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To Maddie, Izzy, Mark, and Mary,
with love always.









Prologue


The dawn spread itself slowly across the sky, the horizon merging with the dull waters of the Thames. It had been oppressively hot for weeks, and the river had shrunk, revealing the mudflats by the water’s edge, which were strewn with empty bottles, sandwich papers and cigarette ends – souvenirs of the cheering crowds that had thronged London’s streets on Peace Day. They had long gone now, in a haze of alcohol and good humour, taking the lonely journey homewards to the far shores of the Metropolitan line.


At first the body had been indistinct, a bundle of rags that the currents nudged rhythmically back and forth against the brick supports of London Bridge. But as the sun climbed slowly into the sky, it resolved into an outstretched arm, a crumpled blue coat and finally a face. An early morning commuter, pausing to light a cigarette by the side of the bridge, had been shocked to find that he was gazing down into a woman’s blank stare, and his shout of horror brought a crowd of curious onlookers.


Of an indeterminate age, with bluntly cut brown hair and drab clothes, still there was a kind of defiant beauty about her. A livid bruise of purple and yellow bloomed across the left side of her face and her lips were slightly parted, as if there were something final she wished to say. Although she was long past saving, the police ambulance arrived from St Barts and she was taken away, wrapped in a white sheet.









Chapter One


It was strange that it was Elizabeth of all people who suggested they play the memory game, because she so rarely talked about her life before Ryedale Villa. In hindsight, Grace believed that she simply wanted to break the silence that hung so heavily over the three of them that diminished Christmas, when it was impossible not to remember earlier times. Edward’s friends dropping in unexpectedly, laughing, their faces red with the cold; her mother playing sentimental songs on the piano; and the tables that were laden with stuffed goose, minced pies and figs.


Even in wartime, Christmas had still felt sacred. The guns had gone silent all along the Western Front, bringing a brief respite from the horror of news from the trenches. Now there was only Grace, her father and Elizabeth, who all pretended to celebrate in a house that was too large for them. In past years, her mother had transformed the sitting room into an extravaganza of brightly coloured paper chains and ribbons. There was always a huge fir tree, shimmering with silver angels and the clumsy decorations she and Edward had made as children. They hadn’t had the heart to buy a tree. Instead, Elizabeth had collected holly branches from the garden, intertwining them about the room so their red berries brought small dashes of colour amid the December gloom.


They had shared a bottle of wine by the log fire and that was when Elizabeth had suggested that each of them should retell their happiest childhood memory. Grace’s father was the first to speak. Mr Armstrong described coming home from boarding school at the end of term and meeting his baby sister Alexandra. ‘She was like a china doll, she looked so perfect and small, and then she hiccupped loudly,’ he said, ‘and I jumped with surprise because she was alive. Mother and Father laughed, but Alex smiled up at me and that was the first time she had acknowledged anyone at all.’


For Grace, it was difficult to choose, because so many of her memories had been clouded by the recent past. In the end, she settled upon the time Mother had taken her and Edward to Regent’s Park and promised that they could travel home on the Underground train from Portland Street. Edward had pretended that the rumbling sound coming from the tunnel was the roar of a giant tiger. Terrified that she would be eaten alive, she had refused to get on the train. ‘Mother was furious with Edward for teasing me,’ she said.


‘It doesn’t sound a very good memory,’ Elizabeth interrupted, laughing. ‘Is that really your happiest?’


‘No, no, not that part, but Edward was so sorry for upsetting me that Mother relented and forgave him. She took us both for tea at the Langham Hotel. All that afternoon, Edward and I pretended we were tigers and growled at each other across the table, as we ate scones with jam and clotted cream.’


Then it was Elizabeth’s turn.


She looked thoughtful and, after a while, said, ‘In the early 1890s, when I was twelve – before you were even born, Grace – we used to go to the Woodford Cycle Meet every June. Even now, I can remember the sense of excitement. We would walk three or so miles to the Castle Inn to see the parade of cyclists before they set off for Buckhurst Hill and Chingford. Arcadia Farm was nearer to George Lane, you see, and the roads would have been too crowded for the carriage. Well, there were hundreds of them, or at least that’s how it seemed to me as a child. All of the riders were in fancy dress. Dozens of harlequins, milkmaids and Prince Charmings and they had all decorated their bicycles with peonies and roses, bunches of hay and ribbons. It was like being in a fairy tale.’


‘How magical!’ Grace exclaimed, watching her friend’s face glow in the orange flickers of the flames, her usual anxious frown softened by memory.


‘Yes, it was. One year we stayed until midnight. When it got dark, the cyclists travelled through the country lanes with Chinese lanterns on the handlebars to light their way. I remember saying that the stars had come down from the sky and were floating all around us.’ She smiled. ‘Of course, Mother told me not to be fanciful, but Father quietly squeezed my hand, and I knew he agreed.’


Elizabeth was a very private person. In the eight years she had lodged with the Armstrongs, she had almost never talked about Arcadia Farm, even though she visited her family home every Sunday afternoon. But emboldened by the semi-darkness, Grace dared to ask, ‘What is Essex like? You speak of it so rarely.’


There was a pause.


‘Essex?’ Elizabeth finally said, ‘There are proper seasons in the countryside, not like here in London. In the summer the sky is an endless, cloudless blue. When I was younger, I used to climb the oak tree at the back of our house and see the shimmering haze of heat across the fields. But it gets so cold in December and January, we always have snow, even when it’s quite mild here in Tufnell Park. Then there’s nothing but white for miles and miles around, apart from deer foraging for tree bark in the distance.’


‘Would you ever live in Essex again? Go back to Arcadia Farm and your family?’ Grace asked.


‘No, I’ve made my life here now.’ Her voice had lost its animation. ‘There’s nothing but big skies and turnips in Essex. It could be very lonely sometimes when I was a child.’


