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  This book is dedicated to my dear friend Prish Hawkes with gratitude for over thirty years of loyal friendship and in memory of her charming mother, Eve Fontaine, formerly

  The Honourable Evelyn Dickinson, who was a debutante in 1924 and wore a very, very short dress for her presentation at Buckingham Palace.
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  Poppy and Baz had been playing New Orleans rhythms for an hour, but now there was silence in the little cottage. They sat gazing into the fire, sitting side by side together on

  the large, old sofa – threadbare, but beautifully soft and deep. Baz propped his bass against the table, where Poppy had laid her clarinet.




  Music was Poppy’s security. Music had rescued her when the world had swirled into chaos on the death of her mother; it had brought order into that turmoil. Music had given her courage, but

  it was jazz that had set her free. The persistent beat had slowed the anxious fluttering of her heart, steadied her nerves and brought a thrill of happiness tingling through her veins. She smiled

  at Baz as he picked up his bass again and bent over it, an untidy lock of smooth black hair falling over his forehead and fringing his large chestnut-coloured eyes. He was the boy next door, the

  youngest son of an earl whose lands fringed theirs in west Kent. They had known each other all their lives, had played together, grown up together, even discovered a passion for jazz together.

  Poppy could not imagine life without him. The kitchen of the small cottage at the heart of the beech wood on this February day was warm and cosy with the heat from the ancient black range. Soon the

  other members of the jazz band would be here for their morning practice, but for the moment it seemed as though they were alone in the world.




  She saw him look at her. An odd feeling, a sort of nervous tension that she had not previously experienced, ran through her as she looked into his dark eyes.




  ‘If only we lived here and I didn’t need to go home ever again,’ she whispered. The cottage that housed her father’s young chauffeur was so much warmer than her own home.

  Beech Grove Manor was a beautiful, grand old building, but living in a house where the ceilings of the huge rooms were twenty feet high and where a fire in one of the enormous fireplaces barely

  warmed those sitting directly in front of it was not so pleasant. And then there was her father’s gloom and Great-Aunt Lizzie, who lectured the girls as though they were five years old.




  Baz, sensing her mood, put down the bass and stroked her hand gently. He said nothing, but his eyes were full of understanding.




  ‘Do you remember when we ran away together when we were eleven?’ said Poppy, trying to smile at the memory. ‘We were going to live in the woods – and I left a letter on

  my pillow saying that I had gone away for ever and ever – but Daisy tracked us with one of the hounds and persuaded me to come home.’




  Typical Daisy, she thought. She had always been the more sensible one of the twins. At least they had thought themselves twins until last year when the true story of Daisy’s birth had been

  uncovered, although that had made no difference to them.




  Suddenly Poppy stopped thinking about Daisy, stopped thinking about her troubles. Baz had put an arm around her shoulders – but not in the careless, half-affectionate, half-brotherly way

  of the past. Her heart racing, she turned her face towards him. His nearness seemed to be sending shocks through her. He reached out and put both arms around her, moved them up so that his wrists

  softly caressed the column of her neck, his face tilted towards hers. Poppy lifted her mouth and . . .




  A log dropped with a clatter against the iron side of the stove and then flared up with a sudden flash of light. Poppy felt the warmth from the fire all over her body. Baz’s lips were

  soft, gently pressing against her own. Her fingers ran over the shape of his shoulder blades, the warmth of the back of his neck, the satin-silkiness of his hair. After a long moment she broke off

  and lay her head against his shoulder, amazed at the way her heart was pounding. Baz laughed softly and untied her long plait of dark red hair, combing it out with his fingers and pressing his

  cheek against hers.




  ‘We could run away together now; needn’t live in the woods either – not now that I’ve got my own house in London. We could get married, Pops.’ He caught her eye and

  smiled tentatively; there was a tremor in his voice and his eyes were golden in the firelight.




  ‘Don’t,’ said Poppy, but it was too late. Reality had crept back into the little warm kitchen. They were no longer eleven. She was seventeen years old. It might be 1924, but

  her father and Great-Aunt Lizzie were still firmly rooted in the age of Queen Victoria – the days when an offer of marriage had to come before the first kiss and when a man had to show his

  future father-in-law how wealthy he was before he was allowed to talk of weddings. The chances of her father or her great-aunt allowing her to marry an eighteen-year-old boy, with no income and who

  had only just finished school, were nil.




  ‘You might have a house,’ she said trying to sound sensible, ‘but where would we get the money to buy food? In the woods, when we were eleven years old, we were going to live

  on beechnuts and blackberries and wild mushrooms. Not too many of those on the streets of London.’ Poppy tried to laugh, but she could hear a wobble in her voice so she bit her lip hard.




