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			Chapter One

			Meadow Lodge, Melstead St Mary

			October 1962

			Evelyn

			Out in the garden Evelyn Devereux could hear ringing from inside the house. With an energetic step, she dashed up the lawn, assuming it was one of the children calling to say which train they would be on. But by the time she lunged for the telephone on the hall table, she was too late. 

			Oh well, if it was Pip or Em, they would probably try again. Meanwhile, she would make a drink for everybody; they had certainly earned it. Noticing there had been a second delivery of post, she picked up the letter from the doormat and went through to the kitchen.

			She filled the kettle and put it on the gas stove. From the kitchen window she watched her husband, Kit, carrying some chairs across the lawn towards the marquee which was still in the process of being erected. Alongside him was her brother, Edmund; he too was carrying chairs. They were both laughing about something and clearly enjoying themselves. Particularly Kit. And nobody deserved to be happy more than he did. Not after everything he had suffered. 

			Back in 1939 and desperate to do his bit for King and country, and with the RAF unable to train pilots fast enough at the start of the war, Kit had taken matters into his own hands by going to Canada to learn to fly. Evelyn knew that his desire to go had been fuelled partly by his need to impress her. Oh, how she wished he hadn’t been so impetuous! 

			Returning home the following year, he’d been on board the Arcadia and while crossing the Atlantic the ship had been torpedoed by a German U-boat. When news of the sinking had reached them in the village, they had all believed Kit was dead. They had even held a memorial service for him. But miraculously he’d survived. Appallingly burned from when the Arcadia had been hit, he’d been in the most awful pain when he’d finally made it home to Melstead St Mary, mental as well as physical pain. To this day he couldn’t fully remember what had happened to him, only what he’d been told, that a passing American merchant ship had rescued him. He was transported to a hospital where he was treated not just for his injuries, but for amnesia. It was weeks before his memory returned, and partially at that. 

			It had taken him a long time to recover and he’d bravely endured countless excruciating operations to repair his scarred flesh, vowing after each visit to the hospital that he’d never go through it again. But somehow he’d found the strength to do so, and gradually he’d regained some of his old self which had been buried beneath the layers of pain and horror of what he’d gone through. 

			Evelyn liked to think she’d played her part in his recovery, but really it was his stepmother, Romily, who helped the most by encouraging Kit to join her in the Air Transport Auxiliary. He refused on the grounds that he wasn’t fit enough, but Romily wouldn’t accept no for an answer and kept on at him. ‘Good God, Kit,’ she exclaimed, ‘we have pilots with missing limbs and Lord knows what else, poor devils! Of course you’re fit enough!’ 

			In the end, as he still liked to joke, he waved a white flag of surrender and agreed to give it a try. Never did Evelyn consider that it had been easy for Kit to fly again, but being useful gave a much-needed boost to his self-esteem. 

			There had been an assumption, once Kit was safely home in Suffolk, that he and Evelyn would marry, but they didn’t. Instead, Evelyn went to do her bit for the war effort, which meant she was no longer living in the village. But the real reason Kit wouldn’t propose to her was because he flatly refused to believe that anybody, least of all Evelyn, would want to marry a gruesome wreck like him. He just couldn’t believe that any woman could love him when he was so badly disfigured.

			But in October 1942 they married and the following June Evelyn gave birth to twins, Philip and Emily. It didn’t seem possible that those babies were now nineteen and enjoying (maybe a little too much!) student life at Cambridge University. What a joy they had been for both her and Kit. He adored them, there wasn’t anything he wouldn’t do for his Pip and Em. He was so very proud of them. And of Evelyn, he never tired of telling her. Which was why he had insisted on throwing a lavish party to celebrate their twentieth wedding anniversary.

			Watching her brother emerge from the marquee along with Kit, the pair of them still laughing over something, Evelyn thought what a shame it was that Edmund and his wife, Hope, hadn’t had a child of their own. Of course, he was utterly devoted to Annelise, their adopted daughter, but he had once confided in Evelyn that he would have loved a house teeming with boisterous children. ‘That’s so typical of a man,’ she had gently chided him, ‘not thinking of the actual work involved in caring for a brood of children. Not to say the pain of giving birth to them!’ 

			One or two very quiet well-behaved children might have suited Hope, but a rowdy houseful would have been torture for her. Evelyn had long since come to the conclusion that while Hope, a prolific children’s author, wrote so imaginatively for her audience, almost as though she were a child herself and inhabited the world she created for them on the page, she didn’t enjoy their company very much. She found them exhausting to be around, always preferring to escape to her study where she could pour her energy into her work.

			Evelyn meant no criticism of her sister-in-law in believing this, it was merely an observation. Hope was also Kit’s sister and they had been friends since they were children themselves, so there wasn’t much they didn’t know about each other. Their being married to each other’s siblings had a satisfying sense of symmetry to it, and perhaps a sense of rightness, of how it was always meant to be.

			She went over to the fridge for a bottle of milk and after filling a jug, her eye caught on that day’s copy of The Times on the kitchen table. Neatly folded, it was where she had left it at breakfast that morning, the cryptic crossword only half completed. Time was she would have done it in the blink of an eye. It was her ability to do this, coupled with her love of mathematics, which was what she had studied at Oxford, that led her to do the work she had during the war. 

			Nobody in the family, or her current circle of friends, had ever known exactly what she did, and because she had signed the Official Secrets Act, it had to stay that way. She told people then, and even now, that it was clerical work for the Ministry of Defence she had been assigned to do, that it was all a bit hush-hush. ‘I was nothing but a glorified paper-pusher,’ she would explain to anyone who asked what she did. ‘Utterly boring, but it was essential to keep the wheels running for the war effort.’ 

			Like many of those she worked with at Bletchley Park, her recruitment had come by way of an old college tutor. Out of the blue she had received an invitation from Dr Goulding to meet up for a drink and a chat. Several days after seeing him in Oxford, she received a letter requesting her to attend an interview in London. She was happy enough teaching at the village school, but sensing an opportunity to be free of the drudgery of looking after her ungrateful and ill-tempered mother, and to give Kit time to adjust to the direction in which his own life had gone, she leapt at the chance to escape. Within the week, and leaving her furious mother in the capable hands of a nurse, she arrived at Bletchley Park and started work as a decoder in Hut 5. It was the most satisfying work she had ever done, the most exhausting as well.

			She had a feeling that Romily had guessed that she was doing a lot more than mere clerical work, because she once asked if Evelyn had ever come across an old chum of hers called Max Blythe-Jones. In fact, Evelyn knew Max well, but all she said to Romily was that the name rang a bell. As for everyone else, they took her at her word, that it was tedious filing she mostly did. 

			She still missed those days at Bletchley. She missed the camaraderie and the knowledge that she was doing something vital. Marriage and motherhood, and a return to teaching, had been life-changing and rewarding, but it wasn’t the same as being part of a close-knit team put together to decode ciphers and save lives. Nothing else she had done before or since could compare. 

			Had she not married Kit, she would have continued working at Bletchley Park. Her old tutor had even contacted her again in 1949, hoping she might like to join in with what he referred to as ‘the fight against the USSR’. Despite the temptation to be a part of something important and potentially exhilarating, she had to decline: she was a wife and mother by then. The Cold War would have to be fought without her assistance. 

			The whistling of the kettle on the gas ring roused her from her reverie. She made the tea in the largest pot they had, and mentally counted how many mugs she needed for the workforce in the garden. She then added the biscuit tin from the pantry, recalling all those years of rationing when the humble biscuit had been such a treat. 

			She was about to take the tray outside when she remembered the post. It probably wasn’t anything important, but she might as well open the letter before Pip and Em arrived and it was lost in the melee of party preparations.

			Taking a knife, she slit the envelope open and took out the piece of paper. She frowned at the sight of the glued-on letters cut from a newspaper. Was it a prank of some kind? 

			But when she read the words she knew it wasn’t a joke. It was deadly serious.

			you’re a harlot! what would your

			husband say if he knew he wasn’t

			the father of your children?

