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About the Book


1938. As England awaits the outbreak of war, Juliet Winterton journeys from the Mediterranean to the Essex countryside to begin her life as the beautiful young wife of a London jeweller.


But beneath her husband’s intelligence and ambition, lies a cruel and ruthless man. And when dashing politician Gillis Sinclair comes to stay at Marsh Court, Juliet is drawn to his irresistible charm.


So begins a passionate affair that will have consequences far beyond anything Juliet imagines. For Gillis Sinclair is hiding a dark secret and, as the next generation of Wintertons grows up, Juliet fears that they, too, will be tainted by the past …


An epic tale of love and loss, passion and betrayal, that moves through the turbulence of war to 1960s’ London.



To Carwyn George Bethencourt-Smith
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THE WINTERTON AND SINCLAIR FAMILIES AND THEIR FRIENDS


At Marsh Court:


Henry Winterton


Juliet Winterton, his wife


Piers, their son


Charlotte (Charley), their daughter


In Maldon:


Jonathan Winterton (Jonny), Henry’s younger brother


Helen Winterton, Jonny’s wife


Aidan, their son


Louise, their daughter


In St Albans:


Jane Hazelhurst (née Winterton), Henry’s sister


Peter Hazelhurst, Jane’s husband


Eliot and Jake, twins, their sons


Gabrielle (Gabe), their daughter


In London:


Gillis Sinclair, Henry Winterton’s friend


Blanche, Gillis’s wife


Flavia and Claudia, their daughters


Nathan (Nate) and Rory, their sons


At Greensea:


Joe Brandon, a farmer


Christine Brandon, his aunt


Neville Stone, Joe’s godson


And:


Freya Catherwood, a photographer


Anne Carlisle, an American visitor




Part One


The Pearl Necklace


1938–1946




Chapter One


October–December 1938


At breakfast, the housemaid dropped a kipper in Henry’s lap and he called her stupid and sacked her. She was stupid, Juliet Winterton conceded, a poor, uneducated little thing, the youngest of a large family living in a cramped cottage in Maylandsea. But she felt sorry for her, and after the girl had fled the room, wailing, she pleaded for her.


The mean look she had become accustomed to during the three months of their marriage came into Henry’s eye. Ripping the backbone from the unfortunate fish, he said, ‘You can be so weak, Juliet.’


She stood her ground. ‘Ethel can’t help it. You frighten her, Henry, you make her nervous. My father always said you should be kind to servants because they are less fortunate than us.’


‘Your father was a fool.’ He slit open an envelope with the paper knife. ‘He threw away his money and left you penniless, I recall. God knows what would have happened to you if I hadn’t rescued you.’


She hated to hear her father, who had been dead not six months, talked of in this way. But she had learned to be wary of Henry’s tongue, so she occupied herself with scraping butter on the toast that Ethel had burned. She had lost her appetite, and the oily smell of the kippers turned her stomach.


When his plate was clean, Henry put down his knife and fork. ‘We are to have a guest for dinner tonight,’ he said. ‘I’ve received a letter from Sinclair.’


Gillis Sinclair was a Member of Parliament and lived in London. Henry was the godfather of Gillis’s younger daughter Claudia and had often spoken of him, but Juliet had not yet met him, or his wife, Blanche.


‘I’ll have a room made up,’ she said. ‘Will Mr Sinclair be coming alone?’


‘Yes. Blanche is indisposed. You must make up a room in the cottage. When the Sinclairs are at Marsh Court, they always sleep in the cottage.’


Henry blotted his mouth with his napkin and stood up. Henry, his brother Jonathan and sister Jane were all cut from the same cloth, sharing the Winterton fair good looks, but Henry was the tallest of the three and the most imposing. ‘You had better send over an invitation to Jonny and Helen,’ he added. ‘And the Barbours. Make up a party.’


Charles and Marie Barbour were neighbours of the Wintertons, owners of a substantial farm that lay to the south of Marsh Court. ‘Let me speak to Ethel,’ Juliet coaxed. ‘I’ll make sure she promises to do better. We’ll need her tonight, and you know how hard it will be to find another girl.’


‘No.’ He bared his teeth. ‘I said that she’s to go.’


There was far too much to do that morning, with only the help of the cook, Mrs Godbold, and a maid so long in the tooth Juliet feared for her life each time she tottered up the stairs. She herself made up the bedroom in the smart little cottage in Marsh Court’s grounds that they used for guests, consoling herself with the thought that she would see Helen and Jonathan that evening. Jonathan’s character was milder than Henry’s, and as for Helen, her sister-in-law, she was fast becoming a friend.


After lunch, she went outdoors. The leaves had fallen from the trees early that year, torn from the branches by a sharp October storm, and the Japanese maples had painted their blood-red swirls on the lawn. Had it not been for her quarrel with Henry, Juliet would have taken out her sketchbook and tried to capture the mingled colours of the fallen leaves, but she felt too unsettled to paint. Your father was a fool. He threw away his money and left you penniless. God knows what would have happened to you if I hadn’t rescued you.


Rescued me, she thought. The wet grass brushed against her ankles as she walked. Was that what you did, Henry?


The rain had exhausted itself, leaving in its wake pale blue skies and a peaceful stillness. Marsh Court stood on a peninsula that jutted out into the North Sea and was bordered by the Blackwater estuary to the north and the River Crouch to the south. The low-lying countryside that surrounded the house was made up of soft shades of green and grey and brown, restful to the eye. Juliet watched as a flock of gulls wheeled above the water, sunlight catching on their white breasts, so that they seemed from a distance a single bright organism.


The garden melded into first field and then salt marsh with no fence or hedge to mark the border of the property. The only other house in sight was the red-brick cottage, built in the previous century for a Winterton maiden aunt, that would be used that night by Henry’s friend Gillis Sinclair.


Juliet looked back at Marsh Court. Decades of sun and rain had softened the walls and roof to tawny pinks and gold, so that the building seemed to melt into its surroundings. The three broad gables faced out to the marsh and mudflats of the estuary, where water was sewn into the creeks and saltings like strands of metal thread. Inside the house, French doors opened on to terraces cluttered with pots of geraniums, and bees buzzed in the chipped dustiness of a coloured glass window. The drawing room chimneypiece was decorated with rustic carvings of Adam and Eve, Eve fat-bellied and perky, Adam straggle-haired, going to seed. In the boot room there were worn pins and bats intended for games Juliet did not know how to play; in the library was an album filled with snapshots of Winterton dogs. They all looked the same to her, but when Henry’s sister Jane turned the pages, she sighed and said, ‘There’s Lucky, and oh, look! My darling old Sally.’ And her brothers smiled and nodded their heads.


Juliet had loved Marsh Court from the first moment she had seen it, emerging from a sea mist at the end of her long journey from Egypt to the east of England. And yet three months of marriage had not rid her of the feeling that she was acting the role of mistress of the house, that it did not yet belong to her, that she was an intruder, an imposter. She would run a hand along a polished banister or press her face into a faded velvet curtain as if by doing so she would become part of the house, and part of the Winterton family.


As the land sloped down, the grass became roughened and tussocky, blurring seamlessly into the field beyond. She reached the spot where the Wintertons lit bonfires in celebration of important family events. All that now remained in the fire pit was a circle of ash.


Juliet began to gather up fallen leaves, sweeping them into a heap: golden oak leaves, scarlet and coral tongues of cherry, and palmate horse chestnuts, like brown, crinkled outstretched hands. In her pocket she found an old shopping list – stockings, stamps, Beecham’s Powders. She crumpled it into a ball and stuffed it into the leaves. Her elegant gold cigarette lighter was from Winterton’s, a present from Henry. She held the flame to the paper until it caught, and then she stepped back. A column of smoke found a way through, and she breathed in the acrid autumnal smell.


A movement caught her eye. A man was walking along the path that ran by the foot of the field. Although the land bordering the estuary did not belong to Marsh Court, few people went there, and the Wintertons liked to think of it as their own. She had been enjoying her solitude, burning her unhappiness along with the dead leaves, and she felt … not embarrassed, exactly, but exposed, as if she had been glimpsed in some private activity such as cleaning her teeth or putting up her hair.