  ‘We won’t need to buy food: we’ll have parties every night,’ continued Baz, taking her trembling hands in his. ‘We could ask people to bring something to eat and

  something to drink,’ he went on. ‘That’s the latest thing these days. When you are going to those debutante parties with Daisy you’ll make lots of friends. They’ll all

  get tired of those stuffy affairs and they’ll be delighted to come to our parties, which will be different and fun – and we’ll be playing jazz – which is the latest thing at

  really wild parties, or so my sister Joan says. And when we’re married they’ll all keep coming and bringing food and drink with them. Bound to be enough left over to keep us going until

  the next party.’ He looked at her closely and asked, ‘You are going to have a season, right, Pops? You haven’t had bad news, have you?’




  Poppy shook her head. ‘Not bad news; just no news. We had expected to hear from Elaine by now. She did promise to come back from India and take a house in London for the season and present

  us.’ Surely, she thought, Elaine would not let them down. She had been the only sister of Poppy’s mother, Mary. But as well as that – and Poppy now knew the carefully hidden

  secret – she was Daisy’s mother.




  ‘Well, if you don’t go to London, I’ll stay down here too,’ said Baz in determined tones. ‘Mother wants me to go so that I can escort Joan, but I’d rather be

  . . . wherever you are.’ He smiled at her reassuringly. ‘But you might still hear. I saw the boy from the post office cycling up the avenue to your house when I was coming

  over.’




  ‘Today might not be a good day,’ said Poppy with a sigh. ‘Father has to go to court this afternoon. Daisy is terribly worried about it because she’s convinced that things

  will turn out badly. It’s all too horrible. I don’t want to think about it now! Let’s play something instead.’ She picked up her clarinet and waited until he had his

  bass.




  ‘I say, Poppy, try this. It’s called “Rhapsody in Blue”.’ Baz played a few notes.




  Poppy picked up her clarinet, looked blindly at the music and put it down again. She had no heart to play. Beech Grove Manor, splendid though it looked from the outside, was just so miserable

  these days. Violet, their eldest sister, had got married last summer and rarely came near the gloomy place, and since their wealthy Aunt Elaine had paid for Rose, the youngest of the four

  Derrington girls, to go to school in Switzerland, only Daisy and she remained.




  Poppy felt guilty that Daisy was so often left to bear the double burden of her father and their great-aunt while she sneaked off to the cottage in the woods to play jazz. Still, Daisy had her

  own dreams of producing wonderful films and spent hours in the old dairy pantry with her camera, her film tank and developing dishes. Poppy admired the way that Daisy always made the best of

  things. Since she had no opportunity of working with real actors, she was shooting a comic film about hens where one young hen, called Jane, was being bullied by her cousins, a pair of aggressive

  Rhode Island Red pullets, and their brother, a swaggering young cockerel. It was to be a chicken version of the famous novel Jane Eyre, according to Daisy.




  ‘Pops?’ Baz had stopped playing and was looking at her worriedly.




  ‘Tell me again about your grandfather’s house,’ she said softly. She knew all about it; Baz had talked of little else ever since the will had been read. The old man had

  bequeathed the small London mews house to his youngest and favourite grandson. Baz would have no money of his own, as the main estate and the house belonged to his eldest brother and the rest of

  the family property had been handed to his other brothers as they had come of age. But finally Baz had a house of his own, and that house was filled with his dreams of setting up a jazz club. It

  had been built originally for a coachman, his large family and a number of stable lads, so it was surprisingly roomy.




  ‘Four bedrooms, a big, big basement for the jazz club and a coal cellar absolutely chock-full of coal so that the place will keep nice and warm for years; great place for parties –

  right in the middle of the West End of London,’ recited Baz. ‘Oh, and, I’ve been thinking, Poppy: those two big attics – they’ve still got iron bedsteads in them that

  were used for the stable lads. Well, I’ll dig out some old mattresses from our place and get them up to London somehow or other, and then after parties people can sleep until daybreak if they

  like – one attic for the men and the other for the girls.’




  ‘Oh, Baz, it sounds wonderful,’ said Poppy wistfully. ‘I just wish there was some way I could . . .’ She stopped herself, knowing it would be futile to continue.




  Baz put down his bass and pulled her into his arms. ‘That you could set up the club with me?’ he finished the sentence for her. His voice shook nervously, but his eyes were full of

  love. ‘I say, Pops, will you marry me? I’m serious. Then it would be our house, our jazz club. Your father couldn’t object to that, surely!’




  ‘Baz!’ cried Poppy, kissing him passionately for a moment before breaking off with a sob. ‘I wish I could!’




  ‘Why not?’ said Baz, smoothing her long hair away from her flushed cheeks.




  ‘Because you’re eighteen and I’m still only seventeen,’ said Poppy. ‘The law of the land says that we can’t marry without our parents’ consent until we

  are twenty-one. And you know that your mother wants you to marry money and I have none. And Great-Aunt Lizzie will have a fit if neither Daisy nor I makes a good match this season. And Father . .

