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To Vanda






Chapter One


Beneath a hot blue summer sky, the bells of the great cathedral pealed joyfully over the city. The crowds roared their delight. The glass coach moved through the streets, pulled by proud white horses and attended by gold-braided footmen.


From behind the polished crystal windows, the teenage princess-to-be peered excitedly out. She could scarcely believe the number of people who had come to see her, all jostling on the pavements, madly waving flags and shouting her name. Never had she felt so loved.


Or so beautiful. Her professionally done make-up was perfect; a light touch because of her youth but enough to enhance her loveliness for the TV cameras, the audience watching across the world. Her thick blonde hair gleamed, held in place by a diamond tiara. Her cream silk dress was so huge, it almost filled the carriage; her father, sitting beside her, was nearly hidden behind its folds.


‘Bigger!’ she had laughingly told the designer, when he had asked how large and long the train should be. ‘Let’s make it the biggest one anyone’s ever seen!’


She had said the same to the florist. More roses! More lilies! More orange blossom! Why hold back, on this glorious day? She felt extravagantly, deliriously happy, and she wanted everything, from the pearls in her ears to the lace rosettes on her shoes, to express it.


‘Darling, I’m so proud of you!’ Her father, eyes brimming with tears, reached for her hand, on which the great engagement ring glittered. The wedding band itself, made from a special nugget of gold, was with her soon-to-be-husband, the prince. Who, even now, was ascending the red carpet up the cathedral steps, passing in under the pillared portico, handsome in his uniform, his decorations glinting in the sunshine, his sword hanging by his side.


The thought made her almost weak with joy. All her dreams had come true. She was a beautiful princess who was marrying a handsome prince. But far more importantly she was in love, and beloved herself. She had given her heart to her husband and he had given his to her. Their marriage would last forever, they would have lots of children and be happy ever after. He would never leave her, never let her down. She had suffered much, but from now on, everything was going to be perfect.


 


 


‘Well?’ Diana was staring at me from the opposite seat in the train carriage, her thirteen-year-old face bright with expectation. ‘Sandy, don’t you think that’s the most romantic ending ever?’


I looked up from the paperback she had passed me. It was called Bride to the King and was evidently much-read. The picture on the cover was of a blonde woman in a big white dress embracing a dark-haired man in uniform. He wore a blue sash and a sword by his side. ‘Definitely,’ I nodded.


‘Absolutely the best!’


I knew I could take her word for it. I was quite new to the romantic fiction genre, but Diana had read literally hundreds. Her favourite writer was Barbara Cartland, whose novels featured dashing heroes with jutting jaws and beautiful heroines with heaving bosoms.


Love was their constant theme. Head-spinning, heart-racing, eternal Love. It was the most important thing of all, and Diana and I were obsessed by the idea of it. You fell in Love, it overwhelmed you and once you were in it, everything was perfect. It sounded like a particularly delicious bath, deep and warm with lots of bubbles.


‘Shall I tell you something amazing, Sandy?’ Diana asked.


I nodded eagerly.


‘My daddy’s got a new friend. She’s called Lady Raine Dartmouth.’


That was, I concurred, an extraordinary name.


‘That’s not the amazing thing!’ Diana leant towards me, her blue eyes huge and excited. ‘Her mother is actually Barbara Cartland!’


Astonished as I was, I was also aware that this sort of thing seemed typical of Diana’s family. From what I had heard from other people, and Diana herself, the Spencers were unbelievably dramatic and exotic. And I was now going home with her for the holidays, I would meet them all.


 


 


I had met Diana at school, although we had not been friends initially. We came from very different backgrounds. I was an orphan, my parents had died in a car crash when I was a baby. Aunt Mary had brought me up. She was my father’s older sister; an austere spinster of modest means. She was undemonstrative, but believed in the proper education of girls. Undaunted by the fact that she lacked the money for good schools, she had scoured the Daily Telegraph for scholarship opportunities.


Of these, my current school was the latest. And, I hoped, the last, although Aunt Mary’s quest to find the best school for the least outlay was something of a mania with her. But I was fed up of moving and wanted somewhere I could settle down, sit exams and go on to university. After which, Aunt Mary assured me, the world and all its opportunities would open up.


The school occupied a large pale house at the end of a long, tree-lined drive. Sweeping green parkland stretched to either side. With its imposing portico and castellated stable-yard, it looked glamorous and impressive.


On the day I was dropped off, the families saying farewell on the drive looked glamorous and impressive too. Beside each was a shiny new trunk painted with at least four initials. New hats, bags, tuck boxes and sports equipment were piled round it. Not far away was the shiny family car.


Aunt Mary did not have a car; we had come on the train. Transporting my own battered second-hand trunk, sporting just the two initials, had required help that was not always willingly given. My blazer, too, was second-hand, while my skirt, hand-made by Aunt Mary to save money, was not of the regulation cut. My shoes, meanwhile, looked like barges, bought two sizes too large so I could ‘grow into them’ and forcing a clumping, graceless walk.


I looked around me, wondering who I would be friends with, if anyone. Socially, I did not aspire to much. To pass muster and blend in would be enough.


My new peers looked much the usual mixture. There were the confident and beautiful ones, the bouncy and sporty ones and the plain ones, among whom I – small, plump and heavily bespectacled – would be one of the plainest. Also conspicuous were the girls who had never been to boarding school before but who had read Enid Blyton and begged their parents to send them. They were easy to identify: wide-eyed, looking excitedly about as they tried to spot real-life equivalents of the heroines of St Clare’s and Malory Towers.


I felt rather sorry for them. They would be shattered to discover that the world of midnight feasts and classroom pranks did not exist. Nothing about a real boarding school was anything like Enid Blyton novels. In Enid Blyton, girls were celebrated for their individuality. In real life, conformity was everything. In Enid Blyton, rich girls with titles were taken down a peg or two. In real life, they were worshipped. As a poor girl in a succession of wealthy schools, I had more reason to know that than most.


I felt a brief, hopeless stir of loneliness, anticipating the games lessons where I would be the last picked for teams, the dancing lessons where I wouldn’t have a partner. Then I took a deep, sinew-stiffening breath. I was lucky to be here and it was a means to what would ultimately be a glorious end. Aunt Mary had done her best for me and it was my duty to get on with it.