The man on the path was tall and moved with a spring in his step. Juliet watched as he left the footpath and made his way inland, towards the bonfire. She anticipated a request for directions, or perhaps a glass of water.


But as the stranger drew within earshot, he called out, ‘You must be Juliet. When I heard that Henry had brought a wife home from Egypt, I was intrigued. I’ve been longing to meet you.’ Approaching her, he held out his hand. ‘Forgive me for startling you. I’m Gillis Sinclair. Henry warned you I was coming, I hope.’


His forehead was high and his expressive blue-grey eyes were framed by straight brows. His light hair had a curl to it; his nose was long and straight and narrow and his mouth wide and well-shaped. Juliet thought him quite startlingly handsome. She shook his hand, murmuring a greeting.


His features were alive with laughter. ‘Am I not what you were expecting, Mrs Winterton? Perhaps you had envisaged some middle-aged politico, prematurely worn down by affairs of state?’


It was true, she had expected an older man. Henry was seventeen years older than her, and Juliet had assumed his friend to be a similar age.


‘Not at all,’ she said. ‘I’m delighted to meet you, Mr Sinclair.’


‘Gillis. I hope we need not be formal.’


‘Then you must call me Juliet. Gillis is an unusual name.’


‘It’s Danish. My mother came from Copenhagen.’


‘Do you speak Danish?’


‘Some. You must forgive me, turning up in your garden like this. My motor car’s in Maldon, having its exhaust repaired. The wretched thing was billowing out black smoke all the way from Chelmsford. A fellow at the garage offered me a lift, but I decided to make my way here on foot. I love to walk along the estuary.’


As he spoke, his gaze rested on her. What was it, she wondered, in a smile, a glance, that could so discomfort you, and at the same time make you feel suddenly alive, as if you had been living in shadows and now, gloriously, had stepped into the sun?


She said, ‘I’m sorry to hear your wife is unwell.’


‘Poor old Blanche. She thinks she caught it from the children. I keep away from them as much as I can.’


This said with a twinkle in his eye. She still struggled with the English habit of saying one thing and meaning another. She feared it made her rather plodding company.


The fire had burned down to ruby-red, white-fringed embers. As they set off for the house, she asked Gillis how old his daughters were.


‘Flavia is four and Claudia is … let me see … two.’


‘How delightful.’


‘The next time I come here, I shall bring them. You would think them dear little things.’


‘I’d like that.’


‘Henry told me you met in Cairo. Were you born there?’


Juliet shook her head. ‘No, I was born in England, but my father and I travelled a great deal. I met Henry a fortnight after Father died.’


‘Difficult for you.’ And as they headed up the wet lawn, he gave her a slanting glance. ‘It’s always hard to lose a parent. And Henry, though I love him dearly, isn’t the easiest of men.’


Juliet’s father, Alexander Capel, had been fluent in half a dozen languages and could learn a new one with remarkable rapidity. An Egyptologist and an Hellenic scholar, he had quarrelled with his parents at the age of twenty-one, and, quitting England, had spent the rest of his life roaming the countries of the eastern Mediterranean. Her mother had died when Juliet was twelve, worn out by ill-health and wandering. The bereavement had left Juliet heartbroken. She had not minded the absence of a settled home until then. Her mother had made every house a home, and after her death Juliet felt dislocated and rootless.


She and her father moved to Cairo when she was seventeen. At first, they rented an apartment in Zamalek, a district of leafy streets and airy villas. They kept a servant and ate out in restaurants. Juliet took drawing lessons while her father worked as a translator for the British Embassy. Their friends were the sort of friends they had always had, a mixture of nationalities: writers, intellectuals and vagabonds. She loved the long, leisurely dinners and the conversations that never faded before midnight, and the cool early mornings and the inky shadows that pooled in ancient streets.


When his health deteriorated, her father could no longer work and so they moved from the apartment to rooms in the southern part of Gezira Island. They no longer had a servant and Juliet herself kept house and cooked. She earned a small amount of money as a companion and letter-writer to an old Frenchwoman (she had for several years acted as her father’s amanuensis), and taught drawing to three spoiled English schoolgirls. Her father drank cheap spirits to dull the pain. Always outspoken in his admiration of Arab culture, he took to wearing a grubby galabiya and fez and quarrelled with his British acquaintances, who called less often. Juliet expected they thought he had gone native.


Six months before he died, her father’s editor, a Frenchman – Alexander Capel’s historical monographs were modestly popular in the French-speaking world – took her out to dinner. Jean-Christophe warned her that war was coming and that she and her father should leave Cairo. The Italian victory in Abyssinia, to the south of Egypt, had been one of the first moves in the coming conflict, which would, he calmly explained to her, be unimaginably terrible. He had tried to speak to her father but he had not listened. She must persuade him.


They then turned to lighter matters. They had a pleasant evening, and afterwards Jean-Christophe took her back to his villa on Abou el Feda Street and made love to her. She let herself be seduced because she needed the comfort of human touch. He was a kind and sensitive lover and made her believe that she was beautiful. She fell in love with him and felt very low when, a month later, he returned to his chateau in the Loire, and his wife and children.


As her father’s illness worsened, Juliet sold off their valuables to pay for morphine. His suffering was long drawn out and terrible to watch, and during his last weeks she was unable to comfort him, which left her after his death with a sense of failure she never quite managed to throw off.


After she paid off the most pressing of her father’s debts, she had no money left at all. It was summer, and the weather was already unbearably hot. She had never liked Cairo, which was a noisy, clamorous and secretive city, but she did not know where else to go and could not have afforded the fare if she had. She took to running her hand through coat pockets in search of coins and hiding in the dim interior of the shuttered rooms, pretending she was out, when the landlord knocked on the door for the rent.


She was alone and poor and afraid that she might fall through the cracks. Plenty of people more deserving than she slept on Cairo’s pavements. At night, she was kept awake not only by the heat and by grief, but by fear of loneliness, abandonment and penury. She had lost the capacity to feel much more than a horror of the past and a dread of the future. She was nineteen years old and her heart felt desiccated. Her yearning for love was more powerful than her hunger for the sugary sweetmeats they sold at the roadside stalls.


She decided to sell her last remaining item of value, a pearl necklace, which had been a gift to her father from a wealthy trader in Aleppo. Alexander Capel had taught the man’s six sons to speak English and had translated texts for him from Aramaic into modern Arabic and English. Her father had given her the necklace on her fifteenth birthday. At first she hadn’t cared for it, thinking it old-fashioned and heavy, but she had since come to love it and to appreciate the magic of the three strands of lustrous, large, round greenish-gold pearls. They were salt-water pearls, formed in a volcanic atoll in the Pacific Ocean, set in yellow gold, and between each gem was a diamond.


Henry Winterton came into the shop as the jeweller, no doubt sensing her desperation, was trying to fleece her. To Juliet’s surprise, he immediately countered the offer with a better one. While the shopkeeper protested, Henry introduced himself to her.


‘I have a jewellery business in London,’ he said. ‘Winterton’s of Bond Street. Do you know it, Miss …?’


‘Capel,’ she said. ‘No, I’m afraid not.’


‘Well then, do you accept my offer?’


Because it pleased her to thwart the shopkeeper, and because the offer was generous, she shook hands on the bargain and thanked him. It felt shady, though, as if she was agreeing to something other than the exchange of money for a pearl necklace.


As they left the shop, Henry Winterton’s cheque in her handbag, he held out to her the green leather case containing the pearls. ‘Look after them for me,’ he said. ‘I’ll be in Cairo for a fortnight. You can return them to me before I leave.’ When she demurred, he added, ‘If they aren’t worn, they’ll lose their lustre. I’m staying at Shepheard’s Hotel. I’ll buy you dinner tonight and we can make arrangements for the necklace’s return. I don’t make a habit of seducing innocent schoolgirls, if that’s what you’re worried about. Tell me where you’re lodged and I’ll send for you at eight. And wear your necklace. It’s a remarkable piece.’


Henry bought her dinner that first evening, and then each evening for a fortnight. Juliet did not cash his cheque, but put it in a cedarwood box in her bedroom and looked at it now and then.


