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Prologue



Aberdeen, Scotland
 July 1987


EVERYTHING was ready. The mahogany table in the dining room was spread with a white lace cloth. Sunlight streaming through the wide bay window set the gold rims of the china cups ablaze. Plates had been set out with little white linen napkins. Silver cake-forks had been removed from boxes and polished. Sugar tongs, a silver cream jug and silver spoons all shone brilliantly.


In the cool of the kitchen, sandwiches waited on best plates. Smoked salmon, chicken, ham and cucumber, all with the crusts removed. There were the circular jam sandwiches, ‘jam pennies’, that had always been a favourite. There were scones and muffins and a magnificent chocolate cake.


There were flowers everywhere, bought specially for the occasion. Vases and jugs rescued from dark cupboards had been washed and restored to use. Pastel summer petals foamed on every surface and the rich scent of roses mingled with that of beeswax polish.


On the other side of the hall, in the high-ceilinged drawing room, a tall old woman in a pale pink dress stood straight-backed at the window. Pearls glowed at her neck and on the decoration pinned to her bosom. On either side of her nose, large, sloping eyes burned with anticipation. She was breathing rapidly and her knuckles were clamped to the sill. Her entire being was focused on the end of the street, where it met the busy main road. It was along there that her visitors would come.


They had not been here before, to her fine big villa on one of the city’s best streets, built of the local grey granite. In dark weather it looked sombre, but in sunshine, against a blue sky, it glittered. Today, the end of July, was one of those beautiful, glittering days.


The light through the drawing room’s big window fell on the elegant stone mantelpiece. On it stood a row of silver-framed photographs. One was of two smiling little girls, dressed identically in red tartan kilts and jerseys. The elder held a brown dog with pointed ears, which the younger was petting. They stood against a tulip border, and behind them were castle towers.


The photograph next to this one showed the same girls in coronets. They looked immensely serious in long white dresses, fur-edged cloaks flowing round like a velvet river. Behind them stood a man and woman, also in cloaks and in crowns heavy with jewels. The man looked apprehensive but the woman’s gaze had a steely strength.


In the quiet of the drawing room, the old lady continued to wait. From time to time she gave an excited sigh, as if a long-held dream was to be realised. Perhaps this year, finally it would be fulfilled. She never ceased to hope. It was hope that, annually, led her to polish the silver, select the flowers with care, cut the sandwiches.


The only other sound was the tick of a grandfather clock. Flames danced in the fireplace between the arched alcoves. Summer it may be, but big Scottish houses could be cool, Scottish castles even cooler. Few people knew that better than she did.


Now, the woman held her breath. The moment had arrived. Along the main road from the airport a limousine had glided into view. That would be the police escort. Her guests would be in the one directly behind. The old hands gripped the sill harder. She thought she could see, in the rear, the pale flash of a familiar face.


In the front of the second car, a fogeyish young man opened an attaché case. He was new to the job, and his movements betrayed his nervousness. He took out a piece of paper and twisted his pinstriped body to the rear. Here sat two dark-haired middle-aged women between whom there was a strong sisterly resemblance.


One was heavily made-up, deeply tanned and wore a bright coral frock with theatrical white jewellery. The other, more conservative, wore a fawn twinset, a kilt and a double string of pearls. Her hair rose from her forehead in a dark wave.


The new equerry respectfully cleared his throat. ‘If I might mention it, ma’am. We are about to pass the road where a former employee of the Royal Household lives.’


The woman in the twinset had been gazing out the window. Now she looked at the equerry.


‘Her name is Marion Crawford. She says she was Your Majesty’s governess for seventeen years. I’m told she writes every year, offering Your Majesty the opportunity to take tea with her on the way to Balmoral.’ The equerry paused. ‘I thought perhaps …’


The woman with the tan burst in, shrilly. ‘Letters from Marion Crawford should be handled with a very long pair of forceps!’ She looked agitatedly at her sister. ‘Lilibet?’


There was no reply. The chauffeur gently pressed the brake. A blue street sign signalled the end of the old woman’s road.


Up in the house, behind the gleaming drawing-room window, the wrinkled hand was waving frantically. The cars had slowed! Finally, after all these years, they would turn up the avenue and into her drive! She had opened the gates, as she always did.


‘Lilibet!’ demanded the woman in the bright coral frock.







   




PART ONE



EDINBURGH, 1932







   




Chapter One



The classroom was gloomy. Everything was brown, from the desks with their lids and inkwells to the wooden forms and floorboards. Brown was the heavy Bakelite clock and brown the picture frame surrounding a bulge-eyed King George V and a flint-faced Queen Mary. A brown leather strap, or tawse, jiggled in the schoolmaster’s bony hand. It looked well-worn, as if often used.


The sight of it made Marion wince. Corporal punishment, in her view, had no place in modern classrooms. Nor, for that matter, had Dr Stone, the gaunt and black-gowned schoolmaster whose lesson she was sitting in on. ‘I was expecting someone much older,’ he had growled at her in greeting. ‘And male.’


Marion could not imagine why Miss Golspie, the college principal, had sent her to observe such an establishment. Glenlorne was Edinburgh’s most expensive private prep school. It was for the sons of the city’s wealthy citizens, who would go on afterwards to the major public schools. As Miss Golspie well knew, none of this appealed to Marion. Her interests were at the other end of the social scale.


It didn’t help that Dr Stone kept staring at her hair, and addressed all his remarks to it, as if making some satirical point. The new short crop was supposed to look chic, fashionable and emancipated. But did she actually resemble a skinned rabbit?


‘Sit at the back,’ Dr Stone told her hair.


Marion rallied. She had had enough of this. At least she had hair, short though it was. His ghoulish yellow cranium, on the other hand, had a mere few greasy strands plastered across it. ‘If you don’t mind,’ she crisply informed him, ‘I’d prefer to observe from the front.’


Looking for an unoccupied chair, she spotted one in the shadowy corner, seat turned to the wall. Through the wooden struts of the chair-back a tall white cone was visible. As she approached, she saw a letter ‘D’. She blinked. Was it possible? In this day and age?


‘You are proposing to sit on the dunce’s chair?’ The master’s tone dripped acid amusement.


Marion did not reply. She picked up the humiliating headgear with her fingertips and dropped it lightly on the floor. Then she took the chair, sat down calmly and gave the class a smile. Two rows of boys stared back, round-eyed.


There was a sharp crack as Dr Stone slapped the tawse on his palm. The boys jumped slightly in their seats. ‘This,’ he said with obvious reluctance, ‘is Miss Crawley.’


‘Good morning, Miss Crawley,’ chorused the boys.


‘Crawford,’ she corrected gently. She had fully expected to loathe them, these little Scottish Fauntleroys. Instead she felt sorry for them. They looked so sweet, in their little grey blazers. They deserved better than this old sadist.


Another slap of tawse on palm. Another jump. ‘Miss Crawley is studying to be a teacher and is observing our geography lesson as part of her training’. There was a contemptuous emphasis on ‘teacher’ and ‘training’.


From beneath their crested caps, the boys continued to stare at her curiously. Marion continued to smile brightly back. Take no notice of that rude old fossil, said the smile. Women can take degrees now, they can train for the professions. Tell your sisters! Tell your mothers!


Dr Stone, having temporarily laid aside the tawse, was writing something on the blackboard. The chalk screeched with the movement of his bony yellow hand. The British Empire, announced the untidy scrawl. From the desk below the blackboard, a long thin stick was now produced. A collective intake of breath suggested this too had dispensed painful punishment in its time.


The cane rapped the glass covering a large map of the world. ‘Can you,’ Stone snarled, ‘see a colour that appears everywhere?’


Several hands went up. ‘Is it pink, sir?’


There was a triumphant glint about the steel spectacles. ‘Indeed it is! Pink is the colour of the British Empire! There is no continent on Earth in which our great and glorious nation does not own territories!’


Marion shifted in her seat. Old-fashioned jingoism of this sort made her uncomfortable.


‘So even if you are here’ – the cane landed on the west side of Africa – ‘you are a British subject.’


‘They’re the same as us, then, sir?’ ventured a small boy. He flinched as the master rounded on him furiously.


‘Not at all the same as us! They are colonial subjects!’


‘But what’s the difference, sir?’


‘They,’ snarled Dr Stone, ‘are uncivilised.’


Back at Moray House Teacher Training College, she hurried straight to the principal, heart pounding with indignation, heels clattering down the beeswax-scented corridors.