My aunt said a final hurried goodbye, shut the door and the taxi set off. Amid the lavish hugs and kisses of everyone else, I walked towards the school and the future.


The dormitory was as usual: long rows of beds facing each other. One unexpected touch was the portrait of Prince Charles at the entrance. He wore a crown of futuristic design, which looked comical with his big ears and hangdog expression. A small plaque beneath explained the photograph had been presented to the school by one of the governors.


There was the usual panicked scramble to bag beds next to hastily made friends. Over the years, I had learnt that the best way to hide not being in demand myself was to bag one of the beds by the wall. I made my way towards it, passing on my way a bed covered in small furry animals. There must, I reckoned, be about twenty, of differing sizes, colours and species, all carefully arranged and staring up with expectant glassy eyes.


I met their gaze with concern. As I literally couldn’t afford to put a foot wrong, Aunt Mary had obtained the school’s catalogue of regulations. She had taken me carefully through strictures ranging from not running in corridors to the number of toys allowed on one’s bed. Two, as it happened. Whoever this menagerie belonged to was going to be in trouble when, as we had been warned would happen any minute, Matron came to inspect the dormitory.


I looked over at the gaggle of girls chattering and shrieking as they unpacked night cases, shook out pyjamas, flung slippers about and spanked each other with hairbrushes. While I didn’t feel like one of them, nor did I want to see any of them publicly humiliated. Matrons, in my experience, were invariably sadists. That it might be someone’s first night away from home would not move them to pity in the least.


I started to gather up the animals and hastily shove them under the bed. 


‘What are you doing?’ demanded someone behind me.


I turned and found myself looking at a tall and beautiful girl. She had very red lips, thick golden hair and big glassy blue eyes. Her skin had a pale glow, with a rich rose tint high on her cheeks. There was something glossy and luxuriant about her. I thought of a dewdrop in the centre of a flower, or thick cream in a glass jug.


‘Hiding your toys,’ I said. ‘You’re only supposed to have two and you’ll catch it if Matron comes in.’


She said nothing, but I glanced around as I walked away and saw her hurriedly concealing the remainder of her collection.


The bed nearest the wall was, as usual, the last to be picked. I put my trunk down next to it and began to unpack. The girl in the adjacent bed, who introduced herself as Catherine, had evidently been watching the cuddly-toy exchange.


‘You know her father’s a viscount, don’t you?’ she whispered. ‘Lord Althorp. She’s the Honourable Diana Spencer.’


I wasn’t surprised. Both her cut-glass voice and her glossy looks had suggested one of the elect. I was less sure about the honourable: she hadn’t even said thank you.


Matron appeared in the dormitory doorway. ‘Stand by your beds!’ she bellowed.


There was a collective gasp, some suppressed squeals and a general scattering of girls. She marched along, black brogues crunching heavily on the lino, inspecting the beds with the zeal of a field marshal. Her small eyes with their metallic glint switched meanly about. We stood ramrod straight, hardly daring to breathe.


Stopping by one bed, Matron swooped triumphantly on some framed photographs lovingly arranged on the cabinet. ‘You’re allowed two. No more,’ she snarled at the evidently dismayed owner. ‘These are confiscated.’


‘But . . . they’re my family.’ The girl’s lip trembled.


But the black brogues were already crunching pitilessly away. I slid a glance at the Honourable Diana Spencer. That could have been you, I thought. You and your toys. But she was looking somewhere else entirely.


Scarcely had the door slammed behind Matron than another of the elect, whom I had heard the others call Celia, sauntered from her bed in the room’s starry centre to my humble spot by the wall.


‘Name?’ she barked at me.


I felt a familiar sinking feeling. Surely it couldn’t be starting already? Usually I had a couple of days’ grace before I was picked on. Fear had dried my throat. I swallowed hard. ‘Alexandra. But my friends call me Sandy.’


‘I’ll call you Alexandra then,’ Celia said, to snorts all round. ‘From up North, are we?’


Over the years, I had tried to disguise my accent. But it never entirely disappeared. The English language, anyway, conspired against northerners. It was dotted with traps; words that we pronounced with a short ‘a’ and everyone else with a long one. My own name was a case in point. Alexarndra was the aspirational way to say it, but I had never had the confidence.


‘So where are you from, Alexandra?’


I hesitated. Our town was almost a byword for jokes about the north. And much as I dreaded naming it, I hated myself more for being ashamed. ‘Huddersfield,’ I said, more loudly than I had intended.


Celia’s face went blank, as if unable to believe her luck. Then she burst into incredulous laughter. ‘’Uddersfield! Eeh, everyone. Come an’ meet Alexandra from ’Uddersfield.’


I kept my head high and forced my lips not to tremble. I clenched my hands to stop them shaking but could do nothing about the watery feeling in my knees.


‘I’ve never been to ’Uddersfield,’ Celia snorted. She was stalking around me, like a ringmaster might circle a strange animal. The rest of the dormitory was gathering and the sniggering had increased in volume. ‘What’s it like? Can you get your udders feeled?’


‘Very funny,’ I said in an attempt at sarcasm. ‘I haven’t heard that one before.’


But I could feel tears pricking behind my eyes. I bent my head so that my hair would fall over my red, humiliated face. Don’t cry, I told myself. Don’t let them win. But they had won already. I knew Celia’s type all too well. She was the worst sort of bully and my life from now on would be a living hell.


I felt a tug on my blazer sleeve. Celia had homed in on my uniform. ‘This blazer is ancient. The badge is completely the wrong colour. And why are you wearing that skirt? It shouldn’t have pleats.’


I said nothing. Holding back the sobs with all my might, I prayed for Matron to return. Anything to distract my tormentors. And, as if in answer to my prayer, a stir now went through the group. I felt the energy change.


‘Stop bullying her,’ said a light, clear voice.


I raised my head slightly and peered through the strands of hair. It was her. The viscount’s daughter. The blonde girl with the toys. The Honourable Diana.


‘We’re just having a joke.’ Celia’s smile was one of angry unease. ‘Where’s your sense of humour?’