  .’ she trailed off, overcome with tears. Baz didn’t, she thought, quite understand how bad things were at home. Great-Aunt Lizzie had fallen for his boyish good looks and charming

  manners and was always in her best humour when he visited. Even her father made an effort to be normal when the youngest son of his old friend was around. Baz’s home was cheerful, noisy and

  fun, whereas hers was tense and unhappy. If it were not for Daisy, she would go mad.




  ‘Well, who cares about being married then?’ Baz chuckled softly, drying her tears with soft kisses. ‘Let’s just live together. After all, this is 1924. We’re not

  back in the Victorian age. The old queen has been dead for more than twenty years – that’s half a lifetime, remember.’




  Poppy lifted her head to look at him in shock. Could they really just go off together to live in sin, as Great-Aunt Lizzie would put it? She tried to imagine being like her elder

  sister, Violet, and her husband, Justin. Although Great-Aunt Lizzie had been very disappointed that Violet, the beauty of the family, had not made what she would call, a good match,

  nevertheless she had to admit that Justin had a steady job working as a lawyer in London and was able to maintain a wife and family. Her sisters knew that Violet was very happy and had never

  regretted her choice.




  Once again all her thoughts were forgotten as Baz lifted her chin with his fingers and kissed her lovingly.




  With a creak of ancient hinges, the door to the kitchen suddenly swung open.




  ‘Oh, Morgan,’ said Baz nervously, jumping up, ‘we’ve been waiting for you. Glad you’ve come.’




  Morgan did not look pleased.




  ‘How did you two get in here?’ he asked.




  Poppy gazed at him, surprise widening her unusual amber-coloured eyes. ‘We took the key from under the flowerpot. What’s wrong, Morgan? You never normally mind us coming

  in.’




  Morgan frowned. ‘I don’t mind when it’s the whole lot of you, when George, Edwin and Simon are here, but I don’t want you two slipping in here by yourselves and using it

  as a place to kiss and cuddle, which is what you were doing when I came in, so don’t deny it.’




  ‘We weren’t doing anything – not really; you don’t need to worry,’ said Poppy, blushing furiously. She had little fear that Morgan would say anything – after

  all he was only a few years older than they were – but she added pleadingly, ‘Don’t mention this to Father, will you? He would be furious with me.’




  ‘Well, your father will give me the sack if he hears about it; that’s what worries me.’ Morgan bent down to put another chunk of wood into the range. ‘I

  don’t want to be forced out of my job because of you two,’ he said over his shoulder. ‘Where else would I find a place for a chauffeur that allows me to play my drums and disturb

  nobody?’




  ‘You could come and live with us at my house in London,’ said Baz. ‘I have plenty of spare bedrooms. Edwin and Simon are thinking of coming too.’




  ‘He means to live with him and Tom,’ put in Poppy hastily. Even though Bob Morgan wasn’t much older than they were, he was sometimes a bit old-fashioned.




  ‘And you and your brother will pay me a good salary, I suppose.’ Morgan did not wait for Baz to answer, but began filling the kettle and glancing through the ‘Rhapsody in

  Blue’ music. He tried out a few taps on the drums and Baz accompanied him with his bass and after a few minutes Poppy came in with her clarinet. By the time that they had played it through

  once, Simon with his saxophone, George with his trombone and Edwin with his trumpet had arrived, and the Beech Grove Jazz Band was in full swing. Morgan did not give them a moment to rest –

  only stopping once to say breathlessly, ‘I have to go at twelve, so let’s make this last one the best.’




  ‘Where are you going, Morgan?’ asked Simon when the chords died away and they all stretched and drank the cold tea from their mugs.




  ‘I have to take the Earl into Maidstone,’ said Morgan briefly, his eyes on Poppy. ‘Your sister says that she’s coming too.’




  The court case, thought Poppy, and for a moment felt ashamed of herself. She had woken with the thought of it in her head, but somehow it had gone, swamped by her rush of feelings for Baz. This

  court case was being brought against her father by the heir to the Beech Grove estate – Denis Derrington, or Dastardly Denis as her youngest sister, Rose, called him. He was suing the Earl

  for cutting down woodlands without his agreement. It could be very serious if the judge could not be brought to see that her father had no other choice in these bad times. Optimistically, the

  family hoped that the judge might order Dastardly Denis to give permission for a few farms to be sold. Other families had done this, but other families had sons to inherit their estates – and

  these sons had been willing to oblige their fathers. Michael Derrington only had four daughters so his heir was a distant cousin. Now everything depended on whether the judge was sympathetic to her

  father’s situation.




  ‘Do you want to come as well?’ Morgan asked her, and Poppy shook her head decisively.