‘Come in.’


Miss Golspie’s office was light and modern, panelled with pale oak, lined with close-packed bookshelves and lively with colourful rugs, pictures and vases. The principal, as contemporary as her surroundings in a floaty frock of bright abstract print, looked up from her desk. From within a well-cut grey bob, her handsome, intelligent face expressed surprise. ‘My dear Marion. You look pale.’ She raised a brightly patterned cup. ‘Tea?’


‘Yes please.’


Miss Golspie poured another cup from her Clarice Cliff teapot, handed it over then gestured to the large tangerine sofa in the window bay. ‘Sit down and tell me all about it.’


Marion sat down and told her all about it. She had been appalled by everything, but the uncivilised remark most of all. ‘It’s so wrong to talk about people like that,’ she fumed. ‘We’re all equal – or should be. How many other teachers are telling children such old-fashioned, prejudiced things?’


‘Quite a few, I daresay,’ Miss Golspie said drily. ‘In those kinds of schools anyway.’


Marion’s large eyes blazed. ‘I’d never work anywhere like that!’


The principal replaced her teacup in its saucer. ‘My dear, you can’t ignore certain attitudes because you don’t like them. Otherwise those attitudes prevail. If you want to change things you must stand up and defend the right.’


‘You make it sound like a war,’ Marion muttered.


‘What else is the fight against ignorance?’


In the silence that followed, Marion sipped her tea. It had an unusual, smoky scent. ‘Lapsang souchong,’the principal said with a smile, seeing the question on her face. ‘I grew very fond of it when I taught in China.’


Miss Golspie’s previous life had clearly been full of adventure, which in turn had informed her exotic tastes and engaged personality. She was the most interested and interesting person Marion knew, full of energy and ideas, a constant inspiration to her students. She was probably the same age as Dr Stone, but there the resemblance ended. It was amazing to think they were on the same planet, let alone in the same city and profession.


‘Why did you send me to Glenlorne?’ she was calm enough now to ask. ‘It’s hardly my kind of place.’


The principal regarded her with bright dark eyes over the patterned rim of her teacup. ‘No, your kind of place is the slums.’


Marion looked at her quickly. Miss Golspie had always supported her ambition to teach there. ‘Yes,’ she said firmly. ‘Someone has to.’


Three years after the Wall Street Crash and the economic hardships that had followed, the belief endured that the condition of the poor was largely their own fault. But even if that were true, which Marion doubted, it certainly wasn’t the fault of the children. Sheer professional curiosity had first led her into the stinking passages of Grassmarket, one of Edinburgh’s most notorious slums, but pity and outrage had sent her back every Saturday ever since. The squalor and stink were bad enough, but it was what poverty did to the mind that took her breath away. Slum children had difficulty concentrating, their comprehension was slow and a near-starvation diet led to bad eyesight and impaired hearing. It took them ages to get through one simple book. The literacy rate was near-nil, meaning that their chances of ever emerging from Grassmarket, getting a job and having anything resembling a rewarding life, were near-nil too. Unless she did something about it.


Miss Golspie was looking at her with thoughtful dark eyes. ‘I understand why you feel the way you do. But what about the other end of the scale?’


‘The rich?’ Marion was puzzled. ‘They don’t need my help.’


‘You’re sure about that?’


‘Of course. They’re the elite. They have every advantage.’


‘They have Dr Stone,’ the principal pointed out. ‘And you just said you felt sorry for the children in his class.’


‘I do. Very.’


‘So what sort of advantage is that?’


Marion considered this. ‘I’m not quite sure what you’re getting at,’ she said eventually.


Isabel Golspie leaned back in her chair and smiled. ‘What I’m getting at,’ she said, ‘is rather radical. I’m trying to suggest that, admirable though it is for you to want to help the very lowest class of society, the top of society need you too. And if you can help them, they can help the others.’


Marion was completely lost now. But if Miss Golspie was suggesting she go to work at Glenlorne, she could forget it.


The principal calmly sipped her tea. ‘You’ve seen what it’s like at an elite school. Those little boys will have power one day. And one of their main childhood influences will have been Dr Stone. How do we grow a just society out of that?’


Marion stared down into her teacup, at the brown pool of tea, whose name she could not now recall. But she could remember the tawse, the dunce’s cap, the fear on the little boys’ faces. ‘I want to work in slums,’ she said, stubbornly.


‘Which is precisely why you should teach the wealthy,’ suggested Miss Golspie. ‘Who else is going to tell them how poor people live? About feminism, equal opportunities, social justice and all the other things you care about? Not Dr Stone, you can be sure of that.’





   




Chapter Two



The next day was Saturday, the day when Marion went to visit the slums. As always when she visited Grassmarket, she dressed up. The children living there saw enough dirty rags. She wanted to raise their sights and cheer them up by wearing her smartest, brightest clothes.


Her new pink frock swirled satisfyingly about her knees. You would never know the pattern had come free with a magazine. Her mother was clever with her needle, and the drop waist fell perfectly. The hem was just the right length to show off her slim legs.


She hurried along, as if sheer speed would outpace the words of Miss Golspie, which had sounded in her dreams all night. She could see the principal’s argument, which was a typically ingenious one. But her commitment to the poor of Edinburgh was total.


About to cross the road, she stepped back just in time. A car swept past, all shining panels and royal crest. A recent heavy downpour had left puddles in the gutter, which the tyres now ploughed through. A wave of muddy water rose upward, scattering her skirt and stockings.


Marion swore under her breath. She looked after the car, now gleaming in the distance, heading towards the palace at Holyrood. On both sides of the road, people were staring at it. Were the royal family making one of their periodic visits? She remembered George V on Dr Stone’s wall. Had the pop-eyed king-emperor ruined her dress? She felt a stir of passionate anti-royal feeling.


‘This any use?’ The voice came from behind her. A young man was holding out a crumpled handkerchief.


‘Thanks.’ She took it hastily, without looking. The frock was her priority. But as she dabbed, her gaze kept wandering from the dirty fabric to the footwear beside her on the pavement. The brown leather was scuffed, and one lace was undone. But the shoes were good ones; expensive.


‘I should introduce myself,’ he said. ‘I’m Valentine.’


‘Valentine?’ She stopped dabbing and looked up. A pair of bright dark eyes looked back. ‘As in the card?’


‘Everyone says that,’ he replied equably. ‘As in one of the Two Gentlemen of Verona, actually.’


She straightened. ‘I’ve never seen that play.’


‘Everyone says that as well. What’s your name?’


‘Marion.’


‘As in Maid?’


‘Everyone says that.’ They didn’t, actually, but he wasn’t to know.


He grinned. He was very attractive. There was a crackle about him, an energy. He was shorter than her – most men were – but looked strong. His hair was thick and dark, and a shining hank of it dangled in one eye, giving him a boyish look, although she guessed he was about her age, twenty-two. The scruffy shoes were matched with a battered tweed jacket, creased flannels and a red scarf that glowed like a flame. He was carrying a large green canvas bag, with a flap over the top. Whatever was in it looked bulky and heavy. Books?


‘Are you a student?’ she asked him. The university was full of bumptious young men who strode about the streets as if they owned the place.


He nodded. ‘Guilty as charged.’


‘English, I’m guessing.’


‘Actually, I’m studying history.’


She rolled her eyes. ‘I mean you. You’re English.’ His accent definitely was, but not the cold, clipped sort. His voice was low, warm and had a crack in it that was very attractive.


He looked disappointed. ‘Is it that obvious?’


‘Well you don’t sound Scottish.’


‘The accent’s quite hard,’ he said, deadpan. ‘Even for Scots. People in Glasgow seem to struggle with it terribly.’


This made her laugh. He looked pleased.


‘I’m from London,’ he said. ‘Ever been there?’


She shook her head. She had never been out of Scotland. Suddenly, she felt confined and provincial. She handed back the handkerchief. ‘I have to go.’


‘Can I walk with you?’ he asked.


She looked at him. ‘Why?’


‘Because you’re beautiful?’


That made her laugh again. What a flatterer. She was not beautiful. She had good big eyes and nice chestnut hair, even if it was now nearly all shorn. Damn that accursed crop. It only drew attention to the fact her nose was on the large side and she was both too tall and too thin. ‘A long drink of water,’ her mother called her.


Oh well. She did not intend to make her living through her looks. Women had more choices these days.


‘I like your hair,’ Valentine said, sending a huge, helpless wave of relief through her. She smiled her thanks and started to walk off.