The shabbiness of her days contrasted with her evenings at Shepheard’s Hotel. At eight o’clock a car would arrive and drive her there. Henry would be waiting for her at a table in the Moorish dining room. The first evening she was ill at ease and dumbstruck, so he filled in the silences. His great-great-grandfather, he told her, had established the first Winterton shop in Colchester in the 1850s. Thirty years later, the family had bought a second premises in Bond Street. There was a special Winterton cut, he explained, his large, elegant hands sketching the shape, that made a diamond glow with exceptional brilliance. He travelled abroad several times a year to buy raw gemstones but only purchased made-up items of the most exceptional quality. His gaze lingered on her pearl necklace as he spoke.


Then he told her about his family. His sister Jane was married to Peter Hazelhurst, a surgeon, and they had twin sons, Jake and Eliot, and a baby daughter, Gabrielle. Henry’s younger brother Jonathan was his partner in the family firm. Henry oversaw the finances and sourced gemstones while Jonathan dealt with the staff and the day-to-day running of the shops. Both men were involved in the creation of new pieces because both understood the characteristic Winterton combination of flamboyance and elegance. Jonathan and his wife Helen lived in Maldon in Essex, in the east of England, just four miles from Henry’s home, Marsh Court.


Juliet imagined Marsh Court to be a damp, gloomy place. In the heat of a Cairo summer, that appealed. She noticed that though Henry spoke of his family with affection, he took pleasure also in describing their failings and weaknesses – Jonathan’s indecisiveness, Jane’s adherence to fashionable methods of child-rearing.


Three evenings before Henry was due to leave Cairo, he proposed to her.


‘Well?’ he barked when, taken by surprise, she did not immediately respond. ‘Have you nothing to say?’


Panicked, she took her cue from the nineteenth-century novels she liked to read. ‘I am most honoured—’


‘I don’t seek to honour. Or flatter. I never do.’


Then he pointed out to her the advantages of marriage to Henry Winterton. He was thirty-six years old, seventeen years older than she, and so would comfortably be able to support her and any children they might have. He enjoyed society and kept a flat in London, so she need fear neither boredom nor insecurity. She would be part of his family. She would have a home.


Juliet, who was already half in love with him, longed for all these things. Henry Winterton was good-looking, confident and intelligent, and he had been generous to her. In so many ways, marriage would resolve all her problems. But he had not told her that he loved her.


He reached across the table and took her hand. ‘I’m afraid you don’t have time to shilly-shally. I have urgent business in London that I need to return to as soon as possible.’ His voice lowered. ‘Juliet, I want you.’


Not ‘I love you’ or ‘I adore you’, but I want you. She discovered that it was a powerful thing to be wanted, to be the focus of someone else’s desire. It captivated, it subjugated. Many Englishmen found it hard to talk of love, she told herself, and she was certain that the heat in Henry Winterton’s eyes conveyed everything she needed to know.


A week later, they were married at the Ministry of Justice. They spent their honeymoon night at Shepheard’s Hotel. Before she emerged from the bathroom in her nightdress, she faltered, afraid to turn the door handle. The thought occurred to her that she was about to go to bed with a stranger. But the ordeal was soon over, and really, it was not so bad as she had feared. Henry was a vigorous lover whose pride demanded that he give her equal pleasure to his own. Jean-Christophe had ensured that she was not a complete novice, and if Henry noticed that, he did not remark on it.


They set sail for England the following day. After overnight calls at Valletta and Gibraltar, they left the boat at Dieppe and took a train to Paris. There, Juliet purchased her trousseau at the House of Worth. Henry had instructed her to order four evening gowns. Assistants spread out bales of fabric on the counter, and after an hour of pleasant deliberation, she settled for a black, a rose-pink and a red.


She couldn’t decide on the fourth. The assistant, a tiny, elegant woman in her sixties, suggested a simple ecru gown threaded round the hem and neckline with a narrow black ribbon. Juliet voiced her reservation that the shade was too close to her sallow skin and wavy dark-gold hair, but the assistant gave a scornful hiss. Cowed, Juliet gave in. Six weeks later, the box containing the four gowns, wrapped in tissue paper and tied with satin ribbon, arrived at Marsh Court.


She wore the pearl necklace with the ecru gown to dinner that night. The necklace needed a simple gown to set it off. When she looked in the mirror, she saw that the gleam of the pearls brought out the warm tones in her complexion. Her cheeks were still flushed from her afternoon in the garden. She pressed her face into her palms and breathed in the bonfire smoke that had drenched into her skin, and in her mind’s eye she saw Gillis Sinclair walking towards her, out of the marshes.


Henry must still have been angry with her, because when she went into the drawing room, he said, ‘There you are. I was beginning to think we’d lost you. I thought you must have gone to the river to rescue more lame ducks.’ Then he addressed Jonathan and Helen and Charles and Marie Barbour, who were sitting on sofas arranged round the fire. ‘Juliet has a soft heart. If she had her way, she’d fill my house with spongers and fools.’


‘You would hardly have sought out a hard-hearted wife, Henry.’ Gillis Sinclair was standing in the shadows by the bookcase. He inclined his head to Juliet. ‘Mrs Winterton, may I compliment you on your appearance. Henry, I congratulate you on unearthing such a treasure.’


‘Pff,’ said Henry, with a curl of the lip. ‘I despise credulousness. It’s a quality that’s sometimes passed off as kindness when in fact it’s closer to stupidity.’


‘A capacity for sympathy is hardly a bad thing.’


‘I don’t doubt you’re good at pretending sympathy, Sinclair, when it suits you.’


Thankful to be out of the spotlight, Juliet sat down with Helen and Jonathan. She hated it when Henry was in such a bitter mood, seeking out low motives even in those dearest to him, and she guessed that the Barbours felt the same, because they were looking down, taking great interest in their drinks. Jonathan and Helen appeared unperturbed. They must have seen such displays countless times before. Besides, Juliet had discovered that even the most amiable Winterton took pleasure in a fight.


She was afraid that Gillis might take offence, but instead he gave Henry a sweet smile. ‘You’re right, I’m perfectly capable of a little hypocrisy, when it suits me.’


‘Gillis has a heart, you see,’ proclaimed Jonathan. ‘I’ve always suspected that whatever pumps the blood round my brother’s veins is made of some dense, non-porous stone.’


Henry raised a thin smile. ‘But then you’re not the ambitious sort, are you, Jonny?’


Henry had something in him of the jealous four-year-old who teases his little brother with sly prods and pokes. There was more than a dart of unkindness in his last remark. Henry was the money-maker in the family, and it had been he rather than Jonathan who had taken Winterton’s from an old-fashioned, traditional jeweller’s to a successful, up-to-date company.


Jonathan acknowledged the barb by raising his glass. Having made his point, Henry returned to Gillis.


‘So you’ll admit you’re ambitious.’


‘It’s a necessary ingredient of success.’


‘Ambition and hypocrisy go hand in hand, wouldn’t you say?’


‘If you’re implying that politics requires a particular skill at dissimulation, then I won’t disagree with you.’


‘Honest of you,’ said Henry sarcastically.


‘And if I pointed out to you some modest, humble parliamentary men …’


‘I’d say they were the biggest liars of the lot.’


Gillis looked down at the fire, but Juliet saw the smile that curved the corners of his mouth. ‘So if I were to tell you that beneath this admittedly attractive exterior, I am modest and humble …’


Henry gave a roar of laughter and clapped Gillis on the back. ‘Arrogance suits you, dear fellow, you mustn’t be ashamed of it.’ And everyone laughed.


Shortly afterwards, the maid announced that dinner was served. Juliet continued to observe at the dinner table how clever Gillis was at coaxing Henry into a more pleasant frame of mind. She studied him, trying to learn how he did it. Henry tolerated good-humoured teasing from his friend that he would have reacted to with sarcasm or ill-temper from anyone else. As the dinner progressed, he showed his most attractive side and became charming and amusing, an excellent host. As for Gillis, he was urbane, cheerful and unruffled, a wonderful conversationalist who could make an entertaining tale from any subject. Juliet thought Blanche Sinclair fortunate to have married a man who was such good company.


She wondered whether the two men’s friendship had been forged by what they had in common – their quick wit and informed intelligence, their steel-trap minds and sharp memories – but as the evening wore on, she came to the conclusion that it was their differences that they enjoyed. She suspected that Henry appreciated that Gillis ignored his ill-humour, and that this allowed him to take pleasure in the cut and thrust of unbridled argument. Whatever the basis of their affection, Gillis brought out the best in Henry and she was grateful to him for that.


