his hair.


As he walked across the clifftop, he recalled the day he’d finally threatened Benedict Fairchild with legal action for failing to settle his gambling debts. He’d been dubious when the man offered him a promissory note instead. Benedict was a slippery character, as others had learned to their cost. He had little ready money and nowadays lived on his expectation of inheriting his mother’s house in Berkeley Square.


‘It’s quite simple,’ Benedict had said. ‘Think of the debt as an investment. If I come into my inheritance, I’ll pay you, with an attractive rate of interest, the day probate is settled. But if Mother is still alive in, say, five years, my sixty percent ownership of Spindrift House will pass to you, in final settlement of the debt. You’ll love the house and it’s worth much more than the debt.’


The murmuring of the Atlantic drew him towards the edge of the cliffs. Catching his breath in delight, he stared at the shining sea, sparkling in the sunshine, and the cove of silvery sand below. His pulse raced. This place was absolutely perfect! He looked back at Spindrift House and, even without having seen the inside, his mind was working out how to convert it into a superb small hotel. The station was nearby and the quaint fishing village of Port Isaac was already popular with summer visitors. Such a project, in this idyllic place, was sure to be a roaring success.


He chewed at his lip while he thought. Spindrift would be an excellent second hotel to add to his investment portfolio and he didn’t want Benedict Fairchild’s cash half as much as this jewel of a property. The first thing was to have their verbal agreement drawn up officially by his own lawyer, nice and tight, so Fairchild couldn’t wriggle out of it. The only fly in the ointment was that, one way or the other, he’d have to persuade the current occupants to leave the house if the project were to succeed. A fleeting pang of regret pricked his conscience at the thought of Edith Fairchild and her enchanting pearl of a daughter being ousted from their home. But no matter what it took, he knew he simply had to have Spindrift House.









Chapter 2


June 1914


London


Edith and Pascal caught the train from Cornwall and arrived at her father’s house in Bedford Gardens in the late afternoon. She’d left her childhood home as an eager bride twenty-two years before but her marriage to Benedict had foundered almost before it had begun.


The butler showed them into the drawing room, which looked exactly as she remembered it, with overstuffed sofas upholstered in crimson velvet, gold-embossed wallpaper, heavy damask curtains, dark furniture, and every flat surface smothered with ornaments.


Edith’s father, silver-haired and substantially built, came forward eagerly to greet her. ‘Did you have a good journey, my dear?’


She kissed his cheek. ‘We did. Papa, may I introduce Pascal Joubert? Pascal, this is my father, Edward Hammond.’ It was important to her that her sole surviving parent should warm to the man she’d loved for so long.


Pascal, darkly handsome in his new suit, limped forward and offered his hand. ‘It is very good of you to invite me to stay, Mr Hammond.’ His voice was only lightly accented nowadays.


‘Delighted to meet any of Edith’s friends, of course, and young Jasper has told me how much you’ve supported him in his chosen career. He’s delighted you’ll be attending his graduation exhibition tomorrow.’


‘We have anticipated the event with great pleasure,’ said Pascal. ‘Jasper is a gifted artist, like his mother.’ He smiled at Edith.


‘Can’t deny I’d have preferred the boy to go into one of the professions,’ said Mr Hammond, ‘and I might have found him a position at the bank, but he displays a great passion for his art.’ He frowned and smoothed his moustache. ‘I hope he’ll combine it with good commercial sense and make a decent living.’


‘I’m sure he will, Papa,’ said Edith. ‘After all, he wouldn’t have been awarded a studentship at the Slade if he hadn’t shown promise.’


Mr Hammond waved them to sit down. ‘Jasper’s worked hard,’ he said. ‘Young Lucien’s not work-shy either. Both your boys are a credit to you, Edith, and I’ve enjoyed having them lodging with me. It’s done me good to have some young blood around the place. I’ll miss Jasper a great deal when he returns to Cornwall. Still, Lucien will keep me company here until he qualifies.’


‘I can’t thank you enough for what you’ve done for them over the last few years,’ said Edith.


‘Think nothing of it. When that toad of a husband of yours left you in the lurch, I promised I’d pay all the boys’ school fees and so forth, didn’t I? Besides,’ her father’s voice was gruff, ‘I’m fond of them.’


‘And they’re very fond of you.’


‘Lucien will join us for dinner,’ he said, ‘but Jasper may be late. He has to finish setting up his exhibition for tomorrow. Tell me now, how are my granddaughters?’


‘Pearl has been assisting Pascal’s cousin Wilfred,’ said Edith. ‘Do you remember him? He was a student at the Slade with me, along with my friends Dora and Clarissa. Although Wilfred’s best known as an illustrator, he has a thriving sideline in interior decoration. Pearl offered to help him place orders and deal with clients and she’s showing an aptitude for the aesthetic side of the business too.’


‘Can’t she find a husband?’


Edith laughed. ‘I’m not sure she wants that yet. And many young women are employed these days, Papa.’


‘I suppose she’ll be wanting the vote next?’


‘And why not?’ said Edith, lifting her chin.


‘I suspect it might exhaust me, trying to argue with you about that,’ said her father, a gleam of amusement in his eyes. ‘The country’s in a bad enough state with the workers’ strikes, without the wretched suffragettes waging war on all men.’


‘Any intelligent person, if they stop to consider it,’ said Edith, ‘must avow that there is great inequality between the sexes.’


‘No doubt you’re right, my dear, but do these women have to be so strident and unfeminine? I tell you, these continuing dark forces of unrest will bring about the decline of the Empire.’


‘Really, Papa, you do exaggerate. If anyone brings the Empire crashing down, it will be the Kaiser.’


‘You may well be right about that. Tell me about Nell. Lucien misses his twin very much.’


‘Nell’s a dear girl. Quiet and unassuming and, like Lucien, she shows great interest in the natural world.’


‘Dora and Ursula, who usually manage the kitchen garden at Spindrift House, are holidaying in Germany for the summer,’ said Pascal. ‘Nell offered to take on the responsibility while they are away.’


‘I’m pleased my granddaughters are useful girls, not like some of the empty-headed creatures whose mothers keep inviting Jasper and Lucien to parties and balls.’


The carriage clock on the mantelpiece chimed.


