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  To Ophelia Field




  







  Prologue




  A strange, ghostly figure moved silently through the darkness, its white gown billowing out behind as it trod lightly along the stony path, never looking down but drifting

  onwards as easily as though it were a sunny afternoon and not the dead of night.




  A large cold white moon shone hard above, casting a chill light and making the inky night sky around it glow navy. Stars glittered like scattered ice and beneath them the world had been leached

  of colour, leaving only gradations of grey and black.




  The figure skirted the lawns of the big house where the grass was the colour of granite, and drifted past the walled kitchen garden. It went down the yew walk where the shadows were thick and

  huge hedges loomed on either side, then passed through the old wrought-iron gates that never closed, the ones flanked by high pillars with stone owls sitting on top. It walked out onto the bridle

  path and on into the woods. There were hoots and flurries in the high branches of trees, and brushings and shakings in the undergrowth, the snapping of twigs and rustling of dead leaves. A pair of

  eyes flashed eerie green and yellow, and there was the dark outline of a fox. The woman in white went on, moving without haste but with utter determination.




  She turned off the bridle path and into the thicker darkness of the woods where the beams of the moon could not penetrate, then came out again into a clearing where a large dark form stood on

  the brow of a low hill – the ruins of an old tower that still reached high into the sky. The woman walked towards it, through its empty doorway and into the darkness beyond. She ascended the

  rickety broken staircase that wound upwards against the ruined walls, going slowly but surely, taking one careful step after another until she reached the highest point of the folly, where a few

  floorboards remained, blackened, sodden and slippery. The woman paused and then walked slowly over what was left of the floor to where a missing wall had created a gaping hole in the side of the

  tower. She stood there, luminous in the dark, her white expressionless face turned outwards, gazing over the trees, her hands still clutching the sides of her nightgown, which lifted and billowed

  gently against the night sky.




  She seemed to stand there for an age. Then she turned her face up to the stars, her chin lifted with something that was either defiance or surrender. She looked outwards again, her eyes blank.

  Slowly, deliberately, she took one step out into the void and then plummeted, her nightgown fluttering like a flag, her hair spreading upwards. Her arms flew out, her fingers splayed, her mouth

  opened but no sound came out. Then she vanished, swallowed by the shadows at the base of the tower and there was a hard thud and a crack, sharp as a whiplash.




  A deep and dreadful silence followed.




  







  PART ONE





  







  Chapter One




  1969




  Alexandra called out: ‘John! John! Come back here!’




  John turned to glance at her, his eyes sparkling as he giggled. Then he carried on running, his fair hair bright against the dark foliage. He was fast, considering he was only two years old, and

  the excitement of the chase only made him dash on more quickly.




  She couldn’t help smiling at his merry little face; his soft plump cheeks, button nose and round blue eyes that were gradually changing to grey always softened her heart. All she wanted to

  do was pick him up and smother that sweet peachy skin with kisses. But she ought to be stern with him if he was going to learn to obey her. ‘John, do as you’re told!’ she said

  firmly. ‘Be a good boy for Mummy.’ She walked quickly after him, wishing she’d worn something sturdier than her smart square-toed buckle-fronted leather pumps, which were pretty

  but not at all designed for speed. They’d only come out to wander about the lawn, John on his new plastic tractor, but he’d climbed off and started exploring. After a time, he’d

  trotted off down the yew walk, stopping to inspect anything that took his interest, while she followed. Whenever she got near, he would straighten up and set off again, his pace surprisingly fast

  considering his short legs and little feet. At the end of the walk, those blasted gates were open, of course, the old wrought-iron ones flanked by high pillars with stone owls sitting on top.

  Alexandra had asked for them to be replaced and given orders that until then they were to be kept shut, but the gamekeeper claimed that they had rusted into place and could not be closed.




  ‘Can’t you oil them?’ she’d demanded, exasperated. ‘It’s dangerous with a small child running about.’




  But the gamekeeper had simply looked at her with an expression that seemed to imply the child would be better off for being able to escape her smothering and run away into the freedom of the

  woods. Her orders still carried little weight, even now.