‘I quite agree,’ Grace’s father said. ‘Life on a farm doesn’t appeal to me at all. I like the busyness of a city. I wouldn’t want to be miles from anywhere.’


‘But it must be pleasant to escape the grime of London when you visit your parents,’ Grace said.


‘Yes, it’s different.’ Elizabeth smiled ruefully. ‘But Mr Armstrong, Grace, it’s late now and I must turn in for bed. Thank you for inviting me to supper and for a lovely evening. It’s very kind of you.’


‘It’s not kind at all, you’ve become part of our family. We couldn’t celebrate Christmas without you,’ Grace protested. ‘You’re like the older sister I never had and always longed for.’


‘Didn’t want to think of you sitting all alone in your lodgings,’ Mr Armstrong added.


For a moment Elizabeth was silent, and her eyes filled with tears. ‘You can never know how much your words mean to me. Merry Christmas to you both.’


When Elizabeth Smith vanished seven months later, that was almost all anyone knew of her past. A pinprick of remembrance in the winter darkness. She had gone in the last week of July, when Grace was in Worthing visiting her mother. According to their general maid, Bridget, as soon as she had received the letter from Payne & Partners, she turned as white as paper and handed in her notice, with three months’ rent in lieu. She had left the basement lodgings that very same night. She would be in touch, she said, once things were more settled. But there had been no letter or telephone call since then and that was nearly two weeks ago.


Grace was devastated. They had been close and now she was gone quite suddenly and without a word. The previous day, Grace had found herself halfway down the steps to the basement, planning to tell Elizabeth about the latest intrigues at Nursing World. Then she had remembered with a jolt that her friend was not there, and the lodgings were locked up and empty. This new loss opened old wounds, because it had been Elizabeth she had turned to when death seeped through every part of her life. She had comforted her as first Robert and then Edward were swallowed up by the horrors of the Great War. And now Elizabeth too was gone.









Chapter Two


The summer of 1919 was unusually hot and the newspapers were filled with dire predictions of water shortages and failed harvests. It was not yet eight o’clock in the morning, but already the mercury on the thermometer in the hall had reached the high seventies. Almost every window in the house was open but there was no breeze and the air was heavy and still. Grace had slept fitfully, waking in the early hours from a vivid nightmare and unable to get back to sleep. She felt exhausted before the day had properly begun. If she could only get one night’s good rest, she thought, then she could start to get things straight in her mind.


After failing to eat a slice of burned toast, she went into the kitchen to discuss the evening meal with Mrs Watson. The pantry door was wide open and Bridget Sullivan was kneeling inside it, cleaning. Seeing Grace, she said, ‘This has needed doing for months now, for it’s in a terrible state but it’s only today that I’ve had the time to get round to it.’


‘And it’s the coolest room in the house,’ the cook replied sourly, getting up from her seat, ‘which I’m sure isn’t coincidental.’


Bridget shrugged and returned to washing down the surfaces with a paste of bicarbonate of soda. The two servants rarely had a good word to say for each other, despite being in each other’s company all day.


‘Mary, did you remember about our guests tonight? Arthur will be coming and he’s bringing a friend of Edward’s, a fellow officer from the Middlesex, a Mr Monaghan. Apparently, he knew my brother well and Arthur thought it might be nice for us to meet him.’ She tried to say the words lightly, but she had been dreading this evening for over a week now.


‘I’ve not forgotten, don’t worry. I thought we’d have the glazed roast duck. It usually goes down well with young Mr Broadbent.’


‘Thank you, Mary. We can always rely on you.’ Grace smiled, putting on her ivory cotton gloves.


Bridget emerged from the cool sanctuary of the pantry to wring out her cloth. ‘Mind, Miss Armstrong, I don’t envy you at all going into London today. The Underground will be little better than a furnace. Mrs Lowick, who cleans two doors down, said you could fry an egg on the railway tracks!’


‘No, I don’t envy me either,’ Grace replied grimly, thinking of her cubicle at Nursing World, which was stuffy and airless even in the middle of winter.


Still, this was what she most wanted. The chance to be a writer. When she nursed for the Voluntary Aid Detachment during the war, she had taken a correspondence course in shorthand, snatching moments between the shifts at the First Camberwell General Hospital to study its symbols and abbreviations and then to diligently make notes on news stories from the broadsheets. Through a family friend, she found a position at Nursing World, which proudly declared it had been supporting this most honourable of callings for young ladies since 1899. She was little more than a glorified dogsbody, only working a few days a week, and the pittance she received just covered her Tube fare and lunch, but it was a start.


Their offices were a few doors along from the British Medical Association on Tavistock Square, but while that building was resplendent with a doorman and its own flag, Nursing World was tucked away in a corner on the second floor of a slightly ramshackle building, which was subdivided into rented offices for an ever-changing array of businesses: the marriage bureau for colonial wives was soon replaced by a wholesaler of exotic animals, which made way in its turn for a purveyor of genuine ancient Greek artefacts.


The stairs were covered in linoleum and Grace became adept at predicting who was about to come through the door from their distinctive tread. That Tuesday morning in August, pushing open the glass partition door, she was struck again by the smell of cabbage soup and lavender polish which permeated the building.


‘Good morning, Miss Armstrong,’ said Vera Boddy, the office manager, a famously intimidating figure in the world of monthly periodicals. ‘I’m pleased to see that you are timely this morning and trust that you will curtail your lunch break by two minutes to repay the additional time you took on Monday.’


‘There was a very long queue at the Lyons’ Corner House, Miss Boddy, that was why I was late yesterday.’


‘A queue at the Lyons’ Corner House is neither here nor there. Nursing World expects you to be at your desk on the chime of one o’clock, ready and prepared for work.’ She tapped her fountain pen on the desk to emphasize her words.