‘Good Lord!’ said Mr Hammond. ‘I haven’t even offered you a cup of tea and now it’s time to change for dinner.’
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The following morning, Edith and Pascal took a cab to the Slade School of Fine Art in Bloomsbury. Edith’s father intended to accompany Lucien to the exhibition later in the day, after his younger grandson had finished his lectures at the Royal Veterinary School.


The courtyard outside the Slade was milling with students and visitors. Edith looked up at the classical façade of the building with its semi-circular columned portico. ‘It’s been more than twenty years,’ she said, ‘and yet it’s still so familiar to me. I was happy here. It pleases me a great deal that Jasper has followed in my footsteps.’ She smiled up at Pascal, her eyes soft with love. ‘Though it was always you he came to for artistic guidance.’


‘I have been hoping for this day ever since he was a petit garçon who came to show me his first drawings.’ Pascal took her arm and they went inside.


Already, the rooms were thronged with visitors and humming with their chatter. Edith paused in the doorway. ‘After living in the country for so long, it’s a little daunting. Thank heavens I bought a new hat.’ She touched the brim of her rose-pink straw.


‘As always, you bring grace and elegance with your presence,’ said Pascal, ‘whether you are wearing a chic hat or an ancient painting smock.’


‘Flatterer!’ she murmured.


‘Ah, there he is!’ said Pascal.


Jasper was weaving through the crowd towards them. He looked very grown up in a dark suit with a jaunty red carnation in the buttonhole and a matching silk handkerchief in his top pocket. The last-minute nerves he’d displayed that morning over breakfast appeared to have dissipated and he greeted them with a beaming smile.


Edith’s heart nearly burst with pride when he showed them his display. Over the years, he’d enjoyed painting seascapes under Pascal’s tutelage but now the scope of his work had broadened and she was particularly struck by her son’s portraits and life drawings.


‘There’s a new certainty and confidence in your work that will take you far,’ she said. ‘And I say that as a professional artist, not as a proud mother. Truly, Jasper, you have the potential to achieve great things.’


He flushed slightly. ‘I always strive to reach the standards you and Uncle Pascal set.’


Pascal, his eyes glistening, gripped Jasper’s wrist. ‘I am so proud of what you have achieved. This portrait is truly remarkable,’ he said. ‘You are a worthy rival to John Singer Sargent.’


‘I’d certainly like to be,’ said Jasper. ‘Come and tell me what you think of this one.’ He drew Pascal towards another painting. ‘It’s such an interesting mix of media …’


Edith hung back, to allow them time together, and wandered around the room studying the other displays. There was real talent displayed here and it was inspiring to see the youthful ebullience of some of the work. Not all of it was successful but there was a willingness to experiment that was inspiring. She was studying an extraordinary canvas, an explosion of brightly hued geometric shapes forming the background to a more traditional oil portrait, trying to work out if she liked it or loathed it, when she felt a touch on her arm.


She glanced up and her stomach turned over.


A tall, broad-shouldered man stood beside her, a quizzical smile on his lips. ‘I thought it was you,’ he said, his gaze fixed on her face.


Her mouth was dust-dry. ‘I didn’t imagine you’d stir yourself to visit Jasper’s exhibition.’


Benedict shrugged. ‘He sent me an invitation and I had nothing better to do. I haven’t seen Jasper since he was a boy. Besides, it’s good to revisit the place where we were so happy together as students.’


‘That was a long time ago,’ she said.


‘You’re still as lovely as you were then.’ His voice was low and seductive.


But he was no longer the god-like figure Edith had thought him when she fell in love with him, half her lifetime ago. Time and excesses hadn’t treated Benedict Fairchild well. There were pouches of loose skin beneath his eyes and his waistcoat buttons strained over his stomach.


‘I could easily fall in love with you, all over again.’ He touched the back of his forefinger to her cheek.


Edith recoiled. ‘Don’t!’


‘You haven’t changed a bit and it’s been …’ he frowned ‘… how long?’


‘Seven years. Seven years since you left me to bring up Roland, the son you and your mistress abandoned.’ All the old grievances she held against her husband seethed inside her again.


‘It wasn’t like that!’ he protested. ‘I know our marriage encountered a few small difficulties but—’


‘Small difficulties?’ hissed Edith. ‘After deserting me and the children, you returned to Spindrift years later in the blithe assumption I’d welcome you back to my bed. And when I didn’t, you installed your latest mistress in my household.’


Benedict rubbed the back of his neck. ‘I thought you were having an affair with the Frenchman. Once he’d returned to France and Tamsyn had gone, I offered you and Roland a wonderful new future in Berkeley Square.’


‘Wonderful for whom?’ Edith challenged in a furious undertone. ‘The price I’d have paid for that wonderful future would have been to give up my cherished career as an artist, in order to live with a husband I knew could only bring me further unhappiness. While I sat at home bringing up your mistress’s son and being an unpaid companion to your elderly mother, you would have humiliated me by tomcatting around with every woman in town. How could you possibly have imagined I’d welcome that suggestion?’


‘Harsh words don’t become you, Edith!’


Her new hat felt as tight as an iron band around her head. She massaged her temples. ‘I won’t quarrel with you,’ she said. ‘I refuse to allow you to ruin the day when we’re celebrating Jasper’s success. Why don’t you go and say a few words to him?’


‘Where is he?’


She pointed to Jasper’s display.


Benedict frowned. ‘Surely that isn’t Pascal with him? I thought he was in France, confined to a wheelchair after his accident?’


‘He’s still lame but, thankfully, able to walk again.’


‘And he’s back at Spindrift?’


Edith nodded.


Catching hold of her wrist, Benedict said, ‘Are you still having an affair with him?’


‘What affair? You never had any proof of that,’ said Edith. She shook herself free of his grasp, her pulse racing.


Benedict stared at Jasper and Pascal’s backs as they viewed a canvas together. Jasper had reached the same height as Pascal and they both had very dark hair, though Pascal’s was flecked with silver now.


And then Pascal said something to Jasper and, laughing, they turned to face each other. They tipped their heads back in mirth, their aquiline profiles a perfect mirror image.


‘My God,’ whispered Benedict, ‘how could I have been so stupid? There’s my proof of your adultery! Jasper’s the Frenchman’s son, isn’t he?’


Edith swallowed. Her heartbeat pounded in her ears.


Benedict laughed harshly. ‘You treacherous bitch!’ He turned on his heel and shouldered his way through the gathering towards the two men.









