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			Dedication


			For the jolly old parents, with love as always. You’re the tops!
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			Part One


			Summer


			As hot as Hades and twice as stuffy


		




		

			Chapter One


			All through that shimmering riverside summer of 1925 there seemed to be only one question on everybody’s lips: who was Blue Camberwell going to marry?


			‘Jolly well everybody wants to know!’ squealed Juno Forrester in the Richmond Gazette.


			Blue dropped the newspaper onto a side table and rested her brow against the window. The lawn was abuzz with preparations for her twenty-first birthday party. Waiters were lining up diamond-bright champagne glasses on long tables spread with white tablecloths smooth as icing. Servants hired for the evening perched on ladders, stringing fairy lights through the trees and looping ribbons from trellis to trellis. In the summerhouse, Midge was carefully positioning a gramophone in readiness for the half hours when the jazz quartet would take a breather. Blue’s father was nowhere to be seen.


			Unable to resist what she knew to be a depressing impulse, Blue picked up the article again.


			Could that question be answered tonight, at her coming-of-age party? Nothing confirmed, remember! But it is a special occasion, and at least three gentlemen of my acquaintance are head over heels with the young lady.


			Three? In love? It was news to Blue.


			Whether or not an engagement is announced, this promises to be the party of the year. The guest list includes some of our most distinguished neighbours and yours truly has been privileged with an invitation which I’m clutching in my little paws right now (coloured nail polish – naturally). Dear readers, I promise you a full and faithful account tomorrow. But for now, must dash – time to get my glad rags on!


			With a low growl, she dropped the Gazette into the wastepaper basket – a gesture only, since Midge would certainly fish it out later and paste the article into her scrapbook. Blue was used to having her life described in extravagant terms: beautiful Blue and her charmed life; beautiful Blue who lived in a castle with her handsome father, her virtuous stepmother and the elf in the garden . . . She was blessed, that she knew, but life was never just one thing nor the other, not for anyone. As for ‘jolly well everybody’ – they would have to face disappointment. They wouldn’t learn who Blue was going to marry for one simple reason – she didn’t know herself. Blue was far more preoccupied by how she could achieve her dream of becoming a writer than she was by thoughts of romance. But that didn’t make good gossip.


			*


			Hours later, gauzy twilight hung over the long garden of Ryan’s Castle, which was in fact not a castle at all but a terraced Georgian house on Richmond Hill. A previous owner had named it thus, his reasons now lost in the mists of time. But the name had stuck – quirky and rather gorgeous, Blue always thought, her imagination tantalised by who Ryan might have been and why he saw fit to dub his home a castle.


			Blue had swapped her habitual daily garb of three-quarter-length skirt, blouse and lace-up shoes for the obligatory glamour. She wore her signature colour – the misty yet brilliant powder blue of the butterflies in Richmond Park. Midge had made her dress – a silk underlay with dropped waist and fringed hem and a chiffon top layer scattered with thousands of tiny blue beads. The chiffon was so sheer, and the beads so heavy, that dancing was sure to wreck it. This was a dress for just one night; a real labour of love.


			Blue’s older sister had styled her. Merrigan might be the married lady now, with a home of her own and a small daughter (eighteen-month-old Cicely of cherubic face and foghorn voice), but she was still the fashionable sister. Blue’s outfit was completed by silver shoes with clippy little heels and a silver headband worn low over her brow, an elaborate seashell-shaped embellishment sitting just above her right ear.


			‘But you’re the beauty,’ Merrigan had scolded when Blue questioned the seashell. ‘I’m only ever attractive at best; you’re the one all this jazz isn’t wasted on!’


			Blue had scoffed. ‘Attractive at best’ was not a phrase anyone else would apply to Merrigan. Her sleek, nut-brown hair was perfect for the new bob, she had wicked dark eyes that could slay a beau at a hundred paces and she carried herself with aplomb, as though trouble were waiting only a corner away. In contrast, Blue sometimes felt old-fashioned and pallid. She was tall and slim; the new dresses hung on her as though she were just an old coat hanger inside them. (This, Merrigan asserted, was exactly what they were supposed to do.) Her eyes were brown, like her sister’s, but her hair was blonde and meandered across her forehead in a languid wave. Now it was tucked up at the back to imitate a bob, but during the day she often wore it long and loose over her shoulders, a habit that caused Merrigan to shudder. Her mouth was generous, and she had inherited a more feminine version of her father’s aquiline nose, a thing for which she occasionally resented him. It was a nose she often bemoaned as Roman.


			‘Roman!’ Merrigan would jeer. ‘It’s not Roman. Darling, it’s barely even Italian!’


			Now the guests were arriving and the Camberwells clustered on the threshold to greet them en famille. Blue’s arm was tucked through Merrigan’s. Lawrence Miller, Merrigan’s husband, stood behind his wife, gripping the ankles of their child, who rode on his shoulders and drummed her feet rather determinedly against his chest. Behind Blue stood her father and next to him was Midge.


			Blue murmured and smiled as the familiar faces filed past; faces she had seen all her life, people she had grown up amongst. For a moment, as she looked at the glittering, gossiping crowd, all she could see were losses and scars. These were people who had suffered through the war and recovered from it, to a greater or lesser extent, each in their own way. For a moment it was as if her own casings had dissolved – the fabulous house, the spark­ling dress, the happy family – leaving her wounds exposed. These moments often took hold of Blue, allowing her to take nothing for granted. Then she shook herself. Tonight was not the night for feeling like that; tonight was for celebrating. Dear Midge had gone to so much trouble, as usual. Blue reached for her hand and squeezed it. Midge squeezed back.


			When most of the guests had arrived, Blue began to circulate. She accepted kisses, gifts and compliments. She shouldered enquiries about her love life with patient smiles and gracefully fielded Juno Forrester’s avid request for an ‘inside scoop’. As far as she knew her, Blue liked Juno, a fast-talking, determined woman in her thirties with a penchant for turbans. But really, Blue thought, are women’s marital prospects all that interest the Gazette readers, even these days?


			It wasn’t that Blue wasn’t interested in love. Heavens, who was more romantic than a writer? An aspiring writer, she corrected herself hurriedly. Juno had told her once that aspiring writers were the most romantic people in the world. But real writers didn’t have time for romance, she’d added, blowing out a long, philosophical plume of cigarette smoke. They were too busy meeting deadlines. So Blue had never allowed herself into any situation that might hinder her pursuit of her goal. And she didn’t intend to now.


			‘Hello, Blue, old chap. Golly, you look smashing!’


			Blue turned to see Foster Foxton, her childhood friend, and gave him a happy hug. The Foxtons and the Camberwells went way back – two fine families, living just around the corner from each other. Foster’s older sister, Tabitha, was Merrigan’s best friend and had virtually lived at Ryan’s Castle before Merrigan married. Foster was a few years younger than Blue.


			‘You look rather sharp yourself, Floss,’ she remarked, using his old childhood nickname. ‘Lovely party, isn’t it?’


			Foster nodded, looking around. Seventeen now, but still as shy as ever.


			‘How’s school?’ asked Blue.


			He sighed. ‘Oh, you know. Fellow’s got to get a decent education and all that.’


			‘Golly, that doesn’t sound very chipper. Everything all right?’


			There was a little pause. Then he gave a trembly smile. ‘It’s fine.’


			‘And how about your music?’ asked Blue. Foster played rather wonderfully, according to Tabitha. Blue wouldn’t know; she’d never been treated to a performance. ‘Oh, Floss, you wouldn’t play something for us tonight, would you? At the party? It would be so splendid if you did.’


			Foster looked alarmed. ‘Oh no, I couldn’t. Please don’t even think of it.’


			‘Please, Flossy, dearest.’


			‘I’m sorry, Blue.’ Conflict was writ large upon his face. ‘I’d love to do something like that for you. I mean you’re so . . . But I just can’t. Not with . . . all these people . . .’