He fell into step beside her. This was unexpected, but not unwelcome.


‘Where are you going?’


‘Grassmarket.’


The dark eyes widened. ‘You … live there?’


She was tempted to tease him, but found herself telling the truth. ‘No, I teach there in my spare time.’ Now, surely, he would leave her alone. Her interest in the slums shocked most people.


He stayed where he was, however, and hitched the heavy bag on to his other shoulder. ‘I’m wildly impressed.’


Something in the overstatement made her defensive. ‘You don’t need to be,’ she returned stiffly. ‘I’m studying to be a teacher. Underprivileged children are my area of special interest.’


Now, surely, he was bound to leave. He kept up, however. ‘Really?’ he said brightly. ‘That’s absolutely fascinating.’


‘That’s one word for it,’ she agreed.


They had almost reached the top of the Royal Mile now. The weather had cleared completely and become blue, bright and beautiful. To the north, the Firth of Forth sparkled like a carpet of sapphires. To the south, the great bare bulk of Arthur’s Seat rose over the towers and spires. Above the great black stone gateway of Edinburgh Castle, the motto on the coat of arms shone gold in the sun: ‘Nemo Me Impune Lacessit.’


‘No one provokes me with impunity,’ Valentine translated  easily.


‘Or,’ said Marion, ‘as the Scots would put it, “Dinna mess wi me, or else!”’


‘But they were messed with,’ he pointed out. ‘Mary Queen of Scots and Charles I lost their heads. And James II and Bonnie Prince Charlie lost their kingdoms. That lot down there’ – he nodded towards Holyrood, at the other end of the long street – ‘need to watch out.’


Marion glanced at her dress. The damp hem, edged with a greyish border of mud, clung to her bony knees. ‘They do,’ she agreed. ‘Look what they did to my frock.’


‘I don’t mean that,’ he said. His bantering tone had gone and he now sounded slightly impatient.


Beneath the rearing dark hair, his face had become serious. His features were beautifully moulded, she saw, his lips full and shapely, his cheekbones pronounced.


‘What do you mean, then?’ she asked. ‘What do they need to watch out for?’


‘For the international proletarian revolution,’ he declared.


She felt a thrill of shock. ‘You’re a republican?’


‘You’re getting close.’ The dark eyes gleamed. ‘The monarchy’s an outdated institution. How can a system where privilege, power and position come from a mere accident of birth ever be justified? It has no place in the modern world.’ He paused, before adding, in stirring tones, ‘As the spring must follow the winter, the triumph of the workers over the ruling classes is historically inevitable.’


She felt her mouth drop open. ‘You’re a Communist!’


‘And what if I am? What if I’m a red under your bed?’


His amused gaze was locked on hers. The thought of him under her bed, and even in it, jumped into her head. She tried to push the image away, but it was too late – something sharp had pierced her, low in her belly.


He had flipped back the flap of the bag now. Inside were piled, not books, but a great many newspapers. They bore a red hammer and sickle and the title The Daily Worker. He grinned at her. ‘Can I interest you in a copy, madam? Something sensational to read on the train?’


She stared at him. ‘You’re selling those? Here?’ Respectable Edinburgh wasn’t an especially left-of-centre city.


‘All members of the party have to. It’s our socialist duty. Spreading the word.’


‘And what is the word exactly?’ Marion was curious. She was interested in politics but knew little about Communism, which was something she associated with fierce, bearded Russians, violent uprisings and murdered czars. Not well-brought-up young men from England.


‘Well.’ He hesitated. ‘Do you believe in the equality of the sexes?’


‘Absolutely.’


‘And do you agree that everyone should enjoy equal social and economic status?’


She nodded vehemently.


‘Do you believe in love rather than money?’


‘Er …’ She looked at him. He was grinning, and a wave of heat rushed up her neck. Just being close to him was exciting. She had never met anyone like this before. She searched for a smart reply, failed to find one and decided she’d had enough of this disconcerting stranger.


‘I have to go,’ she muttered, then turned and clattered down the dark stairs leading from the castle rock. She half-expected to hear him clatter after her, and her relief that he didn’t was mixed with regret. She realised, feeling the lump in her pocket, that she still had his handkerchief.


At the bottom were dirty cobbles and dark, rotten entries. These broken houses with their tall gables had once been home to the city’s aristocracy. Now Grassmarket sheltered – if that was the word – its opposite extreme. She took a deep breath and plunged into the warren of gloomy passages.


The McGintys’ door was on the first floor, up a broken and banisterless staircase.


The battered portal threatened to collapse at her knock. A small pale face appeared in the gap, its initially suspicious expression flaming with sudden delight. ‘Miss Crawford!’


It was Annie who had first brought Marion to Grassmarket, the previous winter. She was eight, but looked three years younger. Her father was an organ grinder who did the rounds of the Edinburgh streets, taking his daughter with him. The day had been freezing wet and the child’s naked feet had looked cold and vulnerable on the shiny pavement. And yet she had sung ‘Loch Lomond’ with a sweet gusto.


Marion’s own coat was old and her shoes had seen better days. But she was nonetheless grateful for them as she sheltered under a nearby shop awning and pretended to study displays of gleaming silverware. Her chance came when the organ stopped grinding. She turned; the father had stepped away, so she approached. ‘Why are you not at school?’ she gently asked, flinching as she saw the bruises on the child’s thin arms. Beneath her dirty hair spread what looked like a healing gash across her forehead.


Fear had filled Annie’s large eyes. She would, she said, have liked school, but whenever her father went out with the organ, out she must go too. It was at this point that the father had reappeared out of the doorway of a low-looking pub. He had the small, mean eyes of a fighting dog and was wiping his mouth with the back of a dirty hand. He spoke roughly to the child and dragged her off down the street, wresting from his daughter’s thin fingers the sixpence Marion had slipped her. She had followed, at a discreet distance, and found not only Grassmarket, but what she now felt was her vocation.


McGinty was not here now, thankfully. Annie’s mother, a wan, wasted creature who worked as a seamstress, was lying on the bed, eyes closed. A piece of dirty flannel was tied round her head. ‘Ma’s head is bad,’ Annie said.


Marion looked at her, wishing she could help. But she was not a doctor, much less a plumber, glazier, carpenter, electrician or any of the other trades that, combined, might make this wretched place vaguely habitable. She was only a teacher, and a not-quite-qualified one at that.


But that was something. If Annie learned to read and write, and add up a bit, she could get a proper job. Escape from this miserable hovel. Hopefully take her mother with her.


There was a nudge from Annie. ‘Are we gan to read, Miss Crawford?’


‘Sorry, Annie. Of course we are.’ Marion hurriedly got out The Princess and the Pea.


It now struck her as an unfortunate choice. But Annie didn’t seem to compare her circumstances with those of the more fortunate. She just loved the pictures of the beautiful carved four-poster with its piles of patterned mattresses.


‘… she was a real princess!’


As the spindly child spelled out the simple words, Marion felt a hard ache in her heart. This was what she wanted to do – help children like this rise up and escape their circumstances. Not the scions of the rich, who could look after themselves. Until the revolution, of course. She smiled, thinking of Valentine and his fiery philosophy.


She agreed that a revolution was needed. Just not the big, violent sort he espoused, pitting a nation against itself. Her revolution would make more money available so schools could have the books currently in desperately short supply. She had spent evening after evening repairing old ones, gluing pages back in, trying to make them readable. But there was nothing she could do about the leaking roofs, clapped-out boilers and pathetic lack of pens and pencils, or even blackboards. During her training, she had several times drawn maps on the brick walls of playgrounds to explain geography to a crowd of shivering children. The funding of the education budget was a national disgrace. But the housing budget was even more of one. The slums should be destroyed; it was appalling, in 1932, that children like Annie lived in conditions that would have shocked Dickens. What chance did they have, apart from her?


Miss Golspie, Marion decided, was wrong. Her future was not with the wealthy and powerful, but here, with the poorest of the poor.





   




Chapter Three



She stayed longer than she had intended. Golden evening light was spreading stickily over the Old Town as she made her way home. It was the city’s ancient heart and where its dark glamour seemed most intense.


‘Marion Crawford?’


A red-cheeked young woman, smartly dressed, her smooth dark hair twisted into a bun, was staring at her curiously. ‘Marion Crawford? Is it really you?’


‘Ethel.’ Marion had finally placed the homely face from the back row of a long-ago schoolroom. She and Ethel McKinley were the same age. But not, it seemed, the same anything else. There was a wedding ring, and a sleeping baby dribbled on Ethel’s smart coat.