Chapter 3


Dizziness swept over Edith and she steadied herself against a wall. The fear that had haunted her for so long must now be faced. But not here, not now! She must stop her husband from ruining Jasper’s special day.


She was too late.


Benedict grasped the lapels of Pascal’s jacket and shook him.


Pascal dropped his silver-topped walking cane and it clattered to the ground.


‘All this time,’ shouted Benedict, shoving his face close to Pascal’s, ‘you and Edith have been laughing at me behind my back!’


The buzz of conversation ceased and a sea of faces turned to study the disturbance.


Edith pushed through the crowd, desperate to reach Jasper.


‘Now I understand why that cuckoo in the nest has always been such a disappointment to me,’ yelled Benedict. ‘I should have realised Jasper wasn’t my son … that it was your poxy French blood that ran through his veins!’


Jasper’s mouth fell open. Transfixed, he stared at them both.


Edith let out a mew of distress and renewed her efforts to reach him. Benedict thumped Pascal’s head against the wall. ‘Stop it!’ she cried.


Dragging Benedict’s hands off his collar, Pascal glanced at Jasper’s stunned expression. ‘We shall discuss this outside,’ he said.


‘Not bloody likely! I’m going to give you the public thrashing you deserve!’ Benedict made a fist and pulled back his elbow.


A woman screamed.


Pascal deflected Benedict’s blow with his forearm and forced his fist into the air. Faces contorted and muscles trembling with effort, they struggled with each other. Benedict was by far the bigger man but Pascal had a wiry strength.


Edith thrust herself through the circle of onlookers and grabbed Benedict’s sleeve.


He jabbed his elbow backwards into her chest, winding her, then aimed a kick at Pascal’s knees. Pascal gasped. Seizing the advantage, Benedict continued to kick viciously at his legs until he sank to the ground.


Jasper shook his head as if waking from a nightmare and threw himself at Benedict. He received a blow to his cheek that sent him sprawling to the floor.


Pascal attempted to protect himself from Benedict’s feet, lying curled up with his arms about his head.


Someone yelled, ‘For shame! Don’t kick a man when he’s down!’ Two students pulled Benedict away but he shook them off, his breathing laboured and a triumphant smile on his lips.


Edith fell to her knees beside Pascal.


Jasper, jaw clenched and blood trickling from his grazed cheekbone, stood before Benedict. ‘You utter piece of shit!’ he said. And then punched him, hard, on the nose.


Benedict staggered backwards, an expression of astonishment on his face.


Someone cheered.


Benedict touched a hand to his nose and stared disbelievingly at his bloodied fingers. ‘You’ll pay for that, you little bastard! And as for you …’ he turned towards Edith and Pascal, huddled together on the floor ‘… at last you’ve given me grounds to evict you from Spindrift House. And, believe me, I will!’ He turned to the bystanders. ‘You all heard them admit to their adultery, didn’t you?’


A man with a leonine head of grey hair stepped forward. Stony-faced, he said, ‘What I saw, what we all saw, was a savage and unprovoked attack on a physically impaired man.’ His voice was calm and authoritative. ‘If evidence of such an assault were brought to my attention in my position as magistrate, I’d have no hesitation in sentencing you to face the full force of the law.’


‘Take him down!’ yelled one of the students.


There was a scuffle and then four men frog-marched Benedict from the room. His yells of protest were heard fading away down the corridor.


Jasper lifted Pascal up, tenderly supporting him. They remained locked together for so long, Edith wondered if they’d ever let each other go.


At last, Jasper drew back. His eyes were bright and his smile a little crooked. ‘All my childhood,’ he said to Pascal, ‘I wished you were my father. And today, that dream has come true. I would rather, a thousand-fold, be your illegitimate son than Benedict’s legitimate one.’


One of Jasper’s friends helped him to conduct Pascal to the front of the building, while another ran ahead to hail a taxicab.


Outside, Edith tensed when she saw Benedict leaning against a lamp post, watching her with a baleful stare.


‘You’ve made a fool of me,’ he said.


A shiver ran down her back at the threatening tone of his voice, but she knew she’d be lost if she allowed him to intimidate her. ‘Oh, no, Benedict,’ she said, ‘you did that all on your own. There was no need to draw attention to yourself by shouting from the rooftops that you’d been cuckolded.’


His cheeks flushed a deep, angry red. ‘I’m going to make sure everyone knows what an adulterous vixen you are.’


‘Thereby making even more people laugh at you.’


‘A woman who betrays her husband is unfit to be a mother. I’ll ensure you’re denied access to my children. My legitimate children, that is. You can do what the hell you like with the frog spawn.’


She hoped he didn’t hear the jagged edge of fear in the laugh she forced out. ‘The only child now in my care is your mistress’s son, the one you foisted upon me. And while we’re pointing the finger at each other’s acts of adultery, I wonder what your mother will think when I tell her you have not one illegitimate child but two, by different mothers?’


His nostrils flared and he became very still. ‘I can do no wrong in Mother’s eyes.’


‘Since you’ve been living in her house for the past seven years, I’ll wager she’ll have had enough of her wastrel son’s ways by now. Your expectations of inheriting her house in Berkeley Square are dependent upon her good opinion of you, I believe?’


Benedict hesitated just long enough for Edith to know she’d touched a nerve. He took a step closer, close enough for her to see a vein throbbing in his temple. ‘I’ve already entered into negotiations to sell my share of Spindrift House and the purchaser will see you off, soon enough.’


His jubilant smile made her feel sick. Was this the truth or only another of his lies?


‘And if you ever come anywhere near my mother,’ he said, ‘I’ll make sure you never exhibit your work at the Royal Academy again.’ He grasped her shoulder in a vice-like grip.


She wiped a fleck of his spittle from her cheek. ‘Then I shall be obliged to discredit you by informing the Royal Academy that the canvas you exhibited there to such acclaim a few years ago was not your work, but mine.’ His fingers dug painfully into her shoulder but she suppressed a cry of pain. ‘I have all my preparatory sketches. And then there are the other paintings you took from me over a period of several years and signed with your name before you sold them. My friends will attest these are my work too.’


Jasper ran towards them and knocked Benedict’s hand away from Edith’s shoulder. ‘Do you stoop so low as to bully a lady?’ he said. ‘Are you not content with beating a man who is lame?’