			There was such fear in his eyes that Blue took pity on him. ‘Never mind then, let’s just enjoy ourselves.’


			The night whirled on. Blue danced until her feet ached, including several with Dorian Fields, the most dashing man in Richmond. She laughed and hugged everybody and smiled at the comments she overheard when no one knew she was listening.


			‘Who’s Father Time?’ breathed one young woman whom Blue didn’t recognise, and of course, when Blue followed her gaze, it was Blue’s father who had caught her eye.


			Kenneth Camberwell – decorated war hero, Cambridge scholar, devoted father – was one of those men. Somehow, the war and the subsequent tragedy of his first wife’s death had not blunted his appreciation for life. He was the sort of person that other people wanted to be around because he always seemed to be living larger than anyone else. Panache, charisma and joie de vivre were all words used frequently by Juno in the Gazette. Occasionally she lapsed into vocabulary like ‘cat’s particulars’ and ‘drool-worthy’.


			Blue adored her father; no question of that. But as the night went on and he drank more and more, she exchanged exasperated looks with Merrigan and Midge. Yes, it was his beloved daughter’s twenty-first. Yes, he was presiding over a splendid soirée, the king of the castle. And no, there wasn’t a malicious bone in his body. But his outspoken, boyish charm grew increasingly reckless. Kenneth Camberwell, like a sudden squall at sea, could sometimes wreak devastating effects. Blue was used to it, but even she couldn’t have predicted what he did next.


			‘Ladies, gentlemen and those of you who haven’t yet made up your minds!’ he announced, provoking laughter, ringing one of Midge’s crystal bells to summon the revellers from the garden. The bell broke and a servant shot forth with a dustpan and brush. Midge closed her eyes. Kenneth sprang onto the fifth stair. ‘Your attention, please! As you all know, tonight is my best, my most beautiful, daughter’s birthday!’


			Blue sighed. Her father’s tact diminished in exact correlation with his consumption of gin cocktails. Beside her, Merrigan snorted. She’d be having words with him tomorrow.


			‘Twenty-one today and the loveliest young lady imaginable!’ beamed Kenneth from his podium. ‘Darling Blue, would you please come up here?’


			Blue threaded her way through the crowd. Of course he would make a speech. Of course there would be a toast. She just hoped that it wouldn’t be too cringe-making. She joined her father, accompanied by applause and a few whistles. She grinned and bobbed a little curtsey, concentrating on the good feeling in the room rather than on her embarrassment. Midge came to the foot of the stairs, a reassuring presence.


			‘Twenty-one years ago today,’ announced Kenneth, ‘my wife Audra – that is, my first wife, Audra – presented me with a squirming, squawking bundle of joy . . .’


			If he was starting from her babyhood, Blue had time to daydream. She let her gaze wander. Juno was scribbling avidly by the aspidistra. Avis, the family’s one remaining servant, gleamed in her best dress. Foster was gazing at Blue with all the ardour one freckled, adolescent face could express, his Adam’s apple prominent even from this distance. His sister, Tabitha, stood beside a handsome newcomer, and if Blue wasn’t greatly mistaken, was sliding her hand beneath his coat-tails in the general vicinity of his rear parts. Blue quickly looked away. She caught Dorian’s eye and he gave her a wink. And over there was dear Elf, a family friend of such long standing that it was hard to remember he wasn’t really family at all. He was beaming with paternal pride second only to Kenneth’s own.


			Then something her father said caught her attention. ‘Here at Ryan’s Castle, we are aware that there’s considerable speculation about whom Blue will marry. We speculate ourselves!’ He paused and nodded, enjoying the mirth. Blue frowned. This wasn’t her idea of a birthday speech.


			‘The inside scoop is . . .’ said Kenneth, and a hush descended. He lowered his voice confidingly. ‘That there isn’t an inside scoop! There is currently no front runner for my lovely daughter’s affections.’ 


			A groan ran through the gathering. Juno’s pen hung from listless fingers.


			‘But,’ he went on, ‘I have come up with a scheme! There is no finer state than matrimony and I want Blue to know the happiness that I have known, the happiness I shared with her dear mother.’


			Horrified, Blue elbowed him in the ribs.


			‘What?’ he asked, peering at her. ‘Oh yes, and that I share now with my new wife, of course.’


			Blue dared a glance at Midge, whose game face was firmly in place and gleaming.


			‘Yes, yes, jolly lucky, second time around and all that . . .’ Kenneth continued, clearly not quite understanding what he’d said amiss. Blue nudged him again.


			‘Quite so, quite so. Yes, well, earlier today I was looking through some of Blue’s old things, sentimental and all that, and I happened across some of her childhood books. She adored fairy tales – like most children, I suppose. Though Merrigan was always more interested in books about steam trains.’ He paused to chuckle. ‘I found Blue’s favourite, in which an old king promises his daughter’s hand in marriage to whichever young buck of the kingdom can slay the dragon. Well, no dragons in Richmond, of course! Only a few geese and some cows in the meadow yonder! But it got me to thinking. What test of merit could I devise in these modern times? What gauntlet could I lay down to suitors aspiring to win my daughter?’


			‘Daddy!’ exclaimed Blue. Surely he couldn’t be going where he seemed to be going? Juno was scribbling like fury, a bright light in her eye. Foster was swallowing madly, Adam’s apple bobbing; she could see it from here. She had a horrible feeling he had a small crush. How uncomfortable; Floss was like her little brother.


			‘Hope is, as Pliny the Elder said,’ intoned Kenneth, ‘the dream of a waking man. What qualities do I, doting father, hope for in a son-in-law? Well, they may be easily hazarded. Honour, kindness, strength and so forth – all fathers must feel the same. But she must make the choice, she must find someone with whom she is happy to live for the rest of her life. And Blue, as you all know, is a writer.’


			Blue poked him. She didn’t want her private aspirations discussed in public. But Kenneth was in full flow.


			‘Writers are a rare breed,’ he continued. ‘On the one hand, deeply engaged with the world around them; on the other, reclusive sorts when the mood takes them. Sensitive, changeable, and frankly baffling most of the time! The hopeful suitor wishing to captivate such a woman must set out to capture not only her heart, but also her imagination. My proposal therefore is that anyone who wishes to woo her does so by letter.’


			‘Daddy! Shut up, there’s a dear!’ gasped Blue.


			‘Kenneth, darling . . .’ cautioned Midge, coming to lay a hand on his arm.


			‘An anonymous letter,’ Kenneth rolled on, ‘so that whatever she might know of you cannot prejudice or predispose her. Her choice will be based on nothing but the bond your words can forge. And on this day next year, we will announce her decision.’


			‘No, we bloody won’t!’ exclaimed Blue.


			‘You have the turning of the seasons,’ concluded Kenneth poetically, ‘to woo and win my daughter. So, as we approach midnight on this special occasion . . .’


			Blue glanced at the clock. God help her, it was indeed just approaching midnight. Her father’s flair for the dramatic had surpassed itself.


			‘I make this vow. Whoever can win Blue’s heart through a letter can have her hand in marriage. What? Oh – yes, Midge, right ho. And now I propose a toast. To my daughter, on the occasion of her coming of age.’ He lifted his glass. ‘To Ishbel Christina Camberwell. Known to us all as darling Blue.’


			The clock began to strike midnight, as if casting some sort of spell on what should have been nothing more than drunken foolery. The guests raised their glasses, the rims glinting in the light like fairy dust. ‘Darling Blue!’


		




		

			Chapter Two


			The following morning, Kenneth’s womenfolk were dreadfully cross with him. When he hadn’t surfaced from his gin-laced slumbers by noon, they stalked from the house without him. Soon, the ladies of the family, plus Tabitha, languished on a picnic blanket in Richmond Park. It was hot as Hades and twice as stuffy, complained Midge, fanning herself with The Ladies’ Quarterly and retreating further into the shade of her parasol. The heat, the anticlimax, the champagne and annoyance had all combined to put them in bad moods.