Marsh Court’s dining room had a warm and comfortable dignity. Candlelight gleamed on the fragile old porcelain, Bohemian crystal glasses and Georgian silver, and the crimson damask curtains shut out the night. The conversation was at first of shooting and yachting and Henry’s recent purchase of half a dozen cases of French wine. Ignorant of these subjects, Juliet said little, and it was only when the talk moved on to a discussion about a series of concerts at the Wigmore Hall that she began to join in. She had always taken great pleasure in listening to music, which had the power to intensify her happiness and console her in sadness. Both Jonny and Jane Winterton were fine pianists and she loved to hear them play.


Throughout the meal, she had to measure out the direction of her gaze, to prevent it always coming to rest on Gillis Sinclair. She was drawn to him, and it was all too easy to find herself studying the curve of his mouth or the angle of his jawline. She saw how fluidly his expression moved between laughter and melancholy, and how his blue eyes sparkled at a witticism or became gloomy when the talk turned more sombre. Once, his gaze met hers and he gave her a smile that was inviting, almost conspiratorial. After that, she tried not to look at him again.


The political events of the last two months hung so heavily over them that it was inevitable that they would discuss the recent events at Munich. Because Gillis Sinclair was a Member of Parliament – and, at the age of thirty-one, a parliamentary undersecretary – he was viewed by them all as a man with access to inside information. Charles Barbour asked him whether he thought Hitler would keep the promises he had made in Munich the previous month. The relief and gratitude that had greeted the return from Germany of the Prime Minister, Neville Chamberlain, with what had appeared to be a guarantee of peace in exchange for Czechoslovakia’s loss of the Sudetenland, had quickly soured and been replaced by a mixture of guilt and apprehension. Juliet had not forgotten that her French lover had told her that the coming war would be a terrible one. She hoped that at Marsh Court she had found a place of safety.


‘Naturally he’ll renege on it,’ said Gillis. ‘Every thinking man knows he will.’


‘So all that scuttling off to Munich, umbrella in hand, was futile.’


‘Not completely. It’s given us time, and we need that very badly to build up our military strength.’ Gillis looked angry. ‘We’ve nothing like enough aircraft. Good God, we haven’t even enough spares to repair our ships.’


‘Perhaps we’ll have time to find a lasting peace,’ murmured Helen.


Gillis shook his head. ‘No, Helen, I’m afraid not.’


‘We were talking earlier of the arrogance of politicians,’ said Jonny savagely. ‘What greater show of arrogance could Chamberlain have displayed than to believe he could change Hitler’s mind?’


Soon afterwards the women rose from the table, leaving the men to their brandy and cigarettes. While Marie Barbour powdered her nose, Helen clutched Juliet’s hand.


‘I’ve been longing to tell you. I’m expecting a baby!’


‘Helen, how wonderful! I’m so happy for you!’ Juliet hugged her. She knew that Helen and Jonny had been trying for a child for several years.


The infant was due in March, Helen told her. She let out a sigh of happiness. ‘I can’t wait to be lumbering around like an elephant, knowing that soon I’ll be holding my own dear little baby in my arms.’


Helen was tall and slim and had no interest in the latest fashions or hairstyles. That evening she was wearing a plain olive-green wool gown, and her thick chestnut hair was trying to escape from the chignon in which she had attempted to confine it. Juliet thought how beautiful she looked, with her bright hazel eyes and her face lit up with joy.


Marie came back into the room and the subject of pregnancy was dropped. Though the three women tried to talk of other things, the conversation soon drifted back to the political situation. Helen voiced her fear that Jonathan might be called up. Marie’s husband Charles had been badly injured during the Great War and so would not be liable for conscription. For the first time it occurred to Juliet to wonder what, if there were to be a war, might happen to Henry – and to the family business and Marsh Court.


The sound of men’s voices interrupted the three women’s intimacy. ‘It’s a clear night,’ Jonathan said as he flung open the door. ‘We’re going to look at the stars. Are you girls coming?’


Henry had built himself a small observatory in the grounds to house his telescope. Juliet switched off the electric lights and they all donned their overcoats and trooped outside. The grass had crisped with frost and stars scattered the sky like grains of sand on a black-tiled floor.


They put up their coat collars and shivered, letting out puffs of cold, cloudy air while they took turns to peer through the telescope. After a while, Juliet found herself apart from the others. She heard footsteps behind her; turning, she saw Gillis Sinclair.


He smiled at her. ‘Juliet, it’s been such a wonderful evening.’


‘I’m glad you came. Henry looks forward to your company so much.’


They fell silent, looking up at the stars. Then, suddenly, he said, ‘You should stand up to him. Forgive me, but that’s what Henry wants, someone who stands up to him.’


She shrank from the pity she heard in his voice. She felt that it degraded her. And though he meant it kindly, she knew he was wrong. Henry respected men who stood up to him – yes, that was true. But Juliet had discovered already that he did not care for defiance in a wife.


Side by side, they walked back to the house. There was the smell of autumn leaves and the organic scent of the river, but there was something else in the air that night, she thought: a taste of the coming of winter.


For her twentieth birthday, Henry offered to have a bracelet made for her. Inside the dim, refined opulence of Winterton’s Bond Street shop, jewels winked at Juliet from their glass cabinets. Necklaces coiled in blue velvet beds and gemstones the size of grapes nestled in the gold embrace of rings.


The premises reflected Henry’s perfectionism. The contents of the vitrines were arranged with precision; every half-hour, a member of staff checked that there were no fingerprints on the plate-glass windows and not a speck of dust on the royal-blue carpet. An assistant showed Juliet to a seat. Another brought glasses of champagne and a bowl of salted nuts.


Henry asked Juliet which gemstones she liked best.


‘Emeralds,’ she said. She loved their vivid green light.


He studied her sitting on the chair, trying not to fidget. ‘No,’ he said. ‘The bracelet will be made of aquamarines.’


She tried to damp down the flush that rose to her cheeks. She knew that Henry’s manager and assistants were listening to their exchange. Tears pricked at her eyes. Carefully, she directed her gaze to the tray of gems placed on the counter.


Henry expected her to travel to London with him two or three times a month. They stayed in the flat above the Bond Street shop where Henry kept his London staff, a cook, maid and butler. He preferred to entertain in London, only inviting his closest friends to Marsh Court.


At the end of every evening, he meticulously examined their guests’ characters, holding up their foolishness and conceits to the light. Juliet hated his dissection of their acquaintances’ smallest flaws. No human folly, no vanity, escaped his mockery. She found his need to discover the self-aggrandising or shameful in everyone wearying and demoralising. She preferred to see the best in people.


She came to understand that one of Henry’s chief pleasures was in searching out the faults of others. He seized upon a moral failing or an error of judgement or a display of ignorance about those things most important to the Wintertons – music and art and the countryside – with delight, holding it up for ridicule. He had chosen to interpret her desire for an emerald bracelet as a display of greed, and had punished her for it by humiliating her in front of his staff. She had not known then that the finest emeralds were worth more than diamonds. She had simply named a jewel that had taken her fancy.


She learned. She didn’t make the same mistake twice. She educated herself, so that Henry would not have the opportunity for criticism. When they were in London, she visited museums and exhibitions. She had always had a hungry mind. During long walks round the capital, she discovered that, in spite of the different languages and climate, London had much in common with Cairo. Poverty existed cheek by jowl with great wealth. On West End streets where couples dined in glittering restaurants and cabs disgorged laughing young people into glamorous nightclubs, you could, if you cared to look, find another London. She took to keeping coins in her coat pocket to give to those men in shabby, inadequate clothing who crouched in shop doorways, cardboard signs beside them explaining that they were out-of-work war veterans. Her problems seemed small compared with theirs, and as she dropped the coins into the tin cup she felt herself to be both patronising and spoiled.