  ‘Don’t go through the gates, darling!’ she called, but he ignored her and wandered out between them, singing to himself. Alexandra upped her pace, picking her way along the

  muddy walk as quickly as she could. She didn’t like him being on the bridle path alone. Once she was through the gates, she could see him further on, quite a way down it already. He was

  probably remembering the way from walks with his father, perhaps when they’d taken his bucket and spade down to the river to dig up mud and pebbles, which he loved doing. He was far too young

  to fish yet and Alexandra had forbidden him being taken out on the river in the row boat. She herself hadn’t been down to the river for a very long time. Not even the swimming expeditions in

  the summer, when it was cool and refreshing, could tempt her. She stayed up by the pool near the house instead, perfectly happy to swim in the turquoise chlorinated and overwarm water, and sunbathe

  on a lounger on the concrete surround, like a tourist at a hotel. The gamekeeper thought she was afraid of the woods, like some of the old men in the village who claimed that ghosts of Roman

  soldiers were clanking around in there. Somebody’s legions had marched through and the Saxons had ambushed them and cut them to ribbons. They were supposed to be on the march still, homesick,

  bloodied and bent on revenge. But she didn’t believe all that, of course. Ghosts were absurd, and the wails and screeches that came from the woods at night were those of unfortunate rabbits,

  caught by a fox or in the metal teeth of those awful traps the keeper put out. The stories had no doubt been spread to scare away poachers.




  There was another reason altogether why she never went there.




  ‘John!’ she called. ‘Come here, darling! Wait for me!’




  He laughed again, his short legs moving even faster. He turned off the bridle path and began to follow a track. His

  red dungarees and white jumper were vivid among the dull wintery colours of the dead bracken, the black-leafed brambles and bare branches, and she saw his fair hair in bright flashes as he ran. She

  stepped in a patch of mud and slipped, catching her balance just in time to stop herself falling. Her snakeskin pumps and their gold buckles were spattered with black. She should have slipped on

  her boots and usually would have but they’d come out of the French windows instead of through the boot room. If they’d done that, they’d be wearing coats as well. She shivered.

  Her cardigan was too thin against the winter wind, and John didn’t have enough on, he ought to be inside. They ought right now to be climbing the stairs to the nursery, where the fire would

  be burning and Nanny would have set out his tea: boiled eggs probably, and golden-brown toast shiny with melted butter.




  ‘John! Come back!’ She began to make larger strides to catch up with him but he sensed her approach and put on another burst of speed. ‘Now, don’t be naughty, I shall be

  cross with you!’




  But it was a game to him, she could tell. He had an innocent recklessness; he could run and climb easily enough but had no idea of danger or hurting himself. Only the other day, someone had left

  the picket gate by the pool unlatched and she’d found John about to take a step onto the tarpaulin that covered the swimming pool, unaware that it would give under his weight.




  Now here she was in the woods, the place she disliked so much. Her skin prickled and goosebumped. The undergrowth seemed to be crowding in on her, reaching out to grab her with hundreds of long

  thorny fingers. She shrank away from it as she went down the path that was mushy under her feet from the recent rain, and gasped out loud when she felt something pluck at her. Turning, she saw

  she’d snagged her cardigan on a spike of a branch and she fumbled with it until she’d freed herself. When she looked back, John had gone.




  ‘John, John!’ She began to hurry along the path, fearing that if he turned off it and scrambled away into the undergrowth, he could be lost, disappearing in a moment into the

  thickets and bracken. She could see him at once, hiding for fun at first, curled up in a little nest beneath a bush like a dormouse, waiting to be found; then, as the cold grew greater and the

  darkness came down, he would whimper for her, sobbing out that he wanted Mummy as the animals of the night began to sniff around him. ‘John! Where are you?’ Her voice quavered but she

  tried to inject into it as much command as she could. ‘Come back at once, do you hear?’