			The park was diabolical in this weather, but the garden at home was out of the question with the servants clattering and calling as they cleared last night’s debris. And there would be too many people at the river . . .


			It was nearly two before Kenneth staggered up the hill to join them.


			‘Oh, it’s you,’ said Merrigan with a curl of her upper lip. ‘Shall I scooch over so you can sit beside your best daughter?’


			Kenneth groaned. ‘So sorry, Merry, darling. You’re my other best daughter, of course.’


			There was no room on the blanket so Kenneth sat on the grass beside them. He was wearing cream slacks, from which any grass stains would be loathsome to remove. Midge compressed her lips and he cast her a harried look.


			‘Simply too hot and tired to stand, Midge, poppet.’ He sighed. ‘Even if it were three inches of mud.’


			‘Too hot and tired and drunk.’ Blue scowled. ‘I bet you ­haven’t sobered up yet. How much does a father have to drink to sell his own daughter?’


			‘To be accurate, oh furious daughter, no sum of money or exchange of goods was mentioned, so I can’t fairly be accused of selling you . . . Oh Lord.’ He sighed, observing the disapproving faces around him. ‘I’ve dropped a stinker, haven’t I?’


			‘Yes,’ said Blue, ‘you have.’


			Tabitha gave him her green-eyed grin. ‘Call me old-­fashioned, but I think it’s romantic. I rather wish my father would do something like that for me.’


			‘But you’re hardly short of beaux,’ said Midge. ‘I never knew anyone so popular with the gentlemen.’


			‘But not for marriage, darling,’ explained Tabitha. ‘Who on earth would marry me? I simply behave too, too badly.’


			‘Then stop?’ suggested Merrigan.


			‘Oh, I can’t, Merry, bad behaviour is too much fun. Still. Don’t be too crushing to your handsome Papa, Blue. He meant well, and it was rather sweet.’


			‘Sweet? I don’t call it sweet. It’s 1925, for heaven’s sake! Except in Ryan’s Castle, where we’ve apparently returned to feudal times. Marriage isn’t the be-all and end-all for women any more. We work! We have the vote! Well, not us, we’re too young. But some do. Midge does! Times are changing.’


			‘Changing, yes,’ conceded Tabitha, ‘but not changed. That’s an important difference. Most parents still want to see their offspring married well. In families like yours and mine, anyway. I know Mother and Father have high hopes for Foster and me. At least one of us is sure to disappoint.’


			‘Either way, a girl can’t be blamed for hoping her own father won’t auction her off like a cow at market! Whatever came over you, Daddy?’


			‘You know perfectly well,’ said Kenneth, wincing as he raised his sunglasses, and quickly lowering them again. ‘A perfect cacophony of gin came over me, laced with some good old brain-bashing bubbly. That and a fit of nostalgia, I suppose, for simpler days, for romance. I think, in my giddy, impetuous state, I wanted to do something dashing, to get the gods to sit up and take notice of you, to send you someone . . . special.’


			Blue frowned. ‘I don’t know how you do it. You can do the most outrageous things and then make them sound almost endearing. The point is, Daddy . . .’


			‘I know, fat-headed. But really, darling, as Aristotle said, “No excellent soul is exempt from a mixture of madness.”’


			‘“It is a characteristic of wisdom not to do desperate things,”’ countered Blue.


			Kenneth squinted. ‘Socrates?’


			‘Thoreau.’


			‘Ah. Anyway, it wasn’t an auction. It was just an . . . invitation for young men to make their intentions known if they wanted to.’


			‘An invitation that should have come from me if anyone! It makes me look incapable of attracting a mate on my own, when in fact various people have described me as . . . Well, I’m supposed to be quite fetching, aren’t I?’


			‘Not in that skirt,’ muttered Merrigan.


			‘Of course you’re fetching! And everyone knows you’re not just some dolly holding out for a husband. That’s why I said the thing about the writing and the letters . . . I was trying to say that not just anyone – no ordinary situation – would do. For you. Only I made the devil’s own carcass of it.’


			He rolled onto his stomach with a groan.


			‘Kenneth, darling, put your hat on,’ said Midge. ‘You don’t want sunstroke.’


			Tabitha tossed his panama so that it biffed him on the back of the head. He groped for it and jammed it in place.


			Blue could never hold a grudge for long, especially when it came to her father. ‘Well, I suppose the good thing is that no one will take any notice,’ she said. ‘Everyone knows you get overexcited and spout nonsense when you’ve had a few. They’ll all talk about it for a bit and then it’ll go away. And I’ll be left in peace to get on with my own priorities.’


			‘Which are what, exactly?’ wondered Merrigan, rummaging in the picnic hamper. Merrigan had opinions about Blue’s life choices.


			‘I’m afraid I think you’re wrong, Blue, old thing,’ mused Tabitha. ‘I think your Papa has done something he didn’t set out to do.’


			‘Make a fool of me?’


			‘No. Capture people’s imaginations. Everyone there perked up when he made that speech. It may have been foolish, old-fashioned, downright unrealistic and all that – but isn’t that just what everyone’s secretly craving? Golly, if I were a man, I’d take up writing to you myself! We need a quest. We need meaning. And the times we live in aren’t giving us that. I think young men are going to rise to the challenge. And I think all of Richmond is going to live vicariously through you for the coming year.’


			‘What rot,’ scoffed Blue, throwing a bread roll at Tabitha. It bounced off her cheek and landed in the grass. ‘Of course no one’s going to write! If anyone wants to . . . Oh Lord, woo me, to use an absurd phrase, they’ll just knock on the front door and ask me to take a turn along the river! No one writes letters any more; Juno Forrester said so in the Gazette a couple of months ago. And romance is dead! She said that just the other day.’


			‘Juno Forrester looked more excited than anyone. Sweetie, I think romance might just have been resurrected.’


			Blue lay down, shielding her eyes with a hand and gazing up into the cloudless sky. ‘Rot,’ she said again, uneasily.


		




		

			Chapter Three


			By the following morning, everything had returned to normal. The temporary servants had departed, back to their agencies and whatever assignments next awaited them. Merrigan had returned to her marital home. And Kenneth’s brain cells were rehydrated and restored to a coherent, functioning arrangement.


			Blue had been determined that today she would at last conduct the perfect writing day. In her imagination, this involved rising at dawn, sipping a cup of something fortifying whilst gazing at the dew on the lawn, then setting to at seven for some hard graft before breakfast. But she overslept, then she felt ravenous, and now here she was at eleven, wrapped in her new floral dressing gown, reading the paper over kippers and toast.


			The gap between intention and reality, between her expectations of the world and the way it really was, had always troubled her. Her mother had possessed the wonderful gift of filling the world with magic. It was easy to long for those vanished years, but when Blue found herself doing it she stopped. Nothing could bring back the past. Blue had learned this the hard way.


			She was only ten when the war came and shattered everything. Suddenly her father was gone. Her friends’ fathers were gone. Audra was careful with what she told the girls, but Blue’s imagination filled in the gaps. She could feel the storm clouds that hung over the world; she knew the carefree days of searching for fairies in the garden, of her parents singing her to sleep in harmony, were over.


			She learned that her father was away protecting their country, because the nature of the world was such that thousands upon thousands of people were deliberately and systematically killing each other. That reality, combined with fear for Kenneth, turned Blue from a cheerful child who saw magic in everything into a silent presence who watched from the corners, or vanished into a book, where everything was more bearable. There was nothing Audra could say to protect her from the reality of war, because Blue could feel it.


			‘Such a sensitive child!’ Avis would whisper.


			By the time the war ended, Blue was fourteen. Richmond had changed. The banqueting room of the Star and Garter hotel, where Blue used to go to parties, had been turned into a hospital. Many of the people she had known were dead. Households had been dismantled because servants could earn better pay in munitions factories during the war. Blue became prone to long fits of despair. She felt that the happy world she had known wasn’t real.