During the Munich Crisis, trenches had been dug in the parks and sandbags piled outside government buildings. These remained, giving the streets of London an air of expectancy and dread. One night, dining with Gillis and Blanche Sinclair, Juliet was jarred by the realisation that even Henry – the pessimist, the realist – had hoped that Gillis would have better news of the international situation. But he did not, and spoke only of murderous attacks on Jews in Germany and the failure of diplomacy, until his wife caught his eye. Blanche, who was petite, black-haired, pale-skinned and lovely, reminded her husband that they were supposed to be having an enjoyable night out, and then the subject of politics was dropped.


Juliet was happiest at Marsh Court. She tried to be a better wife to Henry, to carry out the roles of housekeeper and hostess with grace and competence. She learned from Helen, copying the way in which her sister-in-law drew up a menu and arranged the flowers and welcomed the guests who came to her house.


In the afternoons, she took her watercolours and easel and rambled along the Blackwater, trying to capture the river’s moods in her sketchbook. When the tide turned, it rushed out of the estuary, revealing sheeny grey-brown mudflats. Small boats bobbed and whirled, and seabirds and fallen branches were hurried on by the current.


Like shallow-bottomed boats, the islands in the estuary seemed to float on the water. Thorney Island, downriver from Marsh Court, was linked to the mainland by a tidal causeway, a fragile strand that was sometimes there and sometimes not. Crossing the causeway to the island, Juliet felt as if she was walking inside the river. Glistening brown weed clung to the stones; she breathed in rich smells of mud and decay while low winter sunlight stabbed the sodden, unstable ground to either side of her.


On the island she found a stand of trees, a narrow road, a few fields and a house, beyond which the land fragmented, criss-crossed by creeks and gullies, hardly solid at all. The house was of modest size and looked well cared for. Asters browned in the flower beds and the lawn was neatly clipped.


Who, she wondered, would choose to live in such a desolate, evanescent place? Standing in the gateway, she imagined the waters rising, flooding the fields and obliterating the garden, drowning flower beds and lawn and pouring through doors and windows.


Turning, she hurried back to the causeway before the tide came in. And when she reached the mainland, she let out a sigh of relief.


When they quarrelled, she found herself wondering what Henry had thought when he had first encountered her in the jeweller’s in Cairo. She would hate to think that he had rescued her, as he had claimed. To be the object of pity would demean her. But Henry wasn’t capable of pity. So it couldn’t have been that.


Her mirror, and the way men looked at her, told her that her looks must be striking in some way. All the Wintertons admired beautiful things and would not have allowed anything ugly or ordinary into their tight circle. Henry had seen her and her pearl necklace, and from their conversations in Shepheard’s Hotel he had concluded that she was not uncultured. Perhaps it had pleased him to know that his return from England with a new young bride would be greeted with shock and envy. Or perhaps he had thought her compliant, a woman he could mould into whatever shape he desired.


But he had not loved her. This she had come to understand. She had only to see Jonathan and Helen together to discover how different a marriage could be. When they danced, Jonny’s hands rested lightly on Helen’s shoulders, and now and then his thumb stroked her neck in an endearment so obviously comfortable and practised that Juliet felt a rush of pain. It was not that she was jealous of their relationship – she loved them far too much for that – but she wished that she and Henry had a fraction of their closeness.


She wondered whether, for a certain type of man – a man like Henry – wanting someone, desiring them sexually, was the closest they came to love. But it was not enough for her. It appalled her that she might live the rest of her life without love, and at night she wept silent tears into her pillow.


Sometimes she pictured herself packing a suitcase and taking the train from Maldon to London. Selling her pearls – though by rights they belonged to Henry – and renting a room in a boarding house. She would find work to pay for her food and rent. She would be poor, but she would be free. And in time Henry would agree to divorce her.


Then, one morning at breakfast, after the maid had brought in Henry’s fried herrings, she didn’t make it to the bathroom in time. She was sick over her frock and the piece of toast she had been trying to eat. The maid looked as if she was going to be unwell too, but Henry, who to do him credit wasn’t squeamish, muttered something about having got the day off to a good start and sent her back to bed.


Later that morning, Dr Vincent called. After he had examined her, he told her that she was pregnant, and that her baby would be born the following spring. When he had gone and she was alone again, she lay on the bed, her palms resting on her stomach, her gaze on the window.


She knew by then that if she left Marsh Court, she would ache for it. She would ache for the neighbours who had been kind to her and for the family she loved and had come to feel a part of. She would ache for the mist that veiled the salt marshes in the early mornings and for the cries of the seabirds and for the water that rushed over the causeways to the islands. Exiled, she would close her eyes on a hot August day and imagine herself in Marsh Court’s garden. She would dream of the silky flicker of the river and remember the languorous, rose-scented air.


After many years of wandering, she had found a home.


So she wouldn’t be packing her suitcase and heading off to the city. She wasn’t going to leave Henry after all. Instead, she would stay at Marsh Court and have his child.


Someone to love.




Chapter Two


April 1939–May 1945


‘I hope Harper remembered to pack Flavia’s tonic,’ said Blanche.


They were driving out of London. The nanny, Harper, was taking the children to Maldon by train, to Gillis’s relief. The girls were awful in the car, sick whenever he turned a corner.


Gillis suspected Blanche would have preferred to travel by train too, with the children. She found his beloved Crossley sports saloon frightening, and was apt to cling on to the dashboard, white-knuckled.


‘I’m sure she will have,’ he said soothingly.


‘I’m afraid she’ll let the girls look out of the window.’


Blanche had a tendency to fret. Gillis knew that in her mind’s eye she was envisaging a frightful accident – a child toppling out of the railway carriage, a beautiful daughter hideously disfigured after striking her head in a tunnel.


‘Darling, they’ll be fine. They’ll have great fun.’ He reached across and squeezed her hand. She did not respond, and after a few moments he took hold of the steering wheel again.


He had been twenty-five years old and working for a law firm in the Inns of Court when he had met Blanche Carteret at a dance in a house in Belgravia. Her delicate prettiness and small, perfect figure had captivated him, and he had proposed to her just six weeks after their first meeting. Blanche was the only daughter of a wealthy Jersey financier and had brought much-needed money to the marriage. Though he had been very much in love with her, Gillis was honest enough to acknowledge to himself that had she been penniless, he would not have married her. He had ambitions. He had to be practical.


Their union had allowed him to put aside the law and go into politics. His spectacular rise – Member of Parliament at the age of twenty-seven, parliamentary private secretary at twenty-nine, and parliamentary undersecretary of state at thirty-one – had been remarked on in the press. ‘Golden boy’ was a term he had become accustomed to. Because he was young and good-looking, his photograph often adorned the front pages of newspapers. His fellow MPs sometimes teased him about it.


Though the Carterets, with their influence and contacts, had been useful to him, Gillis knew himself to possess the necessary ingredients for political success. He was confident, talented, hard-working and charismatic. All he had lacked was money, his father having frittered away the family fortune on drink, mistresses and grandiose architectural projects before dying at the age of fifty and leaving his son only debts. Gillis nurtured an ambition to have a cabinet post by the age of thirty-five. He saw no reason why that should not be within his grasp.


He supported and admired Eden and Churchill for their opposition to Chamberlain’s policy of appeasement. Earlier in the year, he had considered resigning at the same time as Anthony Eden, in protest at the government’s foreign policy. He had not in the end done so, telling himself that he would have more influence where he was than if he retreated to the ranks. As the months had passed, he had concluded that he had made the right decision. It didn’t matter a damn how he or Eden or any of the rest of them shuffled themselves around the parliamentary chessboard: war was inevitable. In March 1939, Hitler’s occupation of the savaged remnant of Czechoslovakia had extinguished the last spark of hope of avoiding it.


They had left London behind and were driving through open countryside. The trees and fields were coming into leaf, spreading a haze of spring green. Pale yellow primroses dotted the verges. His spirits rose.


‘How are you doing, darling?’ he asked Blanche. ‘There’s a roadhouse not far ahead. Shall we stop there, have some lunch?’


Blanche looked at her watch. ‘I’m afraid we’ll be late for the girls’ train.’


‘They can always take a taxi.’


‘A stranger driving them, Gillis!’


‘Jolly good, then, we’ll head on.’ He took a corner. ‘A double christening!’ he added jovially. ‘You’ll enjoy that, won’t you?’


‘Oh yes. You know how I adore little babies.’


He did not respond. He hoped she might drop the subject.


But she said, ‘I wish you would change your mind!’