‘I just don’t think this is very funny,’ Diana said. ‘How would you like it if it was you, Celia? How would any of you like it?’ She looked round with her wide blue eyes.


It was not a dramatic intervention, there was no shouting or gesturing. Diana spoke quite normally, even mildly. But to me it was like a bomb going off. No one had ever stood up for me before, let alone put themselves in my oversized shoes and invited everyone else to do the same.


As Celia stalked off, nose in the air, followed at a distance by the others, I felt a gratitude so violent I could only mutter my thanks. But Diana was already walking to her bed.






Chapter Two


As at all my other schools, girls without family to take them out spent Sunday afternoons in the dining hall. Amid the scent of boiled cabbage from the just-finished lunch, we sat at the long tables and made desultory conversation as we waited for our more fortunate peers to come back.


I had learnt to take a book with me, usually a story about someone so miserable they made me feel positively fortunate. Jane Eyre had kept me going for a while. Now I was hunched over The Wolves of Willoughby Chase. I had just got to the part where orphaned Bonnie is forced to exist on two raw onions when I heard a light voice say hello.


I looked up in surprise. Standing before me, blonde hair lit by the sun streaming in through the dining-room windows, was the tall figure of my dormitory saviour.


Since the Celia incident, I had seen little of Diana. As expected, she had been taken up by the school elite; the beautiful and the grand. She also seemed to be in the lower forms for most subjects, while I was in the top ones. What view of her I had was from a distance and she was always with a group of laughing girls. That someone like her had intervened to help someone like me seemed increasingly like something I had imagined.


I thought she must have come to the dining hall to fetch something. But she sat down on the bench next to me, her back against the table, and started swinging her long legs.


‘What are you doing here?’ I asked. I did not mean to sound blunt, but awkwardness made me shy.


‘Same as you.’


‘The hall’s for people whose parents can’t come.’


She swung her legs out. ‘Well, that’s me. My parents can’t come.’


‘Why not?’


‘Because they’re divorced.’


‘What does that mean?’


‘It means that my mother doesn’t live with my father.’


‘Why not?’


‘Oh,’ she said dismissively. ‘It’s not very interesting. Where are your parents, anyway?’


I hated explaining that I was an orphan. People were always either embarrassed for themselves or sorry for me. I found both excruciating. I took a deep breath. ‘Actually, I don’t have parents.’


The blue eyes widened. ‘Not at all? Not a single one?’


I shook my head.


‘Oh, so you’re an orphan?’ Her tone was interested, rather than awkward.


I nodded.


‘What happened?’ 


Her directness surprised me. Most people shied away from asking.


‘They died in a car crash. But I don’t remember. I was only a baby.’


Her blue eyes remained on me, curious, thoughtful. ‘What’s it like?’


‘What’s what like?’


‘Being an orphan.’


I shrugged. ‘It’s what I’m used to.’


‘But can you remember them? Your father’s tall figure in the doorway? The scented rustle of your mother’s dress as she bent to kiss you good night?’


I stared at her in surprise. Scented rustle? Tall figure? Where on earth had she got that from? ‘Er, no.’


‘Don’t you miss them horribly?’


I hadn’t been asked this before, not even by Aunt Mary. Especially not by Aunt Mary; feelings were never discussed at home. It was hard to know how to answer. ‘You just try not to think about it and get on with things,’ I replied eventually.


She nodded but said nothing.


I worried I had sounded cold and uncaring. ‘I never really knew them,’ I elaborated. ‘So it’s hard to miss them.’


She was looking at me very intently. ‘But how do you really feel about it?’ she asked. ‘Inside, I mean?’


I don’t really feel anything, I was about to insist, when something swept through me that might have knocked me off my feet if I had not been sitting down. It was like a hurtling black ball that burst into my heart, followed by the most aching sense of loss that I had ever known.


Overwhelmed, I hung my head and felt the painful sting of tears. At some distant level, I realised that I was crying in front of this girl again. But, as before, there was nothing I could do about it.


Something pressed the far side of my arm. She was hugging me. I slumped into her, fighting for control. My nose was running. She passed me a tissue, which I took gratefully. ‘Sorry,’ I sniffed, awkwardly detaching myself.


‘It’s all right,’ she said, letting go easily, as if it was nothing to be embarrassed about at all.


After that, we sat in companionable silence and read. She, too, had brought a book, a somewhat tatty paperback called The Queen of Hearts by an author I had never heard of, Barbara Cartland. The cover was a sort of bad painting in which a blonde girl in a white dress looked adoringly up at a dashing man in uniform.


She seemed gripped by it, turning over the pages with a breathless anticipation. But I found it hard to return to Bonnie and her raw onions. I felt different after our conversation; lighter, as if a burden had been laid down.


Eventually, the sound of car doors slamming and cheerful farewells from outside the windows announced that the others were back from their fun family afternoons.


After that, Diana returned to her usual group. Perhaps their families took her out with them. At any rate, she was not in the dining hall the following Sunday, or the one after that.


I was disappointed, but not surprised. Expecting us to become friends would, I knew, have been unrealistic. Nonetheless, I felt grateful to her. She had released me from the effort of pretending not to mind. Being allowed to feel sad, to miss the parents I had never known, was a liberation.


 


 


Term progressed. I worked hard, as I was supposed to, and did well, as I was supposed to. Diana, meanwhile, seemed to plough a rather less steady course. She developed a reputation for daring, for never turning down a challenge. On one occasion, I watched as, egged on by the others, she ate eight slices of bread and butter and two kippers at a sitting; a new record for gluttony.


As stories circulated of her climbing high trees and running down the drive at midnight, I grew concerned for her. Encouraged by the ever-admiring crowd, she seemed to be taking more and more risks. I watched, worried, from the back of a gaggle of girls on the edge of the school outdoor swimming pool as Diana, arms outstretched, soared high into the air from the topmost board. My heart was in my mouth, and for some time after that, whenever I closed my eyes, I saw her long body in its black school swimming costume against the boundless blue of the sky, plunging down like a bullet and slicing into the water like a knife.


Then rumours began about her dancing in the dining hall at night, against school rules. When, finally, they filtered down to our end of the dormitory, I looked at Catherine in dismay. ‘She’ll get into trouble,’ I said.