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Island House, Melstead St Mary

			October 1962

			Hope

			Hope had lost track of the time. Something her husband, Edmund, frequently complained that she did. It infuriated him, especially if she forgot they were going somewhere, or had guests coming for dinner. 

			She never used to be like this, but her busy work schedule meant that every minute of her day was devoted to the children for whom she wrote. If she wasn’t writing her books for them, she was replying to the hundreds of letters she received from all around the world. 

			Her various publishers and agent applauded her for her prodigious output, but it was the children’s applause that mattered most to her. When she received a letter from a young child thousands of miles away in Nairobi, she knew then that she had done her job. 

			She hadn’t always been a children’s author. In what felt like another life, she had been an illustrator after going to art school. Her early work had included illustrating wildlife books for children. It was during the war that she had changed direction and commenced writing the series of books which was to make her name. Based on Stanley, their young evacuee billeted at Island House, and his devoted dog, Bobby, she had created Freddie and his faithful mutt, Ragsy. 

			Of course, in the end Freddie had to grow up and she had to find new characters with which to amuse her readers. Her agent urged her to be more like Enid Blyton and feature a group of friends who together solve mysteries. She went along with the suggestion, but on the understanding that she would include two girls within the storyline who would show just as much pluck and intelligence as the boys, if not more. After all, hadn’t women shown their mettle during the war just as much as their male counterparts, women such as Hope’s sister-in-law, Evelyn, and her stepmother, Romily? While they had been away doing their bit, Hope had had the job of maintaining order at Island House and writing her books. For some of her storylines she rifled her own childhood for inspiration – ghastly Nanny Finch; the mother Hope had never really known; the distant father who was always away and the siblings who found it so difficult to get on. Although thankfully she and Kit had never fallen out with each other.

			As well as this hugely successful series of books, Hope also wrote for much younger children, featuring imaginary woodland folk who inhabited Sweet Meadow Wood. These shorter and much simpler stories were influenced by the imaginary world into which she had escaped as a child, and they soon became as popular as her other books. Next she devised a range of board games and jigsaws based on Sweet Meadow Wood, and in recent years she had created a new series of Tales from Pepper Brook Farm. 

			Everything she had written had been an attempt to entertain and brighten the lives of the children for whom she wrote. It had been to lighten the darkness they had endured during the war, and long after it was over. The relief that the fighting had stopped had soon given way to another battle, that of the country rebuilding itself while still making do with rations. The thorough drabness of it all had worn people down. Maybe not so much for the Romilys and Evelyns of this world who always seemed to bounce along with whatever was thrown at them. But for someone like Hope, who didn’t have the same resilience, it was a bleak and depressing time. 

			She could remember in the harsh winter of 1947 sitting at her desk, and wrapped in so many layers she resembled a barrage balloon, feeling unutterably miserable. Through the window, and listening to their happy laughter, she had watched Edmund playing in the snow with Annelise and envied his ability to enjoy life in a way she found so difficult. Sometimes she wondered if she’d been cursed by being given the name Hope, she seemed to have so little of it.

			Removing the completed page from her faithful old Corona typewriter, she placed it in the box file along with the rest of the chapters she had already written. If the coming days weren’t going to be so busy, she would be able to complete this latest Pepper Brook Farm book and send it off to her agent, but it would have to wait for now. 

			Reluctantly she stood up and looked out of the window at the garden and the large pond and recently rebuilt boathouse. She was a middle-aged woman in her late forties, but when she looked at the garden of her childhood home, and despite the changes Romily had made to it during her ownership, Hope was a girl again remembering how she and Kit used to hide in the bushes from their older brother, Arthur. How he used to love to torment them. What sport he made of exploiting their weaknesses for his own sick pleasure. She had never forgotten what he’d done to her pet canary. He never admitted it, but she knew that he had crushed the little bird and left it for her to find. 

			Undoubtedly his wanton cruelty played its part in shaping Hope as she grew up, but essentially, she had already been marked out as being destined always to think and fear the worst. Losing her mother at a very young age could have been the start of her problems, and certainly her widowed father had been ill-equipped to cope with three small children, but then why did her younger brother, Kit, not suffer in the way that she did? Yes, he lacked confidence at times, but invariably he was the most positive and cheerful person she knew.

			Maybe she had merely been born unlucky. That’s how it had felt when, back in 1938, and after only two and a half years of marriage, her first husband, Dieter, tragically died from TB. A German living in London, he’d left his country of birth because he was afraid of what Hitler was doing there. He had been the kindest and gentlest of men. Hope had met him during a lunchtime concert at the Albert Hall. When the recital had finished, and with a shyness that had touched her, he had struck up conversation and asked if he could accompany her to another concert one day. Charmed by his accent and impeccable manners, she had readily agreed. Before long they were inseparable. But then the genuine happiness she had experienced for the first time in her life was snatched away from her when he fell ill and died.

			Everyone told her that in time the pain would lessen and despite not believing a word of what they said, they were eventually proved right when Edmund, her childhood friend, achieved the impossible and brought a lightness back into her life. They married when the war was over, and he had been her constant and loving companion ever since. But never far from her thoughts was the fear that she might lose him, just as she had Dieter. Or maybe he would simply tire of her.

			She and Edmund had been staying at Island House for over a month now while work was finished on their new home. They had sold their old house surprisingly quickly and had to move out before Fairview was ready. Romily had come to their rescue by offering Island House as a temporary home. ‘I shall be away in America, so why not make use of it yourselves?’ she’d said with her customary logic, not to say generosity.

			Technically Romily was Hope’s stepmother, having married her father, Jack Devereux, but being only a few years older than Hope, they had been more like friends, or even sisters. Romily had inherited Island House – so named because of the stream that fed the large pond and which skirted around the house down into the next valley – when Jack had died shortly before war broke out, but the family had always been made to feel welcome. Well, everyone except for Arthur.

			Despite their initial reserve at having a stepmother not much older than themselves, Romily soon came to be a breath of fresh air in their lives. She was, even in her grief at being widowed, a tour de force and a great example to Hope, who was still mourning Dieter. But somehow Romily, with her can-do approach to life, had nurtured and encouraged Hope. It was thanks to Romily, too, already an established and successful novelist herself, that Hope had become a children’s author. She doubted she could have done it without her stepmother’s help and support. Kit often joked that the Devereux family could never do anything by halves. ‘Why have one bestselling author in the family when you can have two?’ he’d say.

			It had been Hope who had wanted to sell their old house on the edge of Clover Woods. Edmund had been happy to stay, but she hated the way it was no longer so private. The woods she had played in as a child had been partly cleared to make way for the building of a new development of houses. It was just one of the many changes going on in the village. It was called progress and she didn’t like it. She blamed it on the war; it had altered things, not just here in Melstead St Mary, but everywhere. People’s expectations had changed; they were dissatisfied with the old, they wanted newer, bigger and better. 

			The main street in the village had seen a turnaround in shops. There was still Minton’s bakery and the butcher’s shop, but where there used to a hardware store, there was now a supermarket where customers wandered the aisles with a wire basket, filling it themselves. The choice of food available was greater, but the service was less personal.

			The one addition that Hope actually approved of was the small library which she and Romily had helped to get off the ground.

			Knowing how resistant to change she was, Edmund had been surprised when Hope announced that they should move. He had been even more surprised when she had suggested they build a new house to live in. He had gone along with her wishes, but hadn’t shown the same level of enthusiasm in the design process as she did. Her main priority was to find somewhere that was in no danger of being overlooked, and she had made doubly sure of that by buying the surrounding land from the farmer who owned it. Initially he had refused to sell, but when she offered an amount well over the odds, the farmer agreed. She kept that from Edmund because she suspected he didn’t always like the fact that her writing earned her the kind of money it did. 

			Throughout the war Edmund had worked as a hospital doctor in London. He had wanted to enrol as an army doctor, but with so many already gone, his skill was needed to treat all those injured servicemen who were sent home to be patched up. They married in 1945, three months after the end of the war, and he immediately left his post in London and took over the practice here in the village when Dr Garland moved to Norfolk. 