‘We talked about it,’ he said shortly. ‘We agreed. You know it’s not a good time. As soon as Hitler makes his move I’ll have to join up.’


‘But you’d like a son, wouldn’t you, Gillis?’


‘Yes, of course I would.’


‘Please, darling …’ She turned to him, her eyes brimming with tears.


Though in most respects Blanche was the perfect wife, running their house in St James’s Place with sophistication and competence and charming the great and the good when they entertained, she had one flaw. She was only enthusiastic about lovemaking when they were trying for a baby. The rest of the time she appeared to regard it as a chore. In the early days of their marriage he had tried romantic weekends away, champagne and roses and gentle seduction, but she had continued to view sex with reluctance, even distaste. With a feeling of disappointment and resentment he had come to accept that though she loved him in her way, what passion she had would always be focused on her children. Blanche adored children, would have filled the house with them, and was active in promoting various children’s charities. Agree to go along with her longing for another baby and she would welcome his lovemaking. He was tempted.


But no. The future was too unpredictable. He felt it wrong to bring a vulnerable infant into the world at such a time.


‘When war breaks out,’ he said, ‘I shall have to send you and the girls away somewhere. You won’t be able to remain in London. You’ll be safer in the constituency house.’


Blanche disliked the constituency house, which was in Wiltshire and was damp, gloomy and over-large. It had been a poor purchase; they had intended to smarten it up, make something of it, but neither of them had had the heart and they had never got round to it.


She said bravely, ‘I’m not going to cut and run, Gillis. I want your home to be there for you, to welcome you, whatever happens.’


‘Darling.’ A rabbit ran across the road ahead; he braked, and the creature scuttled into the undergrowth. ‘Listen, please. I am not nobody, and I have not tried to hide where my sympathies lie. The Nazis make short work of their political opponents, and as my wife and children you would all be at risk if there were to be an invasion. If you were pregnant – or if there was a newborn baby – it would make everything so much more difficult.’


‘Invasion?’ she murmured, her eyes wide and alarmed.


‘Hitler will no doubt soon turn his attentions to Poland. And then, next … who can tell? France for sure. And maybe us.’


‘Daddy said that Germany might settle for Czechoslovakia.’


‘He’s wrong.’ Again he had to suppress his annoyance. Blanche’s father, Gerald Carteret, was prone to making ignorant political pronouncements. ‘Blanche, you have to trust me on this, he’s wrong.’


Then, seeing her turn away, biting her lip, he felt ashamed of himself for frightening her.


‘I may be worrying unduly,’ he said, softening his voice. ‘Perhaps things won’t be as bad as I fear. No one can see into the future.’ He changed the subject. ‘I’m frightfully flattered that Henry and Juliet have asked me to be little Piers’s godfather. Good of them, wasn’t it?’ He would do his best to be a suitable godfather to Piers Winterton; when the boy was old enough, he would take him to tea at Gunter’s and to see the cricket at Lord’s.


The christening, in the church of All Saints in Maldon, went smoothly. The Winterton babies – Henry and Juliet’s son Piers, and Jonny and Helen’s son Aidan – did not yowl too much, and their parents and godparents looked suitably proud.


Afterwards, the christening party drove to Marsh Court for lunch. Seated between Helen Winterton and the doctor’s wife, Gillis watched Juliet Winterton beckon to the maid to tell her to clear the table. Juliet was a lovely creature, long-limbed and slender, her golden colouring made out of the ordinary by her long, slightly slanting greenish-hazel eyes. He wondered whether she was happy, and what she really thought of her marriage.


Though Gillis was fond of Henry, he knew him to be capable of spitefulness. Their friendship had blossomed because Henry answered that part of Gillis’s character he usually tried to hide, the cold, calculated, self-interest he had adopted during his teenage years in order to survive his disordered home life. Juliet was good-natured, affectionate, kind and anxious to please, none of which were traits Henry Winterton was likely to admire. Gillis assumed he had married her for her beauty, for her ability to set off a necklace of Winterton diamonds or a pair of flashing emerald earrings. And who could blame him?


After lunch, the nannies took their smallest charges off for afternoon naps and the adults and older children trooped outside. To celebrate the birth of the two cousins, the Wintertons planned to light a bonfire. Henry had had his gardener dismantle an old, rotting shed and pile the slats into a heap. Fallen branches, newspapers, cardboard and corrugated paper had been added for kindling.


It amused Gillis to watch the family on such occasions. They all – sardonic Henry, cheerful Jonathan and their sparkling sister Jane – became seized by a spirit that he could only think of as primeval. They dashed around, fetching fuel to feed the fire, shrieking with pleasure as the wind caught the flames and lashed them into the sky. They peered recklessly into the pyre whenever the inferno threatened to die down, regardless of the red sparks spat out by damp wood. Family squabbles were forgotten and they became unified in their pagan pleasures.


Gillis loved the Wintertons with a straightforward, generous affection. They were an exclusive, clannish lot, and he felt a very genuine gratitude towards them for welcoming him into their tight circle. His own family had always been a disappointment to him, and he disliked his in-laws, the Carterets. His friendship with Henry Winterton and subsequent acceptance by the wider family had filled a gap in his life. He and Henry had met in 1934, at the dinner table of a mutual acquaintance. They had argued much of the evening about the usefulness, or otherwise, of the League of Nations, and had remained firm friends ever since.


There was Henry, in tweed coat and shooting cap, using a stick to bat a burning spar back on to the heap. Beside him stood Jane Hazelhurst, Henry’s sister. Her long hair was the same honey blonde as her mink coat, and her face, with its typical Winterton features of high forehead, good bones and rather chilly blue eyes, was burnished by the fire. Jane was a good sport and Gillis was very fond of her. She had great energy and a thirst for life, like all the Wintertons, and would share a bottle of whisky with you at the end of an evening or walk beside you for miles through the countryside.


Jonny Winterton and Peter Hazelhurst were standing on the far side of the circle. Jonny’s dry sense of humour lacked the cruel edge that informed his elder brother’s wit. Like his sister, he was a talented pianist. Gillis wondered whether, given the choice, Jonny might have pursued a musical career instead of going into business. But he had not had the choice: he was a Winterton, and so he worked for the family firm. Jane’s husband Peter was tall and dark. He was a consultant surgeon at a London hospital, a calm, unruffled man – qualities that must come in useful, Gillis thought, when rearranging a person’s insides. And when married to Jane.


Jonny’s wife, Helen, was talking to Marie Barbour. Catching Gillis’s eye, she gave him a wave and beckoned to him. He smiled back, but did not yet go to join her. Blanche was carrying little Claudia, who was wailing, back to the cottage. Gillis’s gaze moved once more to where Juliet Winterton stood. It was hard not to look at her. Something drew you to her. She looked wild and radiant, her dark gold hair taking orange and copper tints from the flames, her expression one of joyful expectancy. Yes, Henry was a lucky bastard.


Gillis had always been subject to sudden changes of mood, dark humours that would come upon him without warning. One did so now. It occurred to him that in six months’ time, every man now standing round this bonfire might be in uniform. If the war was as savage as he feared it would be, they might not all be alive. And what of the women and children? Would Stanley Baldwin’s warning, that the bomber would always get through, be proved horrifically true?


To dispel these melancholy thoughts, he seized his daughter Flavia’s hand and began to dance round the fire, emitting a Red Indian war whoop as he beat his palm against his mouth. Jane and her twins joined in, leaping and whirling, and then Jonny too. And then even Henry, seized by an untypical bonhomie, forgot his dignity and cavorted with the rest of them.


Gillis had always loved the sea. One of his earliest memories was of paddling on a Cornish beach, watching the turquoise water lap over the milky-white sand. He had screamed with delight as the retreating waves had scooped the sand out from beneath his soles, threatening to topple him.


He had been given his first boat at the age of seven, a squat, curmudgeonly craft that took in water in any sea more lively than a millpond. Later, he had sailed his father’s yacht, until that had been sold along with the family home, the motor car and the Cornish cottage. After that, he had crewed friends’ yachts, sailing across the North Sea to Holland or up to the far north of Scotland, Orkney and Shetland.