Ethel was looking at Marion’s hair. Or at where it had been until recently. ‘Have you had it all cut off?’


Marion flushed. As she pulled off the white cloche to reveal the short brown side-parted crop, Ethel’s dark eyes rounded.


‘It’s the fashion,’ Marion said defensively. ‘It’s an Eton crop.’


‘Eaten?’ Ethel’s smile was satirical. ‘Eaten by what?’


This shaft of wit made Marion impatient. Who was Ethel to poke fun? What had she done with her life except get married? And have babies? Anyone could do that.


‘Eton,’ she elucidated. ‘It’s a school. An expensive boys’ school, near London. I see you’re a mother,’ she added, to change the subject.


Ethel was, like herself, only just twenty-two. Too young to be married with children, especially when there was so much else one could do. Women these days had careers; did Ethel not know?


‘This is Elizabeth,’ Ethel said grandly. She shifted the enormous child in her arms.


‘Lovely,’ Marion said politely.


‘After the little princess,’ Ethel prompted.


‘Oh … yes.’


Princess Elizabeth, along with her baby sister Margaret Rose, was the daughter of the Duke and Duchess of York. Along with the rest of the nation, Marion had seen pictures of them in the newspapers: white-socked, blue-eyed, golden-haired, frilly-dressed. She didn’t follow royalty, however. She felt an interest in them was for the older generation, not her own. She felt Ethel was rather pitiable.


Annoyingly, Ethel seemed to have the same view of her. ‘Not got married, then?’ She was staring at Marion’s naked ring finger.


‘I want a career, not a man and a ring!’ Marion wanted to shout. Instead she said, patiently, ‘I’m studying. At Moray House in Edinburgh. It’s a teacher training college.’


‘Going to be a teacher, then?’ Ethel deduced brilliantly.


‘That’s right.’


‘At an expensive one, like that you just mentioned?’


‘Eton?’ Marion suppressed a snort. ‘Not exactly. I’m intending to work in the slums, as it happens.’


‘The slums!’ As expected, Ethel looked staggered. She made her excuses, and hurried off.


Grinning to herself, Marion walked on. She passed the end of a street in which a group of young men had gathered. They were shouting and laughing and were, she realised, kicking something on the ground. Or someone. Was that not a person in the middle of all the black-trousered legs and shining boots? They were kicking with all their might. They would kill him.


She didn’t stop to think. She raced down the alley, whose floor was thick with scattered newspapers. She could see, between the thrusting legs, a young man curled in the foetal position. He looked dead already.


The nearest thug whirled round and saw her. His oiled hair was smoothed to his scalp and centre-parted above a cruel, handsome face. His eyes were sharp, with a dead, metal glint. ‘It’s not the police,’ he said, scornfully. ‘It’s just a woman.’


Any urge to stand her feminist ground faded as Marion now found herself closed in by black-clothed men with sinister expressions. Tall though she was, they seemed taller.


‘Look what we’ve got here,’ one said, mockingly.


As she tried to back away, something shot out and grabbed her. A hand in a black leather glove. It gleamed malevolently against the innocent pink of her dress sleeve.


‘What’s the hurry, love?’


‘Fancy a drink?’


‘Come on!’	


Terror pounded in her temples. ‘Let go of me!’ She tried to shake off the leather gauntlet, which now moved to her breast.


‘Want to go home to your boyfriend?’ The man was fleshy and brutish. She could smell his meaty breath. His nose, with its spots and pores, was almost pressing against hers. His hand twisted her breast, and pain shot through her. ‘I’ll be your boyfriend. Give us a kiss!’


Marion was revolted, but also terrified. She glanced round. She was right down the entry, in its darkest part. No one passing would see. They could push her down, do what they wanted. With a colossal effort of will, she summoned a steady voice. ‘Let go of me!’


There was laughter at this, and some contemptuous imitations. The meaty-breathed one now released her and another of the men took charge. ‘Come on.’ He touched her lips with a leather-gloved finger. ‘Pick one of us.’ The finger traced the line of her jaw. The metallic eyes glittered. ‘Or we’ll pick for you.’


Instinct took over. She raised her knee hard and suddenly and watched his eyes widen with pain and fury. He reeled away, cursing and roaring. The meaty-breathed one now gripped her harder. He lifted his other fist, and Marion saw the knuckleduster glitter in  the overhead light. She closed her eyes, bracing herself for the sickening impact of hard metal on soft flesh and delicate bone.


It never came. There were sudden shouts at the end of the entry and the sharp blast of police whistles. The men in black disappeared in an instant, into the shadows at the bottom of the alley. She heard, as if from a great distance, boots in steel toecaps clattering up what might have been fire escapes. On the dirty brick floor, the young man lay still, dark-haired, his white shirt stained with blood. There was something familiar about him.


‘You’re brave, Maid Marion,’ said Valentine.


‘Stupid, you mean,’ she muttered.


Half an hour after the frightening skirmish found them sitting in the pub nearest to the alley entrance. It was a rough place, but that was an advantage; no one batted an eyelid when she half-carried, half-dragged Valentine in and bought him a glass of whisky, for shock. She had bought herself one too.


He was in much better shape than had first seemed humanly possible. She had come, it seemed, at precisely the right time, before the beating had got properly underway. The blood covering his front had turned out to be his red scarf. ‘The trick is to make like the hedgehog,’ he said. ‘Curl into as tight a ball as possible. So they can’t kick your head.’


His head had survived quite well, it seemed to her. He had a black eye, split lip and swollen cheek, but his teeth had survived. His smile remained wide and sunny. ‘You sound like you’re used to it,’ she said.


‘Occupational hazard.’ He cocked his head at the newspapers. She followed his gaze. She had gathered up the clean ones from the dirty floor of the alley and shoved them in the bag she had found at the foot of the wall. ‘Not everyone’s a fan of Communism. The fans of Mussolini especially. Know who he is?’


His slightly patronising tone stung, especially after what she had just done for him. ‘I do read the papers,’ she snapped. ‘He’s the leader of Italy’s Fascists.’


He grinned. ‘Very good. He’s also the inspiration for our own dear Mr Mosley, who’s just founded his own British Union of Fascists in tribute. It was from their friendly embrace that you just plucked me, in fact.’


Marion was curious. ‘Why don’t Fascists like Communists?’


She expected a long, fluent explanation, but Valentine hesitated. ‘It’s about the state, basically,’ he said, after a pause.


‘The state?’


‘With Communism the state runs everything.’


‘I see. And Fascism?’


‘Well, that puts the state first. Basically, that’s the difference.’


Marion frowned. ‘Is that a difference?’


Valentine drew hard on his cigarette and let the smoke fall out of his mouth. The effect was curiously erotic. He rubbed his forehead. ‘Look, normally I’d be all over this. But my head, you know?’


She felt guilty. He’d been injured. Embarking on ideological debate probably wasn’t very fair, given the circumstances.


He was looking at his empty glass. ‘Another drink? It’s really helping with the pain. I’ll go to the bar. Er, lend me a couple of shillings?’


Waiting, she leafed through the Daily Worker. He returned with two glasses of whisky in each palm. ‘Thought I’d save myself the trouble of going back,’ he said, sliding the four tumblers rather carelessly onto the table. Shooting out a hand to steady them, Marion tried not to dwell on the fact that they represented the last of her money. She had been rather counting on the change.


‘Do you sell many of these?’ she asked, gesturing at the Daily Worker as Valentine knocked back his first glass in one.


‘That’s better! Sorry, what did you say?’


She repeated the question, adding, ‘It doesn’t look very interesting.’


‘If by that you mean there’s none of the corruption and entertainment of the popular press, that’s deliberate.’


‘Really? Why?’


‘So as not to distract the masses from the struggle, of course.’


‘But what if they want to be distracted?’ She turned the pages, bemused. ‘There are no cartoons here, no fashion. You don’t even have any racing tips.’


‘Racing tips won’t pull down the citadels of the bourgeoisie,’ Valentine said sternly. ‘Or fashion, for that matter.’


She closed the paper. ‘Well, the revolution doesn’t sound like much fun to me.’


He shrugged and held up his second whisky glass. ‘Workers of the world, unite!’


She put the first of hers to her lips. The merest sip sent a coarse and fiery path down her gullet. He had clearly gone for quantity over quality. ‘What work do you do?’ she asked, suddenly aware she had no idea.