‘Yes, Miss Boddy,’ she said, rolling her eyes as she removed her hat. Fergus Cooper, the other junior, caught her eye and grinned.


‘Good, now you’ll find a set of proofs for the October edition on the desk in your office. Vigilance must be your watchword. The reading public does not expect Nursing World to err in either grammar or spelling, any more than it would err in its moral judgements.’


Proofreading the copy was a thankless job. Grace assumed there was an element of punishment for her lateness the previous day.


‘The morning meeting will take place at nine o’clock as always,’ Miss Boddy sniffed in their general direction.


Grace sat down in her partitioned cubbyhole, which contained a desk, typewriter and chair and nothing else. She was never quite sure whether Miss Boddy was being ironic when she referred to it as an ‘office’. Most of her days were spent in this cramped box deciphering pages of the rambling shorthand she had taken from Mr Wagstaff.


The publication was run on a shoestring and there were five members of staff in total. The editor was Timothy Wagstaff, who claimed to know the family of Florence Nightingale socially and lived in fading grandeur in Bayswater. Very much a gentleman of the old school, he was determined to protect the journal from the encroachment of the modern world. The chief reporter, Roger Dale, had survived the war by the skin of his teeth and now lived life to the full, often turning up at work bleary-eyed and with tales of all-night parties and moonlit drives out to Chessington. Grace and Fergus frequently lied to cover for him when he failed to turn up at the morning staff meetings, which were held in Mr Wagstaff’s office, the only room large enough to hold all five of them.


That morning was no exception. ‘Is Mr Dale present?’ Vera Boddy asked, as they settled themselves around the table. As there were only four of them in the room, this was a rhetorical question; however, she continued, ‘This is the fifth time in a fortnight that he has not been at the morning meeting, Mr Wagstaff. Are either of you two aware of any reason as to why he has not graced us with his presence?’


She turned to them accusingly. Fergus was young, only eighteen and fighting a losing battle against pimples. However, he had a writer’s imagination when it came to inventing excuses for his colleague. ‘I believe Roger got wind that the renowned Ethel Fenwick was to speak about the campaign for nurses’ registration. He most probably wanted to be the first to report her latest thoughts on the matter. You can’t miss an opportunity like that.’


‘Absolutely not,’ Mr Wagstaff agreed. ‘Dale has the instincts of a bloodhound when it comes to a good news story.’


With unfortunate timing, the chief reporter chose that exact moment to appear at the door of Mr Wagstaff’s office, slightly out of breath and with oil stains on his knees.


Miss Boddy commented drily it was clearly a very short speech from Miss Fenwick but apart from that the meeting proceeded as usual, and she allocated the tasks for the day.


When she had gone, Roger confided to them both, ‘Bad scrape with the motor. Bit of a prang. Hopefully, not too much damage is done but I need to find out whether Merville can get it fixed. Cover for me with the old dragon. Might be back after a spot of lunch.’ With that he was out of the door and gone for the rest of the day.


Grace, in contrast, spent her time typing up Mr Wagstaff’s October editorial letter and checking and rechecking the proofs. His observations on the chill of autumn evenings and the fast approach of Christmas seemed out of place in the wilting August heat. The print danced in front of her eyes and she nearly dozed off several times but it was a relief to have something to concentrate on apart from her own misery.


She resolutely tried not to think about Elizabeth’s sudden departure. It didn’t make sense that there had been no letter or telephone call. She pushed aside the idea that something dreadful might have happened to her friend. There had already been too much loss at Ryedale Villa. Biting hard on her pencil, she forced herself back to a page four article on the virtues of a newly patented disinfectant and concentrated her mind on the present.


Even though she knew guests were coming for dinner that evening, Grace worked late, partly to placate Miss Boddy but mostly because she didn’t want to go home. She didn’t want to talk about the war with Arthur and Mr Monaghan. Forgetting was better.









Chapter Three


It was still busy when she got to Tottenham Court Road station and the Underground train was packed with tired commuters, travelling out to the green of the suburbs. Although the windows were pushed out as far as possible, it was stuffy inside the carriage, drawing in the soot of the black tunnels and recirculating stale air. The young woman opposite Grace fanned herself listlessly with a newspaper. Gazing into the distance, she ignored the small child on her knee, who whined for his mother’s attention. The woman was dressed in black. ‘But everyone is now,’ Grace thought.


Exhausted, she leaned back in the seat and longed to ease off her too tight shoes. When the mother and son got off the train at Warren Street, Grace closed her eyes and tried to sleep but she was too tense and on edge. Eventually, the rocking motion of the railway carriage lulled her into an uneasy doze, punctuated by the rustle of newspapers and the screech of metal against the tracks.


The train braked sharply as they came into Camden Town, and she jolted awake. It was then Grace saw him. A flash of khaki uniform out of place among the stockbrokers and shoppers on the Hampstead line. He was at the other end of the crowded carriage and turned slightly away, just about to exit. It was impossible to be certain, but he was so like Robert. The familiar shape of his shoulders, the way his head jutted slightly forward when he was in a hurry, and the dark gold hair.


Hardly daring to believe what she was seeing, Grace leaped from her seat, apologizing as she tried to force her way through the press of weary commuters in the carriage. She reached the doors just before they closed and jumped onto the platform. ‘Robert!’ she shouted, but her voice was drowned out by the clamour of the rush hour and now the man was nowhere to be seen. Grace looked around desperately and spotted him striding up the passageway to the station’s lifts. Dodging her way along the edge of the platform, she tried to catch him. ‘Robert! Please, please stop. It’s me. It’s Grace.’ She willed him to glance round and see her.


A sharp-faced woman stepped slightly in front of her, blocking her path, ‘Where d’you think you’re going? Mind yourself and wait like everyone else.’