So it was inevitable that when war broke out in September 1939 he should join the navy. As a very green ex-amateur yachtsman granted a commission by the Admiralty selection board, his first posting was as a sub lieutenant to a destroyer. The Phoney War extended into the early months of 1940. One of the other subs, a car salesman called Thompson, expounded his theory one evening in the wardroom when rather the worse for wear. Hitler wasn’t going to bother with western Europe, Thompson bet his bottom dollar on it. He’d wait a while and then have a go at Russia. The British Expeditionary Force, freezing their arses off in one of the worst winters for decades in their bivouacs in northern France, were wasting their time.


In April, Hitler invaded Denmark and Norway. Then, in early May, all hell broke loose as western Europe burst into flames. Norway surrendered and German forces attacked the Netherlands, Belgium and Luxembourg. German armoured units stormed south, trampling through the Ardennes into France, where they encircled the British and French armies, trapping them against the coast in a narrowing pocket at the seaport of Dunkirk.


Gillis’s destroyer had returned to Liverpool after a bruising, freezing-cold encounter in Norwegian waters had given him his first taste of action. Though he had sent Blanche and the girls to Wiltshire the previous September, they had returned to London at Christmas, and, using the excuse of the inaction of the early months of the war, remained there, something he now bitterly regretted consenting to. He was hoping for a few days’ leave so that he could help them get back safely to the constituency house.


But instead of being given leave, he was handed a message from the Admiralty telling him to report without delay to Chatham Naval Barracks in Kent. Others were heading in the same direction. No one knew why. No one had a clue what was going on. He and Thompson travelled south together, along with half a dozen of the destroyer’s ratings.


A few days later, he found himself on a Thames Dutch barge at Dunkirk, aiding the evacuation of the shattered, defeated BEF across the Channel, back to the south coast of England. Clouds of smoke hung over the French port and billowed from the burning oil of the wrecks. Soldiers queued eight abreast, column after column extending from the beach waist-deep into the sea, at the mercy of dive-bombing Me 109s. Hundreds more men waited for rescue on the moles that jutted out into the water. Destroyers took off the troops who waited on the mole, or stood out to sea, their hulls too deep to come in closer to the beaches, while smaller shallow-bottomed vessels – pleasure craft and motor launches and lifeboats – ferried the soldiers back to the bigger ships.


Because of her shallow draught, the Dutch barge Rosa was able to nudge in close to shore. The soldiers waiting in the water clamoured round the boat, reaching out for the ladders that were thrown down to them. But they were too cold and exhausted to climb, and the tide was rising, and they began to slip and slide back into the sea. Gillis and the rest of the crew of the Rosa had to seize the men bodily and haul them over the rail, where they collapsed, drenched and limp, on the deck.


Gillis and Thompson worked together, hauling one man after another out of the water and on to the barge, grappling with wet straps and sodden clothing to drag the inert bundles on to the boat. However many they hauled out, the sea still seethed with men waiting for rescue. Thousands of others remained on the beaches, trapped between the conquering Wehrmacht and the Channel.


A whine and a roar: a Messerschmitt burst through the covering of smoke. Instinctively, Gillis ducked. When he straightened, the plane had gone, and Thompson, a few feet away from him, had flopped over the guardrail. Gillis called out to him. He reached out a hand, then saw that a bullet had lodged in the back of Thompson’s skull.


‘You can’t do anything for him, sir.’ A short, sturdy, Welsh-accented petty officer was addressing him.


Gillis stared at the Welshman. ‘He’s dead,’ he said stupidly.


‘Yes, sir, very dead.’


Together they moved Thompson’s body away from the rail.


‘You all right, sir?’


Gillis gave himself a mental shake. ‘Yes, of course.’


‘Have a nip of this, sir.’ The Welshman handed him a flask.


He drank. Rum scorched his throat.


Around the Dutch barge, corpses of soldiers bobbed in the water, casualties of the same Messerschmitt attack that had killed Thompson. The sky was black and the sea was bloody, and there came into Gillis’s mind a long-forgotten image from a hot childhood summer, when a pond at his Hertfordshire home had dried up, trapping the fish. Some of the creatures had leaped and writhed in their fight to survive, but others had floated on the shrinking surface of the pond, bloated and rotting.


Gillis and the petty officer started to haul men out of the sea again. The Welshman worked like an automaton, sifting the living from the dead. He never seemed to flag. He had the powerful upper body of a blacksmith, or a coal miner, and showed no fear when the Me 109s returned.


When they had taken around one hundred troops on board, they ferried them to a destroyer anchored further out to sea. Then they went back to the beach. The tide was going out and the Rosa sat on the sand in shallow water, so it was easier for the soldiers to board her. When the tide swung back in, refloating them, they took the troops out to the destroyer.


Before they turned back to the beach, the Welshman offered Gillis his flask again. ‘What’s your name?’ Gillis asked him.


‘Morgan, sir. David Morgan.’


‘You’re doing a good job, Morgan.’


‘Thank you, sir.’ Morgan gave him a slightly mocking salute. ‘You too, sir.’


October 1940. Gillis was standing on the platform at Salisbury railway station, waiting for the London train. It was Sunday evening, a rotten time to be travelling at the best of times, and this was certainly not the best of times. In the capital, the Blitz was raging. Gillis doubted if a single train in the country was running on time. His train was already very late. The blacked-out platforms smelled of soot and frost, and the only light came from the moon and a dusting of stars.


Growing chilly, he went into the waiting room. There were two people sitting there already, an older woman in a sealskin coat, and a red-headed girl, who was reading a book. The redhead was wearing the blue-grey uniform of the WAAF. Gillis wished them both good evening, then sat down.


The passing of time was marked by the tick of the clock and a series of comically loud, disapproving grunts from the older woman. The WAAF went on turning the pages of her book, slipping outside now and then to check whether there was any sign of the train. Gillis registered her nice legs and neat ankles. After half an hour, the woman in the sealskin coat picked up her basket with a last resounding sigh, and walked out. There was an odd, suppressed noise and Gillis saw that the WAAF had clamped her hands over her mouth. As soon as the waiting room door closed, she let out a peal of laughter.


‘Oh God … I’m so sorry … I thought I would burst!’ She mimicked the woman’s displeased exhalations, and then howled with laughter again.


He smiled. ‘It was quite something.’


Her cap had rolled off the bench; she picked it up, patted her unruly coppery curls, gave the cap a quick dust with her sleeve and put it back on her head.


‘Do you think this train’s ever going to come?’


‘I’ll go and see if I can find someone.’


He went back out into the chilly darkness of the station. When he returned to the waiting room, she said, ‘Anything?’


‘Not a dicky bird. I had a word with the stationmaster. Apparently it’s stuck at Andover.’


‘Oh Lord.’


‘Cigarette?’ He offered her his packet.


‘Thanks.’


‘Don’t let me keep you from your book.’


‘This?’ She gave the paperback a disparaging glance. ‘I’ve read it before. It’s the most awful piffle anyway.’


She put the cigarette between her lips and inhaled as he held his lighter to it. Her hair was a rich red, her eyes a soft, warm brown, her mouth full. There was a powdering of freckles across her pretty snub nose and she had a redhead’s fine, pale complexion. He wondered how old she was. Mid-twenties, something like that.


She offered her hand to him. ‘My name’s Frances Hart.’


‘Gillis Sinclair.’


‘Pleased to meet you, Gillis Sinclair.’


He caught in her eyes a mixture of amusement and interest, and his heart speeded a little. He said, ‘Miserable place.’


‘Isn’t it? They might have lit us a fire.’


‘How long have you been waiting?’


‘Five hours.’


‘You poor thing. You must be frozen.’


She touched her face. ‘My hands are like blocks of ice. Feel that!’


Her fingertips brushed against the back of his hand. He forgot his boredom and fatigue. He wondered whether to ask her for a drink. He probably shouldn’t. But he knew he would anyway.


He glanced at his watch. ‘The stationmaster said there wasn’t much hope of anything turning up for another couple of hours. There’s a hotel a few hundred yards away. Perhaps we should go there and warm up a bit.’


They left the station and walked down the road. In the private bar of the Station Hotel, there was a fire lit and some tired armchairs and enough customers to make the room cheerful.