			Edmund had been keen to have a child of their own, but it was not to be. Tests proved that Hope was the one at fault, though no doctor used that word. She was secretly relieved. The thought of being weighed down by the needs of another child had frightened her. She had done her best with their adopted daughter, Annelise, but she knew deep in her heart, she was not the maternal kind. 

			In August 1939, just days before Hitler invaded Poland, and a year after Dieter died, Hope had travelled to Germany to visit his family. It was in Cologne when she went to see Dieter’s sister, Sabine, and her Jewish husband Otto Lowenstein, that they begged her to save their only child by taking her to England. Hope tried desperately to convince them to come with her, to escape the fear of living in Nazi Germany, but they wouldn’t leave Otto’s parents. With a heavy heart, and fearful of the enormous responsibility laid upon her, Hope returned to England by train and boat, pretending the ten-month-old baby was her own. It was the longest journey of her life. Sabine and Otto’s fear at what Hitler might do was justified; they both perished in the Holocaust. But thanks to her, Edmund would remind Hope whenever she felt she had failed Annelise, their precious child had survived. 

			Edmund had proved himself to be a wonderful father to Annelise and Hope would always be grateful for that. He was also an excellent uncle to their niece and nephew, Em and Pip. 

			Downstairs, she spotted that afternoon’s post on the hall table. She flicked through it, putting aside most of the letters that were for Romily, then found one that was for her. It was handwritten and with a local postmark. Absently, she tore it open as she began moving towards the drawing room. She had taken no more than a few steps when she stopped dead in her tracks. 

			Stunned, she realised she was looking at a poison pen letter. The words – in a jumble of cut out newspaper print – leapt off the page at her.

			you need to be a better wife 

			and pay more attention to

			your adulterous husband.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Quince Cottage, Melstead St Mary

			October 1962

			Florence

			Normally Florence Minton told her husband everything. Well, almost everything. Some things were best left unsaid. Was the letter something she should keep quiet about?

			ever wondered why your husband

			is so popular with the women

			in the village?

			Whoever had sent it had to be sick in the head. Billy was no philanderer. He would no more betray Florence than she would him. She trusted Billy completely. With her life. With their children’s lives come to that! 

			The letter had arrived in the post that morning long after Billy had begun kneading the first batch of bread dough in the bakery, and just as Florence was about to set off for work at Island House. She had worked there for Romily since before the war and her job had changed many times over the years, from general housemaid duties, to nanny and now overall housekeeper and personal assistant. ‘You’re indispensable to me,’ Romily often said, ‘my secret weapon in keeping my life on track.’ Florence had always felt honoured that Romily regarded her the way she did, and that she insisted Florence use her Christian name. There had never been any standing on ceremony between them. Now, with Romily currently away in America, Florence was tasked with looking after Island House while Hope and Edmund Flowerday lived there temporarily. 

			When she had opened the envelope, she had initially stared in confusion at the cut-out letters of newspaper print which had been glued onto the paper. Then slowly, as if word by word, it had dawned on her what she had in her hands – a poison pen letter. She had shaken her head in disbelief. 

			‘Rubbish!’ she’d declared aloud. ‘Disgusting filth!’ She’d then lifted the lid on the range and tossed the letter in. ‘That’s where rubbish belongs,’ she’d muttered, ever the pragmatist. For good measure she had added the envelope, but not before examining the handwriting to see if she recognised it. She didn’t. 

			If she had believed burning the letter would put a stop to her thinking about it, she was wrong. All morning at Island House while she went about her duties, she couldn’t stop wondering who could have sent it. 

			There was only one person who she could believe might want to cause her trouble, and that was Billy’s mother. 

			Ruby Minton had never thought Florence was good enough for her precious Billy. Maybe the nasty woman was right, but they had been happily married for two decades and had given Ruby two wonderful grandchildren, George and Rosie. Even so, Ruby could still find fault with anything she did or said.

			In the early days of their marriage, Florence had hoped the antagonism her mother-in-law displayed towards her would lessen as the years went by, but it didn’t. Since Billy’s dad had passed away, Ruby’s behaviour had escalated, and she brimmed over with venomous resentment for Florence. But would she stoop to this? Did she really hate Florence that much? And if Ruby wasn’t the culprit, who did hate Florence to the extent they wanted to cause trouble between her and Billy? Was it some jealous woman who had designs on Billy for herself?

			Oh, if only Romily was back at Island House and not still in America! She was the one person in the world in whom Florence felt she could confide about this. She would know what Florence should do. That was the thing about Romily, she was always so clear-headed and always knew just how to deal with a crisis.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Casa Santa Rosa, Palm Springs,

			October 1962

			Romily

			Lost in thought, Romily Devereux-Temple stood in her nightclothes on the terrace of the guest house at Casa Santa Rosa. After a restless night, she was pondering the wisdom of her being here. She couldn’t help but think it had been a mistake to extend her time in America by accepting the invitation to spend a week in Palm Springs. But everybody had been so persuasive. 

			Or was it her flattered ego that had been so persuasive and overruled her common sense?

			That was the thing about Hollywood, people there could twist your arm to make you do things you wouldn’t ordinarily do; they could sweet-talk you into believing anything was possible. It was the place where dreams were made, and shattered.

			Following a lengthy tour of speaking engagements, Gabe and Melvyn Correll, the brothers who ran Starbright Picture Studios, had approached her to discuss their idea about filming the first in her series of Sister Grace books. Since her debut novel was published almost thirty years ago, and to great acclaim, she had written twenty-five detective novels, all of them widely sold around the world. She had only tried her hand at writing because she had hoped it would help fund her then two big passions in life – motor racing and flying. That was when she’d been in her twenties, and what an age ago that felt!

			Sister Grace was a fairly recent addition to her canon of sleuthing detectives and after half a dozen novels the rebellious nun with a twinkle in her eye had become a firm favourite with her readers. Romily was rather fond of her too, which was why, when the idea of a Sister Grace film had first been mentioned, she had dismissed the suggestion out of hand. Apart from her being an author and not a scriptwriter, therefore not suited to the job of adapting the novel for the screen, she had felt protective of her protagonist and hated the thought of her creation being spoiled. But then the persuasion, encouraged by her agent back in London who loved the idea and claimed it was high time one of her books was made into a film, had begun. And before she knew it, following a few too many Manhattan cocktails, she had agreed to delay her flight home to England in order to consider the idea in more depth. Gabe and Melvyn had said they had just the man to help her turn her novel into a film script. ‘His name’s Red St Clair and he’s a terrific scriptwriter,’ Gabe said, ‘a genius for getting to the heart of a thing. The pair of you will get on like a house on fire.’ 

			So here she was, a guest in Gabe and Melvyn’s sprawling Palm Springs home waiting to meet said ‘genius’. Much as it galled her, she had to admit that she was now experiencing a flutter of excitement at the prospect of seeing her novel Sister Grace Falls from Grace turned into a film. Which just went to show, even a grounded fifty-five-year-old woman like her could be seduced by the bright lights of Hollywood. 

			With a wry smile, she leaned against the stone balustrade of the terrace. In front of her, and fringed with tall palm trees, was a sweep of lush green lawn and a turquoise swimming pool with sunbeds placed invitingly around it. Vibrant flowers of scarlet and fuchsia pink tumbled from stone urns and classical statues stood guard at strategically placed points. 

			None of which, to Romily’s mind, could compete with the natural beauty of the mountainous backdrop. In the early morning light of dawn, Mount San Jacinto glowed in the roseate blush of the rising sun. High above it was an unbroken sky washed with pale lavender. It was an astonishingly beautiful sight. The arid air was already warm and fragrant with orange blossom. The guest house in which she was accommodated was entirely separate but lacked nothing in the way of comfort or luxury. A maid – a middle-aged Mexican woman called Clara – had shown her from the main house to where she was to sleep and had impressed upon her that if there was anything she wanted, any time of the day or night, she had only to pick up the telephone and ring through her request. 

			For all its impressive extravagance, Casa Santa Rosa didn’t feel real; it resembled a film set. Any moment she expected to see actors take up their positions and cameras start to roll.