			Then Kenneth came home, safe and sound, despite everything. ‘Don’t let despair claim you, Blue,’ he implored her. ‘I understand the temptation, believe me, but every life destroyed that way is a small victory for the enemy. What triumph exists in winning the war if only to afford them victory after victory after the fact, one man or woman at a time? That is not what we fought for. What we had before was real. Reality has room for a lot of things in it, good and bad. Make sure yours is as marvellous as possible. It isn’t easy, but it’s our task. Now is the moment, my darling, not the past and not the future. The war was horrendous. It’s over. Now we live our next days.’


			But almost at once, the Spanish influenza broke out and soon Audra was dead because of it. Audra, the last holder of magic and sweetness – or so it seemed to Blue. She thought the grief might end her. But gradually Blue came through – changed, but in some ways for the better. Now she knew the depths of her own resilience, when she had never thought of herself as strong before. So she survived, although at first that was the best that could be said of it; she didn’t believe she could hope for more. 


			Eventually she started to experience the magic again. It would be very fleeting, just the trill of a bird or a particular beam of sunlight falling in a comforting way. Blue started to write all these things down, collecting them, gathering treasures. And life went on. Blue would always yearn for enchantment, and she would choose, whenever there was a choice to be made, to draw on every small beauty rather than succumb to that old despair.


			It was hard work sometimes, but here she was, twenty-one – all grown up! – and with so much, still, to be thankful for. Here she was, procrastinating over her work, having succumbed to temptation and read Juno’s latest piece about her party. The long version had run yesterday, with a full and enthusiastic account of her father’s speech. Now there was an excited summary. If it had bypassed anyone on the grapevine, they certainly wouldn’t miss it in the paper.


			‘Letter for you, Miss Blue.’ She was interrupted by dark-haired Avis, plump and still pretty at fifty, bringing her a white envelope on a silver tray.


			‘Thanks, Avis. How are you today?’


			‘Well, thanks, Miss Blue. Always puts a smile on me face, the sunshine.’


			‘Me too. Time for a cup?’


			‘Not me, Miss Blue. I’ve got a tart in the oven,’ protested Avis, hurrying out. Blue smiled. Any time of day was a good time for baking with Avis at the helm. She slid the onyx-handled letter opener under the fold of the envelope and read the letter.


			‘Oh Lord,’ she said, and read it again.


			Darling Blue,


			Golly, you’re swell. Oh Lord. I’ve gone right in there and said it and I meant to be ever so elegant! But I’ve already ripped up five sheets and this is the last one in my sister’s case. So I’d better make it count.


			Blue, you are dearer to me than the nest to a bird, than the song to a sparrow, than the udder to a cow. You’re the most beautiful girl I ever saw and I worship you.


			If you would consent to write back to me, and maybe, some day, to be my girl, I’d be the happiest boy that ever lived. I know I could make you happy, Blue. Without giving away who I am, because your father said I mustn’t, my family and yours are the same sort of family, we go back a long way. It would be the most natural thing in the world for us. I think we could be inseparable. I’d love to be inseparable with you. I’d let you write, Blue – I wouldn’t mind a wife of mine working. I’m young and modern and I’d want nothing more than for you to be happy. I’d even play the violin for you, if it were just you and me.


			Please write back, darling. If you leave your letter in the hollow in the old apple tree in your garden, I’ll pick it up from there. That’s romantic, isn’t it? Tell me you think so.


			I think I may have given away too much. You might even have guessed who I am. But all I could think, that night of your party, was that I had to write. I had to tell you how I feel. So for now I shall simply confess myself,


			An ardent admirer


			Blue realised she was biting her lips as she read, and stopped, blowing out a long puff of air. So much for anonymity! She refolded the letter and put it back inside the envelope. She felt hot and trembly. Then she stood and went storming through the house in search of her father.


			‘Daddy!’ she yelled.


		




		

			Chapter Four


			Delphine Foley was dreaming of her sister. In the dream, the girls were around eight years old, bobbing on a calm blue sea in a rowboat, a thing they had certainly never experienced in their real childhood. Little dream Delphine closed her eyes, marvelling at the loving scorch of the sun on her face and the tender rocking of the ocean. She felt as if she were safe in a giant cradle, being watched over by a kind presence. She wanted to stay there forever, but a hand seized her shoulder, shaking her from the boat.


			But she couldn’t swim; she would drown! She struggled, she pleaded, but the words wouldn’t sound. She was tipping into the water, and a voice was shouting at her that it was the end of the line . . . Foley!


			Her eyes flew open and she awoke, screaming. But it wasn’t Foley. It was an uncomfortable-looking young man in a flat cap. He let go of her shoulder and stepped back, raising his hands as though under arrest.


			‘Sorry, miss, didn’t mean to alarm. Only it’s the end of the line, see? Richmond. I thought it best to wake you.’


			Delphine looked around, bewildered. Not eight years old, but twenty more than that. Not a boat but the underground. She was slumped in her seat and she sat up hastily, trying to look more composed.


			Richmond?


			‘All right, miss.’ The young man backed away as if she were a violent criminal. ‘I’ll just be on my way then.’


			‘Oh,’ said Delphine. She always struggled for words these days. ‘Th . . . thank you,’ she called after him. ‘Kind of you.’ She was relieved to see his nod of acknowledgement, because she really was grateful. If he hadn’t woken her, she might have travelled all the way back to where she started – imagine that! But still. Richmond?


			‘Honestly, Delphine, you’re so stupid,’ she muttered. The only words that came easily these days were self-berating ones.


			She got to her feet and grasped her bags, because that was what everyone else was doing. But this wasn’t what she had planned. The unexpected detour had rattled her. She longed to drink a cup of coffee and dredge up whatever shreds of her conviction remained. Perhaps she might find them in her handbag among the other inadequate items she had brought to equip her for the future: an insufficiently bulging purse; a ham sandwich, a well-washed hanky and similar. The sensible thing would be to go straight back; her ticket was only valid as far as Victoria. Otherwise, at worst, she might get into trouble. At best, she would have to pay an excess fare she could ill afford.


			She stepped off the train. Sunlight and shadow lay in stripes on the tracks, courtesy of some overhanging trees. Delphine looked up in a kind of wonder. She’d never seen trees at a station before. Folk walked across an airy concourse, smiling as they presented their tickets to ticket collectors. Delphine swallowed nervously.


			The station clock showed that it was shortly after ten. She’d waited until Foley left for work, and then a further hour in case he arrived home unexpectedly. He’d done that once – confused his shifts, gone to work on his day off and returned to find her sitting on the doorstep chatting to Muriel, their over-the-street neighbour. Delphine was saying something about men being helpless when it came to making their own meals. It was only a throwaway remark, made to sympathise with Muriel, whose husband Frank needed feeding every four hours without fail. Muriel, to whom cooking did not come naturally, struggled to rise to the challenge.


			Foley had hauled her indoors, screamed at her for disrespecting him (as if he’d ever so much as buttered a slice of bread!) and berated her for passing the time idle. She wanted to say that she’d already swept all through the house and made a pot of stew ready for his dinner that night, and that she’d only sat down for a minute because Muriel was a chatterbox and once she got a hold of you, you’d be a long time standing. But this was after she’d started to lose her words so all that came was, ‘F . . . Foley, I swept . . . I . . . I . . . m . . . made stew. M . . . Muriel . . .’


			And he’d laughed and done his impression of her, hunching one shoulder in a parody of the slight imbalance in hers and cringing the way she shrank from him, so that he looked like some grotesque fairy-tale goblin. He mimicked her stammer: ‘I . . . I . . . I . . . Foley, Foley, Foley.’


			Then he’d picked up the simmering stew in the heavy iron pot and thrown it all over her. He hit her with a solid fist. She lost a tooth. She learned not to trust that when Foley was gone, he was really gone. A useful lesson.