‘I’m terribly sorry, I must get through. I have to catch someone.’


‘We’ve all got things to do,’ the woman grumbled, ‘and how would we get on if people thought they could just push theirselves to the front?’


Grace didn’t bother to respond, but when she looked ahead again, the black metal doors of the lift were closed. Desperate to know if it was Robert, she turned and ran up the emergency stairs, a stitch stinging at her side. She emerged into the sweltering August evening and stood by the exit, panting and out of breath.


The crowd of commuters flooded from the Tube station. An anonymous mass, intent only on returning home, eyes cast downwards and collar buttons now loosened in the heat. As Grace looked around, he was suddenly there again. On the other side of the road. He walked quickly past the Old Mother Red Cap public house and then turned decisively into a tobacconist just off Camden High Street. Her despair of a moment ago was replaced by joy and she raced across the road and into the shop. ‘Robert, you’ve come back! They tried to tell me you were dead.’


It was empty, except for the startled owner, a sandy-haired man, with a slight stoop. They stared at each other.


‘Have you seen a man? He came in here a moment ago. A young man, about . . . ,’ she paused. How old? In her mind, Robert was forever twenty-two – golden and invincible. He had already frozen into a memory, as his train pulled away from Waterloo Station and his waving figure diminished into the distance. But time hadn’t stopped, and he must be older now. ‘A man of twenty-five, in an officer’s uniform. Tall, with golden-brown hair.’


He shook his head, looking at her strangely. ‘Ain’t nobody come in here. Not for the last quarter of an hour or so.’


‘No, He did. I followed him.’


‘I can see everything that’s here, miss, and there isn’t no man.’ He gestured at the empty shop to prove his point.


‘Could you have gone into the back for a minute?’ she suggested. ‘He might have come in then.’


The man was shaking his head more firmly now. ‘No one’s come in here. That I can swear to.’


‘I’m sorry, I thought . . .’ There was a sick feeling in her stomach. The terror that her own eyes had betrayed her.


‘Are you quite all right, miss? You do look awful pale. I can fetch you a glass of water if you’d like.’ His eyes were creased with concern.


‘No, no, thank you. I was mistaken. I’m sorry to disturb you. I must go.’ She started towards the door. She needed to be in the fresh air. After the vivid excitement of believing she had seen Robert, she felt deflated and foolish. He couldn’t come back from the grave. His body was lost in the mud of the Somme. And that’s why her nights were haunted by the thought of him buried in a field in France, his flesh dissolved away and only scraps of metal and fabric and bone remaining.


Three years ago, the black-edged telegram had come to say that he was missing in action. Called to the sitting room by her mother that July morning, she was surprised to find Robert’s father there, standing red-eyed by the mantlepiece. He had handed Grace the crumpled piece of paper. ‘He’s dead,’ he said.


‘They haven’t found a body. We must be optimistic,’ Isobel Armstrong said, thinking perhaps of her own son, who was also on the Western Front.


‘Missing always means dead.’ Eric Hammond’s voice broke. ‘There is no hope. The second post brought a letter from his commanding officer, who wrote that Robert was reckless for his own safety when he led his men over the top. He was our only child but now we must all be brave, just as he was.’


Grace couldn’t be brave. Nineteen, and her life felt as if it were over. They had been engaged for four brief weeks. The whirlwind of the proposal in Whitby. That idyllic week in June when Robert and Arthur had joined the family on holiday. They had all stayed at Brambles Cottage, which had been owned by Grace’s great-grandfather. Squat and built of sandstone, it perched at the very edge of the cliff and was encircled by the plaintive cries of curlews. On the last day, Robert had set off alone along the cliffs towards Loftus. He was gone for hours and it was getting dark. They had just started to worry about him, and the men were planning to send out a search party, when he had returned, red-faced and out of breath, having run the last few miles. He had declared his love for Grace and taken her in his arms, begging that they might be engaged before he returned to France.


This was one of the memories she tried to shut out.


It was Elizabeth who had closed all the curtains at Ryedale Villa, one by one, in a silent acknowledgement of his death. The ritual enacted in so many homes during the sad months of 1916, when summer turned sour and the newspapers carried pages, not columns, of the missing and the dead. Even then, Grace must have sensed that her mother was too fragile to be burdened with so much grief and so she turned to their lodger.


That night, she had crept down to the basement lodgings and cried silently for hours on end, while Elizabeth comforted her and promised that one day the pain wouldn’t be so sharp.


‘He was able to declare his love for you before he left. That must bring you some small consolation,’ she said, trying to smile.


Grace could only nod bleakly.


Elizabeth added. ‘You are young. You must carry on living.’


Looking back, Grace didn’t know how she had survived the first brutal months. Only two days later, she’d reported back for duty at the First Camberwell General. Her parents thought her insane, but Elizabeth understood that she would rather be doing something. The back-breaking drudgery of cleaning hospital floors, of running between the groans of injured men, or cleaning the dead before they were laid out. Anything was better than thinking.


One day the brisk matron had caught her standing above a vat of boiling water, trance-like, her hands raised as if to plunge them in. ‘What on earth do you think you’re doing, Nurse Armstrong?’


She shook her head. ‘I don’t know.’ Although part of her had wondered whether there might be a physical pain strong enough to block out her sorrow. She became frightened of her own thoughts, in case they whispered to her again and lured her into doing something reckless and irreversible.


All through the bleak autumn and the frost of winter, she kept going by holding on to the fact they hadn’t found a body.


Life fed her just enough optimism, during the cold months that followed, to tempt her into climbing out of bed, when all she wanted was to turn her face to the wall and refuse to live. She created stories about what had happened to Robert after he had disappeared. She imagined him stumbling as he ran into the enemy fire, caught by a bullet and now lying in a field hospital, suffering from amnesia. Or captured by the Germans, a prisoner of war, forbidden to contact anyone. But the cruel spring came, and she faced the truth.