Benedict squared up to him, cracking his knuckles. ‘Get out of my sight, you little bastard!’


Jasper sneered, ‘Willingly. I hope never to see you again. And you may expect a constable to knock on your door and arrest you for assault.’


‘Jasper!’ said Edith. She caught hold of his arm. ‘Come away now.’


He resisted for a moment but then allowed her to lead him towards the waiting taxi.


Later that afternoon, back at her father’s house, Edith held a murmured conversation with the doctor who had been summoned.


‘Mr Joubert should suffer no lasting damage,’ he said, ‘though the bruising is extensive and will cause him considerable discomfort over the next week or so.’ He hesitated. ‘The patient didn’t care to discuss how he received his injuries but, should you require me to bear witness to the extent of them for any proceedings, please call upon me.’


After her father’s butler had closed the front door behind the doctor, Edith paused outside the morning room. Her hands still trembled. It wasn’t only Pascal’s injuries that distressed her but also the hideous embarrassment caused to Jasper on his special day. She cringed at the recollection of the disdain in the onlookers’ eyes. Several women had turned their backs on her, exactly as if she bore a scarlet A for adulteress branded on her forehead. She’d always known that, one day, she’d have to tell Jasper the truth and reveal she wasn’t the paragon of virtue he imagined her to be, but she hadn’t been prepared to be exposed so soon.


Straightening her back, she went into the morning room.


Jasper stood up. ‘I think,’ he said, ‘you’d better tell me everything, Mama, don’t you?’


Pascal, reclining on a day bed, attempted to ease himself into a sitting position.


Edith hurried to help him, fussing over plumping up the cushions and rearranging the rug over his knees to delay the moment when she had to explain herself.


‘Edith?’ said Pascal. He rested his hand gently on her wrist. His naturally olive-skinned complexion was ashen and his eyes hazed with pain.


‘Yes,’ she said. She hardly knew how to form the words for what had to be said. Jasper’s gaze was fixed on her and she forced herself to meet his eyes. ‘I apologise unreservedly for what happened today. Your wonderful exhibition …’ Her throat closed up while she made every effort not to weep.


‘It wasn’t all bad,’ said Jasper. He gave a snort of laughter. ‘After all, no one will ever forget Jasper Fairchild’s graduation exhibition, will they?’


‘You shouldn’t have discovered the truth like that,’ said his mother. ‘I intended to tell you when you returned home this summer.’ She stared at her fingers, knotting them together in her lap. ‘Benedict and I were on our honeymoon in Provence when I discovered him in the act of being unfaithful to me. The woman in question later bore him a daughter.’


Jasper’s mouth twisted in revulsion. Absent-mindedly, he picked at his thumbnail. ‘I ran into Gabrielle in Trafalgar Square a few weeks ago. She’s visiting London, employed as a lady’s companion. I already know she’s Papa’s …’ he hesitated ‘ … that is, Benedict’s illegitimate daughter and Pascal’s niece. She’s two weeks older than me. So I assume it was Pascal’s sister Delphine that you saw with Benedict?’


Edith bowed her head. ‘I thought my world had ended.’


‘All that summer I watched Benedict treat Edith with contempt,’ said Pascal. ‘He was jealous of your mother’s artistic talent, which is so much greater than his own. Then, one day, I found her sobbing in the shrubbery. I had loved her from the first day we met and meant only to calm and comfort her. But,’ he looked away, ‘I took advantage of her. I accept full responsibility for my wrongdoing.’


‘I won’t let you take all the blame,’ said Edith. ‘I clung to you, desperate to be comforted.’


‘What happened this morning only reinforces my joy that Benedict is not my father,’ said Jasper. ‘Mama, why did you wait so long to tell me? You must have known I’d be happy to discover Pascal is my father?’


‘I didn’t even tell Pascal until eight years ago. It was heartbreaking, concealing the truth from you both,’ said Edith, ‘but you can’t imagine my terror when I found I was expecting a child that wasn’t my husband’s. Benedict would have cast me out if he’d learned of it then. I felt I had no choice but to hide the truth and be a good wife to him.’


‘You were the best wife,’ said Pascal, ‘but he treated you abominably.’


‘By the time Benedict deserted me,’ continued Edith, ‘your brother and sisters had been born. For the past twenty-two years, I’ve lived in dread he’d discover he’d been cuckolded. He’d have ensured I was forced out of Spindrift and never saw my children again. I feared that, if I told you while you were young, the truth might slip out, bringing down his vengeance upon us all. And now he’s told me he’s already in negotiations to sell his share of Spindrift. Can you imagine what it’d be like if a stranger moved in? They might make life so difficult for the community that we’d have to leave.’


‘I doubt Benedict would make you leave Spindrift,’ said Jasper. ‘At least, not when you’re saving him the effort of bringing up Roland.’


‘He would have sent his own child to an orphanage if I hadn’t taken responsibility for Roland,’ said Edith. ‘And Benedict’s so furious with me now, I’m sure he’ll seek revenge.’ She dabbed her eyes with her handkerchief.


‘He’s unutterably vile,’ said Jasper. ‘Pascal, you must press charges against him.’


He shook his head. ‘I will not allow him to cast a slur upon Edith’s character in open court. It would be reported in all the newspapers.’ He turned his palms up and gave a Gallic shrug. ‘Perhaps I deserved to be beaten for my wrongdoing.’


‘Never!’ Jasper paced over to the window. ‘But I do wish you’d told me the truth earlier.’


‘We wanted to,’ said Pascal.


‘What your father isn’t telling you,’ said Edith, ‘is that the shock of discovering I’d kept the truth from him was the cause of the accident that nearly killed him. It was all my fault.’ She closed her eyes, reliving that terrible day. ‘He’d longed for a son and felt utterly betrayed that I’d kept such a secret from him. He backed away from me,’ her breath caught on a sob, ‘and tripped at the edge of the cliff. He fell onto the rocks below.’


Jasper let out his breath. ‘So that was why you returned to France, Pascal?’


‘I believed I was completely crippled,’ he said. ‘No longer fit to be a proper, even if a secret, father to you, and I could not bear to be the object of Edith’s pity.’


‘That was the worst year of my life,’ said Jasper. ‘You didn’t reply to our letters. The agony of being rejected by you was almost worse than if you’d died. When we were reconciled, my heart nearly burst with happiness.’