			This morning, after an hour, she’d set about packing quickly. She hadn’t dared do it before, in case he happened across the bag, but she’d rehearsed it many times in her mind. She knew exactly where everything was; no time wasted in dithering or searching. Five minutes, then she was out the door. Muriel had popped up like a jack-in-the-box. Really, weren’t all the women round there the same? Stuffed between four walls, crushed down and spring-loaded.


			‘Delphine! Wherever are you off to so early? Foley gone for the day, is he? I’d hoped we could have a cuppa this morning.’


			Delphine knew that if she just hurried off, it would look suspicious. Not that the neighbours would stand in the way of an escape from Foley. They’d probably applaud it. But the less anyone knew, the better, as far as Delphine could see. Better all round. That’s why she carried only a large handbag in addition to her usual shoulder purse.


			‘Hullo, Muriel. Covent Garden. S . . . sur . . . surprise for F . . . F . . . Foley. Secret. W . . . won’t be long . . . Pop in?’


			‘Oh, all right! I’ve got a nice plum cake. I’ll treat you to a slice if you show me the surprise. His birthday, is it? What time will you be in then? About twelve? Or later?’


			‘About twelve. L . . . love plum cake. Ch . . . ch . . . so long, Muriel.’


			‘Cheerio, Delphine.’


			And she’d hurried to the tube. Now, in this strange new land of Richmond, she moved slowly, unsure of the wisdom of lingering within a ten-mile radius of Foley at all. Though she couldn’t imagine a less likely setting in which to encounter him. It might not be very far away, but it felt like another world.


		




		

			Chapter Five


			The photograph in the oval silver frame showed Margaret Fawcett on 10 December 1920, the day she became Midge Camberwell. A woman of thirty-nine, then; tall, angular and, until very recently, perfectly entitled to the virginal white she wore. Her veil hung in neat scallops from a low headband, three or four years before low headbands were the rage. Kenneth’s girls – her girls, now! – had insisted on it.


			Apparently, somehow, she was fashionable. Becoming Midge Camberwell had magically recast her. Her long, unluxurious body was suddenly enviable because she could hang an array of perfectly modish clothes from it. And now she had an abundance of them, though she still, five years on, struggled to think of her figure as an asset and not a liability.


			There she was on her wedding day: worried-looking brown eyes; a nose so slender it looked as though an artist had sketched it in with a single hasty line; clutching the hand of her new groom like a child of five, not a woman in middle age. And he so handsome, so gloriously, opulently handsome . . .


			Midge sighed, setting the picture back on the pianoforte, returning to the lilies she was arranging. An odd-looking pairing, she and Kenneth. How she of all people had managed to land Kenneth Camberwell was one of life’s happy, lucky mysteries, and she knew that every other woman in Richmond was similarly baffled. There was only one problem with a stroke of luck that great: it left you reeling, off balance, so you could never really trust in it. So that you lived in constant fear that it would be taken away again. Fear – crawling, chronic, all-pervasive – took hold of you from the inside and sank invisible claws into your soul . . . It drove you to think terrible thoughts. Worse, it drove you to do terrible things.


			The lily trembled in her hand, its ochre pollen showering onto the piano top. Midge stuck it quickly into the vase, then wrapped her arms around herself, went to the window and took a deep breath.


			‘Midge?’


			She whirled round at the sound of Kenneth’s voice in the doorway. He was looking especially elegant in a light linen suit and a blue satin waistcoat. His eyes were sparkling and Midge’s heart fluttered, though she knew she really should be too old and sensible for fluttering hearts.


			‘Darling, why aren’t you ready? We have to leave in five minutes.’


			Midge’s heart stopped fluttering. Sank. Roberta Grady’s fiftieth birthday breakfast. Long dreaded, miraculously forgotten today, suddenly upon her, like the plague. ‘Oh no. Kenneth, I’m so sorry, I totally forgot.’


			He looked incredulous. Kenneth never forgot a social engagement. ‘Gracious, darling, I don’t know how you do it. You’ll have to change ever so quickly. It wouldn’t do to be late.’


			Midge grimaced. ‘Do I have to? Couldn’t you go without me this once? Say I’ve got a headache or something? I’ll never make myself beautiful in time and I’m not looking forward to it at all.’


			His eyes widened. ‘Why not?’


			‘Well, for one thing, I still don’t know them very well. And that crowd can be a little . . .’ Critical. Superior. Intimidating. Not to mention the fact that all the women found it impossible to resist flirting with her husband.


			‘Oh, they’re fine, really. And you’re always beautiful. Just stick a frock on and let’s hoof it, Midge!’


			‘Oh, Kenneth, I really think . . .’


			But he was across the room and holding her hands, smiling down at her. ‘Please, darling. For me?’


			Midge was powerless to resist. ‘Five minutes then,’ she agreed, and was rewarded by his beam of pleasure. ‘Only . . .’ She stopped. How to ask for what she wanted without sounding like a child of five? ‘You will . . . keep me company, won’t you?’


			‘Keep you company? We’ll be with about thirty other people!’


			‘I know. But when we’re there, and everyone wants to talk to you . . . just keep an eye on me a little, will you?’


			‘Darling, of course! I want you to have a splendid time! Old Bobbie’s a bit of a dragon, it’s true, but the rest are decent enough and it’s bound to be a feast.’


			Midge resisted the urge to drag her feet as she left the room. Upstairs, she threw on a mushroom silk shift, mid-calf, with a scatter of tiny seed pearls sweeping across the bodice. Her hair was fairly tidy, thank God, but it was that indeterminate length just a few inches longer than a bob, frowned upon by fashionistas and traditionalists alike. Well, she certainly didn’t have time for a haircut! She patted a little red onto her lips with a fingertip, then rubbed it off – she still hadn’t got the hang of make-up – and she was ready!


			*


			The breakfast was being held in the Peach Tree, a popular restaurant with a vast dining room in the centre of Richmond. The first things Midge saw when they crossed the threshold were two enormous bosoms, clad in emerald green, but only barely. Behind the bosoms stood Roberta, aiming her slightly feral grin at Kenneth.


			‘Kenneth, darling!’ she cried, stalking towards them. ‘You’re here! Now it really feels like a party! I got in some of that gin you like, especially for you. Kiss for the birthday girl!’


			It was a command, and Kenneth obliged, aiming for her cheek. He was caught out when she turned her head suddenly and he landed on her slippery red lips. ‘Bobbie, you fiendish creature!’ he chided, rubbing his mouth and looking perplexed at the bright smear on the back of his hand. ‘Happy birthday, old girl. You look magnificent.’


			He was very chivalrous. It was a quality Midge liked. Still, she enjoyed watching Roberta Grady kissing her husband and thrusting her chest against his as she murmured in his ear as much as any red-blooded woman might. And she did not look magnificent! Her hair was several shades blacker than the last time they’d seen her. She was dressed like a . . . Well, Midge stopped that train of thought. That was uncharitable. Roberta couldn’t help how she looked. She could only help how she acted, though unfortunately that was far worse. She had angled herself with her back to Midge and was delivering a long, cosy monologue peppered with phrases like, ‘And do you remember that time when we . . .?’


			Midge was absolutely delighted when Kenneth reached out and pulled her close. ‘And here’s Midge, too!’ he pointed out. He would look after her!


			‘Oh yes,’ said Roberta, her expression blank, even though they’d met several times and she had been at their wedding. ‘Hello.’


			‘Happy birthday, Bobbie,’ said Midge warmly. ‘Hard to believe that you’re fifty.’ It was true. She didn’t look a day under sixty. ‘I’m looking forward to celebrating with you.’


			‘Splendid,’ said Roberta, glancing around. ‘Ah, there’s Evaline Robinson and Millie Cuthbert. You’ll like them.’


			Midge looked over to see two impeccably dressed women, heads bent together like willows, whispering scandal. ‘Oh good,’ she said politely. ‘You must introduce us when we’ve settled in.’