Catherine gave me a wise look. ‘Well, she wouldn’t be the first Spencer to do that. Her sister got expelled, you know.’


Sheer horror flashed through me. I didn’t enjoy school much, but being expelled from it was the worst thing I could imagine. As well as the shame and disgrace, it would mean the derailment of all my future hopes. I had never heard of it actually happening though; Miss Rudge, the headmistress, did not seem like the expelling type. ‘What for?’ I asked.


Catherine was clearly enjoying my obvious amazement. ‘Drinking.’


‘Drinking what?’ It didn’t seem like a crime to me.


‘Alcohol, of course. Vodka.’


I felt naïve and unsophisticated. I hardly knew what vodka was, let alone why a schoolgirl would drink it.


‘Lights out!’ yelled the dormitory monitor, a bossy girl called Rose.


Darkness flooded the room and we huddled under our blankets. I could not settle, however. I was agitated and my mind tumbled with questions.


I edged myself towards Catherine. ‘Why did she drink vodka?’


Catherine was almost asleep, and came back to consciousness with a snort. ‘What?’


I repeated my question in a whisper.


‘It doesn’t make your breath smell, so no one’s able to tell,’ hissed back Catherine.


But someone had obviously been able to tell in the end.


‘I don’t mean that,’ I whispered. ‘I mean, why drink it at all?’


‘Who knows? Those old aristocratic families do crazy things. For the fun of it, I suppose.’


It sounded like a waste to me, but the idea that Diana, who had helped me, would end up sharing her sister’s fate was an awful one. I decided to keep an eye on her.


From my bed at the end of the dormitory, it was difficult to monitor the rest of the long room, but I would do my best.


I dozed, half-awake, straining my ears for any noise that might be someone creeping out.


Once the initial whispering and giggling had died down, there was nothing for some hours. It seemed that the Diana dancing rumours were unsubstantiated talk, after all.


I must have dozed off, because something suddenly woke me up. I sat up in bed. All was silent. The moonlight blooming behind the thin curtains showed a row of prone and slumbering girls. And then, at the far end by the door, a movement. Someone was slipping out.


I lifted my covers and climbed reluctantly from beneath them. Winter was approaching and the nights were already cold. The chill air seized me as I groped for my dressing gown. I fumbled for my slippers and hurried down the lino between the beds. Reaching Diana’s, I saw with dismay that it was empty.


Outside the dormitory, my heart began to thump. I realised that my actions potentially also had consequences for me. Roaming about the school at night was strictly forbidden. If I was caught, there would be trouble. Quite how much, I didn’t want to dwell on.


As I sped through the gallery towards the staircase, I glanced at the portraits hanging on the panelled walls. Their stern gazes seemed to warn me to turn back before it was too late. I carried on, however, down the slippery polished stairs. Above me hung the huge and heavy brass chandelier, which, as always, I imagined pulling away and plunging to the ground with a mighty crash.


The passage at the bottom was dark and deserted. I had never been around the school at night; it was entirely different from the daytime, when it was full of the chatter and clatter of girls. It seemed so different, more like the private house it once had been. I started to wonder who had lived here and whether their spirits now walked the corridors.


So terrifying was this thought that I almost scurried back up the stairs. Then I paused. Above the boom of my heart, my ear had caught something: a faint snatch of music. It was coming from the direction of the dining room.


I hurried along the passage, in which, as always, the smell of cabbage lingered. The music got louder as I reached the double doors. I recognised it now, some swelling Tchaikovsky from The Nutcracker.


I opened the door a crack and peered in. Slabs of moonlight fell through the windows onto long tables set for morning breakfast with rows of white plates. An orange sat on each, all glowing eerily away like orange lamps. Dancing between them, white flannel school nightdress billowing, was Diana.


Her eyes were wide open, but I could see that she was somewhere very far away. Propelled by the music, she sped over the parquet in her bare feet. I had no idea where she had got the record player from; some nearby office, perhaps. I felt awed at her daring, but far more at her dancing. I had never known she was as good as this.


It was transporting to watch as first she spun, then lengthened out into a graceful arabesque. Where she had learnt this sequence of rippling steps which seemed to grow naturally out of her feet, one leading to the other, I could not imagine. In Madame Vacani’s lessons, we rarely got beyond the basic positions.


Her movements made a romantic dreamworld out of the mundane dining room with its cabbage smells. There was a mysterious radiance about her, a quiet strength and an absolute authority, as if she knew exactly what she was doing and why.


Then something pulled me back from the dreamworld and into the here and now. A sound, coming from behind. Footsteps in the passage, firm and adult, approaching rapidly. Someone was coming.






Chapter Three


My stomach surged into my throat. Without thinking, I dashed into the dining room and wrenched the needle off the record. The triumphant crescendo of the ‘Grand Pas de Deux’ stopped abruptly and Diana dropped the arms that had stretched yearningly into the chilly air.


She whirled to face me, her tranquil expression now indignation. ‘What are you—?’


But before she could finish her sentence, I clapped my hand over her mouth.


When last she had asked this, I had been trying to save her from Matron, but the stakes now were far higher. There was no time to talk. With one foot, I pushed the record player under the nearest table, whilst grabbing her and pulling her down with me. I had managed to shove her between the chairs just as the dining-room door swung open.


From where we crouched, not breathing, I could see the bottom third of the doorway. And, backlit by the lights in the passage, the bottom third of the dressing-gowned, slipper-shod figure that stood there.


The slippers got closer. They were tartan, with a pom-pom on the top. That they could be part of such a terrifying scenario seemed absurd. Nonetheless, our faintest noise could condemn us.


There was a sound of a yawn, then rustling. As the slippers moved off, there was a faint squeak of rubber sole on parquet. We heard them make a tour of the room, then return to the entrance. The light in the passage faded; the dining-room door had closed.


Under the table, Diana and I grinned at each other. But there was no time for exultation. ‘Come on,’ I said. ‘If they see our empty beds, we’ll be for it.’


We crept back silently in the dark. Only once we were safely under the covers did I remember that the record player was still under the table. So, the following day, when I was called out of Maths and told that Miss Rudge wished to see me, I feared the absolute worst.