He was dead and she had gone on living. When Armistice was eventually declared, she ignored the newspaper stories about dead husbands, sweethearts, fathers and sons miraculously returning home and erasing forever the misery of those black-lined telegrams. She knew Robert wouldn’t be among them. It was part of the unspoken knowledge that hovered over the sad Christmas of 1918, when they had toasted each other in the quiet house in Tufnell Park and thought silently of all that had been lost.









Chapter Four


Too shaken to face the forced intimacy of the Underground, she decided to walk the mile or so home. On the corner of Kentish Town Road, Grace passed a former soldier who was propped awkwardly against the doorway of the post office, a row of campaign medals across his chest and grey trousers pinned neatly at the knee. He was there every day except Sunday, selling bags of lavender at a penny a time. Beside him was a battered cap with its scattering of coins and a piece of cardboard, on which he had written in block capitals, ‘BILLY DAVIES. FOUGHT BRAVELY FOR KING AND COUNTRY. LOST LEGS AT ARRAS. WIFE AND CHILDREN TO SUPPORT.’


She thought of Mary Watson, who prided herself on not suffering fools gladly and declared that he might as well be begging. He was brought there every morning by his two sons in a motor van, she claimed, who deposited him on the pavement before driving off. ‘I don’t know why they don’t take care of him themselves – two big, strapping lads like that. Look after your own, is what I say.’


But Grace always stopped. She thought of Robert and Edward, and guilt made her buy the lavender or books of matches or whatever was being sold by ex-servicemen who had come back from the fighting. They had returned to a world that was embarrassed to acknowledge what they had sacrificed, knowing that the debt was impossible to repay. The shell-shocked veteran screaming out at night, the young boy whose lungs were poisoned by gas, the blind hero hidden behind closed curtains – they were part of the new scarred landscape. A place of absences as much as presences. The legions of missing young men who should have filled trams, played football and cricket in parks, and laughed together in the public houses. The air was thick with the souls of the dead.


‘Robert is one of those lost boys,’ she thought, as she came reluctantly to Ryedale Villa, an imposing Victorian house on Lady Eleanor Road. Opening the front door, her eyes adjusted to the interior gloom. Superstitiously, she followed her ritual of not looking at the silver framed photographs arranged on the occasional table in the hallway. She didn’t need to see the images; they were always in her mind. An innocent family group, smiling hopefully up at the photographer, optimistically facing their future. James and Isobel Armstrong, and Edward and Grace, their children. In the photograph, they were frozen in the golden innocence of a pre-war world before everything was irrevocably changed. The happy group in the picture could have no knowledge of the destruction that lay just ahead. There was another photograph, its frame now covered in black crepe, of her handsome brother dressed in khaki, already on the slow march to his death.


Her nerves were paper thin and she tried to enter quietly, hoping to get straight to the kitchen and see how preparations for the evening meal were going, but her father had been awaiting her arrival, primed for the sound of the key in the lock.


‘Grace, is that you? Was there a problem on the Underground?’ On the face of it, a simple question, but she knew how her father dreaded social occasions. He had relied on his wife to keep the conversation going and make sure that everyone felt looked after. James Armstrong was a little lost without her.


‘I had to work late, Father, and then the Tube was crowded. I got out at Camden Town and walked.’ As she said this, she came into the sitting room and found him in the armchair by an empty fireplace. The Times newspaper lay open next to him and the warm fug of pipe smoke filled the room. He was a tall, angular man, in his mid-fifties, whose somewhat gruff manner hid a natural shyness.


‘I’m sorry, it took longer than I expected.’ She hesitated a moment. ‘Is there something the matter?’


He nodded and drew a breath. ‘When I got home from the ministry this afternoon, I was ambushed by crying women the second I was through the door.’ Her father was hopeless in the face of female emotion.


Surprised, she asked, ‘Mary and Bridget? Whatever has happened?’


‘You must ask them yourself. I couldn’t get any sense out of them.’ He shuddered. ‘Bridget was on the stairs sobbing. Why on earth did you allow her to have her position back? She has a very volatile nature.’


Grace shrugged. She liked Bridget. ‘She was the only person who applied for the post. No one wants to be a servant any more.’


‘How is a household to be run, then?’ Her father observed, before returning to the comforting opinions of The Times.


The kitchen itself was in a state of chaos. The air was thick with steam from boiling pans and the pervasive smell of roasting duck. Bridget was sitting at the kitchen table, sobbing loudly, her pretty freckled face was blotched from crying and strands of long dark hair had come loose from her white cap. Her fiancé Patrick Hannon had been killed at the Front and any distressing news was likely to remind her of that loss. She had a damp copy of the Evening Standard in front of her, alongside an unpolished set of knives and forks. The cook was nearby, torn between consoling the younger woman and keeping an eye on the pans hissing on the kitchen range.


‘Bridget, whatever is wrong? Father said you were upset.’


‘Oh Miss Armstrong, ’tis her, look.’ She thrust the newspaper into Grace’s hands. ‘It’s Elizabeth. See the headline. “BODY FOUND BY LONDON BRIDGE”.’


Grace felt cold with fear. ‘What do you mean, it’s Elizabeth?’ She glanced at the front page.


‘Didn’t I say there would be a death, Mrs Watson?’ Bridget turned towards her fellow servant.


The cook nodded, her mind on the food that was at risk of spoiling.


‘A bird flew into the scullery the other day and couldn’t get free. A sure sign of a soul struggling to stay in this world.’


Ignoring Bridget, Grace began to read the article and prayed inwardly that she was wrong. ‘The description is very vague. It could be almost anyone.’