  She emerged suddenly into a clearing and stopped short, staring wide-eyed at what she saw before her: a folly, half in ruins, but still imposing, reaching into the afternoon sky. It had once

  been a high, handsome tower with arched windows and battlements, like a place where Rapunzel might have lived, but now it was mouldering and decayed, swathed in ivy, the few remaining battlements

  like jagged broken teeth. Most of the front of the tower had fallen away, and old masonry lay in heaps and hillocks, overgrown now, about its foot. It was possible to see that there had once been

  five floors, the bottom two now vanished but remnants of the others remaining, the fifth being mostly intact, though the old boards were no doubt soft and mushy with years of rainfall, frost and

  mildew. An old staircase twisted up the inside of the tower, treacherous with its broken and missing treads, perilous where the wall had fallen away. It was dark without and within, dank and cold,

  the breath of decay all around it, its stones thick with moss.




  Horrible, rotten old thing! she thought, filled with a fearful revulsion. I wish they would knock it down!




  The sight of the old ruin repelled her, and she was overcome with a sense of suffocation that made her want to run away. She saw it often in her dreams, a recurring nightmare in which she was

  forced to climb it in order to stop something dreadful happening, but she was never able to reach the top in time to prevent it. She hated seeing it in her dreams. The festering reality made her

  shudder.




  She saw a flash of red from inside. John was in there.




  At once a horror possessed her, the one she knew from her nightmares: choking panic and a desperate urgency to stop something terrible taking place. She began to run towards the tower. She heard

  his laugh again, and saw through the gap in the wall that he was climbing the staircase. She knew those stairs from childhood games when she’d been made to go inside: in some places they were

  as brittle and fragile as a thin layer of ice, ready to snap at any moment, and in others damp, turned spongy and yielding in the centre. A foot could sink down as easily as in wet sand, only below

  it was nothing at all. She wanted to scream and yell but her heart was pounding in her chest as she gained the interior of the tower. She looked up. It was open to the sky, which showed blue

  through the remains of the upper floors. Ivy swagged and hung from the old boards and joists, and branches crisscrossed where they had penetrated from outside. It smelt of sodden wood, wet stone

  and the bitterness of mould.




  ‘John!’ she called. He was going steadily up the staircase, one small hand pressed against the wall as he went, his tongue out between his lips as he concentrated on each step. He

  was making fast progress, his path keeping him close to the wall where the treads were strongest, and he instinctively avoided the gaps.




  She gasped, her hands prickling with fear. He was surrounded by danger and with every step he took, its consequences grew greater. Below him were heaps of fallen stones, broken beams pointing

  upwards and worn to spearlike sharpness, rusty nails protruding from them. She imagined him fallen on one, impaled, and a grim nausea swirled in her stomach.




  The little boy was higher now; he’d passed the empty first and second floors and was on his way up to the third. She had no choice. She ran to the staircase and began to climb as fast as

  she could but her progress was hampered by her need to take care. She was heavier than John – what supported him might not support her. Perhaps he was protected by his childlike faith in his

  own safety, but she was not and her imagination painted quick scenes for her: she lay with a broken leg or smashed ankle, helpless to reach him. No one knew where they were, no one would know where

  to look. Panic was threatening to choke her and her fingers trembled with adrenaline as she scrabbled for support on the slippery wall. Damn these shoes! she thought. Their soles had no

  grip, no tread, and she hated them with all her heart. If only she’d been wearing her blasted boots.




  ‘Stop, John, stop!’ she called.




  For a moment he did stop, looking back over his shoulder and smiling at her, his big blue-grey eyes shining with amusement at their funny game. Then he turned back and lifted his little knee

  with determination to take the next step.




  ‘John! Please!’ Her voice broke on the words. She wanted to cry but there was no time for that luxury. She knew she had to stay in control. She went on from step to step, fearing

  that at any moment one would disappear from under her. Ahead of her John had reached the fourth floor and was still climbing. She was gaining on him, she was sure, but progress was so painful and

  slow. Now he was at the fifth, the staircase ended. He stopped again and looked down at her. The fact she was still coming seemed to propel him onwards and he trotted out across the floor.




  She pulled in a sharp breath of panic; the floor was broken in places, and there was no telling where it had lost all strength. At this height the entire front wall of the tower was gone. John

  was walking towards the gap, at least thirty-five feet above the ground, where there was nothing to prevent him falling.




  She found speed from somewhere, flying up the staircase two treads at a time, making split-second decisions about where to place her weight, hoping that her pace would not give the boards time

  to break beneath her. She heard ominous creaking and cracking as she went but there was no time for that now. All she knew was that she had to reach John as quickly as possible.