  ‘No, he’ll be better with Daisy; she calms him down. I seem to put him in a bad mood these days.’ She avoided the chauffeur’s eyes. Deep down, she knew that she was her

  father’s favourite of his four daughters, but it was true that she agitated him. Although they shared a great love and talent for music, he felt guilty about not being able to afford lessons

  for her any more and was irritable about her wasting her talents on jazz. Also, since she was the image of her dead mother, she reminded him of how he had squandered the fortune of Mary Derrington

  on an ill-advised mine in India. With Daisy he was at ease, viewing her film-making with amusement and even allowing her to advise him on estate matters from time to time.




  ‘We’ll stay and practise,’ said Simon, his voice breaking into her thoughts. ‘We’ll manage without you, Morgan. The rest of us don’t know this piece as well

  as you do.’




  ‘I’ll have to go soon too,’ said Poppy. ‘Great-Aunt Lizzie will be expecting me.’




  I need to be careful, she thought as she packed away her clarinet. Her feelings for Baz and his for her must remain hidden, or Father and Great-Aunt Lizzie might stop her from going to

  London for the season – should the invitation ever arrive. Worse still, they might even forbid her from playing in the jazz band. To miss out on having a season would be terrible, but to lose

  Baz and the jazz band would be unendurable.




  Poppy made her way back along the well-trodden path between the cottage and the house, pushed open the door into the hallway and was struck, as usual, by the icy chill of the

  place. Without bothering to change she strode into the dining room, where Great-Aunt Lizzie had already taken her place.




  Great-Aunt Lizzie had brought up the orphan sisters Mary and Elaine Carruthers, had looked after the considerable fortune that the sisters had shared and had come to live at Beech Grove Manor

  House when Mary Carruthers had married Michael Derrington, eldest son and heir to the old Earl. She had remained there with the younger sister, Elaine, when Mary and Michael had gone out to India,

  and apart from a brief visit there herself to see Elaine safely married to a wealthy Anglo-Indian gentleman, she had stayed at Beech Grove Manor ever since. She was there when the news came that

  Michael’s younger brother, Robert, had been killed in the Boer War, and had been there when the old Earl, Poppy’s grandfather, had died and Michael had come back to his inheritance in

  England. And then when Mary Derrington in turn died, leaving four daughters ranging from twelve-year-old Violet, through the two ten-year-olds, Poppy and Daisy, down to five-year-old Rose,

  Great-Aunt Lizzie took over the care and education of the four motherless girls.




  And yet . . . thought Poppy. None of them loved her very much – all wanted to escape her rule. She eyed the stately old lady with apprehension. She knew what was coming as soon as she saw

  the look of incredulous fury on the lined face.




  ‘Poppy! How dare you come into lunch looking like that! Go straight to your bedroom!’




  ‘Very well.’ Poppy turned on her heel and went out through the door, almost knocking down the elderly butler.




  ‘Sorry, Bateman,’ she said remorsefully as she saw his worried old face. She waited until he had gone into the dining room. Once the door closed behind him, she moved fast. Not up to

  her bedroom to change into some shabby and darned frock, deemed suitable for lunch by Great-Aunt Lizzie; where she would be expected to comb and brush her unruly hair and bind it into two braids,

  and then to reappear meek and full of apologies and sit through a long lecture on her untidiness and bad manners.




  No, Poppy slipped out through the front door, ran down the steps and across the weed-filled gravel to the stables. Quickly she saddled her pony and within a few minutes was galloping through the

  beech woods along the pathway that led to the boundary between Beech Grove Manor and the Pattenden estates.




  She knew a place where she would be welcome to lunch.
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  Baz had only just arrived and was still in his riding breeches and tweed jacket when Poppy galloped down the avenue that led to the Pattenden house. He had just joined his

  mother and an elderly gentleman in formal black clothes on the lawn in front of the stately building. Poppy checked her pony, slid from its back and handed the reins to a groom who had appeared at

  her side.




  ‘Darling Poppy, how lovely to see you. Have you come to lunch? Come and advise me, dear child.’ Lady Dorothy was a vague, well-meaning woman who did not have very strong views on

  anything, but floated through life in a happy dream, allowing her numerous offspring to do whatsoever they wanted. She made an elegant figure, a tall, fashionably dressed lady who did not look like

  the mother of eight children. In fact, thought Poppy affectionately, she always seemed to act, speak and dress as though she were the same age as her two youngest children: Baz and his sister Joan,

  just a year his elder. Today Lady Dorothy was wearing a short skirt with an elegant cashmere twinset and a string of the finest pearls that hung down to waist level. Her hair was shingled close to

  her head and dyed an improbable shade of gold.




  ‘You know this dear man, don’t you, darling?’ she said, addressing the air between Poppy and the black-suited man, who bowed and muttered something about being his

  lordship’s solicitor.




  ‘Mother is thinking about building a wing on to the old house.’ Baz grinned at Poppy.




  The solicitor cleared his throat. ‘No doubt his lordship will be interested to listen to any suggestions that your ladyship might like to make to him regarding any improvements,’ he

  said diplomatically.