‘I respected your mother’s wishes not to tell you I was your natural father because I had to ensure her safety and that of your siblings,’ said Pascal.


‘I’ve known forever that you loved each other but I never did understand why you tried to hide it.’


Pascal glanced at Edith, an unspoken question in his eyes.


She nodded.


‘We fell in love after Benedict left Spindrift,’ he said. ‘It has been our great sadness that we cannot marry or live together openly because of our fear of what he might do.’


‘Soon he will no longer have the power to forbid me contact with my children,’ said Edith, ‘because in two years you’ll all have reached your majority. Pascal and I have waited so long to live together openly as man and wife. In two years’ time we intend to set up house together in France, so as not to disgrace any of you. You must make up your own minds as to whether or not you can accept that we’re unable to sanctify our union with marriage.’


Jasper grinned. ‘Why would that disgrace me? I’m beyond the pale myself now that everyone knows I’m illegitimate. But you can’t leave the community!’


‘We’d come to visit every year. The community still owns forty percent of Spindrift, so whatever revenge Benedict tries to wreak upon us, you’ll still have a right to stay there.’


Jasper caught hold of his parents’ hands. ‘And I’ll never have to owe him any sort of respect, ever again.’


‘I have waited for so long to call you my son,’ said Pascal, his eyes glistening, ‘that I can hardly bear to have you out of my sight.’


‘I’ll come home immediately term ends,’ said Jasper. ‘We have so much time to make up and I must start earning a living. And I wanted to talk to you about the possibility of us setting up summer and Easter painting schools together, Pascal.’


Edith watched her lover and their son, dark heads close together as they made plans for the future. Now she’d laid down the burden of her painful secret and Jasper hadn’t castigated her for it, she should have been elated but was still apprehensive about what Benedict might do next.









Chapter 4


June 1914


Cornwall


It was late afternoon but still very warm when Pearl pulled up the pony and trap outside Port Isaac Road station. After a short wait she saw the plume of steam that heralded the arrival of the train.


A few minutes later, Lily emerged, her slender figure laden with an assortment of travelling bags.


Pearl waved and jumped down from the trap to hug her and relieve her of a carpet bag, a tartan rug and a newspaper.


‘I can’t tell you how pleased I am to see you,’ said Lily. ‘I nearly suffocated between Bodmin and Wadebridge, trapped in a carriage with two elderly gentlemen smoking cigars.’ She stowed her Gladstone bag under the bench seat and settled down next to Pearl with a sigh of relief.


Pearl smiled at her friend’s lively chatter. The same age, the two girls had grown up together at Spindrift and Pearl had missed Lily while she was studying for her stenographer’s diploma in Truro. ‘Congratulations on passing your examination!’


‘Thank you.’


Pearl flicked the reins and the trap rolled forwards. ‘Did Adela write to you? She’s returning home to Cliff House today.’


Lily clutched at the brim of her hat as a gust of wind threatened to snatch it away. ‘It’s going to be just like the old times, isn’t it? Look out, world! The Three Sisters will be together again!’


‘Except we aren’t quite sisters,’ said Pearl.


‘Close enough. Especially we two. It’s not surprising really, when you think what devoted friends our mothers are.’ Lily tucked a strand of flaxen hair under her hat and gave Pearl a sideways glance. ‘I can hardly wait to see Noel again. It’s been months, though he did write to me while I was away.’


Pearl knew Lily had a crush on Noel Penrose, the eldest of their friend and neighbour Adela’s two brothers, but hadn’t known they’d been writing to each other.


‘We’ll have a wonderful summer,’ said Lily, ‘but I have a feeling that afterwards nothing will ever be the same again. Once I’m working, there’ll be no more long holidays or forbidden trysts playing pirates with the Penroses.’


Pearl laughed. ‘We haven’t played pirates for years!’


‘But we still meet Adela, Noel and Tim in secret. It’s ridiculous that, at our age, we can’t be open about our friendship because of an ancient feud between our parents.’


‘Adela’s letter said they’d meet us in the cove after dinner,’ said Pearl.


‘Yes, Noel wrote to tell me,’ said Lily.


Pearl navigated the trap along the narrow lanes, thinking about Adela’s horrible father, Hugh Penrose. There’d been a terrific argument between him and Pearl’s papa before she was born, over the disputed ownership of Spindrift House. Hugh had hated the Spindrift community ever since.


Lily stretched out her hand to snatch handfuls of frothy umbels of Queen Anne’s Lace from the hedgerow as they bowled along.


‘I suppose you’re right about nothing being the same again,’ said Pearl. ‘Adela’s mother is intent on finding a husband for her. Once she’s married, she’ll have to live elsewhere.’


‘What about you?’ asked Lily.


‘I’m not looking for a husband. At least, not yet,’ said Pearl.


‘I know that! I meant, will you stay at Spindrift?’


‘For a while,’ said Pearl. ‘Working with Wilfred is interesting. He’s been at Spindrift all my life, but it’s different now I’m no longer a child. He’s amusing if sharp-tongued sometimes, but he’s taught me so much about interior decorating. Perhaps, one day, I’ll have my own business.’


‘Then take advantage of this chance by learning everything you can and make your mistakes at his expense,’ said Lily.


‘Home!’ said Pearl, guiding the trap between the stone gate-posts to Spindrift’s courtyard.


The two elderly collie dogs, Blue and Star, rose to their feet and came to investigate.


The door to Clarissa and Augustus’s jewellery workshop door opened and Clarissa hurried out to greet them.


Lily flew into her mother’s arms. ‘I’ve missed you so much!’


‘Welcome home, sweetheart!’ said Clarissa.


As always, Pearl couldn’t help noticing how alike Lily and her mother were with their silver-blonde hair, blue eyes and willowy figures. They’d always been very close-knit.


Running footsteps and children’s voices came from behind them and Roland and Rose raced into the courtyard. At almost eleven and only a month apart in age, they’d become honorary siblings, just like Pearl and Lily.


‘How’s my favourite little sister?’ said Lily.


Rose ran to hug her. ‘I thought you were never coming home!’


‘Is there any news from Will?’ asked Lily. Her step-brother had married an American girl a few months previously and was now a lecturer in the University of Chicago’s law school.


‘I’ll give you his latest letter to read,’ said Clarissa. ‘He sounds contented.’