			She stepped back inside the guest house and telephoned her request through for her breakfast. Minutes later she reappeared on the terrace in her swimsuit, a towelling robe slung over her shoulder. An early morning swim seemed entirely appropriate. Especially as it would be something she wouldn’t be able to do once she was back in Melstead St Mary. 

			She swam with a determined front crawl stroke, length after length, her arms slicing through the water, her legs kicking hard. She was perfectly used to spending long periods of time away from home, whether it was doing book research, or carrying out speaking engagements while promoting her latest publication, but for some reason she felt she had been away too long this time. 

			Island House had been her beloved home for more than two decades; it was the longest she had lived anywhere. Prior to that she had lived a nomadic life. The place held so many memories for her, some heartbreaking memories, but many happy ones too. It had been an oasis of respite during the war, not just for Romily, but for all those she had taken under her wing – those who worked for her, like Florence, Lottie and dear old Mrs Partridge; her stepchildren Hope and Kit, and their extended family, including Annelise and Isabella, and not forgetting Stanley, the evacuee. He had come to Melstead as a nine-year-old boy, stick-thin and homesick for London, thoroughly convinced he would never get used to living in the country. Now he was a grown man of thirty-two who said he could never live anywhere but Melstead St Mary. Island House had been the making of him, he often said. It had been the making of them all, Romily believed. 

			Bored with front crawl, she flipped over and proceeded to swim on her back, her gaze fixed on the cloudless blue sky above her. Stretching her arms over her head, her thoughts reverted to the reason she was here.

			According to Gabe and Melvyn, Red St Clair had written for three of the major studios, Paramount, MGM and Columbia. ‘Of course, he’s never really needed to work,’ Melvyn had said, ‘not after inheriting a fortune from a printing company founded by his grandpappy.’

			‘And don’t believe all the stories in the gossip columns about him never being seen unless it’s on the arm of some glamorous socialite,’ Gabe had added. ‘He’s really not that superficial.’

			He sounded like trouble to Romily. Big trouble. 

			When finally she’d tired of swimming, she swam to the shallow end of the pool and stood in the sun squeezing the water from her hair. Going over to where she’d left her towelling robe, she wrapped it around her body. For a woman of her age she liked to think she was in reasonable shape. Her legs (one of which bore a pale six-inch-long scar) and arms were still toned, and her stomach was pleasingly flat. She was lucky that she had one of those metabolisms that magically kept any excess pounds at bay. 

			She was just thinking she should telephone home to see how everybody was, when Clara, the maid from last night, appeared with her breakfast. Placing the tray on the table in the dappled shade of the orange tree, the woman passed Romily an envelope. ‘This just arrived for you madam. It was hand delivered.’

			Alone, Romily opened the envelope.

			Dear Romily,

			Unavoidably delayed! Will have to delay our meeting this morning until one o’clock. I’ll book us a table at La Bella Vista. You can’t miss it, it’s next door to the El Mirador on North Indian Avenue. 

			See you there!

			Red St Clair.

			Unimpressed by the appalling handwriting, and by the rude and presumptuous content of the brief message, Romily’s hackles rose skywards. This, she thought grimly, did not bode well. Mr St Clair was clearly far from reliable. And far from being a man of good manners. See you there, indeed!

			Once more she doubted the wisdom of being here. She should have stuck to her original plan and flown straight home to Island House.

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			Melstead St Mary

			October 1962

			Annelise

			The train journey home from Oxford was always long and tortuous and when Annelise stepped onto the platform at Melstead St Mary and saw Stanley with his dog waiting for her, her spirits lifted in an instant. She didn’t have that many friends, not what she would call close, but she counted Stanley as her oldest and dearest friend. She hadn’t been home since Easter, so she was particularly pleased to see him again. 

			Putting down her suitcase, and after making a fuss of Tucker, she hugged Stanley warmly. ‘You look well,’ she said, taking in his collar-length hair, open-necked shirt and sandy-coloured corduroy jacket. 

			‘And you look tired,’ he said, holding her at arm’s distance and studying her face with a frown. ‘You’ve been overworking, haven’t you, burning that candle at both ends?’

			‘You’re a fine one to talk when it comes to working long hours.’

			‘I guess we’re just two of a kind,’ he said with a grin. It was a grin she knew of old. As children, she had always looked up to Stanley, eight years her senior, like she would an older brother. She must have made such a nuisance of herself, always trailing after him, wanting him to play with her. All these years on she could remember so vividly him pulling her along on a sledge in the snow of the garden at Island House. Or teaching her how to climb a tree or ride a bicycle. Not once could she remember him ever telling her to leave him alone, not even when he became a teenager and the age gap showed obvious signs of widening. Then, as if out of the blue, he was suddenly a man, whereas Annelise was still a child. She smiled to herself, thinking how eager she had been to catch him up, to be an adult too. 

			Carrying her case for her, his arm linked through hers as Tucker scampered on ahead, they walked out of the station. 

			‘New car?’ she asked, when Stanley unlocked the boot of a pale blue Triumph Herald and stowed her luggage inside.

			‘It’s not actually brand new,’ he said, opening the passenger door for her, ‘I bought it second hand from Wally Stimpson’s garage.’

			‘That old rogue? Are you sure it’s safe?’

			Stanley laughed and after Tucker had squeezed in between them, he slipped into the driver’s seat. ‘Safe as houses. And it handles like a dream.’

			‘Does that mean you’re about to drive us to Island House with ambitions of being the next Stirling Moss?’

			‘Don’t worry, I have no intention of crashing the car like he did his Lotus at Goodwood.’

			As good as his word, they set off at a sedate speed, following behind the local bus while Stanley told her all he knew about the arrangements going on at Meadow Lodge for Kit and Evelyn’s party. Which was the reason Annelise was home. She was disappointed to hear that Romily wouldn’t be back to attend the party along with the rest of the family.

			‘How’s it going with Mums and the new house?’ she asked. 

			Now a fully trained architect, Stanley had designed Hope’s dream house. It was Edmund’s house as well, of course, but he had sensibly left most of the decisions to Hope. He was all for an easy life. 

			‘Haven’t they told you?’ said Stanley.

			‘Oh, I get the usual thing from Mums, that it’s all going much too slowly.’

			He glanced sideways at her. ‘She’s not unhappy, is she?’

			‘Come on, Stanley, you know as well as I do, Mums is not the greatest of advertisements for the state of happiness. She just can’t allow herself to be truly happy. And don’t look like that.’

			‘Like what?’ he said.

			‘As though I’m a fine one to talk.’ 

			He smiled. ‘If the cap fits.’

			He was right, of course, the cap most certainly did fit. She might not be biologically related to the woman who had brought her up, but she did suffer from the same inability to enjoy life to the full. Always there was the feeling that she didn’t deserve to be happy. How could she when almost every member of her family in Germany had perished at the hands of the Nazis during the war? 

			Annelise had no memory of her mother and father. Everything she knew of Otto and Sabine Lowenstein was what she had read in official reports during trips to Germany to uncover the truth about her family. Hope had also helped to fill in the blanks. 

			Hope’s first husband, Dieter, had been Sabine’s brother and while their parents – supporters of Hitler and the Third Reich – had disapproved of Dieter’s choice of bride, an English girl, they had been horrified that their daughter wanted to marry Otto Lowenstein, a Jewish doctor. When war became increasingly more likely, and with Jews being regularly rounded up and sent to labour camps where they were never heard of again, Sabine and Otto had pleaded with Hope, not long widowed, to take Annelise to safety. 

			On her tenth birthday and with Hope now married to Edmund and knowing that Sabine and Otto had not survived the war, they legally adopted Annelise. They also changed her name from Lowenstein to Flowerday. In the preceding years, before knowing the fate of Annelise’s parents, Hope had wanted to believe that they might have survived the death camps and would one day claim their daughter. 

			It pained Annelise to wonder how she might have reacted if that had happened, when she had known no other life than the one in Melstead St Mary. How would she have coped with being uprooted to live with strangers, to leave behind all that she knew and loved? To be parted from those who had enriched her life beyond measure? 