  ‘His lordship,’ said Lady Dorothy with a puzzled frown. ‘Oh, you mean Ambrose. It’s too, too amusing, darling girl –’ she addressed herself to Poppy –

  ‘but my Ambrose has got himself engaged to be married. It seems only the other day when the dear boy was in his pram. And now he has been snapped up. I don’t know what possessed him

  – one of the Berkeleys, my dear! I’m very easy-going, as you know, but I can’t live with a Berkeley and he is planning on moving down here to Kent, so I am going to have to build

  my own wing.’




  The solicitor cleared his throat again. He had a harassed look, Poppy noted with amusement. Ambrose had inherited the estate from his father who had died the previous year, but it was apparent

  that Lady Dorothy reckoned she was still in charge and could direct any alterations to the estate or the house.




  ‘I have come for lunch,’ said Poppy with one of her most charming smiles. ‘Will I be in the way? Shall I go away again?’




  Lady Dorothy shrieked with dismay. ‘No, no, I’m relying on you to help me; you’re such a sensible little thing. I really need your advice about this building.’




  Only Lady Dorothy, thought Poppy, unable to suppress a giggle, would refer to her as ‘sensible’ – or, given that she was the tallest of the family, as ‘little’.

  However, she did her best and surveyed the handsome house with interest.




  ‘You could build your wing on the front and then Ambrose and the Berkeley girl would have to use the servants’ entrance at the back,’ she suggested.




  ‘Oh, you naughty little puss,’ trilled Lady Dorothy, giving her an impulsive kiss. ‘You know I wouldn’t do that. I am determined to be the most wonderful mother-in-law in

  the world.’




  ‘Just so, just so,’ said the solicitor, looking uncomfortable. He turned with an air of relief to Baz and told him that his grandfather’s will had been proved and the house in

  Belgravia was ready whenever he wanted to look over it and decide what he wanted to do with it – ‘No doubt, his lordship your brother will advise you,’ he concluded.




  ‘So sweet of Papa to have left the little house to Baz, wasn’t it?’ said Lady Dorothy to Poppy. ‘You know, I used to worry about this boy; his father wanted him to be a

  lawyer or something. All the other boys have had estates, but there was nothing left by the time that Baz turned up. You should have been another girl, darling,’ she said to Baz.




  ‘Good profession, the law,’ said the solicitor slightly stiffly.




  ‘Yes, that’s what I used to say to him, didn’t I, Basil darling? Poor dear boy, you will have nothing – you know that you really should go to university and get some

  sort of profession; what a pity you are not clever. That’s what I used to say.’




  ‘Yes, Mama. You used to say that every time his school reports arrived!’ Joan, the youngest of the Pattenden girls, had come out of the house and joined the others on the lawn.




  ‘Well, at least I was never expelled from school like you were,’ said Baz.




  ‘Not for dancing in the nude or anything,’ explained Joan in a confidential whisper from behind her hand to the solicitor. ‘It was just for smoking.’




  ‘And setting the dormitory on fire,’ put in Baz as the man tittered uncomfortably.




  ‘That was completely unintentional,’ said Joan airily. ‘Just a mistake that anyone could have made! Anyway, will you stay for lunch, Mr Duckett? Or do you want to get the two

  o’clock train back to London? I’ll get one of the stable lads to drive you to the station if you do.’




  ‘Oh, I must get the two o’clock,’ Mr Duckett insisted, and then, with the air of man nerving himself to dive into an icy sea, said very rapidly, ‘And you do understand,

  your ladyship, that his lordship the Earl wants the house completely vacated of all of the family for four months after Easter so that it can be thoroughly decorated according to his instructions

  and a new boiler and central-heating system installed.’




  ‘He’s turning me out of my house, my own son,’ said Lady Dorothy sadly.




  ‘Oh, don’t be ridiculous, Mama,’ said Joan. ‘You’ve already said that you plan to spend a few months from April in the London house – there’s my

  presentation and my season coming up, you know. And Baz will have to come with us, won’t you, Baz? You’ll have Poppy there at the same time, because she’ll be being

  presented with me. You can dance with her at parties – as long as you make sure first that I have a partner, of course. We’ll all have such fun, won’t we, Poppy? We’ll set

  London on fire.’




  Poppy looked helplessly back. If that letter did not come from Elaine in India, if her father did not give permission, then she would not have a London season at all. Up to now she had felt

  comforted by the thought that if she didn’t go to London, then Baz would not go either. Now she knew that he would have no choice.




  She said goodbye mechanically to the solicitor and followed Joan into the house and up the stairs to wash her hands.




  I must get to London for the season, she thought. I can’t bear to be without Baz for three whole months.




  





  Chapter Three




  Friday 1 February 1924




  [image: ]




  Daisy was nowhere to be seen when Poppy returned, but the car was in the stable yard so Poppy guessed that she was in the bedroom they shared. She sneaked up the back stairs in

  order not to have to meet Great-Aunt Lizzie, opened the door very quietly and found Daisy lying on her bed, sobbing quietly.