After my broken night, I was tired and out of sorts. The bravery and decisiveness with which I had dealt with Diana had deserted me. I trudged the polished corridor towards the Head’s office, trying not to think of Aunt Mary and how badly I had let her down. Never in my life had I felt quite so wretched.


A bright autumn sun shone cheerfully through the clean windows of the corridor. Silver wall lights gleamed on the panelling and the air was sweet with the scent of furniture polish. All was orderly and elegant. I would be leaving all this behind, I thought, looking at the framed row of previous headmistresses in their university gowns. And I would never be a graduate now.


As Miss Rudge’s door approached, I felt my knees start to shake. I thought of Diana, and the stupid risk I had run for her sake. Even if she had been expelled, she was from a grand family. She would be fine. Yet even now, at this ghastly moment, I could not entirely regret my actions. I had owed her, after all.


‘Enter,’ came the grave voice of Miss Rudge in answer to my knock.


I cast a last look around the sunny corridor and, feeling like one condemned, obeyed her instruction.


I had previously encountered the headmistress only at school assembly and had never been in her office before. It was unexpectedly domestic: big and comfortable with large windows. There were framed pictures on the walls and a warm fire flickering away in the hearth. Before it was a pink sofa and two pink chairs.


Miss Rudge, middle-aged with short curly hair and glasses, sat at a large desk in the middle of the room, writing briskly with a black fountain pen. She looked up as I came in. ‘Ah, Sandy,’ she said in a neutral tone that told me nothing. ‘Thank you for coming to see me. Take a seat, will you?’ 


I perched, puzzled, on the edge of one of the fireside armchairs. Someone in the amount of trouble I was might have expected to be told to stand. The fire felt warm and luxurious and made me think about the cold, bleak future stretching before me.


Miss Rudge blotted her notepaper, clicked the top back on her pen, stood up and came over to join me. ‘I’m afraid I’ve got some rather bad news for you, Sandy,’ she said as she sat down on the sofa. ‘It’s about your aunt.’


I swallowed. She was right, this was all about Aunt Mary. Of the two of us, she would feel this most. She had been single-minded in her determination that, despite our lack of money, I should have every opportunity. And this was how I had rewarded her.


Miss Rudge leant forward. ‘She’s not very well,’ she said gently. ‘In fact, she’s really quite ill. She’s in hospital.’


My posture until now had been drooping and defeated. Now, galvanised with shock, I sat bolt upright. ‘Because of me, Miss Rudge?’ I was certain it was my fault; news of my crimes the previous night had caused my aunt’s collapse.


The headmistress looked surprised. ‘Why ever would that be the case? You are a credit to the school and I’m sure your aunt is very proud of you.’ She paused. ‘However, she is suffering from pneumonia. We received a telephone call from the hospital this morning.’


‘Pneumonia?’ I gasped. Aunt Mary was never ill. That she had something this serious was unimaginable. ‘Will she be all right?’ 


That she wouldn’t seemed all too imaginable. It had happened to me before, after all. I searched the headmistress’s face anxiously.


Miss Rudge wasn’t entirely reassuring. ‘Her recovery will take some time and this means, unfortunately, that you will not be able to go home for the half-term holidays.’


I stared at her, trying to process all this dramatic information as it came. Relief on one account was followed by fear on another and then incomprehension. ‘So where will I go?’ I asked.


‘Is there a friend you can stay with?’


My insides shrank with shame. I thought of the groups on whose edges I hovered, the girls who occasionally suffered me to tag along. I shook my head, hot blood rushing to my face. ‘Not really,’ I mumbled.


‘Well, that’s a pity.’ Miss Rudge spoke as if I wasn’t already aware of the fact, or that the news of Aunt Mary’s illness wasn’t traumatic enough without the additional misery of exposing my social shortcomings. ‘You’ll just have to stay at school in that case, won’t you?’


 


 


Later, lessons over, I went into the gardens. The day was ending with a blazing sunset. Ribbons of purple and pink rippled across the sky, underlit by fiery red and backed by burning gold. There was something volcanic about it which matched my mood of violent despair.


I had been battling against this despair ever since leaving Miss Rudge’s office. But now, alone in the darkening grounds, I gave way to my overwhelming misery. Sitting on a bench overlooking a small pond, I sobbed as if my heart would break. I wept for the devoted aunt who lay ill in hospital and for the cheerless holiday I would spend at school. But most of all I wept for myself and the loneliness that was, ironically, my only constant companion. Having no parents was bad enough, but having to admit my lack of friends to the headmistress had been agonising. What was wrong with me? Was it really all my fault?


The sunset raged above me as I sobbed out my storm of tears. Eventually, it passed and I just felt heavy and sad. The sunset was fading and night gathering rapidly. I was by now completely lost in self-pity and also freezing, but had remembered that staying outside in the winter could mean dying of cold. If you were lucky, you fell asleep and just slipped away without knowing anything about it.


I found a grim satisfaction in the idea of being discovered in the morning as a lifeless corpse. No one would be sad, but they might be sorry. Standing over my stiff, frost-sprinkled body, Miss Rudge might regret her careless cruelty on the subject of my social life. The girls might regret only tolerating me, and never actually being my friend. ‘We left her alone,’ they might say to each other, ‘and look what’s happened.’


But it was now that I realised, to my horror, that I was actually not alone. Someone was sitting on the bench beside me, silent in the freezing darkness. I could see a vague outline, but nothing more. When they had come, and for how long they had been there, I had no idea.


‘Who is it?’ I asked, my voice sharp with fear.


‘Me. Diana.’


Once, I knew, my heart would have leapt. But I felt as if I no longer cared. In fact, something like rage swept through me. I thought about all the stupid things she had done, and that her sister had done. Her father’s a viscount. Those old aristocratic families. I thought about how they wasted their opportunities, these girls who had everything. Remembering how I had almost wasted mine on her account, I felt even angrier.


As my handkerchief was sodden, I scraped my sleeve across my nose and sniffed hard. I didn’t care what she thought. ‘What are you doing here?’ I demanded.


‘I’ve been looking for you.’


Again, this had none of the impact it once would. The world was stacked against people like me and entirely weighted to people like her. She had no real interest in me, I was sure. ‘Why?’ I growled.