			One of whom was Romily. Without doubt Romily had been an enormous influence in her life. The extraordinary woman had been friend, aunt and mentor all rolled into one. There had been times as a young child when, in need of help or advice, Annelise had turned to Romily instead of Hope or Edmund. More often than not, Hope was unapproachable, the door to her studio firmly shut, blocking out all distractions. 

			Annelise knew that she had a similar tendency to distance herself from others. It took a lot for her to open up to people. Recently she had begun to do just that, and with one person in particular. His name was Harry, and such was the strength of her emotions for him, he would dominate her thoughts far too much if she allowed them to.

			She was twenty-four and some would say laughably inexperienced when it came to matters of the heart. Until now romance had not been a priority for her. She was a scholar first and foremost and loved her work as a junior research fellow in German History at St Gertrude’s College in Oxford. Which was where she had studied, just like her aunt Evelyn. 

			She was proud of what she had achieved, but viewed it very much as the start of greater things. She wanted to make Hope and Edmund proud of her. Romily too. 

			Nothing annoyed her more than not being taken seriously. It happened a lot, primarily because of the way she looked. She was blonde with a petite build that made her appear younger than she was. 

			‘So, tell me, how is the new house coming along?’ she asked, feeling Tucker nudging her elbow with his nose, as though letting her know that she had let her thoughts wander.

			‘It should be finished within a month,’ replied Stanley.

			‘I can’t wait to see it.’

			He briefly turned his head. ‘We could take a detour and go and see it now, if you’d like? I don’t have a key on me, but I could show you the exterior.’ 

			‘Why not?’

			For answer, he checked the way ahead was clear and put his foot down to overtake the bus. She had joked earlier about him turning into Stirling Moss behind the wheel of his new car, but he was actually one of the safest drivers she knew. She trusted him implicitly, and in all things. She always had. If she was brave enough, she might even tell Stanley about Harry, having told no one else about him.

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			Fairview, Melstead St Mary

			October 1962

			Stanley

			The house was approached via a long straight driveway flanked by lawns and newly planted beech trees. Hope and Edmund had bought the three acres of land because of its convenient proximity to Melstead St Mary and unrivalled views of the softly undulating landscape. Hope had insisted that the house be positioned squarely in the middle of the plot, as though deliberately isolating it from everything around it. With its partially white stucco walls resplendent in the autumnal sunshine, it stood majestically before Stanley and Annelise. 

			‘It’s very impressive,’ Annelise said after a lengthy pause. ‘And bigger than I thought it was going to be.’

			‘It was always going to be this big,’ Stanley said, watching Annelise carefully to see what she really thought. Her opinion always mattered to him. As did the need to please her and gain her approval. If he could only convince himself that he had her total respect and admiration, he might believe he stood a chance of being her equal. Which in his heart of hearts he knew could never be. Just as he knew it was futile to hope that one day they would be more than just good friends. To Annelise, and many others, he was destined always to be Stanley Nettles, the grubby illiterate evacuee from the East End of London who’d made good. 

			The plain truth was, despite the education he’d been given and then the long hard years studying to be an architect – all thanks to Romily’s generosity and encouragement – a girl like Annelise would always be out of his league. They moved in very different circles. While she mixed with academics in the rarefied atmosphere of Oxford, a world which, if he were honest thoroughly intimidated him, he preferred his life here in Melstead St Mary with his old village friends. 

			London had been fine when he’d been studying, and for a brief period after he was qualified and working for an architectural firm, but it hadn’t felt like it would ever be his true home. He was happiest here in the Suffolk countryside, where he’d lived since being put on a train as a nine-year-old boy and subsequently deposited at Island House. He’d hated it initially; he’d been terrified of the big empty sky, the wide-open spaces and the unnerving silence. He hadn’t missed his cruel and sadistic mother, though, and when he realised he wasn’t going to be beaten or locked up by anyone at Island House, he grew to love the place. 

			Now, and working on his own as an architect, he made a decent living here in the village, sufficient for his needs at any rate. The commission from Hope and Edmund to build them a spacious six-bedroom house with echoes of the Arts and Crafts movement was by far the biggest commission he had been given to date. 

			He took Annelise down some steps in the garden so that she could have the best view of what he’d designed. Once again, he examined her face for her reaction.

			‘It’s beautiful,’ she said at length. ‘And quite unique. I love how the ground floor seems to be made almost entirely of glass, and curves in that sinuous way, and the way the two wings reach out like a welcoming pair of arms.’

			He hardly dared ask the question, but he had to. ‘You approve of it, then?’

			She turned to look at him, her blue eyes wide and clear in the afternoon sun. ‘What a strange question, of course I do. I love it! I can understand now why Mums is in such a hurry to move in.’

			Filled with relief, and pride, he said, ‘Talking of your mother, I’d better get you to Island House before she starts to wonder what’s happened to you.’

			‘I wouldn’t worry about that,’ Annelise said, still staring up at the house. ‘She’s probably working and lost track of the time.’ 

			‘What time is Isabella arriving?’

			Annelise smiled. ‘I’ve no idea. But you know Isabella, there’s no pinning her down.’

			No, thought Stanley, but then the same was true of Annelise. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			London to Suffolk

			October 1962

			Isabella

			As an actress, Isabella Hartley was more than used to being stared at, but the man sitting opposite her in the first-class train carriage was making her feel distinctly uncomfortable. Ever since he’d removed his raincoat and dumped it on the seat next to the one he was occupying, he hadn’t stopped staring at her while pretending to read his crumpled copy of the Daily Mirror. He might just as well have had flashbulbs going off in his eyes for all his subtlety. Some men really had no self-respect.

			Mind you, when she thought about some of the things she’d had to do to get where she was, she wondered about her own self-respect. All those slobbering men she’d had to charm and flutter her eyelashes at. But if that was what it took to get to the top, then she’d grit her teeth and do it. Though she had her limits. Her compliancy only went so far. 

			Acting wasn’t for the weak; she’d learned that when she was at RADA. It was a world in which only the fittest survived, and she had no intention of not surviving. She wanted to be the best. She wanted the kind of stardom she had always dreamt of since being a child, and nothing was going to stop her. 

			The man opposite her was still making a lousy job of pretending to read his newspaper. There was a strong smell of alcohol coming off him and a dusting of dandruff on his shoulders. He had moved his legs so that they were stretched towards hers. She pulled her fur coat around her as though it would shield her from his gaze, and pointedly jerked her head to stare out of the window at the passing countryside. 

			This was a rare few days off for her; it was ages since she had last been home to Melstead St Mary and she was looking forward to seeing everybody. People often didn’t believe her when she said her work schedule was so demanding. But it was. At the theatre six days a week, she seldom made it back to her flat before one in the morning. Her habit was to sleep in until nearly midday, unless it was a day when she had a matinee performance to do as well as the evening one. It was an antisocial way of life. 

			But for all the hard work and frustration, she had to confess that she loved what she did. Particularly seeing herself on screen. She knew just how to make the most of her looks. Her striking face with its wide cheekbones, full lips and sultry eyes, together with her long dark wavy hair and curvy body, were her greatest assets. She had been dubbed the British Sophia Loren, a moniker she was more than happy to play up to. 

			She was now beginning to be recognised when she went out. She loved it when she was asked for her autograph and always made a point of smiling and exchanging a few words with the person who’d asked for it. It was possible that the man looking so lasciviously at her knew who she was. 

			Lulled by the rhythmic clackety-clack of the train, she wanted very much to close her eyes and sleep for the rest of the journey, but there was something about the man in the compartment with her that made her reluctant to do that. She decided to go in search of another compartment, hopefully one that was empty. She was just reaching for her suitcase in the overhead rack when the man sprang to his feet. ‘Allow me,’ he said, his hand on the handle of her case.

			‘I can manage,’ she said.

			‘I’m sure a beautiful woman like you could do just about anything she wanted,’ he said. ‘Especially with the right encouragement.’ 

			There was a sheen of sweat above his top lip and she could smell the sourness of his beer-soaked breath. Revolted by him, and what he was implying, she snatched her suitcase from his grasp, slid open the compartment door and hurried away down the narrow corridor of the train. 