  He was standing at the edge, one little fist on an outcrop of broken stone, looking out over the woods, his red and white figure bright against the black masonry and the dark trees beyond. A

  buzzing sensation filled Alexandra’s head and she felt sick and dizzy. The frightfulness of her beloved boy standing on the edge of the tower went beyond the immediate danger and into a more

  primal place, a pit where something so awful lurked she couldn’t bear to look at it. She was there, at the top of the stairs, on the landing, stepping out onto the boards. She advanced

  slowly, not shouting now but talking sweetly, calmly to the child as she took each shaking step across the black and slippery floor.




  ‘Now, John, what did Mummy say? This is very silly. Come away now, come back to me. Come on, shall we go home and find Nanny? Shall we go to the nursery for eggs and toast? You know how

  you like to dip the soldiers in and give them yellow helmets, and Nanny will let you have your favourite little spoon, won’t she?’




  Each step took her closer. In a moment she would be able to reach out and grab him.




  He stared up at her, smiling. ‘Neggs,’ he said contentedly. ‘Boil neggs.’




  ‘That’s right, darling, boiled eggs. Shall we go home and get warm? That’s enough playing for now, isn’t it?’




  He nodded his fair head and turned towards her. He looked cold. A bitter breeze was invading the tower and bouncing off its broken walls. It ruffled his soft, straight hair and he gave a little

  shiver. He was ready to come home.




  She smiled with relief and held out her arms to him. He let go of the stony outcrop and made to come towards her. His stout little shoe landed on a slippery wet patch and he lost his balance,

  beginning to topple. He was going to fall backwards on to his bottom, as he usually did when he stumbled, but this time he would not land with a little jolt, none the worse for it, ready to

  scramble up and totter off.




  She saw his outline against the bare emptiness beyond the absent wall. She knew that he would fall out of the tower. The moment stretched and lengthened as he wavered, his arms held out stiffly,

  and then began to fall backwards. His eyes opened wide with shock and surprise. With the speed of reflex, Alexandra reached out, strong and fast, and seized the shoulder strap of his dungarees.

  Hold, hold, she told the little buckle, as it took John’s weight. It was all that was stopping him plummeting to the earth. It held as she yanked him towards her and the next moment

  he was safe in her arms.




  He was quite still, happy at last to surrender to her, comforted by her warm arms wrapped around him. She buried her face in his hair and hugged him tight, not sure whether she was going to cry,

  laugh or scream.




  ‘Mummy’s here,’ she murmured instead, her hands shaking. ‘You’re all right, my darling. Mummy’s here.’




  







  Chapter Two




  Present day




  Delilah sneezed, once, twice, three times in quick succession. The dust up here in the attics had formed layers of grey wool as thick as a carpet, and she had disturbed so much

  that the air had turned smoky with it. It swirled about, tickling her nostrils and coating her throat. The light from the bare bulb illuminated the clouds of motes, along with all the trunks,

  boxes, rolled carpets, old pictures, broken furniture and mountains of general bric-a-brac that filled the attics, a series of four on this side of the house, stretching the length of the east

  wing.




  ‘Go up if you like,’ John had said when she’d asked. ‘God knows what you’ll find. Mess around as much as you want to.’




  It was the only place in the house that she was allowed free rein. When she’d come to live at Fort Stirling six months ago, she’d imagined that she would begin to feel that it

  belonged to her and that she could control and perhaps even reshape it, just as she had other places where she’d lived. She’d had a childlike excitement in exploring the house, and

  longed to set her imagination loose on the rooms and restore and refresh them. Everything was new and full of charm then, and she had fallen in love with the lichen-speckled stone pineapples on the

  terrace balustrade as much as the Louis Quinze chairs, gilded and spindly, in the drawing room. Every window, every corridor had enchanted her, and she’d felt that she had found her perfect

  setting, a magical place where life would be endlessly beautiful and interesting. But gradually, like seeing the set of a play close up, she’d realised that it wasn’t quite as

  magnificent as it seemed. The rickety furniture on gilt legs looked splendid but the springs beneath were dropping, the silk damask covering was stained and frayed, and there was black caked into

  the golden carving.