  ‘What’s wrong?’ They had had such fun, herself, Baz and Joan, during the afternoon that, to her shame, she found that she had once again forgotten about the court case. She had

  been timing her arrival in order to give herself just enough time to get ready for dinner and to encounter Great-Aunt Lizzie in the safe presence of the servants waiting at the table.




  ‘Tell me what happened,’ she said nervously. ‘Was it very awful?’




  Daisy sat up and wiped her eyes. ‘Terrible,’ she said. ‘From start to finish! When we got there the street was full of reporters. I expect that Denis Derrington must have

  tipped them off. They were awful, shouting questions and pushing notebooks in front of Father. And then all those cameras going off in Father’s face – it was an agony for him. It was a

  good job that we had Morgan with us,’ she said. ‘He managed to park fairly nearby and you know what he’s like; he stands up to people and he managed to clear a way through the

  crowd for Father and myself. He took no notice of the reporters and cameramen, just shouldered them out of the way.’




  Poppy nodded. Morgan was a powerfully built young man and he would not hesitate to tackle the bravest reporter.




  ‘The Kent Messenger already had banner headlines: Local Peer Sued by Heir,’ Daisy went on. ‘I hurried Father past, but you can guess what it was

  like.’




  ‘And what happened in the court?’ asked Poppy. She started to tidy her hair, running the comb ruthlessly through the tangles. Somehow it hurt her more than she had anticipated to

  hear of her father’s humiliation.




  ‘Well, Denis Derrington was there, of course – even the lawyer remarked on how happy he was looking. He kept roaring with laughter. I’d never seen him in person before today.

  He’s got very unusual green eyes, and strange eyebrows, sort of winged, going up at the sides . . . Reminded me of someone, but I couldn’t think who.’




  ‘How was Father?’ asked Poppy anxiously.




  ‘Not good,’ said Daisy flatly. ‘You see the thing is,’ she explained, ‘that in theory Father needs to get Denis Derrington’s permission before he sells even a

  single tree. It’s just stupid, really. The Pattendens and the Melroses and the Frimleys are selling off farms and using the money to ride out this time of poor prices for the food grown on

  the farm, but Denis keeps refusing.’ She shrugged. ‘And then, of course, Father took no notice and went ahead with the sale of some mature woodland – well, you know what

  he’s like, he . . .’




  ‘What happened in the end?’ interrupted Poppy. She could guess, but she had to know for sure.




  Daisy hesitated. ‘Father was very odd in court,’ she said eventually. ‘He seemed to take no interest in the evidence or the swearing of documents. In the end, when the judge

  asked him whether he denied receiving the letter from Denis refusing permission to sell any land, Father just stared straight ahead of him and made no answer for a long time. And, you know, Poppy,

  up to that minute, I thought the judge might be sympathetic to him, going on about Father’s large family and he being a widower and everything, but suddenly Father just shouted out,

  “That’s my business.” And he was glaring at the judge. And then he said, “I came here for justice, not to be interrogated.” And of course the judge didn’t like

  that and told him that he could sit down.’




  ‘And then?’ Poppy wished that she didn’t have to hear of all of this.




  Daisy dabbed at her eyes again with her handkerchief, took a deep breath and said, ‘Well, he was fined and told that if he sold any woodland or other property without the written

  permission of Denis Derrington, then he could be sent to prison.’




  Poppy gazed at her with horror.




  Daisy started to cry again. ‘I hate myself,’ she wailed, ‘but all the way home the one thing that I kept thinking was: we’ll never get to London now for our season, and

  I’ll never have a chance to make a film with Sir Guy. I did so want to become a film director and make some money and now I don’t think it will ever happen. We’ll be stuck here

  until we are as old as Great-Aunt Lizzie and nothing good will ever happen to us.’




  Resolutely she went across to the washstand, dabbed cold water on to her eyelids and stood for a moment with the towel pressed to her face. Then she walked to the door. ‘I’d better

  go down,’ she said over her shoulder. ‘Bateman has sounded the gong. Hurry up and change. We don’t want any more trouble tonight.’




  





  Chapter Four




  Friday 1 February 1924
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  By the time Poppy came into the dining room the others were seated around the table in the cold, gloomy dining room. They had finished their soup and the battered silver spoons

  had been replaced into worn china bowls. Poppy slid into her place beside Daisy and stiffened as Great-Aunt Lizzie turned angry eyes towards her. But Bateman, the butler, immediately came forward

  and ladled soup into her bowl, and Daisy, after one rapid glance at her, continued reading from a letter in her hand.