‘I’m a student,’ he said, slightly defensively.


‘So you’ve never actually worked? Never had a job?’ A smile tugged the corners of her mouth.


He shrugged. ‘From each according to his abilities, to each according to his needs.’


‘What does that mean?’


He reached over. ‘It means I’ll have your spare whisky if you don’t want it. Down with the bourgeoisie!’





   




Chapter Four



She had expected her mother to be in bed. But as she hurried up the little street, a crack of light divided the front-room curtains. She slid her key into the lock and entered the cramped hall.


‘Marion?’


She went to the threshold of the tiny sitting room. The bright rays of a table lamp outlined the comfortable figure of her mother, sitting sewing in her chair by the fire. She felt a wash of deep affection at the familiar scene. ‘Hello, Mother. Sorry I’m late.’


Mrs Crawford’s plump, homely face was not, as usual, smiling. It was drawn with worry and bright with indignation. ‘You’re terribly late! We couldn’t imagine where you were!’


‘We?’


‘Well, Peter was here. Or had you forgotten he was coming?’


Peter! Her friend from the year above at teaching college. They had been going to a concert together; The Mikado. She sank down in the opposite chair, covered her face and groaned.


‘He waited right up until the last minute,’ Mrs Crawford went on. ‘He only left because he thought you might have gone to the concert to meet him there.’


Marion pictured Peter’s head on its long neck switching anxiously about in the foyer crowds, his pale, myopic eyes squinting through his spectacles. ‘Really, Marion. How can you treat him like this? He’s such a nice boy. And devoted to you, of course.’


‘No he isn’t, Mother. We’re just friends.’ She was fond of Peter, but that was all. It was her mother who loved him. Earnest, polite, hard-working and trustworthy, he was perfect son-in-law material. But the thought of marrying him, of sharing his bed, no!


Her mother gave a shuddering, horrified gasp. ‘What’s happened to your dress? I’ve only just made it for you. Is that blood?’


‘Well, yes. There was a fight, you see, and –’


‘Fight?’ interjected Mrs Crawford, in a yelp.


‘Not me. I was just helping someone who was hurt.’ She bent over and hugged her seated mother. ‘Just think of it as a good deed,’ she urged, smiling. ‘Marion the Good Samaritan.’


‘You’re incorrigible,’ said Mrs Crawford, but fondly, to Marion’s relief. Her mother rarely, if ever, got angry. Since the death of her father the two of them had been everything to each other. But it had been a close-run thing and probably a sign that seeing Valentine again was a bad idea. She had only just met him, and already he had caused her nothing but trouble.


Next day, the world seemed somehow brighter and sharper. She felt a lightness in her heart that was almost a giddiness. This faded as she realised she now had to face Peter and apologise.


He would be wonderful about it, of course. The fact that he was wholly good and kind made it all even worse. If only she could love him as she knew he loved her. They were, as her mother never tired of pointing out, unusually well-matched.


They had met during the first term, two years ago. As well as their teaching interests, they shared a love of walking and of music, literature and art. They came from similar humble backgrounds: Marion’s father, now dead, had worked on the railways, while Peter’s was a postman. His aim was to be the first postman’s son to go to Eton, albeit in a professional capacity. He was determined to teach at the Great Public Schools, as he called them, from which poverty had barred him as a boy. Marion admired his ambition, but not his aspiration. Certainly not after the Glenlorne experience.


She headed into the college, hurrying along the green-tiled corridors with their herringbone wooden floors. She found Peter in the library, harmless in his pale blue pullover, frowning earnestly over his books. He looked delighted to see her, increasing her guilt a thousandfold.


‘I’m so sorry about last night,’ she began.


‘Shhh!’ said the librarian.


‘Yes, it was a shame,’ Peter whispered mildly. ‘You missed the most marvellous Nanki-Poo.’


‘Shhhhhhh!’


‘Another time,’ said Marion, not wanting to linger. Miss Golspie’s class on Dr Froebel was about to start.


‘Actually, are you free later? I have something to tell you.’ Through his very clean round spectacles, Peter’s pale eyes blazed with uncharacteristic excitement. ‘Let’s go to Jenners for tea,’ he added, with equally uncharacteristic impulsiveness.


Jenners was Edinburgh’s smartest department store, with restaurant prices to match. The something he had to tell must be important.


Round the corner of the bookstack, the librarian loomed. ‘Do you mind?’


Marion was packing up her books at the end of the Froebel class when Miss Golspie dipped by. ‘Enjoy that? You looked as if you did. Your hand was a blur throughout, making notes.’


Marion smiled at her teacher. ‘What an amazing man. I had no idea he invented the nursery. And believed that every child has an inner life, which careful nurturing brings out.’ Her words were tumbling over one another in her enthusiasm. ‘I particularly loved his conviction that childhood is a proper, precious state in itself, not just a preparation for adulthood.’ She had thought about Annie during that section of the lecture, and burned with indignation and pity for her. Annie’s childhood was already over, if it had ever happened at all.


‘Froebel’s my favourite, I have to say.’ Miss Golspie tossed an aquamarine scarf over the shoulder of a red velvet pinafore. ‘It’s all so unlikely, a German chap from the early nineteenth century having all those ideas about the importance of play and learning through nature. There are men now, a hundred years later, who still have no idea about that.’


Their eyes met. There was no doubt as to whom she was referencing, but Marion carefully did not react. She was not to be drawn down that road again.


Miss Golspie smiled. ‘Could you come and see me later, in my office?’ Her tone was casual. ‘There’s something I want to talk to you about.’


Marion watched the brightly clad figure leave and wondered at the coincidence. Peter too had something to tell her. Two people on the same day.


Later, Marion entered the principal’s oak-panelled realm. The scent of Lapsang Souchong filled the air. ‘Sit down, do. Tea?’ Miss Golspie waved a cup.


‘No thank you. I’m going to tea at Jenners after this, as it happens.’


‘At Jenners! I’d better get straight to the point, then.’ Miss Golspie looked at her through a pair of outsized lime-green reading glasses. She had many artist friends, one of whom had presumably made these. Perhaps the same one who had made the new cushion shaped like a pair of red lips. Marion stared at it as she settled into the squashy depths of the orange sofa.


‘Lady Rose Leveson-Gower has written to me,’ Miss Golspie announced. ‘Her husband is the commanding admiral at Rosyth.’


Rosyth was the Royal Navy base in Edinburgh. Marion nodded in understanding of this eminence, but failed to see what it had to do with her.


‘She wanted me to recommend someone to teach her daughter, Lady Mary, over the summer. I thought of you.’


‘Me?’ Marion stared at her. ‘But you know how I feel about teaching aristocrats.’


Miss Golspie did not, as her pupil half feared, display any anger or impatience at this. ‘Quite so,’ she said briskly. ‘You made it perfectly clear. And it is, of course, entirely up to you whether you take the job or not. I am merely the messenger. Lady Rose asked for my best pupil, which you undoubtedly are, and I thought the money would come in useful.’


Realising she was being ungracious, Marion reddened. It was, she could see, a huge compliment. The best pupil, when she was not even in the final year! And the money most definitely would be welcome, there was no question about that. But she didn’t want to do it, even so. She looked up, intending to say so.


Miss Golspie was watching her over the lime-green glasses, her expression one of calm interest. ‘So you’ll think about it?’


Marion, about to deliver a categoric ‘no’, found herself reluctantly nodding instead. ‘I’ll think about it.’


Later, at Jenners, she and Peter sat amid silver teapots, groaning cake stands and potted palms. A little orchestra played waltzes. The evening was hot, and above the tinkle of china and conversation, teak ceiling fans stirred the soupy air. All you needed was a couple of elephants, Marion thought as she fanned herself with her napkin. She grinned as, right on cue, two broad-beamed Edinburgh matrons paraded past in stately pachyderm fashion.


Peter was pink with the heat. His pale hair stuck to his forehead.He reached for an egg sandwich. ‘I’ve been offered a job,’ he announced. ‘A permanent teaching job.’


‘That’s wonderful, Peter!’


He took a bite and eyed her. ‘It is rather good, isn’t it?’


‘Where? Eton?’


He shook his head. He was to be a junior classics master somewhere near Inverness. ‘But it’s a start.’


‘Congratulations,’ Marion said warmly, wondering why he was staring at her. He seemed anxious, for some reason.