			Changing her mind about wanting to find an empty carriage where the man might follow her, she headed to where the second-class seats were located. 

			‘Isabella? Is that you?’

			She glanced at the young man who had just called her name. 

			‘It’s me, George,’ he said.

			She stared at him blankly as the other passengers looked up interestedly. Then she smiled. ‘George Minton,’ she said, ‘fancy seeing you here.’

			‘Are you going home for the party?’

			‘Yes,’ she replied. ‘You too?’

			He nodded. When he indicated the empty seat next to him, she declined. ‘Come with me,’ she said, leading him to the empty first-class carriage she had spotted before. 

			‘But I don’t have the right ticket,’ he said.

			‘Don’t worry about that, I’ll buy you one if the ticket collector comes round again.’ 

			When they were settled, and grateful for his company after her encounter with that repulsive man, Isabella tried to remember when she’d last seen George. ‘Was it Christmas when we last saw each other?’ she asked. 

			‘It probably was,’ he said.

			‘And how are your parents?’ She felt badly that she didn’t make more of an effort to stay in touch with Florence. 

			Some of her earliest memories were of sitting on Florence’s lap and being cuddled. That was during the war when she lived at Island House with Florence, Annelise and Hope, along with Stanley and dear old Mrs Partridge, their cook. Florence had run the household while Romily was away flying with the ATA. There had also been an Austrian refugee who had helped with the chores, leaving Florence to look after the children. Later memories included Isabella playing with George, and then his younger sister, Rosie, when she was old enough to join in with their games. Her cousin, Annelise played with her too, as did Stanley. Isabella and Annelise referred to each other as cousins, but strictly speaking they weren’t related. 

			Isabella’s connection to the Devereux family was complicated, and had, if she were being objective, all the makings of a great film. Her mother, Allegra Salvato had been the illegitimate daughter of Harry Devereux, Jack Devereux’s ne’er-do-well brother. When Jack had learned that his brother was dead, and of the existence of a young child living in an orphanage in Italy, he had felt duty-bound to give Allegra a home at Island House alongside his own children, Arthur, Kit and Hope. But just as soon as she was old enough, Allegra went back to Italy to embark on what she had hoped would be a successful singing career. When Jack was dying, and now married to Romily, Allegra, down on her luck and pregnant, returned to Island House and married her childhood sweetheart, Elijah Hartley. It was not to be a happy ending for them, though. While Elijah was away fighting in the war, poor Allegra died giving birth to Isabella. In his absence, Romily was made Isabella’s official guardian. 

			Elijah had been a wonderful man. A soldier with the Suffolk Regiment, she had scarcely seen him for the first five years of her life, then when the war was over, and he came home for good, she moved out of Island House and into Winter Cottage with him. It had been a strange and bewildering time for her – he was her father, so she had been told from the earliest age, but she didn’t actually know him. As for her biological father, she never knew who he was and had no inclination to track him down. 

			In those initial weeks of living with Elijah she had often cried in her bed at night wanting to be back at Island House with Florence and Annelise and Stanley. Poor Elijah, he didn’t know what to do, other than let her spend time back at Island House. After a while she made the adjustment, as did he. It couldn’t have been easy trying to be her father. But she never doubted that he loved her, and she grew to adore him. He had made such a sacrifice taking her on, not that he ever said as much. He always said he had loved her mother and was determined to marry her despite knowing she was carrying another man’s child. How many men would do that? He had been exceptional in all ways. Isabella doubted she would ever find a man to marry who would be as good as he was. 

			His death when she was seventeen had left her bereft and unable to talk about him. She locked away her love and grief for him deep in her heart, where it could never be lost. It was that which she tapped into if an acting role she was playing called for her to cry. All she had to do was force herself to think of her grief for Elijah and the tears would flow. Somebody once said of her that she actually turned deathly pale when she cried on stage.

			‘My parents are very well,’ George said, breaking into her thoughts, ‘and both as busy as ever – Mum at Island House and Dad at the bakery.’ 

			‘And how’s university going for you?’ Isabella asked. She knew how proud his parents were that he was the first of their family to go to college. ‘Remind me what you’re studying?’ 

			‘It’s going well, and I’m reading Chemistry.’ 

			She smiled. ‘Quite the boffin.’

			He laughed. ‘Not at all. By the way, I loved your last film. You were marvellous in it.’

			‘Thank you.’

			They talked some more and then George took out what looked like a Chemistry textbook with incomprehensible symbols littering the pages. ‘You don’t mind if I read, do you?’ he asked.

			‘Be my guest. It gives me the chance to snatch a quick forty winks.’ 

			Her eyes closed, she thought of the weekend ahead and of her disappointment that she wouldn’t be seeing Romily. It was very unlike Romily to miss a family get-together. All Isabella knew, based on the telegram she had received, was that ‘something unexpected had cropped up’ and Romily would be home a week later than planned. 

			Well, that was Romily all over, the unexpected was her speciality. She coped with it better than anyone Isabella knew. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Eight

			Palm Springs

			October 1962

			Romily

			Romily had asked Clara the maid where she should go to have her hair done and having taken her advice, she was now back from the salon. The hairdresser, who had wielded the tools of his trade as though conducting an orchestra, had made an excellent job of trimming and setting her hair into a stylish wave that was swept back from her forehead. She felt better for going. 

			However, the slapdash nature of Red St Clair’s note earlier that morning still rankled. She wished she could summon up more enthusiasm for meeting him, but she couldn’t. Even so, she was determined to look her best, and most businesslike. This was a business lunch after all. She put on her favourite cream Chanel suit and silk blouse, and a pearl necklace. She applied her make-up with care, slipped on her butterfly-wing sunglasses, and then scooped up her handbag to go across to the main house. 

			But the moment she stepped outside she realised the dry arid heat of the day had increased and she was going to be far too hot. Back inside the guest house, she threw off her suit and put on the red and white candy-stripe boat-neck dress she had earlier dismissed as being too informal. She then hunted for the handbag that matched the dress and her red peep-toe sandals, then reapplied her lipstick. This time a deep red. 

			‘All set,’ she declared, reaching for her sunglasses once more and appraising her reflection in the mirror. ‘Showtime for Mr St Clair.’ 

			She apologised to the taxi driver who had patiently waited for her, and following a short drive to La Bella Vista, she was told by the maître d’ – a suave Italian with an impressive moustache – that her dining companion had called to say he was sorry, but he was running late. Resisting the urge to turn on her heel, Romily politely allowed the man to show her to the table that had been reserved for them. It was outside in the garden in the shade of a vine-covered pergola. 

			‘Would the Signora like an aperitivo while she waits?’ he enquired.

			‘Yes, the Signora would indeed like an aperitif while she waits. She would like a vodka martini with a twist of lemon. Shaken not stirred.’

			He smiled. ‘Subito, Signora. Subito.’ He hurried off, clicking his fingers ostentatiously to attract the attention of a waiter.

			While waiting for her drink, Romily turned her attention to the other diners. They were mostly couples enjoying what appeared to be a romantic lunch. Seated at the table nearest to her was a young woman about Isabella’s age staring adoringly into the eyes of her dining companion, a man old enough to be her grandfather. She was talking about them playing tennis later that afternoon and him taking her dancing that night at somewhere called the Thunderbird Country Club. The man looked the sort to want a nap after lunch, never mind exerting himself on a tennis court, or dance floor. 

			It was a sight Romily had often witnessed in Hollywood, young girls throwing themselves at older men who they believed would further their careers. Or those who hoped for marriage and a life of wealth and luxury. But there were, of course, plenty of rich and powerful men who took advantage of these wide-eyed ingenues for their own ends. 

			Romily recalled her own relationship with a much older man all those years ago and thought of the many people who had believed that she married Jack for his money. She smiled to herself thinking of the old biddies in Melstead St Mary, long since dead, who had considered her a scarlet woman. They had most assuredly assumed the worst of her. But they couldn’t have been more wrong. 