Bridget shook her head, ‘No, look further down. At the description of the clothes. Now was she ever out of that blue coat in the spring and summer? And there, they say in the paper, “wearing a blue coat”. Even Mrs Watson agrees with me.’


‘I’m not one for hysterics,’ the cook responded, briefly glancing across at Bridget, ‘but it seems strange. Elizabeth’s been gone two weeks and not a word from her. She’d lived here, what, seven years?’


‘Eight,’ Grace corrected her mechanically, her mind filled with dread.


‘Eight years and just gone without a backward glance.’


‘I’m surprised she hasn’t written or telephoned,’ Grace agreed. ‘But this?’ she gestured helplessly, ‘A body in the river. It can’t be Elizabeth.’


‘I have an awful bad feeling about it,’ Bridget countered. ‘And the police don’t know if the death was foul play or suicide, not that either wouldn’t be bad enough. I shudder to think of her dying at the hands of a murderer!’


Having given up on any help from the maid, Mrs Watson was busy checking the seasoning. She said darkly, ‘It will be connected to that man, the one you spoke of, Bridget.’


‘What man?’ asked Grace.


‘The one who came calling at the house, with a Rolls-Royce motor car and chauffeur.’


‘You didn’t mention this before, Bridget,’ Grace said, surprised.


‘It was while you were away seeing your mother.’ There was a moment’s silence, and Grace saw the two women glance at each other, but she ignored it.


Mrs Watson said, ‘After that, Elizabeth was a changed woman. She was frightened. Just like a scared rabbit, jumping at the slightest noise.’


Bridget took up the story, ‘A man came to the door, asking to see Miss Smith. He was dressed like a gentleman, but I knew at once that he was as rough as the road beneath his cashmere suit and silk cravat. And when he smiled – well that put the shiver of death through me – for his teeth were all crooked and broken. I said to Mrs Watson,’ she nodded towards the cook, ‘if I had his wealth, the first thing I’d do is get myself a nice new set of dentures.’


‘And he came to see Elizabeth,’ Grace prompted.


‘Well, yes. I went and fetched her – I left him on the doorstep, I didn’t want a stranger like that in the house.’


‘And she knew this man?’


‘When she saw him, her face crumpled and she insisted on speaking to him out on the street, away from everyone, but before they were out of hearing, he called her by another name. I didn’t quite catch it, but it wasn’t Elizabeth.’


The cook was bustling around the room and looked pointedly at the clock, but Bridget continued, ‘A terrible state she was in after he’d gone, so I made her a cup of tea and asked who on earth he was. She wouldn’t say much, just that he was a face from her past.’


‘Her past? But Elizabeth lived such a quiet life. How would she know someone like that?’ Grace asked. ‘With a Rolls-Royce and chauffeur.’


‘Oh, she knew him all right. She called him “a wicked man”. She wouldn’t tell me why either – said it was best not to know – just that he was someone it was dangerous to cross. I asked her if she’d crossed him and she wouldn’t reply but just put her face in her hands.’


‘Poor Elizabeth,’ Grace gasped. ‘Bridget, why didn’t you tell me this before? Perhaps I could have done something to help.’


‘She’d already gone by the time you returned and there didn’t seem much point in raking over old news. You’ve troubles enough of your own,’ she finished.


‘Well, there’ll be trouble for all of us tonight if you don’t start polishing the knives and forks,’ Mrs Watson chimed in. ‘You know how particular Mr Armstrong can be about the silverware. And about punctuality.’


Bridget picked up a lint cloth and made a half-hearted attempt at polishing a soup spoon.


‘And you think that’s why she’s left?’ Grace wanted to know.


‘I don’t think so, well not directly anyway. She was shaken afterwards, that can’t be denied, but it wasn’t until she got that letter from Payne & Partners a few days later. That’s when she upped and went.’


‘It was strange that she received a letter from them in July,’ Grace said.


It was the only correspondence Elizabeth Smith had ever received in all the years she had lodged with them. Annually, on the Monday following the first of January, a thick package in a heavy vellum envelope arrived, its return address of Payne & Partners, Gracechurch Street, EC1 written in elaborate flourishes on the back of the envelope.


‘It was only thin, mind,’ Bridget added. ‘Not like the usual ones.’


‘Bridget Sullivan, did you go feeling the envelope?’ the cook exclaimed.


‘There’s no denying you were as curious as me about the contents of those letters,’ she retorted.


Mrs Watson now came and sat alongside them at the table. ‘Elizabeth was a bit of a dark horse, mind. There was never a visitor for her at the door, which I always thought was strange because she could talk to anyone about anything.’


‘She might have friends at the church bookshop, for all we know.’ Bridget stirred her tea pensively. ‘It’s a sad state of affairs not to have a single friend.’


‘We are her friends,’ Grace said, surprised at how upset she felt. After a moment, she asked, ‘Do you know what was in the letter?’


Bridget shook her head, ‘But when she read it, it was like she’d been struck in the face. She just stood there, looking at the letter over and over again.’


‘I did ask her what was wrong,’ Mrs Watson added, ‘and if I could help, but she didn’t say a word.’


‘And what’s strange,’ Bridget said, ‘is that she insisted that she’d be the one to clean her rooms before she left – spent all morning scrubbing them out with bleach and her with such soft, lily-white hands.’


The maid’s words reminded Grace of the stench of bleach that had hung about the house in the days after she had returned home from Worthing.


‘Elizabeth made a bonfire at the bottom of the garden. She was in and out of the basement, carting armfuls of books, letters, paintings and whatever she could lay a hand to and set fire to them all – threw paraffin on it to make it burn brighter.’


‘I asked if I could have one of her pretty watercolours,’ Bridget added. When the cook looked surprised and went to remonstrate with her, she shrugged, ‘Well, she was just going to burn them anyway and she did have a rare talent with her painting. But she refused, said she must leave no trace. I thought it was a strange thing to say.’