‘He always was happiest in an academic atmosphere.’ Lily held out her carpet bag to Rose. ‘Help me carry my things inside and I might find you some humbugs. There’s a bag for Roland, too.’


Pearl ruffled her half-brother’s hair. ‘Roly, will you help me stable Teddy?’


Roland went to fetch the grooming brushes, while Pearl undid the buckles to release the pony from his traces. She put the trap away and watched him while he groomed Teddy and then, without being asked, fetched a bucket of water from the pump. He was a sturdy boy and Pearl thought it likely he’d have their father’s stature when he was fully grown. His eyes were hazel, like Benedict’s and her own, but he’d inherited his almost black hair from his birth mother. Fleetingly, she wondered where Tamsyn was now and if she ever had any regrets about deserting her son so as to take up a new life without the inconvenient baggage of her love child.


‘You’re very good at this, Roly,’ said Pearl.


‘Lucien said that Nell and I must be responsible for Teddy while he’s away.’


‘Well done!’ Pearl said and was rewarded with a broad smile. Over the years, the jealousy and then the pity she’d initially felt for her deserted little half-brother had grown into love.


Evening sun slanted through the dining-room windows and a warm breeze stirred the gauzy curtains. There were only seven places set for the community’s dinner tonight instead of the full present complement of fourteen, since Edith and Pascal were with Jasper and Lucien in London and Dora and Ursula were visiting Ursula’s German cousins in Baden-Baden.


Pearl was already seated when Nell arrived, still in her gardening skirt.


‘You might have changed,’ said Pearl, pulling a leaf from her sister’s tangled hair.


‘Mama comes to dinner in her painting pinafore,’ said Nell indignantly. ‘I thought it more important to water the lettuces than to waste time primping for family dinner.’


They heard Lily’s voice in the hall, giving a lively account of her experiences at Miss Starke’s Training Academy for Lady Stenographers. She entered the room arm-in-arm with her stepfather Julian and Clarissa, closely followed by Wilfred and Augustus.


‘I was saying that Miss Starke is a fearful old harridan,’ said Lily. ‘She inspected our hands for cleanliness each morning, as if we were still in the nursery, before we were even allowed to touch the typewriters. There was no talking and she rapped our knuckles with a ruler if we transgressed. Honestly,’ she said, her eyes wide, ‘it was worse than being back at school.’


‘But now you have your diploma,’ said Julian, ‘and the world is your oyster.’


‘Are you seeking a situation, Lily?’ asked Augustus. He sat facing the windows and the sun gleamed on his gold-rimmed pince-nez.


‘I shall enjoy a Spindrift summer first.’ Lily took a sip of water then added, ‘But I’m determined to make my own way after that.’


‘Our mothers made us see the importance of never relying on a man to keep us,’ said Pearl.


‘Not all men are like your father, Pearl,’ said Clarissa. She smiled at Julian. ‘You need to find the right one, that’s all.’


‘Plenty of time for that,’ said Wilfred. ‘Now tell me, Lily, have you spotted yet what’s changed in here?’


Pearl held her breath.


Lily looked about her. ‘Oh!’ she said. ‘I was talking too much to notice. It’s lovely!’


‘I gave Pearl free rein,’ said Wilfred. ‘I thought she should experiment at home before I let her loose on my clients.’ He brushed a tiny speck of fluff off his immaculately tailored jacket. ‘She’s done well, hasn’t she?’


‘I chose eau-de-Nil for the walls,’ said Pearl. ‘Water of the Nile. Isn’t that romantic? I wanted the room to reflect the light from the sea. Do you like the frieze?’ She was pleased with the sinuous seaweed, cockleshells and stylised waves winding their way around the room above the picture rail. ‘I designed it and Wilfred painted it.’


‘It’s beautiful!’ said Lily. ‘It feels as if we’re dining in a rock pool.’ She smiled at Pearl.


Daisy the maid carried in the tureen of soup then and everyone turned their attention to their dinner.


Later, after the plates had been cleared, Clarissa and Julian retired to the drawing-room for coffee with Augustus and Wilfred.


‘Let’s go down to the sea,’ said Lily. ‘We’ll meet the others and watch the sun set.’


A short while later the three girls meandered through the garden and onto the headland. The sea was as calm and flat as a pond.


A warm breeze tugged at Pearl’s hair. She peered into the cove, shading her eyes against the evening sun. ‘Come on!’ She hurtled down the cliff steps.


‘What’s the rush?’ called Nell.


Pearl glanced over her shoulder. ‘Adela, Tim and Noel are waiting.’ She reached the foot of the steps and flew across the sand.


Adela saw the girls coming and ran to meet them. They hugged, laughing and exclaiming with the pleasure of meeting again.


‘It’s been a whole year!’ said Adela.


‘You’ve done your hair differently.’ Pearl patted Adela’s honey-blonde bun. ‘It’s so sophisticated.’


Noel and Tim waved at them.


‘Come and sit with us on the rocks,’ said Adela. ‘I’ll tell you about fearsome Great Aunt Sophronia and the ancient fossils who came to play interminable games of bridge with her. There was a hideous man she wanted me to marry. He was the nephew of one of the fossils and had jug ears and hairs in his nose and was at least fifteen years older than me. Can you imagine?’ She drew them towards the rocks and they laughed while she and Lily exchanged tales of her great-aunt’s vanity and the ghastliness of Miss Starke’s Academy for Lady Stenographers.


Pearl sat with her arms around her knees, listening to the chatter and watching Noel watching Lily, who glanced repeatedly at him with a secret smile on her lips.


At last, the conversation dwindled.


‘Shall we walk?’ asked Noel.


‘We must be in before dark,’ said Nell.


‘Ten minutes,’ said Noel. He and Lily strolled towards the sea.


Nell wandered off to look for seashells.


Adela, still talking, hooked her elbow through Pearl’s arm.


Tim fell into step on Pearl’s other side. They came to a standstill, their toes inches away from the waves lapping the shore. The indigo sky was gloriously streaked with salmon and pink and they watched in silence as the great orange sun sank into the sea, turning it the colour of molten copper.


‘We’d better go in,’ murmured Pearl.


Lily and Noel were further along the water’s edge, silhouetted against the dying light. Lily’s arms were linked around his neck, their bodies pressed together as he kissed her.


‘Well, well,’ Tim drawled.


Pearl caught her breath. Lily had been right. Nothing would ever be the same after this summer.