  Now she was beginning to understand that newcomers were not permitted to change anything in the house. Instead she had the sense that the house would possess her rather than the other way

  around; it would tame her and turn her into one of its own, another in a long line of inhabitants, the vanished people who’d walked the same corridors, sat on the same chairs and slept in the

  same beds. The thought gave her an unpleasant chill.




  Up here in the attics, though, where others rarely came, she could do what she liked. Perhaps here she might feel more like the house’s owner, rather than its inmate.




  Delilah began to look through some of the boxes that surrounded her, finding a morass of odds and ends: a collection of broken picture frames, some discarded lamp stands without plugs, bulbs or

  shades, puzzling little plastic and wire whatnots that must have been part of something once. She stepped over a stack of chairs, lifted a pile of heavy folded velvet curtains and felt a flash of

  triumph. Now, this was more like it. A large steamer trunk, black and edged in studded leather, with a flat lid that locked with two big brass catches. On the top in scratched gold lettering were

  the words: The Viscountess Northmoor, Fort Stirling, Dorset. Labels, long faded and turned crisp, were stuck on the lid but it was impossible to make them out now. She drew in her breath

  with pleasurable anticipation. This was the kind of treasure she was looking for. She rubbed away a layer of dust from the top. Her hands, she noticed, were filthy and her nails rimmed with black.

  Her palms felt caked and dry, and she rubbed them across her jeans to get the worst of the dirt off before she opened the trunk. She snapped the catches down, hoping that the central round lock had

  not been fastened for there was no sign of a key and she had a feeling she would never find it. But it opened easily enough and she pushed the lid back until it was supported by its leather hinges.

  Immediately underneath was a layer of shallow drawers, filled with colourful scraps. There were ties, both knitted and silk, bowties, handkerchiefs, a cummerbund, scarves, belts and fans. Pairs of

  long opera gloves were folded into clear plastic bags and she could see pearl buttons, kid, silk and velvet.




  ‘Bingo,’ she whispered. ‘Bingo.’




  This was what she had been hoping to discover. Costumes. After all, she had found a setting, a stage furnished with Chippendale and ormolu, Meissen vases and Sèvres china, gilt candelabra

  and inlaid cabinetry, marble statuary and vast gold-framed oils, black-and-white marble and ancient polished floorboards. She ate dinner in a perfectly round room decorated with wallpaper printed

  in a factory that had been destroyed during the French Revolution, and after dinner she sat back on a soft sagging sofa before an Adam fireplace, John’s spaniel snoozing at her feet, and read

  books from the library that no one had touched for a century or longer. But occasionally the art director in her felt there was something missing. Where were the clothes? She wondered what had

  happened to the silk gowns, the lace and velvet worn by the women in the portraits around the house. Passed on until they fell to pieces, she supposed. It was understandable that the Regency

  muslins and Tudor bodices hadn’t survived, but in the photographs from the last century were opulent furs, smart frocks, evening dresses, large-shouldered tweed coats, chunky black heels,

  snake-skin handbags and hats of all varieties. A snap of John’s great-grandmother showed her in a drop-waist dress with a pleated skirt, a long cardigan, a rose corsage pinned to a string of

  pearls that dangled past her waist, and a tight-fitting cloche hat over her fashionably shingled hair. Vintage twenties clothes.




  She felt a hunger for them, her fingertips tingling with a desire to stroke the fabrics and furs she could see everywhere but not touch.




  ‘They’re bound to be about. We never throw anything away,’ John had told her idly one day, ‘and there’s been a distinct lack of daughters in my family.’




  The comment had taken root in her mind. The clothes must be here somewhere, packed away or left in a forgotten wardrobe to rot gently on their hangers. She longed to find them. She

  couldn’t help imagining how she would style some skinny, high-cheekboned models and where she would place them in the house to the best effect. She wondered if she could stage a play or an

  opera in the garden, and use the real clothes as her costumes.




  Calm down, she told herself firmly. You’re racing ahead of yourself. Besides, John would never allow it.




  Once he’d seemed to like her ideas for enlivening the place, and opening it up. But she was realising now that he’d never taken any of them seriously.