‘I wanted to say thank you.’


‘What for?’


She laughed. ‘For what you did last night. Obviously.’


I shrugged in the darkness. ‘You’re welcome.’


‘Doesn’t sound as if I’m welcome. You sound quite cross, actually.’


I did not reply.


‘What’s the matter?’ she asked.


I clamped my mouth shut. I wasn’t going to tell her anything about how I felt. I had done that before. She hadn’t cared, not really.


‘Well, thanks, as I say,’ she went on, conversationally. ‘If you hadn’t come in, I would probably have been caught.’


I turned my head. If I really looked, her straight, lovely profile was just about visible. Her perfect pale skin and her thick golden hair seemed to seize and reflect the little light that was left. ‘Yes,’ I said harshly, ‘you probably would. But what difference would that have made? ’


‘Well, they might have thrown me out.’


This breezy admission only enraged me more. ‘People like you,’ I said, almost too angry to get the words out properly, ‘you have no idea what it’s like for people like me. You can throw away your opportunities because it doesn’t matter. Your life is so easy. Whereas I have had to watch every step, memorise every rule, come top of every exam, just to have a tiny bit of what you take for granted.’


My words, hot and furious, seemed to echo round the frozen garden.


She said nothing for a while. Then I heard her take in breath, as if about to speak. ‘I agree with you,’ she said. ‘Except for one thing.’


‘Which is?’


‘That life is so easy for people like me.’


I leapt on this immediately. ‘Well, of course it is,’ I thundered. ‘You’ve got millions of friends, your father has a title and you not only have a family, you have an incredibly old and grand family. Whereas, if you remember, I don’t even have parents.’


I probably should have stopped there, but my anger demanded an outlet, so I went on.


‘My one living relative is ill in hospital, so I’ve got to stay at school all holiday. If she dies.’ I was now getting completely carried away, ‘I’ll have no one. As it is,’ I added with bitter triumph, ‘there isn’t a single person on this planet who actually loves me. What do you think that’s like?’


There was a brief silence. Then Diana said, in a low, flat voice, ‘I know exactly what that’s like.’


I wasn’t convinced. How could someone like her know anything of what I had suffered?


‘When my mother left,’ she began, still in the flat voice, ‘I thought it was because she didn’t love me any more. I thought it was all my fault.’


‘Your mother left your father?’ I was hazy about divorce, but thought it meant the other way round.


The blonde head nodded. ‘Drove off in her car. I can still hear the noise of the tyres on the gravel. I ran down the drive after her, but she didn’t stop. I couldn’t run fast; I was only six.’


I wasn’t especially imaginative, but could picture in my mind’s eye the desperate, crying child. The deep gravel swallowing her small feet. The sound of the car growing fainter, then fading altogether.


‘The housekeeper told us that she’d gone on holiday, so we expected her to come back,’ Diana went on. ‘But she never did.’


I’d come across housekeepers in Jane Eyre. But I hadn’t realised people had them in real life. I wondered who ‘we’ were. ‘You and your sister?’ I asked.


‘My two sisters, my brother and me.’


I was shocked at their mother. To leave two children seemed bad enough, but four? ‘How awful.’


‘It was awful,’ she agreed. ‘I used to sit on the steps and cry. I cried so much, I cried all the colour out of my eyes.’


‘They’re still quite blue though,’ I said.


‘You should have seen them before. And then Mummy got married again without telling us. Didn’t even ask us to the wedding.’


What a terrible woman, I thought. ‘You must have been heartbroken.’ It wasn’t a word I had used in conversation before. But I had never before had a conversation like this.


‘I was,’ she agreed. ‘I could have been a bridesmaid. I love weddings.’


I hadn’t really meant that. ‘Heartbroken about her leaving,’ I corrected. ‘All of you.’


‘Oh yes,’ she conceded. ‘Very. We still are, actually, but we show it in different ways. Sarah’s horrid to everyone, Jane’s polite to everyone and Daddy just hides.’


I didn’t know what to make of this statement. That there were different ways to express misery had never occurred to me. But she sounded utterly matter-of-fact about it. ‘Hides?’ I asked. ‘Where?’


‘In his study. He says he’s writing letters, but he never puts any out for the post.’


‘What about your brother?’ He was the only one not yet accounted for.


‘Charles? He cries. I can hear him, down the passage. “Mummy, Mummy!”’ She imitated an infant wailing. ‘I long to go and comfort him. But I’m too scared to get out of bed in the dark, so I have to stay there. I lie there, just hating myself.’


I was dismayed, but also fascinated. It was all so dramatic and emotional, as unlike my peaceful existence with Aunt Mary as it was possible to imagine. I thought of her in her hospital bed and crossed my fingers.


We were silent for a while. The cold was bone-chilling and the darkness profound, but neither of us suggested going inside. Perhaps we both recognised how bleakly appropriate the climate was to the conversation.


Diana stirred. ‘Well, as I say, I know how it feels to think that no one loves you, that it’s all your fault and that you’re worthless.’


I could see now that she was right. Being from a grand family was no protection against heartbreak.


‘I never meant to tell you any of that, by the way,’ she said. ‘I’ve never told anyone else about it.’


This surprised me. ‘You’ve got hundreds of friends, though.’


‘Not real ones. They don’t really care. They just egg me on to do more and more stupid things. “One more slice, Spencer! One more kipper!”’ She caught the patrician braying of the dining hall exactly. She was a surprisingly good mimic. ‘But you egg me on to do less.’ 


We both laughed. I thought about her dancing between the tables and suddenly remembered the record player. Had it sat there all night, after all? Who had found it?


‘No one,’ Diana said. ‘I got up early and put it back.’ As she spoke, she huddled closer. I felt warm, happy. ‘I’m sorry about your holiday,’ she said.


The warm feeling instantly disappeared. I imagined the dormitory, empty apart from myself.


‘So,’ the light voice next to me went on, ‘why don’t you come and stay for half-term with us?’






Chapter Four


The train from school would take us to King’s Lynn in Norfolk, the nearest station to where Diana lived. Her old nanny was picking us up. But that was some time away yet. She rummaged in her bag and produced two more paperback romances. ‘You choose,’ she said generously.