Chapter 5


June 1914


Cornwall


Pearl held up the cutting of primrose silk to the light at the studio window. She ran the lustrous softness of the material through her fingers. ‘This one,’ she said to Wilfred. ‘The ivory damask is too heavy for Mrs Carruthers’s bedroom curtains.’


‘Sure?’ asked Wilfred. He looked at her intently, giving no hint as to whether he approved of her decision or not.


‘Yes.’


Wilfred nodded and smiled.


Pearl heard the clip-clop of Teddy’s hooves on the cobbles outside. ‘That must be Augustus back from collecting Mama and Pascal from the station.’


‘Why don’t you run along and have tea with them?’ said Wilfred.


Pearl hurried outside and saw her mother and Augustus assisting Pascal in his painfully slow descent from the trap. Once he was on the ground, Edith handed him his stick and held his arm until he’d steadied himself.


‘Are you unwell, Pascal?’ asked Pearl.


Her mother gave her a brief smile that didn’t reach her eyes. ‘Hello, sweetheart. There’s been a mishap and Pascal’s legs are painful.’


Pearl hadn’t seen him look so shaky since the gruelling years when he’d had to learn to walk again. He turned his face towards her and she was shocked to see purple bruising on his cheekbone.


‘I am fatigué,’ he said. ‘The train journey …’


Pearl glanced at her mother with a questioning expression but she simply shook her head slightly and mouthed, ‘Later.’ The girl trailed behind Augustus and Edith as they supported Pascal inside the house. Ever since his accident, he’d had a bedroom and an adjacent studio converted from storerooms near the kitchen.


A short while later, he was settled on his bed. He sank back against the pillows, his eyes closed.


Edith pressed one palm against his cheek. ‘I’ll come and see you when you’re rested.’ She ushered Augustus and Pearl out of the room and closed the door quietly behind them. ‘Thank you for your help, Augustus.’


‘Happy to be of service. Don’t worry about stabling Teddy and call me if Pascal needs assistance.’


‘Dear Augustus,’ said Edith, after he’d left.


‘Mama, you look drained,’ said Pearl. ‘I’ll ask Daisy to bring us some tea.’


When she joined her mother in the drawing-room, the windows were open to admit the sea air and Edith was sitting in a wing chair, her eyes closed. ‘You cannot imagine how relieved I am to be so far away from all the filth of London and breathing in clean Cornish air,’ she murmured.


Pearl crouched down beside her. ‘Did Pascal fall?’


Just then Daisy pushed open the door and placed the tea tray on the table.


Once she’d gone, Pearl poured the tea and offered a cup to Edith but her mother’s eyes were closed and tears seeped from beneath her eyelids. ‘Mama?’ she said. A sob escaped from Edith’s lips and, alarmed now, Pearl gathered her into her arms and held her.


Edith drew a shuddering breath. ‘I’d intended to wait until after dinner when we’re all gathered together,’ she said.


‘Wait for what?’


‘I need to make a confession. You see, a long time ago I did something very wrong and I’ve lived with the shame of it ever since.’


‘You?’ Pearl attempted a smile. ‘It couldn’t have been anything very bad.’


Edith fixed her gaze on her lap. ‘Perhaps I’m not the person you think I am,’ she whispered.


‘You’re frightening me,’ said Pearl. ‘Did you murder someone?’ She gave a brittle laugh at such a ridiculous idea.


‘No,’ said Edith, ‘but I betrayed my ideals.’


‘I don’t understand.’


‘I hid the truth. Now, I must pay the price. The worst thing is that those I love the most may also suffer for what I did.’


Pearl stared at her mother’s bowed head, foreboding tightening her chest. ‘Do you remember how, when I was little and I’d done something naughty, you always told me I must tell the truth? You said, although you might be angry, nothing would ever make you stop loving me. Now, I’m telling you the same thing.’


Edith kept her face averted from her daughter’s gaze. ‘Will you fetch Nell and the others?’


‘Now?’


‘The sooner the better. And ask Daisy to take the children down to the cove for a game of rounders. I don’t want them to overhear.’


Half an hour later, Clarissa, Julian, Nell, Wilfred and Augustus had gathered in the drawing-room.


Edith had remained silent while they assembled, eyes downcast and her hands gripping the arms of the chair.


Pearl cleared her throat. ‘Now you’re all here, except for Pascal who isn’t well, Mama has something to tell us. Mama?’


‘I won’t keep you long,’ said Edith, ‘but I have a difficult confession to make.’


‘How dramatic!’ said Clarissa. ‘I’ve known you a long time and don’t believe you’re capable of anything too dreadful.’


Edith said hesitantly, ‘Something dreadful happened while Pascal and I were at Jasper’s exhibition yesterday and it may impact upon all of us here at Spindrift.’ She rubbed her eyes. ‘Twenty-two years ago, when Benedict and I were on our honeymoon …’


After the first few words, Pearl couldn’t bear to look at Lily while they listened to the story unfold. She squirmed with embarrassment as she pictured her mother in the grip of uncontrollable passion. And with calm and dependable Uncle Pascal at that, whom Pearl had loved and respected all her life! Suddenly she felt like a child whose world had imploded as dramatically as a tumbling tower of wooden blocks. It shook her that her mother, whose every action had always appeared to be firmly guided by an invincible moral compass, had so spectacularly fallen by the wayside and successfully deceived her friends and family for years.


‘And that,’ concluded Edith, ‘is how it came about that Jasper is Pascal’s son.’


‘Oh, Edith!’ Her best friend Clarissa hurried to her side. ‘I would never have judged you.’


Shaking, Pearl folded her arms tightly over her chest. ‘I can’t believe what a hypocrite you are, Mama! How could you look me in the eye and caution me about appropriate behaviour with young men when you did that?’


Edith’s cheeks flamed. ‘Because I wanted to ensure you’d never find yourself in a similar situation.’


‘Pearl, there’s always been one set of rules for men and a completely different one for women,’ said Clarissa reprovingly. ‘Benedict would have thrown your mother out of Spindrift and left her begging in the streets.’


‘But Mama lied!’


‘Edith, I remember how you adored Benedict,’ said Wilfred hastily, ‘but he treated you cruelly. What you and Pascal did was out of character for both of you but, frankly, it was no more than Benedict deserved. Who the hell is he to accuse you of adultery? He was already having an affair with Pascal’s sister that resulted in a child. People in glass houses and all that …’


Pearl was outraged to hear him make excuses for her mother.