  She pulled out the drawers and put them on the floor. Now she could see what lay within: piles of clothes neatly folded. She began to look through them reverently. They’d been put away

  with care – she didn’t want to disturb them unnecessarily. The colours and fabrics were not twenties or thirties, but sixties and seventies: yellows, purples and greens; short-sleeved

  knits, A-line skirts, paisley and zigzags and bold prints. They must have belonged to John’s mother – she was surely the only woman living here then. Delilah’s mouth watered. She

  had hoped for something older, but this was just the start. She would enjoy these too. Perhaps she’d find some treasures, some designer originals. At the bottom she saw some weighty looking

  dark cloth, folded so that she could not see what it was. She pulled it up and out of the trunk, trying not to disrupt the layers above it, and then she could see it was a coat in heavy black wool,

  double-breasted with large black buttons and, by the looks of it, short. It would sit just above the knee, she reckoned. The reason it seemed so bulky was that inside was a matching dress, also

  black but edged with white around the scooped neckline. It was beautifully made, with perfect seams and a silk lining. The label was not one she recognised but the quality was evident.




  Gorgeous, thought Delilah. So elegant.




  She shook the garments out and sniffed. They smelled of time and dust, of wool left to age in the dark. It was one of her favourite scents. As a girl, she’d thrilled to that slightly

  bitter aroma in the old dress shop where the eccentrically dressed owner, a woman with wild grey hair, sat sewing silently as Delilah burrowed into the heaps of abandoned coats or the racks of

  evening frocks. She examined the dress and coat, and wondered if they had indeed belonged to John’s mother, whose face she only knew from the water-colour portrait in the drawing room and the

  few photographs scattered about the house in silver frames. The photographs showed a young woman, impossibly slender, in the fashions of the late sixties and early seventies, with backcombed dark

  hair and large eyes emphasised by a swoop of black eyeliner and false lashes. Delilah smoothed her hand over the fabric, remembering the strikingly pretty face, its pale skin and elfin features

  dominated by those huge eyes. She’d been struck by the look of vulnerability in them, and the slight awkwardness in the way the woman faced the camera. How strange to be touching something

  that John’s mother wore all those years ago. How could she have known that one day her son’s wife would stroke this dress and think about her?




  I wonder what happened to her, Delilah thought. She knew that John’s mother had died when he was a boy, but he’d never told her more than that. Sometimes, when she looked at

  the photograph that showed John as a small child and his mother in a coat and big sunglasses clasping his hand tightly, she felt the urge to know what the woman was thinking as she gazed

  impassively into the camera, shielded by her glasses. But there was no way of knowing now.




  The coat and dress were on the small side, as vintage garments often were, but Delilah had a feeling that they might fit her. On impulse, she jumped up, kicked off her Converse and quickly shed

  her jumper and jeans, then unzipped the dress’s under-arm fastening and, pushing her arms into the cool silk interior, began to snake her way into it.




  She feared breaking the seams but she managed to wiggle herself until her head and arms were free and she could slide the dress down over her hips. When she’d pulled the zip up, the dress

  was snug but it did fit, just. She wished she could see it but there was no mirror up in the attic. As she’d suspected, the dress fell just to the knee and she imagined what kind of shoes

  might be worn with it. Kitten-heeled winkle-pickers, perhaps. No, that didn’t feel right. This dress came from an era of square heels and toes, stacked heels . . . Boots, perhaps? Long black

  boots that hugged the calves and came up the knee. Laced. Maybe . . . Delilah picked up the coat and felt the weight. Good quality. She slid her arms into it. The sleeves were tight but otherwise

  it fitted well, falling to the exact length of the dress. Lovely . . . It was old but it still felt stylish, almost fresh. She spun round. Perhaps she could wear this to something, a lunch or a

  trip to town.




  She put her hands into the pockets and at once felt something under the fingers of her right hand. She grasped it and pulled it out. It was the remains of a flower, something that once had been

  pale – white or pink – though it was now crisp and brown. As she touched it, it crumbled under her fingers, the green-grey stalk falling apart, dropping to the ground and disappearing

  between a gap in the boards.