I took the books and looked at them. One thing I had learnt from the novels of Barbara Cartland was that you could judge a book by its cover. That of The Loveless Marriage had a bride in virginal white gazing at a groom in red tartan. Dreams Do Come True had a woman in a long frilly blue dress and a dashing man in a cape. ‘A shy English Rose blossoms into an exotic Bird of Paradise in this thrillingly romantic twist on the tale of Cinderella,’ I read on the back.


Diana, of course, had read it already, several times. ‘One of my absolute favourites,’ she enthused. ‘I love Cinderella ones, where the heroine’s all plain and hopeless but then becomes beautiful and adored.’


‘The Loveless Marriage for you then,’ I said, passing it over.


‘Not on your life.’


Her tone was unexpectedly vehement.


‘OK,’ I said, passing her Dreams Do Come True.


She didn’t take it. She was staring at me. ‘I’m not talking about books. I mean actual marriage.’


I frowned. ‘I don’t understand.’


‘The Loveless Marriage. I’m not going to have one of those.’ Her brows were knitted; she looked almost fierce. ‘I’ll only marry when I’m madly and passionately and wildly in love.’


I nodded. ‘Of course.’ She hardly needed to tell me that. We were both in love with Love, and nothing else would do.


She took The Loveless Marriage anyway.


 


 


I was deep in Dreams Do Come True when I heard Diana shouting. The train had halted. The sign outside the window said, KING’S LYNN. Doors were slamming: it must be about to leave. Absorbed in our books, we hadn’t noticed. Coursing with panic, we jumped up, snatched our cases from the overhead rack and leapt out. I looked about for someone who looked like an old nanny.


‘There she is,’ gasped Diana. ‘Merry!’ she shouted.


Standing on the platform was not the well-upholstered elderly matron I had expected, but an elfin young woman with a mane of long blonde hair. She wore faded jeans whose skin-tightness around the hips gave way to wide flares at the bottom. Despite the cold weather, her tight cheesecloth shirt was tied above a narrow waist, exposing inches of toned midriff. Was Merry really her name? I wondered. I had thought it something that went before ‘Christmas’.


‘This is my friend Sandy, she’s an orphan,’ Diana announced excitedly. ‘Isn’t that tragic?’


‘Very,’ said Merry. As I cringed and reddened, she winked at me, which made me feel slightly better.


She led us into the car park and raised the boot of an ancient blue Simca, her silver bracelets jangling. Instantly, we were surrounded.


‘Let me!’


‘Do you need some help?’


Merry lounged back against the car’s battered blue flank, watching amusedly as several middle-aged men practically fought over our two little bags.


Finally, we were on our way. Diana was in the back, having insisted I take the passenger seat. Now I was closer to Merry, I could see that she wore a tiny Coca-Cola can round her neck on a chain. Her eyeliner was smudged and her long blonde hair needed brushing, but that didn’t detract from her beauty. In a funny way, it seemed to increase it. Her pungent scent, which I later discovered was called patchouli, filled the inside of the car.


We drove through an autumn landscape lit up by a low mellow sun. Norfolk was huge, I thought. I had never seen countryside like this, stretching endlessly into the distance under a seemingly infinite sky.


Merry’s silver bracelets rattled as she twisted the steering wheel, and her rings knocked against the gearstick. She spoke with a rural accent I didn’t recognise. ‘So, girls, what have you learnt at school this term?’


‘Fork only for pudding. Never use spoon without a fork,’ Diana recited. ‘Tip soup plate away from you.’


I had by now discovered that, while I had sat scholarship exams, the only entrance requirement for the others was neat handwriting. Deportment, elocution and how to manage a large house and servants seemed the real focus of the school curriculum. I hadn’t told Aunt Mary though. She would instantly move me to somewhere more academic and I would never see Diana again.


I decided to join in. ‘Never use salt cellars! Spoon salt in a heap at the side of your plate!’


‘I always use a salt cellar,’ said Merry, laughing. ‘I obviously went to the wrong school!’


‘Put your napkin on your lap immediately!’ Diana chanted.


‘Never use the word “nice”!’ I riposted.


‘Or write Bucks. on an envelope. Always Buckinghamshire!’


‘An Irish squire . . .’ I began. It was what we recited in elocution lessons.


Diana took it up immediately. ‘In the West of Ireland was sitting by the fire with his violin when the choirmaster entered with a bunch of violets!’


The conversation dissolved into giggles.


‘Oh, and we’ve learnt all about the reproduction of rabbits,’ Diana added.


Merry groaned. ‘Might have known that would fascinate you!’


‘Is that the way humans do it too, Merry?’


‘Really, Diana. We’ve only been in the car five minutes and you’re already talking about sex.’


I was thrilled at my friend’s daring. Actual sex was never mentioned in the novels we read. Heroines were invariably pure as the driven snow; temptation was hinted at, but what it was remained unexplained.


Diana had the advantage over me of having actually seen a penis. Once, with her sisters on the train to visit her mother in London, a man in the same carriage had taken out his willy, placed his glasses on it and said, ‘Now look round and tell me which one you fancy.’


‘And which one did it fancy?’ I had asked.


‘We didn’t stay to find out. Jane made us move into another carriage.’


‘What did it look like?’


‘Sort of pale and floppy-looking. Not very exciting really.’


‘Tell us, Merry!’ Diana now begged from the rear. ‘Tell us how babies come out.’


‘Same way as they get in,’ Merry said breezily, and would not be drawn further.


This was disappointing, but Diana was not about to give up. Instead, she approached from another direction. ‘Have you ever been in love, Merry?’


‘Many times.’


‘Did your heart soar and leap and did you feel you would faint when his lips met yours?’


‘At first, I suppose.’


‘At first? Didn’t it last?’


The tousled blonde head twisted in a negative.


‘Why not?’


Merry changed gear with a rattle of bracelets. ‘Love in real life isn’t the way it appears in your romantic novels.’


‘You mean Lady Dartmouth’s mother’s romantic novels,’ said Diana, quick as a flash.


‘Those too.’


‘Why isn’t love in real life the same as in books?’


‘Because it isn’t,’ Merry said firmly.