  ‘“I must now tell you all the sad and tragic story of a girl who went wrong,” – it’s Rose, Poppy,’ said Daisy hastily, as if to stop Poppy from

  saying anything, and Poppy gave a reluctant smile. Ever since Rose had gone to boarding school in Switzerland in January, the family had been bombarded with letters, each of them filled with the

  terrible deeds of the girls at the school. It had started with a certain Angela, who had daringly greased the floor outside the staffroom with a pot of Vaseline – causing the teachers to go

  skidding in all directions down the corridor; then it had moved on to Barbara, who had stood up at the end of dinner, rung the headmistress’s own hand bell and then publicly decried the food

  in terms so like Rose’s language that Barbara was either briefed by Rose, or else invented by her. Next came Caroline, who daringly sold photographs of ten of the prettiest girls in the

  school to a white slave trader – even the Earl expressed doubt over that story, though Great-Aunt Lizzie could believe any wickedness of this modern world of 1924. There had also been tales

  of Dorothy who had stolen the silver cups from the library, pawned them and run away to Paris on the proceeds, and now there was Edwina . . . Michael Derrington was chuckling loudly over her

  exploits while Great-Aunt Lizzie sat rigid with shock.




  Poppy swallowed her soup, and thought of Baz. Odd sentences from Rose’s letter wandered into her mind:




  ‘. . . a young lady of weak will and mislaid morals . . . seduced by the thought of a party in a hot-air balloon . . . an experience as yet totally unknown in her dull and eventless

  life . . . to the horror of the headmistress and the terror of the teachers!’




  A snort of laughter from the Earl recalled Poppy to herself. Even Bateman was smiling at the vivid picture of the hot-air balloon landing on the hockey pitch at six o’clock in the morning,

  delivering an inebriated Edwina back to school in time for early morning prayers after she had deposited ten empty champagne bottles on the windowsill of the headmistress’s study.




  ‘That girl should be expelled,’ declared Great-Aunt Lizzie.




  She probably will be, thought Poppy, rapidly finishing her soup, if she’s not simply a figment of Rose’s fertile imagination. She half heard Daisy tell Great-Aunt Lizzie that Rose

  had received a prize for having submitted the most book reviews in the first half-term. Poppy peered over Daisy’s shoulder and read:




  ‘I gave that boring book five out of five stars as it is so immensely fat that it was useful as a second pillow underneath the thin old thing they give us. I made up the review and the

  librarian had obviously never read it either as she wrote: EXCELLENT WORK.’




  Poppy chewed thoughtfully on the crust of her roll, admiring the way that Daisy skipped bits of Rose’s letter and just read out the sections that would amuse or interest the Earl or

  Great-Aunt Lizzie. Her mind went back to her own concerns. Would the girls be able to have a season? Certainly her father could not afford it since the bank had told him that he could borrow no

  more money. He probably had not enough money to pay the fine and the court costs. She and Daisy had almost given up hope that their mother’s sister Elaine, Daisy’s real mother, would,

  as she had promised, come back from India in order to present the two girls at court, as she had done for their elder sister, Violet. Perhaps Violet would have me to stay, thought Poppy, but that

  was unlikely. Violet was too busy to be bothered with her younger sisters, not to mention the fact that she also did not have the money to launch the girls into society. Violet and Justin had

  barely enough for their own needs, although Violet had been hoping that Justin might get an increase in his salary soon.




  ‘Poppy, I’ve already asked you twice where you have been all of this afternoon,’ said Great-Aunt Lizzie, breaking into her thoughts.




  ‘In my bedroom,’ lied Poppy, and crossed her fingers that the old woman had not gone in search of her. The jolly afternoon that she had spent with Baz’s family seemed a long

  way away.




  ‘I’ve another letter too,’ said Daisy hurriedly. ‘It’s for Poppy and myself – from India.’




  A glow of excitement came over Poppy and suddenly she felt full of optimism. Perhaps she was going to get away after all. How clever of Daisy to get Father in a good mood before she broached

  this one. She watched as Daisy slit the envelope and saw the words inside: ‘Dearest Daisy and Poppy’. Unlike their father, Great-Aunt Lizzie had never been told that Daisy knew that her

  real mother was not Mary Derrington, the mother of Violet, Poppy and Rose, but Elaine, younger sister of Mary – and that Michael was not her father. After the death of Elaine’s young

  lover, she had chosen to bear his child in secret and to transfer Daisy to her sister Mary. Even now Elaine was terrified of her aunt discovering that she had told the truth to her daughter. So

  whenever she wrote to Daisy there was always a pretence that the letter was for both girls. Poppy’s heart began to thud with nervous excitement as she waited for the letter to be read

  out.




  But Michael Derrington had raised a hand. ‘Not now, please, Daisy,’ he said, and waited until the butler had left the room before saying quietly, ‘Elaine has also written to me

  – I got the letter on my return from court and I wrote back immediately to say that you are both far too young for this nonsense. Next year, when you are eighteen, I may consider it, though I

  don’t like being beholden to another man to launch my daughters into society. After all, Elaine’s fortune is now the property of her husband. It was different when Elaine launched

  Violet. Then she was still a member of this family and not under the care of a husband.’