‘You deceived Papa by letting him assume Jasper was his son,’ she said to Edith. ‘How could you live with yourself? And Pascal is no better.’


‘I’ve never blamed Pascal for what happened between us and it wasn’t only myself I had to worry about,’ protested Edith. ‘There was also the welfare of the baby to consider.’


In her mind’s eye, Pearl recalled the miserable sight of a young woman, a babe in her arms, begging on a street corner in Wadebridge. Would Papa really have made Mama homeless or was she making excuses?


‘Everyone has secrets,’ said Clarissa. ‘If it weren’t for Benedict behaving so despicably, you wouldn’t be here now covering yourself in sackcloth and ashes.’


‘Nevertheless,’ said Edith, ‘what I did was wrong.’


‘I remember how Papa used to make you cry, Mama,’ said Nell in a small voice.


Edith sighed. ‘Despite everything, I could never wish I hadn’t given birth to Jasper.’


Augustus cleared his throat. ‘Does he know?’


Edith nodded. ‘Thankfully, he’s forgiven me.’


‘What has any of this has to do with Pascal being unwell?’ asked Pearl, sure there was more to this story.


‘Benedict came to Jasper’s exhibition,’ said Edith. ‘When he saw Jasper laughing with Pascal, he guessed they were father and son. He was incandescent with rage.’ Her mouth quivered. ‘He kicked Pascal so frenziedly that others had to drag him away.’


Pearl gasped. Her papa might have been inadequate as a parent but she’d never thought of him as violent.


‘That’s shocking behaviour!’ protested Julian.


‘And now Benedict’s hell-bent on revenge,’ said Edith.


‘But what can he do?’ asked Wilfred. ‘After all, he’s fathered two illegitimate children himself.’


‘Apart from exposing me as an adulteress to my clients,’ said Edith, ‘he threatened to deprive me of my children. And he tells me he intends to sell his share of Spindrift to someone who will push us out.’


‘But he can’t do that!’ said Pearl. ‘Can he?’


Edith looked up, her face pinched and pale. ‘He owns the greater part of Spindrift House. Our security here would depend entirely on who bought his share. And he could take you children away from me until you’re twenty-one.’


‘He doesn’t really want us, though, does he?’ said Nell.


Pearl’s mouth was dry. Papa had loved her once. ‘Surely he wouldn’t make us homeless?’ she said.


‘Who knows what he’ll do next?’ said Edith, her voice shaky.


Pearl stood up, her fists clenched. ‘Whatever happens, it will be your fault, Mama!’ She ran from the room, ignoring her mother’s cry of distress.


[image: image]


Dusk was falling and the lawn was beaded with dew when Lily and Pearl went to sit in the gazebo. They watched the bats flitting overhead while they reflected upon Edith’s confession.


‘You never guessed Jasper was Pascal’s son?’ asked Lily.


‘Why would I?’ said Pearl. ‘I suppose there are some physical likenesses and, now I think about it, the timbre of their voices and some of their expressions are similar.’


‘I assumed Jasper learned his mannerisms from Pascal because they were so often in each other’s company.’


Pearl reached out to pluck a rose from the trelliswork. ‘I’m horribly upset and embarrassed to think of Mama acting like that. Everything I believed about her natural goodness was a lie.’ She picked at the rose and crimson petals drifted to the floor. ‘Do you think she and Pascal still …’


‘It’s obvious they love each other. They may not share a bed but in other respects they behave like an old married couple. Mother and Julian do share a bed and …’ Lily pulled a face. ‘Suffice it to say that the walls are thin in the coach house and my room is next to theirs. I have to put the pillow over my head if I hear the bed start to creak.’


Pearl stifled a giggle with her hand.


Lily smiled into the dusk. ‘Better that than for them to argue. I remember how awful it was when your father brought Roland’s mother Tamsyn to live here. Mother said he only did it to spite Edith. You’re being too hard on her, Pearl. Your father caused so much unhappiness.’


‘I haven’t seen him for seven years now but, to me, he was like a prince in a fairy tale. When he made a fuss of me, it was as if I were basking in sunshine.’ Pearl bowed her head. ‘But he didn’t keep his promises. I was utterly miserable when he left Spindrift. I hoped for years that he’d come back.’


She sounded so woebegone that Lily hugged her. ‘Perhaps you ought to visit him? Lay the ghost, if you can. But it’s Jasper you should be thinking about,’ she said. ‘I wonder, once it’s sunk in, how he’ll feel about his illegitimacy? I was horribly bullied about that at school.’


‘Did Clarissa ever tell you about your real father? No one ever mentions him.’


Lily pictured her mother’s forbidding expression when she’d asked that question. ‘Only that he was married and she’d made a dreadful mistake when she was unhappy and confused.’


‘The same excuse my mother made, then.’ Pearl sighed. ‘It’s painful to discover the people you love and respect aren’t as highly principled as you imagined.’


‘I’ll make jolly sure I never have a baby outside marriage,’ said Lily. ‘Perhaps Hugh Penrose and his wife have been right all along in their opinion of the morals of the Spindrift community? After all, Jasper, Roland and myself are illegitimate. And Gabrielle, too.’ The hollow ache of shame and dread that Lily had carried inside her heart for as long as she could remember, stirred within her again.


‘It never felt to me as if we were growing up in a hotbed of sin,’ said Pearl, ‘except perhaps when Papa brought Roland’s mother to live here.’ She gave Lily a sideways glance. ‘Still, whatever Hugh Penrose says, I don’t think Noel minds at all that you’re a love child. I saw him kissing you the other night.’


Warmth flooded Lily’s cheeks at the memory. ‘Oh, Pearl, I do like him so much! He kissed me a few times before I went to Truro and we corresponded almost every day while I was there. Somehow, you can write things to each other you might not be brave enough to say face to face.’


‘Does he have the same feelings for you?’


Lily nodded, remembering the warmth of his lips on hers last time and how he’d whispered she was the most beautiful girl he’d ever met. She’d trembled for quite an hour afterwards and had relived the thrill of it over and over again since then.


‘It feels as if a whole new chapter is opening in our lives, doesn’t it?’ said Pearl.


Lily laughed. ‘And I can’t wait to read on to reach the happy-ever-after ending!’
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