We passed through small towns, and villages with beautiful churches and cottages. Merry pointed out places of interest; she was Norfolk born and bred, it emerged, and evidently proud of it. That, I realised, was what the accent must be.


Diana’s thoughts had failed to make the leap to the local topography and remained on matters of the heart. ‘Merry, do you think Daddy will marry Lady Dartmouth?’


‘I shouldn’t think so.’ Merry sounded surprised. ‘She has a husband already, I understand. And four children.’


Diana seemed relieved about this. ‘That’s a good thing. Because if Daddy did marry again, it wouldn’t be fair to Mummy, would it?’


‘I don’t understand your reasoning, Diana,’ said Merry. ‘Your mother is already married again.’


I didn’t understand her reasoning either. Nor, I guessed, did Diana herself. That was why she was asking all these questions.


‘Why do you think Mummy and Daddy got divorced?’ was the next one.


‘I don’t know. I wasn’t there.’


‘Perhaps they weren’t in love enough,’ Diana mused.


‘Perhaps,’ Merry agreed.


We drove on in silence for a while, each thinking our own thoughts. And yet, from my seat in the front, I sensed Diana’s mood in the rear darkening further, much as the sky outside was doing.


‘If you’re not really sure you love someone, you shouldn’t get married,’ she burst out suddenly. ‘Because then you might get divorced.’


‘But everyone thinks they are in love when they get married,’ Merry countered.


‘I hate divorce,’ Diana announced fiercely. ‘I’m going to marry someone who absolutely can’t divorce me. And I’ll have lots of children and we’ll all live in one house together, like a real family.’


‘Amen to that,’ said Merry, lightly.


A glowing sunset was gilding the fields when, eventually, the little blue car swung through a pair of magnificent iron gates. Seeing the dying light flame off the decorative gilding, I feared we were driving through a public park by mistake and a park keeper would at any minute appear and shout at us.


But the Simca continued unmolested through shadowy acres studded with mature trees. Beneath the branches, I could make out something pale; groups of graceful animals watching. Deer, I realised, thrilled. I had never seen a real one.


‘Is Charles at home?’ asked the rear seat, suddenly.


‘Yes.’


‘And Sarah and Jane?’


‘Sarah’s expected tomorrow. Jane’s staying in London.’


Diana groaned. ‘She never comes to Norfolk!’


‘You know she loves her museums and galleries,’ Merry said easily. ‘And you’ll see her when you visit your mother.’


I was building up a picture of the Spencers; Jane who was polite to everyone and loved museums and galleries; expelled Sarah who was horrid to everyone; the heartless London-based runaway Lady Althorp; Lord Althorp who hid; Charles, the brother who cried. And Lady Dartmouth, of course, whose mother was Barbara Cartland. The thought of meeting any of them was exciting, but nerve-wracking.


The light was fading fast now, but I could see how wide grass verges stretched either side of the tarmac road. We passed another pair of big gates, which I half-expected Merry to turn into, but she continued to where the trees gave way to emptiness and a church rose up in the gloom. We swung into an entrance almost hidden in dark foliage, and up a curving, crunching gravel driveway, which I realised with a pang must be the same Diana’s mother had driven away down, pursued by her sobbing infant daughter.


No wonder Diana hated divorce so much. That she believed in Love as passionately as she did seemed a positive miracle in the circumstances. Skimming across my mind came the muddled thought that her romantic-novel obsession had something to do with it; the books gave her comfort, courage, even faith. There was something brave and defiant in her devotion to them. They weren’t just silly; Merry was wrong about that.


As we swung round the bend, a house came into view. It was big, broad and ablaze with light. Steps led up to a grand entrance, above which a large lantern hung. In the golden glow that streamed from its glass panels, I could see that the door was blue.


‘Home!’ yelled Diana, bounding out of the car almost before Merry had stopped it.


I could only stare. The house I shared with my aunt was a tiny semi. This was about the size of the main building at school, and, it seemed to me, just as magnificent.


The blue door opened and a figure appeared. ‘Daddy!’ yelled Diana, pelting across the gravel.


I followed her excitedly. As the journey had progressed, so had my thoughts about what Diana’s father would look like. His connection with Lady Dartmouth had initially inspired a romantic hero straight out of Barbara Cartland: chisel-jawed with deep-set eyes and dark hair tumbling over his brow. Then, when she had said he hid in the study, I had imagined someone worn down by grief, who was thin, anguished and bent. Possibly with ink-stained fingers from all those letters. Now I had settled on an amalgam of the two.


Lord Althorp looked nothing like that. He was neither worn nor chisel-jawed. Nor was he thin and bent; on the contrary, I had never seen a man so big. From my thirteen-year-old perspective, and a short thirteen-year-old at that, he seemed absolutely enormous. His very erect posture made him appear bigger still. The doorway was wide and tall, but he seemed to fill it with his broad frame.


Far from tragic, he seemed cheerful. He greeted his daughter with a hearty embrace. She, for her part, seemed delighted to see him.


‘Why are you dressed like that?’ she asked, when they had done hugging. He was wearing a dark tailcoat and dark striped trousers.


‘It’s Betts’ night off.’ Lord Althorp spoke in a grand, rather slurry voice. ‘So I’m buttling for myself.’


None of this made any sense to me, but Diana burst out laughing.


Her father peered down at me from his great height. His face was big and red, with the mottled look of raw mince. He had a strange, vague smile; two rows of small teeth clamped together, entirely unlike Diana’s big white ones. He seemed to be swaying slightly, and his eyes looked glassy and unfocused.


‘Hello, I’m Johnnie. And you are?’


I introduced myself before Diana could say I was an orphan.


‘Well, welcome to Park House. Where are you from, Sandy?’


There was nothing else for it. ‘Huddersfield.’


‘Huddersfield! How interesting.’


‘It isn’t really,’ I admitted.


‘Oh, it isn’t? How interesting.’


My glance fell to Lord Althorp’s feet. His shoes were a surprising contrast to his clothes: vast, brown, muddy and very worn and old. Lapping over the front of them, below the hem of the trousers, were the edges of what were unmistakably a pair of blue-and-white striped pyjama bottoms. I stared in amazement. As I looked up and caught Merry’s eye, she gave me a broad wink.
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