			‘Lord, you’re so old-fashioned, Midge! No need for introductions here – we don’t stand on ceremony. Just pootle over and tell them who you are! Come with me, Kenneth, darling. Midge will have a hoot with the girls. Let me settle you in . . .’ And she physically hauled him away, like a baker hefting a sack of flour.


			Midge watched them go, open-mouthed. She’d never known what to make of women like Bobbie. She simply couldn’t behave in such an obvious manner herself. Kenneth cast her a look over his shoulder that was at once apologetic, comically scared and amused. And Midge was alone. She hesitated. Whatever Bobbie said, Evaline and Millie didn’t look as though they’d welcome interruption. As she surveyed the crowd, an older gentleman with a salt-and-pepper moustache very like Kenneth’s badger-hair shaving brush threw a coat at her. It was a reflex to catch it, but she stared at him in confusion.


			‘Well, don’t just stand there, gal!’ he barked. ‘Put it in the cloakroom.’


			Midge’s forehead crinkled. ‘Sir, I don’t work here,’ she said. ‘I’m a guest.’


			‘You are? Devil take it,’ he sputtered, purple with embarrassment, snatching the coat and hurrying off.


			Wonderful. When a passing waiter offered Midge a glass of bubbly, she took one, even though she wasn’t much of a drinker. And it was half past ten in the morning. She bore it off to a quiet corner from which to look for familiar faces, wait for Kenneth and ponder her lot.


			On the outside, few women were more fortunate than Midge Camberwell. Her happiness had come to her relatively late in life, long after she had ceased to hope for anything of the sort, and it was all the more golden for that. But people said the same thing about Blue – a charmed life and all that – and it wasn’t so straightforward. Blue had many blessings, certainly, but she carried her wounds, too.


			Not only had Blue’s girlhood been stained by war, but then her mother had died, devastating the little family on the hill. And it was this terrible and tragic event that had enabled Midge’s own great happiness to take place.


			If Audra had lived, Kenneth would still be the happiest of husbands; he would still be head over heels in love. Merrigan and Blue would have their mother, Elf would have his dear old friend and Midge would still be Margaret, living in East Dulwich, with her mother, in genteel mediocrity and suffocating chastity. If Kenneth hadn’t been bowled over by grief, he would never have looked twice at her. She was plain where he was beautiful. She was ordinary where he was accomplished. Her life had been colourless while his was vibrant.


			Yet it only took for them to be present at the same party one night to change all that: she a distant acquaintance of the hostess, invited to make up numbers; he present at the insistence of the host. Even widowed, broken and aimless, Kenneth added lustre to any event. They found themselves on the balcony at the same moment, taking refuge from the crush despite the cold. He found her a sympathetic listener and a bond was forged. He said afterwards that her impartial kindness made a refreshing change from all the women who pretended to care about his plight whilst really hoping their own chance would come if they hovered long enough. Women like Roberta. And it was true that Midge’s concern was selfless – she would never have set her cap at Kenneth Camberwell. Even if she hadn’t given up all hope of marriage, she would never have aimed so high.


			They struck up a friendship, which quickly became more. Even when he took her to bed, she had no designs upon him. She didn’t flatter herself that he found her beautiful. She didn’t delude herself that he loved her. It was the need for physical comfort after so long celibate; it was the need for emotional closeness to fill the dark rift of Audra’s loss. It was just one of those things.


			Margaret was an old-fashioned sort of girl. Woman. Never the sort, by temperament or upbringing, to engage in a carnal dalliance. Yet that was exactly what she chose to do with Kenneth, because she loved him so much. And because she couldn’t bear the iron-cold weight of her virginity one moment longer. It’s often the atypical choices that bring us face-to-face with the bottom line of who we are; the shadows that mark out the light and make it clearer. Yes, Margaret Fawcett was wholesome, virtuous and ladylike. But on the night that Kenneth turned to her, his lovely face streaked with tears, his hands clumsy with need, she chose to say yes, because she knew she’d regret it for the rest of her life if she didn’t.


			She told herself not to expect more than one night. As he loosened the pins from her hair, she lectured herself sternly: Even when life goes back to normal tomorrow, you must feel lucky, for at least you’ll have had this. Not sensible but sensual. An expanded Margaret, lusted after, even if temporarily, by an eligible man like Kenneth Camberwell. A Margaret who could give succour in unconventional ways, instead of merely toeing the line. This new sense of herself was as intoxicating as his hands peeling back her stockings, as heady as his breath on her lips. And life never did return to normal.


			The following morning, she immediately broke her pact with herself and started yearning for more. She didn’t feel lucky – she felt furious that she’d had to wait thirty-nine years for this, that life had withheld it until now.


			From meeting to marriage took Kenneth and Midge just ten months. When he proposed, she tried to talk him out of it. She loved him too much to want him trapped through his own good manners, and she had too much pride. But he insisted.


			And her life had transformed utterly. Suddenly she had not only a husband, but two wonderful stepdaughters. She lived in a house that seemed nothing short of luxurious to her. She was at the centre of a social circle that she would once have found aspirational, had she ever dared to aspire. Now that she was in it, she felt like a fish out of water.


			*


			A bell sounded to indicate that the pre-brunch mingling was at an end. Midge went to the table with relief; at least she’d be sitting beside Kenneth for a couple of hours. She saw him emerge from the other side of the bar, with not Roberta but the beautiful Cassandra Tilley attached to his arm. So he’d managed to escape the clutches of the dreaded Bobbie, but still hadn’t come to find her. Midge sighed. She wasn’t worried: Kenneth was an honourable man and Cassandra was the same age as Blue. But she couldn’t deny that she found his enjoyment of the attention irritating.


			At the table, another disappointment awaited her: there was a seating plan. Midge was seated between two men she barely knew. And Bobbie’ll be next to my husband, she fumed as she took her seat. She wasn’t, but she’d arranged the next worst thing. Kenneth was seated at the head of the table, for all the world as if he were presiding over the event, as if he were a special figure in Bobbie’s life. And Kenneth loved to preside! So he did, keeping the top end of the table in stitches. Midge was too far away to hear the jokes. It was like sitting in a chilly spot, out of reach of the sun.


			Well, it was only a breakfast, only one morning. Midge set to and applied herself to making polite if pedestrian conversation with those around her. They all turned out to be perfectly pleasant. But from the corner of her eye she noticed that the seat next to Kenneth appeared to be a revolving door. Every time she looked, a different woman had secured it.


			Finally it was over. Kenneth came and claimed her at last, in high spirits.


			‘Oh, I’ve missed you, Midgey.’ He beamed, sliding an arm around her waist. ‘Did you have a good time? I told you it’d be splendid fun, didn’t I?’ He nuzzled her neck.


			For once, she pulled away. She was in no mood. They collected their coats and left among a flurry of goodbyes that set Midge’s teeth on edge with impatience. On the walk home, Kenneth recounted all the gossip from his end of the table and Midge gritted her teeth and listened. Perhaps she should have said something, but women her age weren’t brought up to criticise their husbands. Besides, Midge had grown very accomplished at guarding her tongue. Everything depended on it, after all.


			Returning to Ryan’s Castle was like returning to a world where everything made sense. Midge’s haven. From the first moment she’d set foot in Ryan’s Castle, she felt she belonged, even though Audra had been mistress here before her. Midge had fallen in love, hard, with Kenneth, and then she did so again with this house.


			She didn’t ever want to leave it, or Kenneth or the girls. Though it was irrational, she couldn’t help fearing that one day she would be cast out. She feared it so keenly that it threw a pall over her days, a shadow that dogged her every waking moment.


		




		

			Chapter Six


			Delphine had a stroke of luck – her first in a very long time – at Richmond Station. The guard was involved in a heated dispute with a round lady in a lavender blouse, and he waved everyone else through impatiently. So she found herself leaving the station and following the crowd, soon arriving on a pretty side street lined with jewellery shops and hat shops and a chocolate shop – all manner of beautiful luxuries she would never be able to afford. It took her far too long to tear herself away from the lovely sights, and when she did she discovered more loveliness: a sunny green surrounded by beautiful old red-brick houses covered with misty purple flowers. Men in white were playing cricket; the polite thwack of ball on bat punctuated the morning air.