‘She went from the house with the smallest of travelling bags. If the lady in the newspaper is her, then truly she’s left no trace that she ever lived here. God rest her soul.’ Mary closed her eyes briefly.


‘We must hope it isn’t Elizabeth and please can we stop speculating.’ It felt as if it were tempting fate to talk about her as if she were dead.


‘You’re quite right, Miss Armstrong,’ Mrs Watson said, shaking her head. ‘Now, Bridget, this won’t get the food cooked or the guests served. Those knives are crying out to be polished and I can’t be doing it all on my own.’


Bridget stood up reluctantly. ‘It says here, if anyone has an idea of the identity of the woman, or the circumstances of her death, they should contact Cloak Lane police station.’


Grace rose too. ‘Bridget, I promise to go there tomorrow. But Cook is right, we must be practical, there are people coming for dinner.’


Being practical. That’s what she had learned as a volunteer on the wards of the First Camberwell during the war. When she was overwhelmed with pity at the shattered bodies of the young men she nursed, or fear at the thought of Edward, Robert and Arthur away at the Front, then she would stop herself from thinking too deeply. Instead, she would concentrate on whatever the job was to hand, whether it was changing dressings, washing floors or checking dosages. She sometimes thought that was how they had all got through the war, by ignoring the devastating reality that was in front of them and doing what was practical.


Bridget interrupted her thoughts. ‘We should look through her lodgings, to see whether she has left any clues behind.’


‘Yes, you and I can do that first thing tomorrow morning, but, Bridget, this is not a detective novel.’ Grace suspected she was relishing the drama rather more than she should be.


Ever sensible, Mrs Watson changed the subject. ‘What time will the guests be arriving?’


‘Arthur said they should be here at half past seven.’


‘Now, Mr Broadbent. He’s a good young man,’ Mary Watson said, turning back to her pans. ‘You’d best be getting yourself ready, miss.’


Grace smiled in semi-acknowledgement. Mr Broadbent. Arthur was the only one of the three best friends to outlive the war. A bullet in his thigh in the closing weeks of the Battle of the Somme had kept him away from the front line for several months and probably saved his life. Honourable, kind, reliable. A link to the old, safe, pre-war world and the life she should have had. He was always the most tolerant of Edward’s friends when his younger sister had insisted on tagging along. He was interested in what she had done and her ambition to be a writer. But she had fallen in love with Robert, even though she worried she was too dull and naïve for him. Brilliant, dazzling Robert, who held the easy confidence of someone destined to succeed.









Chapter Five


Back in her bedroom, she brushed out her glossy brown hair, which was cut fashionably short and came down to her shoulders. She remembered Father’s shocked face when he had first seen it, but she liked the feeling of freedom. No more wasted night-time hours spent carefully pinning her hair into curls. The change had been so radical that even she had been unsure at first, but Elizabeth had said it drew attention to her eyes, which were the blue of June skies and her best feature. Grace knew she wasn’t conventionally pretty. But when Robert had kissed her, that first time in Whitby, he had told her that when she was animated, her whole face lit up and then she was beautiful.


As she sat in front of the dressing-table mirror, it was impossible not to take stock of her life. Almost twenty-three years old and already she had known too much death. The war had broken out when she was seventeen, and dominated the years when she should have been dancing, falling in love, widening her circle of friends. She thought of the tennis club she had played at in Hampstead and all the gallant young men who had partnered her there. How many of them were still alive, she wondered. She hadn’t dared to go back after the war to find out.


Love had proved dangerous for her generation. Both she and Bridget had lost their fiancés in France. Then she thought of Miss Limon, the beautiful young French teacher at her girls’ school in Highgate. She lived in and so the telegram had been delivered to St Ursula’s with the news that her fiancé, an officer in the professional army, had been killed in September 1914. Grace remembered being in her biology class and hearing a terrible scream – a howl of absolute desolation and then the words, ‘No, no!’ Her teacher, always so perfect and precise, had to be helped along the corridor, crying. Gwendolen Abbot, whom she’d never liked, muttered, ‘How can she behave like that? She’s English and it’s an honour for a soldier to die for his country.’ It was early in the war then, and people still believed in the glory of sacrifice. There was less talk of honour by 1918.


Miss Limon returned in the spring term, but she was a different person. No longer smiling or gazing with dreaming eyes out of the window. Instead, she had become hard and brittle, as if embracing the role of a spinster schoolteacher.


Grace came out of her thoughts when Bridget poked her head around the door. ‘The two young men are here and your father’s asking where you are, Miss Armstrong. You know how he hates to be left alone with guests.’


‘Tell him I’ll be down in a minute.’


If only Mother was here, Grace thought. She would set everyone at ease and even chivvy Father into being more sociable. Now he was likely to drink too much whisky and talk about politics.


Standing up reluctantly, she walked over to the wardrobe. The simple dresses hanging there were unlike the clothes she had worn in 1914, when frocks were nearly down to her ankles and always worn with layers of underskirts, corsets and long stockings. That had been one good thing to come out of the war at least. Hastily, she pulled out a crêpe de chine dress in olive green. Entertaining guests was the last thing in the world she wanted to do at the moment. She would have to talk about the past and Edward and all those things that were much better buried.


When she came into the sitting room, her father was leaning against the fireplace, a glass in his hand and holding forth. Her heart sank. ‘Thank goodness for the Police Act, is all I can say. Not a moment too soon. We can’t have policemen striking on the streets, as if they were coal miners or railway workers.’