			God how she had loved Jack! And what a passionate romance they had shared together. There had been no one like him since. Yes, she had been involved with a number of men in the intervening years, but no man had possessed her heart, body and soul the way Jack had. Now, at the age of fifty-five, she was content to live as a single and carefree woman. She had her work and her friends and a family whom she loved; what more did she need?

			As though in answer to that question, the young waiter who had been assigned the task of bringing her vodka martini took that moment to materialise. ‘Signora,’ he said deferentially, setting down the tray containing her drink, along with a dish of plump olives and salted almonds.

			‘Grazie,’ she responded, although she could see with his pale freckled complexion he was about as Italian as she was. 

			Her drink had been perfectly mixed with just the right amount of vodka and she relished the sublime dryness of it while reading the menu. 

			Her glass was almost empty, and she was contemplating ordering a second drink, when she was aware that she was no longer alone. 

			‘I bet you’ve been sitting there wondering what kind of a worthless fellow has the audacity to keep you waiting so long.’

			From behind her sunglasses, she raised her gaze to the man before her. He was so tall and broad in the chest and shoulders he eclipsed everything around him. ‘And you would be who exactly?’ she asked.

			‘If you don’t mind me saying, that is somewhat ingenuous of you, but just so as you know, I’d get down on my knees and beg your forgiveness if I could.’ He held out an oversized hand. ‘Red St Clair at your service. Can you forgive an ignorant Yank such appalling behaviour?’

			She shook hands, her own disappearing into his. ‘If you really are such an ignorant Yank,’ she said, ‘I doubt we have any business to conduct.’ 

			He smiled and pulled out the chair to the right of hers. His enormous body instantly dominated the space, making her back away from him. 

			‘Have you decided what to eat?’ he asked, indicating the menu in front of her. ‘I can recommend the sardines followed by the linguine al frutta di mare. They’re both favourites of mine.’

			‘I thought I’d have the ravioli e limone followed by the veal escalope,’ she said, perversely changing her mind from her first choice of sardines and linguine. 

			‘An excellent choice too.’ He raised a large hand into the air, instantly attracting the attention of the waiter who’d brought Romily’s drink to her.

			‘Hi Danny,’ Red said to him, ‘how’re you doing?’ 

			‘I’m very well, sir.’ The young waiter beamed, his pen and pad poised to take their order. 

			Red glanced at Romily and indicated her glass with his finger. ‘Another of the same?’ Before she had a chance to reply, he turned back to the waiter. ‘Make that two, I have some catching up to do.’ 

			‘Certainly, sir. Have you chosen what to eat?’

			Red rattled off their order, along with the request for a bottle of Barolo Marchesi.

			If there was one thing Romily could not abide, it was a brash, self-important man treating her as though she wasn’t capable of ordering her own meal, or deciding which wine to drink with it. If this was how it was going to be, working alongside Mr Red St Clair, Gabe and Melyvn Correll would have to think again! What was more, she was going to have to make things very clear to the man himself. She drank what remained of her martini and very slowly counted to five. Then: ‘Mr St Clair,’ she began, ‘I think we need to—’

			‘Hey, please, call me Red.’ He shifted his chair so that he was sitting at a ninety-degree angle to the table, an elbow resting on it, his legs stretched out languidly in front of him; they seemed to go on for ever, like a pair of Red Wood trees. ‘Go on,’ he said, leaning back in his seat, causing her to wonder if it could bear his weight. He wasn’t fat, simply a colossus of a man. ‘What do we need to do?’ he asked. ‘Other than write a cracking script. Have you ever co-written anything before?’

			‘No, and I’m really not convinced that—’ 

			‘That it’s a good idea?’ He laughed. ‘You may well be right.’

			‘Then why are we—’

			‘Sitting here at all?’

			She stared at him hard. ‘Are you going to interrupt me all the time by finishing what I’m about to say?’

			Drawing his thick brows together, he frowned, as though having to tease out the meaning of her question. ‘Maybe that’s a good sign,’ he said, at length. ‘It means we’re tuned in to each other, that we’re on the same wavelength.’

			She pursed her lips. ‘I think that highly unlikely.’

			Their young waiter appeared with their martinis and after he’d placed them on the table and they were alone again, Red drummed his fingers on the table. ‘Tell me if I’ve got this wrong, but I suspect we’ve gotten off on the wrong foot, haven’t we?’

			She gave him a pitying look. ‘Goodness, do you really think so? You delay our meeting by several hours and then can’t even be bothered to turn up for lunch on time. What kept you, a round of golf, or a game of tennis at the Racquet Club?’

			‘I said I’m sorry, didn’t I?’

			‘So you did. But it didn’t have the slightest ring of sincerity to it. And if that’s how it would be for our working relationship, then I’m afraid there’s little point in us continuing with this conversation.’ She stood up abruptly. ‘Good day to you, Mr St Clair. I believe we’ve said all we need to say to each other.’ 

			‘Wait,’ he called after her.

			But she didn’t. She kept on walking, right out of the restaurant until she realised she was on the street and with not a taxi in sight. Damn and blast, she would have to go back inside and ask for somebody to order her a car.

			She pushed open the door and found Mr St Clair blocking her way. ‘Please,’ he said, ‘would you give me the chance to explain why I was late?’ 

			‘It won’t make any difference,’ she said, ‘I can’t imagine for one moment that we could work together.’

			‘That might be true, but I’d like the opportunity to apologise properly to you.’ 

			Reluctantly she followed him back through the restaurant and outside to the garden area. Other diners were looking at them curiously. Over on the far side of the pergola, tucked away in a discreet corner, she spotted Lucille Ball and her husband, comedian Gary Morton staring directly at her. And was that Dinah Shore on the table next to them? She suddenly felt mortified at the spectacle she had made of herself, and with such an illustrious audience. Dear God, what had got into her? 

			It was only when they neared their table that she noticed Red was limping. Yes, she thought cynically, he’d probably strained a muscle in bed with some young socialite. 

			He held her chair out for her, in spite of it already being some distance from the table. Obviously he was trying to prove he was a gentleman. 

			Once he was also seated, in the same way he was before, at ninety degrees to the table, he nudged her drink towards her. ‘Cool your pistons with a sip or two, and then let me apologise for making such a poor impression on you.’

			Cool her pistons? Oh really, these Americans had such an absurd way of speaking! She took a sip of her martini, and then another. She unexpectedly had to force herself to suppress a smile, but failed. The truth was, she did need to cool her pistons.

			‘There you go,’ he said, noticing her lips twitching, ‘I’ve always been of the belief that there’s nothing a good martini can’t cure. Now then, as to the reason I so rudely delayed our meeting, which I am genuinely sorry about, I’m afraid it was beyond my control. The thing was, I had an early call from the doc at the hospital that he couldn’t see me tomorrow as planned, only this morning.’

			‘Are you ill?’ she asked doubtfully. He didn’t look like he had anything wrong with him. Far from it. She put him in his early fifties, and everything about him spoke of him taking good care of his appearance. In a cream pair of trousers and a short-sleeved Fred Perry T-shirt, as though he’d just come off the tennis court, he appeared the absolute picture of health – tanned, fit, strong and virile, bursting with energy. There was no doubt in her mind that he would be considered an extremely good-looking man, with the type of effortless sexual allure that would attract attention wherever he went. Without meaning to, but out of habit, her eyes drifted towards his left hand. There was no wedding ring. 

			To her annoyance she saw that he’d noticed her glance. ‘No, I’m not ill,’ he said, a smile playing at the corners of his full lips. ‘And I’m not married either.’ He tapped his leg that was nearest to her, and which was stretched out in front of him. ‘But I had to have a new prosthetic leg fitted this morning.’ He shrugged. ‘It’s not the way I’d ideally like to spend a morning.’ He smiled. ‘Not when I’m supposed to be spending it with a beautiful English woman. But it was the only time this week the doc could see me. He was then delayed by an hour, so I just had to wait my turn. Am I forgiven?’ 

			The humiliation Romily had experienced a few minutes ago was nothing to what she was now feeling. Never had she felt such excruciating shame. She was furious with herself. 