			She spotted a tea room and went in and had a cup of tea and a pastry, even though it used up some of the hard-saved money she needed for . . . well, her life. Still, to allow herself this short respite, to set down her fears, even for one hour, felt like an unspeakable luxury, a luxury she could afford. Escape was dangerously euphoric.


			It also allowed her to compose herself a little. She had been blown off course. She consulted her tube map and saw how it had happened. She’d meant to get off at Victoria, but she’d obviously fallen asleep and missed her stop. It was hardly surprising: she hadn’t slept properly for years. It must have been the relief of being away from Foley and that house. It had been far too soon to let her guard down.


			She checked the clock on the wall. It was still early; Muriel wouldn’t even be wondering where she was yet. It wasn’t too late to resume her original plan, which was to go to Victoria and from there catch a train to Sussex, where an old schoolfriend lived. So old a friend, in fact, that Delphine had never even mentioned her to Foley, which was perfect. She hadn’t heard from Betty in years, but she’d never forgotten the name of her village, so she planned to go there and make enquiries. Betty had always been close to her family, so she wouldn’t have gone far – Delphine hoped. As long as she could find Betty, surely she would be safe. Foley was clever and he was determined, but once she was out of London, how could he know where she was? It would be like picking a name out of a hat. She was sure Betty would help her. They’d been good friends, once.


			This diversion, though, had caught her in an unexpected way. She would never have thought she’d be so affected by beauty and affluence – she’d had twenty-eight years without any, after all! Stupidly, she found herself wishing she could stay, but her only option was to stick to the plan. She could still be on a Sussex-bound train by midday, while Muriel was slicing plum cake and expecting her any minute.


			‘Visiting for the day are we, miss?’ asked the waitress when she brought Delphine the bill.


			Of course she didn’t look like a local. Delphine nodded.


			‘Off to the river next?’ the cheerful girl asked, as though that was the next thing visitors always did.


			‘Wh . . . wh . . .?’


			‘Where? Just cut straight across the green, miss, and follow that path. Five minutes, if that.’


			Delphine nodded again, for simplicity’s sake, and scrabbled for some coins. ‘Th . . . th . . . thanks,’ she said as she left.


			‘Oh, the poor lamb!’ exclaimed the waitress, before Delphine was quite out of earshot. Delphine felt one side of her face flush.


			She should go straight back to the station. The only sensible thing was to get far away from Foley, as fast as possible. But she wanted to see the river. She wanted to know if, like the houses, the people, the air, it was somehow different here in Richmond. The loop of the Thames that Delphine knew best, near her mother’s home in Aldgate, was a brown, silty, sullen worm that writhed beneath Tower Bridge.


			It was different. She emerged onto a wide, sunlit walkway, edged with large, white buildings that looked impossibly grand. Here, the river was green. It was spanned by a number of bridges and thick-clustered willows grew along the banks. A heron, slate-grey and prehistoric, rose from the leafy cover and glided downriver. Ducks quacked and swans honked, for all the world as though passing the time of day. It was beautiful. Delphine had never known she so hungered for beauty until now. Heaven only knew she had little enough of her own.


			She pulled her scarf up around her face to hide it. It wasn’t scarf weather, but she’d worn a few extras that didn’t fit in her bags. She was horribly hot, but she preferred to be covered up anyway.


			Now that she’d seen the river, it was time to walk away, but still she lingered. What must it be like to live here? How did it dictate the shape of a life, to wake every morning to beauty, to spend your days surrounded by pump houses and palaces, by willows and dreaming water?


			So she permitted herself one last luxury. She would take a short walk along the river, just as far as that graceful white bridge, then turn around and go back. She would walk as slowly as she possibly could, and concentrate with all her might on every inch of the way, on every footstep. Maybe if she did that, this place would imprint itself on her being. That way she would never forget it. And maybe, too, she would somehow imprint herself upon the place . . . and maybe that mutual impression would bring her back here one day, when everything was different. Like magic. But to make that happen, she would have to concentrate very hard.


		




		

			Chapter Seven


			‘It’s Foster, of course!’ said Blue, somewhat heatedly, after Merrigan and Tabitha had read the letter and dissolved into mirth, which Blue could not share. They were sitting by the river on yet another burnished late summer morning. Merri­gan’s little Cicely dozed in a basket, like Moses. Willows dipped wistful fingers into the water, which mirrored trees and sky and eternity.


			‘Yes, it’s true,’ gasped Tabitha, laughing so hard she was nearly sobbing. ‘That is, in fact, his handwriting, and this is my letter paper. So he’s left me an empty stationery case, has he? Gosh, little brothers are vile. Be glad you don’t have one . . . Oh!’ She straightened up. ‘I’m so sorry, girls. Gracious, how could I say such a thing? I didn’t mean . . .’


			‘It’s all right, Tab, we know what you meant,’ Blue placated her. ‘This is about your brother, not ours. Really, this Foster business, it’s not funny.’


			‘It jolly well is,’ Merrigan argued.


			‘It’s not! The poor boy! His feelings! I’ve already told Daddy. Thanks to his breezy whim, a good friend’s heart is about to be bruised. Thanks to Daddy, all and sundry think they have a shot at me, and they don’t!’


			‘Foster is seventeen years old,’ observed Tabitha, narrowing her eyes. ‘His heart’s not the organ he’s concerned with.’


			‘Tab! You are shameless!’


			‘Well, it’s true. No offence, darling, but once you put him straight he’ll find someone else to pine after. It’s not the end of the world. He’ll bounce back.’


			Blue remembered his yearning eyes at her party, his bobbing Adam’s apple, and wasn’t so sure. She hoped Tab was right, but seventeen was a tender age, at which feelings burned all the brighter for being discounted by everyone around. She liked to be careful with people. You never knew what they were dealing with.


			‘If you’re that concerned, Blue, give him a try!’ suggested Merrigan with an evil smile. ‘As he says, he’s from a good family. And he’d let you work!’


			This time Blue permitted herself a smile. The thought of gauche, gawky Foster, whom she’d known since infancy, letting her do anything was quite amusant. ‘No,’ she said, watching a trio of ducks landing on the river, three overlapping wakes feathering behind them.


			‘Are you saying you don’t find Tab’s brother attractive? Are you insulted, Tab?’ asked Merrigan, always happy to stir up mild levels of trouble.


			‘Not in the least,’ said Tabitha, lying back on her elbows. ‘He’s a dear, but he’s gormless. He doesn’t have half my wit, looks or charm – thank God the pie sliced in my favour, say I! And honestly, he was meant to capture her imagination, for goodness’ sake! Who woos a girl with talk of udders? I wash my hands . . .’


			‘I udderly agree,’ cackled Merrigan, waking Cicely, who squawked and eyed them rather crossly.


			Blue rolled her eyes and turned her back on them. They were a hilarious double act, but they could be wearing when one was preoccupied. She’d commanded her father to collar Foster at the next opportunity and explain – clearly – that it was all nonsense and not to be engaged with. It was Daddy’s mess, he could clear it up. And let that be the last of it! she thought.


			She loved watching the birds. Swans, geese and ducks congregated here in their dozens. Birds of distinction, she thought idly, then fished for her little notepad and pencil, liking the phrase. Impossible to imagine where it might come in handy, of course. She had notebooks full of such phrases – striking in the moment and applicable to nothing whatsoever when it came to writing anything useful.


			‘Squadron Leader Goose!’ Kenneth used to say when Blue was small and used to wave in delight at geese flying overhead. She smiled at the memory.