He bought the drinks; she told him about herself. She was from Broad Chalke in Wiltshire. Her father owned a dairy and she had a younger sister. She had been working as secretary to the undermanager of a bank when the events at Dunkirk had prompted her to volunteer for the WAAF. She had just completed her basic training. ‘I made a frightful hash of it,’ she said, with a snort of laughter. ‘I was afraid they wouldn’t let me through.’ She would have hated that, she told him, because the other girls were such good sports and it was such an adventure. Her mother had recently been taken ill and Frances had been granted three days’ compassionate leave to visit her in hospital. She was on the mend now, thank goodness.


They had another drink and Gillis managed to persuade the barman to rustle them up some food. The sandwiches contained a scrap of fatty meat and a blob of luminous piccalilli. ‘Lord, it looks like something the cat sicked up,’ Frances said, but they were both ravenous and devoured every crumb.


It was late; they were closing up the bar. All the other customers had gone. He thought of Blanche, who was pregnant again, and jarringly of Thompson, flopped over the guardrail.


He said, ‘Shall I see whether I can get us a room?’


She looked at him. Then she nodded. ‘All right.’


When he came back from the reception, he handed her the key. ‘You go on up. I’ll come along in fifteen minutes or so.’


‘Okay.’ She stood up. Her mouth twisted to one side and she looked momentarily uneasy. ‘I don’t normally do this sort of thing.’


‘I know. You’re a beautiful girl, Frances. And if you change your mind, then I’ll sleep on the floor.’


She left the room. He had another drink, then he went upstairs and tapped softly on the bedroom door.


And that was how it began.


After Dunkirk, Henry had joined up and was now living in an army camp on Salisbury Plain. Jonathan was called up in 1941, but was excused active service after he was found to have a weak heart. He spent much of his time in London, staying in the Bond Street flat, where he looked after the shop in his brother’s absence, supervising the orders for the chronographs and watches for naval officers that Winterton’s manufactured in the war.


Juliet made only one long journey during that time, in the late spring of 1941, to visit Henry, who had been taken ill with a grumbling appendix and was in a military hospital outside Salisbury. The Blitz had been going on since September. She would be away for several nights and planned to break her journey at the London flat. Helen would look after Piers, and the Land Girls billeted at Marsh Court had promised to keep an eye on the house and water the vegetable garden during her absence.


Henry requested that she bring certain legal documents with her. To the despair of his solicitor, a Mr Kendrick of Maldon, he frequently made alterations to his will. She suspected that, though he would never have admitted it, he was afraid he might not survive the operation.


Though she left Maldon first thing in the morning, trains had been cancelled after an air raid the previous night, and it was four o’clock by the time she arrived at Liverpool Street station. As the Underground train travelled west, more and more passengers squeezed into the packed carriages, so that they were crushed up against each other, jabbed by bags and gas masks. Juliet had never liked confined spaces, and had grown accustomed to the openness and isolation of Marsh Court. Panic rose inside her, making her heart race. She abandoned her plan of making for Bond Street station, and when the train stopped at Tottenham Court Road, she left the carriage.


The moment of blessed relief as she emerged out of the dark labyrinth of escalator and ticket hall to blue spring skies was quickly followed by shock and dismay at the desolation she discovered. As she walked westwards, she found it hard to recognise the great stores in which, on pre-war visits to London, she had passed the time shopping or lunching. Their dignified facades had been blasted to pieces by bombing or covered over with sandbags and hoardings, and their walls had been scorched by the fires that had raged inside them. These were buildings that had seemed to her as much emblems of London – and Britain – as St Paul’s or Buckingham Palace. Now they were ruins and shadows. Peter Robinson’s Oxford Circus storefront had been boarded up, and John Lewis was a mere shell, its scarred columns and empty window arches reminding her of Greek ruins she had visited in her childhood. Selfridge’s smoke-blackened upper storeys and bricked-up ground-floor windows stared sightlessly after her as she turned down New Bond Street.


Jonathan welcomed her to the flat. They dined that evening in a small restaurant in Conduit Street. Over dinner, he broke the news that the German army was now in Athens. The thought came to her then that the civilisation of which she had once been a part was coming to an end, like so many that had flourished and crumbled before it.


Jonny was fire-watching that night; after he had left the flat, Juliet went to bed early. But she slept poorly, the ruined roads through which she had walked that day unreeling endlessly in her mind, the recent Axis victories too terrible to take in.


The next day, she rose at six. Jonny saw her off from Waterloo station, and her journey westwards was calm and speedy. But the darkness of the previous night haunted her, and when she arrived at the hospital, she was almost glad of the distraction of a vile-tempered Henry, recovering from the emergency appendectomy he had undergone the previous night.


One by one, Marsh Court’s servants left to join the forces or to earn better wages in factories. After the cook, Mrs Godbold, went to care for her sick mother in Colchester, Juliet alone was responsible for her son and the house and its grounds.


Though she knew how to cook because she had done so for her father, she had to learn to use different ingredients. Sometimes on those wartime mornings she woke dreaming of the tangy black olives of Greece, the sharpness of lemon and garlic and the sweetness of pistachio and date, all unobtainable in England during those years. She and Helen worked together in the kitchen garden as Piers and Aidan grew strong and brown playing between the rows of beans and carrots.


She had been an ignorant little thing, she reflected, when she had first arrived in England. She had known so little. Wartime forced her to acquire new skills and experience and to trust in her own decisions. She wondered whether her incompetence had contributed to her difficulties in her marriage. Henry was an impatient man, not the sort to suffer fools gladly. Juliet imagined how pleased he would be when the war ended and he came home and saw how well she had cared for Marsh Court. They would make a new start, founded on mutual respect. And perhaps, at last, respect would transform into love.


Cold was her greatest enemy. The damp of the marshes penetrated the old building, and on the frostiest days her chilblains turned red and itchy. The house was heated by open fires and the kitchen stove, and as coal was rationed and the rooms were large and draughty, she took to cycling round the surrounding lanes, collecting branches brought down by the wind.


One morning, cycling in the countryside to the east of Mayland, she came across a copse. Seeing inside it some sizeable fallen branches, she propped her bike against a fence post and ducked beneath the trees. A brisk wind was whisking the last of the leaves from their hold. She began to gather up kindling.


The snap of a broken twig, a whirr of pheasant’s wings, and she looked up. A man wearing a khaki army coat and muddy boots was standing on the far side of the copse. The wind ripped at his straight black hair. His dark eyes, set beneath level brows, glared at her.


‘What are you doing here?’


‘Gathering firewood,’ she faltered. Understanding dawned. ‘Is this land yours?’


‘Yes.’


‘I’m so sorry, I’ll put it back.’


‘Take it,’ he said sharply. There was no kindness in his voice, only the desire to be rid of her as soon as possible, and an expression on his stern features that said, go away and don’t come back. As she hurried off, she felt his gaze following her.


That evening, Juliet described the man in the copse to one of the Land Girls billeted at Marsh Court, a Liverpudlian called Meg.


‘That’ll be Mr Brandon,’ she said. ‘He farms Greensea.’


‘Greensea?’


‘Muddy-brown sea, more like. His land runs alongside Mayland Creek.’


Juliet pushed a plate of cake across the table. ‘Help yourself.’


Meg took a slice. ‘His wife’s very ill. My friend Sarah used to work there, but she moved on when Joe Brandon came home on compassionate leave. She didn’t like being there with Mrs Brandon so ill and him so miserable.’


‘What’s wrong with her?’


‘TB.’


‘How awful. He looked so young!’


Meg licked her forefinger, pressed it into the crumbs on the plate and stuck it in her mouth. ‘Mrs Brandon’s going to die, everyone says so. It’s only him won’t believe it.’


The next day, Juliet packed up a basket – a jar of plum jelly, made from the small wild fruit that grew in the garden, a cake sweetened using marrow because sugar was severely rationed, a punnet of late raspberries and a posy of Madame Alfred Carrière roses, which flowered into October. She took it with her when she cycled to Greensea Farm.


Geese hooted and cackled, their V-shaped formations inscribed on a dishcloth-grey sky. The narrow road plunged in a series of ninety-degree turns into a deep, quiet landscape of copse and field. She glimpsed the spire of a church between the grey trunks of sycamores, and a still black pond, mallards floating on its surface. The war seemed far away, the upheavals of recent years to belong to some distant land.
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