‘I wondered …’ he said. ‘That is to say, I wanted to ask …’


‘What?’ she urged. He had altered position, and the potted fern behind him now seemed to protrude from his head. It was hard not to laugh. ‘Out with it, Peter! You’re making me nervous.’


‘Will you marry me?’ Peter blurted.


Marion crashed her cup down into the saucer and gripped the arms of her chair. She felt off balance, as if she had been drinking gin, not Earl Grey. Marry? She was only twenty-two. Life, with all its potential, stretched ahead like a shining road. ‘But you’re going to work at this school,’ she said, stupidly.


‘More tea, madam?’ An obviously eavesdropping waitress hovered with a silver teapot.


‘Yes! You’d come with me,’ Peter said when she had gone. He looked relieved, as if he had let go of a burden. He bit happily into his egg sandwich. ‘We’d live at the school.’


Marion, to whom the burden had been passed, imagined the shining road of her life disappearing up the drive of some stuffy establishment surrounded by mountains, cut off by lochs, very possibly with the likes of Dr Stone on its staff. And with Peter, whom she liked but could never love. There wasn’t an atom of physical attraction there.


‘What do you say?’ He was smiling encouragingly; a piece of cress was lodged between his teeth.


She took a deep breath. ‘I’m very flattered, Peter.’


She saw hope flash in his pale eyes and felt terrible. ‘But the truth is,’ she added hurriedly, ‘I’m not thinking about marriage to anyone just yet. My work comes first and I’ve got another year of college to go.’


Peter looked down. ‘I understand. Your work’s very important to you. And you’re such a good teacher, Marion. You’re Miss Golspie’s best student, everyone knows that.’


She felt moved. He must be hurt, but he was being so generous. He was such a good man. If only she could love him. But love didn’t seem to work like that. The most suitable person wasn’t necessarily the one who attracted you. As a pair of wide dark eyes glowed in her mind, she reddened.


They parted outside Jenners. She watched him walk off down Princes Street, gave him a few minutes and then set off home the back way. There was no danger of him seeing her there, and the back streets had cooling shadows.


As she passed the front of a pub, a familiar figure came out. ‘Maid Marion!’


His appearance was too sudden for her to stop an instinctive smile of joy.


He was wearing the same clothes as yesterday. There was beard growth on his chin. The red scarf was still round his neck; the same blood-spattered shirt; the same mud-smeared jacket. But the energy she remembered was there too – the spark and the fizz and the black fire in his eyes. She was filled again with the sense that here was someone thrilling, unpredictable, exciting.


‘How are you?’ she asked. Better, by the looks of it. He had emerged from the pub with quite a spring in his step.


In reply, Valentine clutched his arm. ‘It comes and goes,’ he said, wincing. ‘If you could help me back to my rooms, that would be great.’


She stared, wanting to laugh. He was ridiculously audacious. He seemed unabashed, however, staring back imploringly with wide, round eyes. ‘Please?’ he begged, looking suddenly so like a helpless little boy that resistance was useless. She groaned, and gave in.


‘What were you doing in the pub?’ she asked as she helped him along. The memory of her lost shillings was still raw. It had been embarrassing to let Peter pay for the tea instead of splitting the cost, especially after what she had said to him.


He had taken her arm and was leaning on her heavily, emitting the occasional soft moan as if in great pain. ‘Pub?’


Marion half turned, pointing with her free hand. ‘That one. Whose public bar I just saw you coming out of.’


He pushed a hand through his uncombed hair. ‘Oh, that pub,’ he said, as if seeing it for the first time. ‘We weren’t in the bar, we were upstairs. Having a meeting.’


‘We?’ She looked at him closely, not entirely convinced.


He stared boldly back, his dark gaze unflinching. ‘The university Communist Party.’


‘The pub lets you have Communist Party meetings upstairs?’ It sounded most unlikely to her.


His hair flopped forward with the vigour of his nod. ‘Absolutely. Where we plot the death of imperialism and the epoch of international proletarian revolution. When men and women who struggle in their workplaces and in their communities for the defeat of capitalism will finally achieve a more just and equal society.’


The drama and force of this speech, and the dazzling smile with which it ended, had the effect of stunning her from all further thought. By the time she had recovered her faculties and was framing more detailed questions, Valentine had begun to sing. It wasn’t a song Marion recognised, but the tune was catchy and the lyrics striking. Something about workers arising from their slumbers. She wondered what time Valentine had risen from his slumbers. He looked as if he had slept in his clothes.


The song had many verses, during which time they approached the university area. The streets became grander, more neoclassical, all domes and porticoes, fluted columns and elegant wide steps.


‘So comrades come rally/And the last fight let us face/The Internationale/Unites the human race,’ Valentine finished, with a wave of a clenched fist. ‘Ooh,’ he groaned, as if suddenly remembering he was meant to be injured.


As they passed a porter’s lodge, a bowler-hatted figure within rose to his feet. 


‘Mackenzie!’ Valentine slapped the college servant convivially on his dark-suited shoulder. ‘And how are you this fine evening?’


The college servant looked unmoved by this blast of charm. ‘I’d be better if you’d pay those fines you owe, sir.’ He rolled a jaundiced eye up and down Marion. ‘No young ladies staying the night again either.’


Flashing him an uneasy smile, Valentine hurried off across the lawns, his limp miraculously eased. Marion hurried after him. ‘What does he mean, no young ladies staying the night again?’


‘Haven’t the faintest idea. Got me confused with someone else,’ Valentine threw over his shoulder as he picked up speed. They were practically running now. The grassy quadrangle was surrounded with imposing grey buildings. He hurried up the steps into one of them – a hall of residence, Marion guessed, seeing pigeonholes in the hallway.One seemed particularly stuffed with cards and invitations. Valentine paused and shoved the entire handful into his pocket before clattering up a flight of wooden stairs.


His room was disgusting. A wardrobe door hung open, revealing a confusion of papers. His clothes were on the floor, all looking more dirty and creased even than those he had been beaten up in. There were newspapers everywhere, empty bottles lying on their sides along the skirting board, heaps of books and overflowing ashtrays. Above it all hung the horrible vinegar stench of stale smoke.


‘Can’t you open a window?’ she asked, using the challenge to conceal her awkwardness. What was she doing here? She had vaguely intended to leave him at the porter’s lodge, but somehow she had followed him in.


He pushed back the half-drawn curtains. The way he rattled and struggled at the pane suggested this was the first time he had ever tried. She went over to help. ‘You have to move this back,’ she said, operating the lever holding the sash down. ‘It won’t open otherwise.’


He seemed as unabashed by his lack of practical knowledge as he was about the general mess and lack of facilities. ‘I don’t have any tea,’ he said, rummaging in the bottom of a half-open drawer, ‘but I can offer you this.’ He produced a bottle of whisky and waved it at her.


She looked at it doubtfully. ‘Haven’t you got any glasses? Cups?’


He shook his head, airily. ‘They’re a bourgeois construct. We’ll just have to drink straight from the bottle.’


He passed it to her. She braced herself and took a swig. It was even worse than what they had drunk in the pub, but after the initial scorch of contact, a warm, relaxed feeling spread through her. Her awkwardness vanished. She looked around, taking it all in.


Beyond the mess, the prevailing aesthetic was Soviet culture. Posters of muscular peasants waving spades or sitting on tractors were stuck haphazardly on the walls.


‘Do sit down.’ Valentine interrupted her thoughts.


She glanced around and laughed. ‘Where? You don’t have any chairs.’ They, too, were a bourgeois construct, presumably.


‘Plenty of room here.’ He was sitting on the bed, which was unmade, the sheets twisted, the blanket half-disappeared underneath. He patted the mattress beside him invitingly. ‘Come on.’


The outrage she felt was mild compared to the accompanying violent pang of longing. She backed against the wall, folding her arms tightly, trying to appear insouciant. ‘No young ladies staying the night again, remember.’


He rose to his feet, exasperated. ‘He got me confused with someone else, I tell you.’


‘All the same, I’m going.’


He was close to her now and, quite suddenly, he kissed her. No one had ever kissed her like this, with a tenderness that became urgency. She clung to him. When her lips left his, they felt twice their usual size. His already were, of course, thanks to the beating. ‘Didn’t that hurt?’ she asked, when the power to speak returned.


‘Not at all. Desire is an anaesthetic. Don’t you find?’


‘I’m … not sure.’


His dark eyes had a wolfish gleam. ‘Don’t you want to find out?’


She found herself being led back towards the twisted bed. Before she knew it, he had pulled her down and nudged her knees apart.