			‘Hey,’ he said, holding out a fork for her to take when she didn’t say anything, ‘just in case you think this is some kind of elaborate ruse on my part, try pushing that into my shin to prove to yourself that I’m speaking the truth. Just be sure to stab the correct leg!’ 

			‘There’s no need to be quite so—’

			‘Melodramatic?’ he finished for her.

			‘And there you go again,’ she said, ‘interrupting me.’

			He grinned and raised his martini glass to her. ‘How about we drink to many more occasions when I can finish off your sentences?’

			‘Let’s just see how lunch goes, shall we, Mr St Clair?’

			‘I told you, call me Red. And talking of lunch, here’s our antipasti. I don’t know about you, but I’m famished.’

			Once they were alone again, Red said, ‘You haven’t asked how I lost my leg, and from what I know of you Brits, I know that’s a British thing, a display of good manners by avoiding the blindingly obvious.’

			‘What precisely do you know about us Brits, then?’ she asked.

			‘I spent time there during the war flying with Bomber Command. Unfortunately I let everyone down by getting blown out of the sky and ending up in northern France with a shattered leg.’

			‘Well, that puts me resoundingly in my place.’

			‘Hey, don’t sweat it. It’s my special skill to rub people up the wrong way. You’re not the first to have their hackles ambushed, and you certainly won’t be the last, you can bet on it. How’s the ravioli?’

			‘It’s delicious. Do you always flit from one subject to another?’

			‘Only when I’m nervous. And right now, I’m as nervous as two world leaders playing a deadly game of nuclear poker.’

			His throwaway remark was a chilling reminder that the world was currently balanced on a knife edge. Which was hard to believe sitting here in such beautiful surroundings. For days now the news the world over had been consumed with what was being called the Cuban missile crisis. Last week President Kennedy had made a lengthy television broadcast informing America that Soviet ships were carrying weapons to Cuba and that the US would do all it could to prevent that happening. US warships were now in position. Who would blink first was the question on everybody’s lips, Kennedy or Khrushchev?

			‘I suspect you don’t know the meaning of being nervous,’ she said. ‘You strike me as having an excess of confidence and chutzpah.’

			‘Appearances can be deceiving, you know. How about you tell me three things I should know about you? Other than you can’t abide lateness in a person, rudeness, or a brash Yank.’

			‘How very perceptive of you.’

			‘That’s me. Perceptive as hell beneath the dumb exterior.’

			‘Seeing as you have me thoroughly sized up, why don’t you tell me three things I should know about you?’

			‘Fair enough. Firstly, and to quote your Oscar Wilde, I can resist anything except temptation. Secondly, I always tell it how it is; I never beat about the bush. Thirdly, my golden rule in life is, if in doubt, do it. Which is why I think we should—’

			‘Work together,’ she finished for him.

			‘Got it in one kiddo.’

			‘Don’t ever call me kiddo,’ she said sternly.

			‘Yes ma’am,’ he replied, giving her a salute. ‘I mean, no ma’am. So are we on? Are we going to do this thing?’

		

	
		
			Chapter Nine

			Melstead Hall, Melstead St Mary

			October 1962

			Julia

			do you think your husband

			could really love a pathetic

			nobody like you?

			The words of the anonymous letter had taunted Julia Devereux ever since that morning when she had opened it after breakfast, and thankfully when her husband wasn’t around. All day she had wondered whether she should tell Arthur about it, but in the end had decided not to. Not when it might send him into a furious rage. 

			She hated it when he was angry. And besides, it wasn’t good for his blood pressure. Better to keep quiet about the letter, to throw it on the fire and pretend it had never existed. More than likely it was the work of that careless girl who Arthur insisted Julia sack after she’d burned the cuff of one of his shirts.

			As was often the way of their evenings, when he was home, Arthur was downstairs in his library and Julia was in her upstairs parlour. It was her favourite room in the entire house. During the day it gave her a beautiful view of the rolling parkland that surrounded Melstead Hall, all one hundred acres of it. 

			She had been married to Arthur for eight years, yet she still had to pinch herself that her life had been so transformed. One minute she had been a lowly nurse living in a two-bedroom semi in Bayswater, and the next she was the wife of Arthur Devereux. 

			Her father had always said that marriage wasn’t for her, that no man would treat her as well as he did. Her duty, he would repeatedly say, was to be a dutiful daughter and remain at home to look after him. He had encouraged her to become a nurse so that when the time came she would be better equipped to take care of him when he was old. He had been dead a year when she met Arthur and oh, how she wished he could see her now, mistress of Melstead Hall no less! 

			Listening to the carriage clock on the mantelpiece chiming the hour, she hoped that when Ralph, Arthur’s son from his first marriage, arrived later that evening for the weekend, he wouldn’t antagonise his father. He had a habit of provoking Arthur and creating an unpleasant atmosphere.

			She put away her sewing kit and once more examined her stitchwork closely. Arthur liked his clothes to be just so. ‘I might well be rich enough to wear a new shirt every day of the week, but I’m not a spendthrift,’ he would tell Julia. ‘People who are careless with money don’t deserve to have it.’ 

			Satisfied that the button she had sewn on was perfectly straight and secure, and that it would meet with Arthur’s approval, Julia put it ready for her to iron in the morning. After being forced to sack the servant who normally did the washing and ironing, it was now down to Julia to take care of the laundry, and any sewing that needed doing. 

			‘You’re the only one I can trust to care for my clothes properly,’ Arthur had explained to her. ‘I know I’m fastidious, but I can’t help the way I am. You understand that, don’t you?’ She had told him she understood perfectly.

			There were many other tasks he didn’t trust the household staff to do and Julia willingly did them, wanting so much to please her husband. 

			A strict disciplinarian, her father had brought her up believing that nothing mattered more than obedience and duty. ‘No matter how insignificant the task is, or how difficult, it should be done to the best of your ability,’ he would say. For as long as she could remember, this was what Julia had tried to do. 

			So when Arthur insisted that she make a weekly inventory of the contents of the pantry and his extensive wine cellar, she did it with painstaking attention to detail. ‘This way,’ he claimed when he was checking the ledger books into which she recorded the inventories, ‘the household staff can’t pilfer from me and think they can get away with it. It’s important for me to have somebody running the house in my absence whom I can trust.’

			That Arthur trusted her to carry out these jobs and not Miss Casey their housekeeper, filled Julia with pride and the determination to do everything just as Arthur wanted.

			She wouldn’t dream of telling anyone this, for fear of appearing paranoid, but Julia could never shake off the suspicion that Miss Casey watched over her. She was convinced the woman looked down on her, and that the other members of staff talked about her behind her back. She often heard them whispering amongst themselves, but they fell instantly silent when she walked into the room. She never mentioned this to Arthur for fear that he might sack every member of staff, leaving her with all the work to do. She wasn’t scared of hard work. Not at all. It was just there were only so many hours in the day and this house was so very big to run. It was a maze of rooms and shadowy corridors that were difficult to heat. In winter, and when Arthur was away in London, he instructed that the heating was turned down. Ice would form on the inside of the windows and winds, straight from the North Sea, whistled through the gaping cracks. 

			‘A hale and hearty girl like you can withstand a little cold, can’t you, Julia?’ he would say. ‘I wish I had your constitution,’ he would add, ‘but as you know all too well from when you nursed me, I’m not blessed with good health like you.’ That was how they met, when she had nursed him through a severe bout of pneumonia.

			She once remarked that their son Charles would fare better with a little more heat, but Arthur chided her for spoiling the boy. 

			This was Charles’s first term away at boarding school and Julia missed him terribly. He was such a sweet gentle boy. 

			‘The worst thing you can do to that boy is mollycoddle him,’ Arthur had claimed when she had suggested there was no hurry to send Charles away to school. 

			Julia would have liked a daughter. She felt sure Arthur wouldn’t talk of toughening up a daughter by sending her away to school. Every month that went by, Julia hoped that she was pregnant, but it hadn’t happened. Now that she was thirty-seven, time was running out for her. Perhaps it had already. For Arthur too, given that he was now fifty and his health was not as it should be. He really ought not to eat so much, but the slightest hint from her on the subject and he would fly into a rage. 
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