  Poppy gazed at him open-mouthed. ‘Father, how can Elaine’s money belong to Jack? Her money comes from her legacy and from her first husband’s fortune. Jack only has his salary

  as Chief of the Indian Police – and that’s probably a good one, but Elaine is seriously rich. If you think that money belongs to Jack, you are going back a hundred years,’ she

  said impatiently.




  ‘And your great-aunt agrees with me.’ Michael Derrington’s face had turned dark red with anger. He hated to be contradicted.




  ‘Seventeen is far too young,’ said Great-Aunt Lizzie obligingly. ‘It’s a very bad idea for girls to have a season before they are old enough to behave with decorum. I

  sometimes wonder whether Violet wasn’t a bit young for it all. She certainly didn’t take her obligations to the family seriously.’




  ‘It’s nothing to do with that,’ shouted the Earl. ‘I’ll look after this family and I’ll decide what’s best for them. Anyway, I don’t like what is

  going on in London at the moment. I’ve been reading in the newspapers about all those “Bright Young People” and what they are getting up to. It seems to me that you girls are

  better off staying down here in the country.’




  Poppy stared at her father. The congested face, the staring eyes; how could she get through to him? How could she make him realize the agony that he was causing? Any minute now he would complain

  of a headache and go off to the library.




  ‘Violet had her season; you allowed her,’ she said, trying desperately to keep calm. She felt a lump in her throat. I have to get away, she thought. Baz can’t go to London

  without me!




  ‘And look what came of that,’ said Great-Aunt Lizzie caustically. ‘She threw away all her chances, the loveliest girl of the season, and married a young man who had been

  hanging around the house for months. When I think of all the expense, all the money, all the hard work . . .’




  ‘It wasn’t your money and it wasn’t your hard work,’ snapped Poppy before she could prevent herself. She felt Daisy grab her wrist under the table, but she couldn’t

  stop.




  ‘What have you ever done for us but scream and shout and torture us?’ she burst out, glaring at the old woman. ‘I hate you worse than I hate any living being. I hate you, I

  hate you, I hate you!’ She suddenly felt overwhelmed by her feelings. It had been bad enough when they thought Elaine had forgotten about them, but now that she had at last written, it seemed

  unendurable that her offer should be turned down. If only Great-Aunt Lizzie would keep out of it, her father could be talked around.




  To her horror she felt sobs welling up inside her. She made a dash for the door as Great-Aunt Lizzie shouted, ‘Go to your room, instantly, Poppy, and stay there until I give leave for you

  to come out.’




  Shaking with sobs, Poppy slammed the door behind her and raced for the back stairs, almost knocking over Maud the scullery maid as she went. A clap of thunder shook the house as she climbed up

  the narrow staircase and rain crashed against the windows. The butler called to Maud to put buckets under the drips in the attic and Poppy stood back, pretending to look out of a small window on

  the landing to allow the girl to pass. The rain was coming down in sheets and the sky was filled with lightning. A blocked drain in the yard below overflowed and a large pond began to form in front

  of the scullery door. One of these days, she thought savagely, this house will just rot away. There were patches of mould on the walls of the back stairs that kept coming back no matter how often

  Maud was sent to scrub them away. Poppy took a long breath to try to control her sobs and wiped her face with her handkerchief. She climbed the rest of the stairs, going quickly to avoid coming

  face to face with the scullery maid on her way back down from the attic.




  ‘What am I going to do?’ she said aloud as she closed the bedroom door behind her and threw herself on the bed. If it weren’t for Baz she would wish herself dead. She thought

  briefly about a hunger strike but wasn’t sure that she could keep it up for long enough to be effective. Great-Aunt Lizzie’s anger at Violet’s marriage to a penniless young

  lawyer, at her failure to make a good match and tow her family out of their crippling poverty, had been voiced before now, but Poppy had not realized that it would affect the chances of Daisy and

  herself having a season and escaping this terrible house. She moaned softly to herself and curled up on the bed, her arms hugging her shoulders as though she had been mortally wounded. Once April

  came, Baz would be ferried off to London by his mother, Lady Dorothy, and would be kept busy there going to party after party with his sister Joan. Perhaps he might even meet another girl there and

  forget about her. She remembered the portraits of the pretty girls in the magazines that Joan collected, that they, all three, had been looking through after lunch. Baz had been admiring some of

  them. She had not minded then – but what if she were stuck down in Kent while he was there in London, going to parties every night? Surely it would be too much to ask that he not dance with

  these pretty girls, flirt with them . . . At that thought she began to shiver and then realized that she was cold and pulled the eiderdown over her. She wished she could sleep but sobs kept shaking

  her. Her pillow was soaked with tears. The agony seemed to last for a very, very long time.
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