‘Stop!’ cried Marion, sitting up with difficulty. Her cheeks burned and her heart crashed in her chest. She glanced at him hotly from under her hair.


He grinned at her from the pillow, hands behind his head. ‘Sorry. My mistake. I thought you were an independent woman. Making your own decisions.’


‘I am!’ she said, crossly. ‘And one of my independent decisions is not to let you do that.’


She buttoned herself up and, flustered, stepped over the rubbish towards the door.


There was a small stone bust on the mantelpiece. Passing, she glanced at it. It was of a stern-looking bearded man.


‘Vladimir Ilyich,’ said Valentine, still lounging on the bed.


‘Who?’


‘Lenin. The greatest revolutionary leader the world has ever seen.’


She stared at the carved face. ‘Really? Why was he so great?’ Lenin had been in charge when the czar and his family were shot in the cellar. She recalled the ghastly details: the diamonds sewn in the corsets, the girls’ shorn hair, the frightened little boy.


‘It would,’ Valentine said loftily, ‘take me far too long to explain.’


She glanced at him suspiciously, remembering the Fascist-Communist discussion. How much did Valentine really know about revolutionary politics?


‘What was so great about murdering the Romanovs?’ she asked.


‘They were enemies of the people.’


‘But why?’ They had been teenage girls, most of them. The thought made her stomach churn.


‘They just … were.’


She was about to impatiently accuse him of ignorant dogmatism when Miss Golspie slid into her mind, glowing scarves, green glasses and all. She recalled the conversation earlier that afternoon in which she had declared herself uninterested in teaching aristocrats. Perhaps she was guilty of dogmatism herself.


She stared into Lenin’s sharp little eyes. Perhaps she should take the job with the Leveson-Gowers. There were good reasons to do so: the money, the compliment from Miss Golspie it represented and all those earlier, ingenious arguments about how the children of the wealthy needed to know about the poor, for the benefit of society in general. She considered the Bolshevik leader’s hard, intransigent face. Had that happened in Russia, perhaps Lenin wouldn’t have been the greatest revolutionary leader the world had ever seen.If indeed he had been.





   




Chapter Five



She took the job with the Leveson-Gowers. It was a beautiful daily walk along the lochside to Rosyth, with the Forth flashing silver through the trees. The path through the woods was fringed with wild flowers: blue cranesbill, pink campion, white stitchwort, herb Robert. Marion loved the expectant way they turned their faces up as she passed. She liked to pick them and put them in her hat.


‘You’re working for the oppressors of the poor,’ Valentine had sneered, predictably. ‘The aristocratic overlords. The capitalist running dogs.’


Marion rolled her eyes. ‘They’re not like that at all,’ she insisted. The Leveson-Gowers, in fact, seemed to lead a simple life. Good manners were high on the agenda and she had never heard a haughty remark from any of them. Nor had she heard anyone swear. None of which could be said of Valentine.


‘They’ve got no idea how most people live,’ he blustered. Marion looked him sternly in the eye.


‘Yes they have.’ In line with Miss Golspie’s exhortations, she took her new responsibilities seriously. Her new pupil, Lady Mary Leveson-Gower, was, as a consequence, fully appraised of recent scientific, political and social developments.


‘Don’t you feel like a servant?’ he taunted, next.


She laughed. ‘Actually, the servants at Admiralty House don’t feel like servants.’


He stared. ‘What do you mean?’


‘They’re far grander than the family.’


It was strange but true that those working for the Leveson-Gowers seemed to appropriate their employers’ status to themselves. The cook especially never missed an opportunity to trumpet the family’s grand connections. As Marion passed through the kitchen on her way in and out of the house, Cook regaled her with gossipy snippets.Did Marion know that Lady Rose Leveson-Gower’s sister was the Duchess of York? She did not. Did Marion know that Lady Rose called her sister ‘Buffy’? She did not care. Did Marion know that Lady Rose’s husband, the Hon William Spencer Leveson Gower, was ‘Wisp’ to his friends? Actually, this was quite funny. ‘Wisp’ suggested insubstantial, and the Admiral was easily seventeen stone.


According to Cook, Lady Rose could have done even better than the Commanding Admiral at Rosyth. This was not hard to believe. Lady Rose was a lush, romantic beauty with a full, oval face and skin like thick cream. She had elegant dark brows, a slim, straight nose and shining blonde hair. Her eyes were especially extraordinary – a dewy violet.


‘Oh yes!’ Cook’s round eyes bulged with excitement. ‘They say Her Ladyship was proposed to more than twenty times! They say that she used to be admired by the Prince of Wales himself!’


‘Gosh,’ said Marion, knowing Cook would completely miss the irony.


Mrs Crawford, agog for details about aristocratic goings-on, loved all this, however. And so Marion told her as much as she could remember. After her mother’s despair at Peter’s departure – she had never known about the proposal, fortunately – it was a relief to see her basking in the warm sun of near-royal association. No friend, neighbour or butcher’s queue was ignorant of her daughter’s new proximity to the great and the good.


Her daughter’s new proximity to Valentine was rather less cause for celebration. Mrs Crawford was not only impervious to his charm but resented his familiar manner. Peter would never have dreamed of breezing in without warning, addressing her as ‘Mrs C’ and helping himself to whatever was in the larder. Marion would listen to her complaints while thinking that there were many other things Valentine did that Peter would never have dreamed of, all of them entirely delightful.


She had still not given in to him, although by now it was virtually a technicality. As they kissed, his hand would find its way beneath her blouse or up her skirt almost without her realising. She had never really believed in love before, not in the head-spinning, lightning-bolt sense of romantic novels. But now she wondered whether heart-thumping passion was real, after all. She would drift dreamily about the house, her mother’s grumbles having as little impact as water on the back of the proverbial duck.


‘He talks all the time about the working classes but he’s never done a day’s work in his life.’


While Marion thought this exact same thing, she felt compelled to defend him. ‘He’s a student, Mother.’


‘But what are his intentions?’ demanded Mrs Crawford.


The defeat of capitalism would obviously not be an acceptable answer. Marion turned to bluster instead. ‘Mother! This is 1932. Girls don’t need men with intentions. They have intentions of their own.’


But Valentine’s intentions were not of the sort Mrs Crawford would approve of. The fact that she did not approve of him either drove the two of them for walks in the hills in all weathers. Here the intentions revealed themselves on sunny beds of heather, or in caves during sudden bursts of rain. Marion fended them off – with increasing reluctance, it had to be said.


One afternoon they had taken a picnic and were following a sandy path through scented heather and sun-warmed boulders. Their way wound up past silver birch trees and flaming yellow gorse. They stopped for lunch under cerulean skies, in which birds wheeled and a warm sun shone. Below them stretched the Firth of Forth, its surface wrinkled like blue silk and shuddering at the touch of the wind.


‘I’ve got a present for you,’ Valentine announced. She was surprised. She was the gift-giver, normally. Fresh shirts, a new pair of trousers, two second-hand chairs for his room.


He rummaged in his jacket pocket and produced a brown paper bag containing something hard and rectangular. ‘I hope you’ll find it useful.’ His face was serious but he was obviously suppressing laughter.


Marion slid out a small book with a pale grey cover. The Complete Book of Etiquette.


‘Now that you’re moving in such elevated circles, you need to know which class of butter knife to use with which class of bishop.’


She knew it was victory of a sort that he had lowered his attacks to jokes. And this was a good one. She turned a couple of pages and laughed. ‘A gentleman should never wear a lounge suit on the beach.’


‘Only black tie.’ Valentine snorted. ‘Complete with spats and a top hat.’


‘And absolutely no jewellery on the dunes.’


‘Perish the thought. Ever seen a tiara at Blackpool?’


‘Ha ha!’


‘Hee hee!’


‘No one, unless they be a complete snob, will think the worse of you for inadvertently using the wrong fork at table.’


‘That’s a relief. Give it here, my turn. Oh, here we go. To refer to someone as a gent or a bloke is very bad form. One should always strive to avoid the repetitive use of slang and meaningless ejaculations.’ Valentine hooted. ‘Meaningless ejaculations!’


Marion had the book now. ‘Nearly everyone knows the story of the two men who spent twenty years on a desert island not speaking to each other because they had not been introduced.’ She wiped her streaming eyes. ‘Do they?’


‘Oh, absolutely.’


‘Ha ha.’