			A figure caught her eye, just along the river in the direction of the old Victorian lock. It was a woman, and she struck Blue as visibly, unbearably lonely. Blue sat up and shielded her eyes to look better. Perhaps it was the shabby coat that made her noticeable, or maybe it was the fact of a coat at all when the weather certainly didn’t demand one. As for the posture of the poor thing! She shuffled along as if putting one foot in front of the other was an insurmountable difficulty. Her head was bowed and, if Blue’s eyes weren’t playing tricks, her shoulders were set at an odd angle. Dejected, decided Blue, her heart filling.


			‘I say, look at the . . .’ she started to say, when a cacophony erupted. A clattering and shouting and then, of all things, a horse burst into sight. It was Albert the dairy horse, she saw at once, white coat churned to cream with sweat, his harness and one broken shaft waving wildly as he cantered towards Richmond Bridge. A few shrieks arose from various strollers and picnickers, who peeled out of Albert’s path. But not the stranger. She continued shuffling along as though completely deaf to the furore.


			‘Is she drunk?’ demanded Tabitha, following Blue’s line of vision. ‘Why doesn’t she move? I say! I say!’ she cried, waving furiously. But the woman carried on her plodding course while Albert thundered along on his, hooves skidding on the cobbles, the splintered shaft waving dangerously close to his own legs.


			‘He’s going to fall,’ cried Blue, leaping to her feet. ‘Or knock that woman over.’ She ran, shouting as she went. ‘Hi! Move! Move! Runaway horse!’


			At the very last minute, the woman snapped out of her reverie and startled sideways. But she startled the wrong way and tumbled into the river with an almighty splash.


			Blue hesitated. Falling into the water fully clothed wasn’t ideal, but it wouldn’t hurt, whereas Albert was stumbling now, the loose shaft checking his headlong flight. If the horse fell on these cobbles, it would ruin its knees, and ruined knees had spelled the end of many a horse’s career. And Paul, who worked for the dairy, would be held to account for the loss. She leapt in front of Albert, vaguely aware of her sister’s screams somewhere behind her, and waved her arms determinedly before the snorting animal.


			‘Stop, Albert!’ she shouted, as he tittuped and slithered and made a half-hearted attempt at rearing. His front hooves waved somewhere around Blue’s face and she heard Merrigan shriek again, but she ducked between his legs and rammed her shoulder into his massive chest. Then she grabbed the reins, close to his chin, and pulled down hard. ‘Stop!’ she commanded again, and was relieved when she felt all the fight go out of him. ‘There, there,’ she murmured. ‘Silly chap. You’re safe now. Stand easy, stand easy.’


			‘Thank you, Miss Blue, thank you!’ called Paul, running towards them. Blue held the reins while he ran his hands over Albert’s legs. ‘I think we got away with it, miss, he seems fine. I owe you . . .’


			‘You owe me nothing, Paul. I’m only glad he didn’t fall.’


			‘Me too, miss! I might’ve lost my job. Still, it’s not every young lady would’ve stepped in there.’


			Then Blue was crushed by a sisterly embrace and Merrigan was holding her close, saying, ‘Oh, Blue’ again and again.


			‘Where’s that woman?’ demanded Tabitha, following Merrigan, the baby basket swinging from her hand like a conker. ‘The one who fell in the river?’


			‘Oh Lord, yes!’ exclaimed Blue, running to the water’s edge. For a horrible moment, she could see nothing besides the boats and birds, and envisaged the green waters closing over the stranger’s head. Then Merrigan pointed and Blue saw a dark, sleek head bobbing like a seal. She was hanging on to the side of a rowboat for dear life, looking absolutely petrified. It must have been a devil of a shock.


			‘Are you all right there?’ called Blue. ‘Swim over! It’s not far. We’ll help you out.’


			The woman didn’t reply, but kept clinging and bobbing. ‘She can’t swim,’ said Paul. ‘I’ll bet you. Hold Albert, if you please, Miss Blue. I’ll go and help her.’


			He jumped into a boat and thence to another until he reached the one to which the woman clung. It rocked as he climbed aboard, and the woman screamed, losing her grip. Blue’s hands flew to her mouth, but Paul was on his knees in a trice. He seized the woman’s coat, holding her by the scruff of the neck like a kitten. ‘Take my hand, miss,’ they heard him say.


			‘Golly, how fearfully exciting,’ murmured Tabitha, dumping the baby basket on the cobbles, the better to concentrate.


			‘That’s my child, not a bucket,’ protested Merrigan.


			‘Your child is heavy! She’s a small rhinoceros.’


			Paul somehow manhandled the woman from boat to boat to the stone wall, where Blue and the others were waiting. With Paul hoisting her from below and Tabitha and Merrigan hauling at her arms, they wrestled her onto dry land. She collapsed in a soggy, shapeless heap on the cobbles. Paul hauled himself out and, thanking Blue again, led Albert away.


			Blue crouched beside the stranger. ‘Are you all right, dear? You’re quite safe now. We’ll take care of you. What’s your name?’


			The woman sat up and looked around. She opened and closed her mouth a few times but no sound came out. Stunned, Blue supposed. She noted the sodden, heavy clothes, the uneven shoulders and a large, roughly triangular pink stain covering her left cheek – a birthmark, perhaps. It marred an otherwise pretty face, the striking features of which were long dark hair, now a wet ribbon, and wide blue eyes which looked as if they had seen too many horrible things.


			‘What’s your name?’ asked Blue again, gently. ‘I’m Ishbel Camberwell, but my friends call me Blue.’


		




		

			Chapter Eight


			Gradually Delphine came to herself again. She’d survived the tumble into the river after all. The headlong flight towards the water, the fear of drowning, had been uncannily like her dream on the underground earlier. River water, thick and pungent, saturated her. She had wanted the place to imprint itself on her, but this was taking things a little far.


			Three strange faces, all belonging to beautiful, elegant young women, were staring at her. Now was not the time to be thinking what Foley called her ‘dopey Delphine thoughts’. One in particular – golden hair, dark eyes, pale skin – was looking at her in the most compassionate way.


			‘My friends call me Blue,’ she was saying.


			‘D . . . D . . . Delphine,’ said Delphine at last, holding out a wet hand. The golden girl – Blue – shook it.


			‘What a pretty name,’ she said. ‘And such a terrible fright,’ she added. ‘Do you live nearby?’


			Worlds away. Delphine shook her head.


			‘Then you must come home with us and dry out. You can’t possibly go on your way like that.’


			‘No!’ The prospect of a further delay when she had already dallied too much, of dripping all over a stranger’s home, parrying questions, shocked her into brief eloquence. ‘It’s warm.’ She’d learned that short, simple phrases were best. It gave her a rather abrupt manner, but the gentler phrases she preferred were always just out of reach. ‘I’ll dry. But thanks.’


			‘Nonsense,’ said a second young lady, who looked much like the first but with brown hair instead of fair, a stockier build and a formidable expression. ‘You might not catch cold, but you’ll be dreadfully uncomfortable, all damp and squidgy. Besides, you look a fright! Come along, it’s not far.’


			‘I say!’ said the third girl – black curls, eyes as green as grass. ‘Where’s your stuff? Delphine, was it? Did you have a purse or anything? Only . . . that’s not it there, is it?’


			Delphine looked, and to her horror saw her handbag floating away down the river. Behind it, if she wasn’t mistaken, was the long, eel-like strap of her shoulder purse. She started to wail. She couldn’t help it.


			‘Golly,’ said Grass Eyes. ‘I deduce it is then. Dash it all, girls. Shall I go and ask one of the boat men if they can punt after it or something?’


			‘Worth a try,’ said Merrigan. ‘Scootle off, love. Only don’t waste time flirting!’


			Then there were two. Sisters, Delphine felt sure, not only because of the resemblance but because of the ease between them, the way they tucked their hands beneath her armpits and helped her to her feet without agreeing to do it out loud.


			‘Now don’t worry!’ Blue was saying. ‘Tab will get your purse back – she thrives on a challenge. Even if she can’t, it’s not the end of the world, we can easily lend you money to get you home. You’ll be quite safe. Where is it that you live?’
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