Arthur made some noise that might or might not be agreement and jumped up with relief when he saw her, kissing her glancingly on the cheek. ‘Hello, Grace, you look lovely. Your father has just been setting the world to rights.’ They half smiled at each other, sharing the joke. Much too respectful to criticize her father openly, she suspected she knew what Arthur was thinking. He was blue-eyed and fair, with a lick of hair that fell across his eyes and which he had to move so frequently that she wondered whether he was conscious of doing it. She always thought he looked out of place in his formal suit. He was much more suited to life on a farm in Durham – living on the land owned by his family for generations. She couldn’t imagine him in the dusty offices of an insurance syndicate, any more than she could imagine him in the desolation and mud of the trenches.


He then turned towards a tall, dark-haired man, who was standing in the corner of the room, partly in shadow. He had his hands in his pockets and looked ill at ease. ‘This is Tom Monaghan. He was an officer in the Middlesex and knew Edward well. He was with him at Ypres. Just before . . .’ He faltered.


Tom looked directly at her. His eyes were a deep, jade green. ‘You must be Grace, Edward’s sister. You’re not alike.’


Whatever did he mean by that, she wondered.


‘He spoke of you all often, and of your mother especially,’ he continued. His vowels were flat and northern and out of place in the middle-class setting of Ryedale Villa. She couldn’t help noticing that the collar of his shirt was frayed and the suit he wore was too big.


There was something about the frankness of his stare that unnerved her. ‘Edward and Mother were very close.’ She took a breath. She rarely spoke of her mother unless she could help it but now the words were out.


‘How is Mrs Armstrong?’ Arthur asked. ‘Your father said you’d been to see her at the nursing home the other week.’


All the eyes in the room were on her and it was impossible not to answer. She hesitated, unsure of what to say. ‘She’s just, just – unchanged,’ she responded flatly. Picking at the hem of her sleeve, the room suddenly felt too hot. She couldn’t bear to think about the last time she’d seen her once beautiful, vivacious mother. Isobel Armstrong had slept most of the time she’d been there, finding the waking world frightening. Hunched in a chair, her eyes dead, she had hardly acknowledged Grace as she said goodbye. It broke her heart that when Edward died, she had lost her mother too.


A week later, a letter had arrived from the proprietor of the nursing home stating that the recent visit had been detrimental to her mother’s health and had set back her recovery. Therefore, their firm medical advice was that any communication should be by letter and telephone, until Mrs Armstrong was sufficiently robust to face the outside world. ‘She is still not prepared to accept the reality of what has happened,’ the letter had finished, ‘and family visits are upsetting because they remind her of it.’


Perhaps her father guessed something of what she felt because he quickly asked, ‘Do you know what time dinner will be served? We don’t want to keep our guests waiting.’


She jumped up, glad to have a purpose. ‘I should think it will be ready soon. I’m sorry it’s been delayed, but there’s been trouble in the kitchen.’ She looked at Tom. ‘Our maid, Bridget, has been getting herself upset,’ she explained. As she spoke, she was aware of how trivial and ridiculous her words were, but she didn’t want to talk about Elizabeth. He glanced at her and a look of mild contempt flashed across his eyes.


‘Bridget is Irish,’ Mr Armstrong said, as if that somehow explained the whole matter of the late meal.


Arthur tactfully changed the subject. ‘I bumped into Tom in King William Street a few weeks ago, as I was on my way home. It’s an incredible coincidence. We hadn’t seen each other in over a year.’


‘You work in the City, then?’ her father asked.


Tom looked firmly at the floor, ‘Aye, sir, you could say that.’ But he would be drawn no further.


Grace thought his awkwardness must be catching. ‘I’ll just see what’s happening in the kitchen.’ She jumped up and was about to leave the room when the maid appeared at the door. ‘Oh, should we move into the dining room?’


Bridget shook her head and muttered darkly, ‘There’s been more trouble,’ but would offer no further explanation. ‘It’ll only be a few minutes now, mind.’


‘Grace should have been overseeing the kitchen, but she’s rarely at home these days,’ Mr Armstrong complained. ‘She does some typing at Nursing Times a few days a week. Doesn’t even get paid for it. Well, a pittance.’


‘It’s Nursing World, Father,’ she interrupted, ‘and I know it’s not much, but I want to be a reporter. Working there is a way into the world of newspapers.’


‘It is good to have a job, though,’ Tom said. ‘There are men who risked their lives at the Front, who are now unemployed.’


Something in his tone made her stop. ‘Yes, of course,’ she agreed. ‘But it wasn’t only men . . .’


Unthinkingly, her father added. ‘Frankly, Grace, if I’d known how much of your time Nursing World would take up, I’d never have asked Neville to pull some strings.’


Grace reddened slightly. ‘I didn’t get the position just because of Uncle Neville.’


‘Uncle Neville?’ Tom asked.


‘Yes, Mr Monaghan. He is the proprietor, but I have to prove myself like everybody else.’


He shook his head slightly.


‘I work jolly hard,’ she went on. ‘At least as hard as the men there.’ An image of Roger Dale in his wine-stained dinner jacket flashed into her head. ‘Harder, in fact.’


Arthur placed his hand warningly on his friend’s arm. ‘Grace is very well qualified for the position. During the war she nursed with the Voluntary Aid Detachment. She was a VAD at the First Camberwell General.’


‘I’m sorry, Miss Armstrong, I had assumed . . .’ He had the grace to look embarrassed.


‘I didn’t just sit at home, Mr Monaghan. I volunteered from November 1914 until the worst of the Spanish influenza had subsided and I was needed at home.’


‘Apologies, I shouldn’t have made that assumption,’ he said and looked as if he were about to continue speaking but she interrupted.


‘In any case, why should men hold a monopoly on jobs? Women are equally capable.’ She could feel her face go slightly red, which annoyingly always happened when she was passionate about a topic.


Her father and Arthur were looking at her, a little surprised at her outburst, but there was an arrogance about Tom Monaghan and she felt the need to defend herself.


Finally, the bell called them for supper. The meal was going to last an eternity at this rate, she thought.
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