Valentine was unpacking the picnic, laying it out on the rock. There were hard-boiled eggs and lemonade in the rucksack, and slices of cake swiped from the larder when her mother’s back was turned. Mrs Crawford, who had regularly plied Peter with her baking, would never have allowed Valentine access to her Victoria sponge.


‘On entering a restaurant, the senior man of the party will go in first so he can bespeak a table.’


Marion placed one of the sandwich packets on her head. ‘An erect carriage and dignified bearing are central to correct form.’


Valentine indicated the boulder. ‘Would madam like to be seated?’


‘Why, thank you, kind sir!’


After lunch, they lay stretched out. The warm air was scented and heady as wine. When Valentine began to kiss her, she rolled away. She watched his face slump in disappointment then stiffen in surprise as she unbuttoned her dress and removed her underwear. She stood above him, stretching in the sunshine.


He stared up at her. ‘Are you sure?’


She nodded. Never had she been so sure about anything.


Afterwards, they lay in the heather. Suddenly curious, she asked him about his childhood and he told her he had been to a succession of boarding schools, many of which had expelled him.


‘Didn’t your mother mind?’ She could hardly imagine what Mrs Crawford would have said.


‘She hardly noticed.’ His tone was scornful. ‘Too busy running around Monte Carlo with her second husband.’


It sounded like a life from another world. She returned to the subject of most interest. ‘So why did the schools throw you out?’


He waved his cigarette in the air. ‘Let me count the ways. First we refused to join the Officer’s Training Corps. Then we painted a statue of the king with red paint.’


‘We?’


‘Me and Esmond,’ he said, as if the name would immediately resonate with her.


‘Esmond?’


‘My cousin. We were at school together. One of the schools, anyway. He got me into Communism, in fact.’ That he hero-worshipped this Esmond was obvious.


‘On Armistice Day, we put anti-war leaflets in all the prayer books. They fluttered down during the Two Minutes’ Silence, causing a row of unimaginable proportions.’


‘I can imagine. But why go to those extremes?’


‘Because public schools perpetuate an evil and outdated class system’ was the answer. His glib tone infuriated her. He seemed to have no awareness of his privilege.


‘Slums do the same,’ she snapped. ‘But unfortunately they’re not so easy to leave.’


Valentine propped himself up on his elbow. ‘Don’t be so pompous. You’re working for the Duchess of York’s sister.’


‘Only for the summer. Some of us have to make money, you know. We don’t all have privilege handed to us on a plate.’


‘Some of us are using our privilege to raise the consciousness of the workers. Not pretending to be egalitarian feminists whilst becoming lickspittles to the aristocracy.’


She gasped. ‘How dare you?’


His laughter was low, triumphant. ‘You’re beautiful when you’re angry.’


She glared at him, but felt herself melt. He was so absurdly handsome, and these arguments excited both of them. She rolled onto her back and only pretended to fend him off when he leaped on her.


‘And how are you getting along with Mary?’ the much-admired Lady Rose enquired charmingly after a few weeks had gone by. It was the end of the day and she had called Marion into the sitting room, whose air pulsed with perfume from the vases on every shining surface. Lady Rose loved flowers, and there were roses in every size and shade of pink.


‘Very well,’ Marion said, and meant it. Mary was a delicate, fair-haired child who compensated for a lack of physical vigour with a powerful interest in her lessons. ‘She’s a clever girl,’ she added.


‘She tells me you’ve been teaching her about the suffragettes.’ Lady Rose toyed with a long rope of huge pearls.


Marion looked at her. Was Lady Rose shocked? ‘Modern women need to know about the modern world,’ she said firmly. ‘We were talking about the vote and I felt she should know that it was largely through the suffragettes that women eventually got it.’


The violet eyes twinkled. ‘Indeed. It appears you have quite fired her up. She has been sternly lecturing her father on the principle of equal rights.’ Lady Rose gave one of her silvery laughs. ‘And, of course, she’s very taken with the spectre stalking Europe. She’s done some simply terrifying drawings of it.’


Mary had indeed been struck by the opening of The Communist Manifesto, although her questions had been less about dialectical materialism than what the stalking spectre looked like. Was it a skeleton?


‘And she’s been telling me all about those clever boffins in Cambridge splitting the atom.’


‘Cockcroft and Walton, yes.’ Mary, who had a scientific bent, had been fascinated by the sensational recent experiment’s power and speed. ‘Had you thought about sending Mary to school?’ she asked. It seemed the obvious thing, once she herself had returned to college in the autumn.


But now it seemed she really had said something shocking. Lady Rose’s beautiful violet eyes widened in amazement. For a second, her lovely oval face went blank before it resumed its customary charming expression. ‘Goodness, Miss Crawford. I hardly think that is necessary, do you? When I was growing up my sisters and I only had a governess. And we all married well.’ Lady Rose paused. ‘One of us very well,’ she added, significantly.


Marion stared at Lady Rose. Had no one told her that marrying well, as she put it, was no longer the route to an interesting life? If indeed it ever had been. Women could take degrees now, have careers. Lady Rose was stuck in the Dark Ages.


A week or so later, Mary greeted her governess in the schoolroom full of excitement. ‘Great news, Miss Crawford! Aunt Peter is coming here tomorrow.’


This strange name suggested a mannish woman in a trouser suit and monocle. ‘Lovely,’ she said. She picked up the slim volume on the table. ‘Now, are you sitting comfortably? Shall we see what Alan Breck and David Balfour do next?’


They were soon absorbed in Kidnapped. Would she have been a Jacobite? Mary asked her governess.


‘Most definitely not. They were terribly misled.’


‘I would have followed Bonnie Prince Charlie!’ Mary said fervently.


‘He let his people down,’ Marion pointed out. ‘They gave him their hearts, but he betrayed them and went abroad. He never came back.’


Mary reflected gloomily on this poor example of royal behaviour. ‘I’m glad princes don’t behave like that any more.’


Later, Marion picked up her hat for her walk back. The morning-gathered flowers lay limply over the brim. Lady Rose appeared, apparently about to go out. She wore a perfect pearl-grey cloche, trimmed with a matching feather. ‘Miss Crawford!’ she exclaimed. ‘I’m so very glad to have caught you.’


Marion paused, cautiously. Had her uncompromising views on Charles Edward Stuart been transmitted? Some Scots, definitely, would find them controversial.


‘We have visitors tomorrow,’ said Lady Rose.


Marion nodded, the limp adornment on her hat brim nodding with her. ‘Mary mentioned Aunt Peter.’


To her surprise, Lady Rose burst out laughing. ‘Her real name is Elizabeth. The children couldn’t pronounce it so they called her Peter.’


Aunt Elizabeth. There was only one Aunt Elizabeth Marion could think of. The most famous Aunt Elizabeth on the planet.


Lady Rose’s blue eyes twinkled. ‘These days, of course, we must all call her Her Royal Highness the Duchess of York.’


Marion waited to be told that, as the family was dealing with royalty, her presence was not required. Well, good. She could use the time studying for the new term in autumn.


‘I would like you to meet them,’ Lady Rose concluded.





   




Chapter Six



Next day, Mary was in unusually tearing spirits, which Marion happily indulged with games on the lawn. Back in the house for elevenses, they were cut off at the pass by one of the housemaids. ‘Yer wanted in the drawing room.’


Remembering, suddenly, the royal visitors, Marion looked down at her frock. It was wet at the hem and bore magnificent grass stains. She raised her chin. They must take her as they found her.


The drawing room was long and rectangular. Pictures in gold frames hung from the rail, and bay windows at the end overlooked the sea.


Lady Rose wafted up to her, smiling. ‘Miss Crawford! Come and meet my sister.’ She found herself taken by the arm. ‘It’s Your Royal Highness when you first meet her,’ Lady Rose went on. ‘But ma’am after that is fine. Ma’am as in jam, remember. Not ma’am as in smarm.’


The Duchess of York sat on one of the window seats. She looked much like her sister, although with darker, stronger brows, darker hair and a wider face. Her skin had a porcelain perfection and her eyes were piercingly blue. Her hands and feet were as small as a doll’s, the former sparkling with diamonds, the latter in pale, high-heeled shoes. Her dress was of blue chiffon, and ropes of pearls gleamed softly against it.


Marion felt suddenly acutely aware of her stained skirt and her stout, serviceable shoes.


The duchess exuded an impish glee. ‘The famous Miss Crawford!’ She spoke in an excited, high-pitched voice, with emphasis. ‘Rose has been telling me how far you walk every day! Simply miles! You’re as strong as a horse, she says.’
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