  As she stared at the dusty remnants, a chill coursed through her body and a strong sense of sadness washed over her. She brushed the flower from her hands as fast as she could, gripped suddenly

  by a black sensation that seemed to engulf her. She wanted to get the clothes off as fast she could. The idea of wearing them to anything at all seemed absurd. They were freighted with something

  unpleasant, chilling, something that wanted to drag her down into a dark and fearful place. She struggled out of the coat, letting it drop to the floor despite the thick dust there, and then

  wrestled for a few moments to get the dress up and over her head, hearing her breath coming in short, almost panicked bursts as she grew increasingly desperate to be free of it. Then it slid up and

  off, releasing her.




  She stared at the abandoned garments, astonished at the depth of feeling that had just possessed her. Shivering in the cool attic air, she realised she was wearing just her underwear. The

  clothes lay in a black puddle on the floor, the arms of the coat splayed out as though silently requesting an embrace.




  ‘Delilah!’ The voice from the bottom of the attic staircase pierced the air.




  She jumped violently, then shivered. John. It was all right. ‘Up here!’ she called back, her voice surprisingly normal.




  ‘Lunch is ready.’




  ‘I’ll be right there!’ She shivered again, and reached for her clothes. When she was dressed, she picked up the coat and dress, folded them hastily and put them back into the

  trunk. She slotted the drawers back into place and closed the lid.




  I’ll come and look at the other things later, she promised herself, though she felt uncertain if she would want to come back alone. Shaking off the last remnant of the nasty black

  feeling, she headed for the stairs and the normality of lunch with John in the round dining room.




  







  Chapter Three




  1965




  Alexandra moved through the noisy crowded room like someone who’d walked unexpectedly into a gathering of strangers and was bewildered by what was going on and why all

  these people were here. She caught a glimpse of herself in a gilt-framed mirror over the fireplace and saw a white face and large, startled-looking blue eyes. She was perfectly turned out, as she

  was supposed to be, her dark hair smooth and shiny, her face made up, her gown a chiffon confection of the palest blue. But she looked lost.




  I’m meant to be enjoying myself, she thought, but it feels like all this is happening to someone else. Do I dare slip away, go upstairs and be alone for a while? Would anyone

  miss me?




  The idea was tempting, but her father would be furious if he realised she was gone and she couldn’t risk spoiling the unusually sunny mood he’d been in lately. She was basking in his

  unaccustomed approval and the last thing she wanted was to lose it again. She looked over at Laurence, who was sipping champagne and laughing loudly at someone’s joke. Would he notice if she

  quietly disappeared?




  Just then a white-gloved hand landed on her arm, startling her. She looked at it and then up at the owner. It was Mrs Freeman, smiling at her, her teeth brownish yellow behind her thick

  post-box-red lipstick. She always looked rather masculine, her heavy dark brows and large square chin at odds with her feminine dress and sparkling jewels.




  ‘I haven’t offered my congratulations,’ Mrs Freeman said. ‘Although am I supposed to congratulate the bride-to-be? I believe it’s the man who is congratulated, and

  the lady is commended on her choice. In which case, well done, my dear. You’ve chosen well.’




  Alexandra smiled weakly. ‘Thank you.’




  ‘The ring – may I see it? Oh, what a beauty. A fine stone considering it’s so small. Family jewel, is it? These charming little pieces often are.’




  Alexandra nodded. The two old diamonds in their golden claws glittered ferociously in the light from the chandelier. Between them, the antique ruby looked deep and still as a pool of claret. It

  still felt odd and heavy on her finger.




  ‘And the wedding?’ asked Mrs Freeman. ‘When is it to be?’




  ‘June,’ said Alexandra, feeling as though she were talking in a dream. Would June ever come? She half hoped not. It was only three months away but it seemed impossibly distant.

  Perhaps something would happen before then to transform her life and take away the strange, unimaginable future she had agreed to. When she tried to conjure images of what her wedding day might be

  like, she found she could picture only a misty scene, with people flickering in and out of focus. Laurence was in it, but he kept his back, strong and square in a morning coat, turned on her and

  when she tried to make him face her, he became a blank.




  ‘Wonderful.’ Mrs Freeman smiled again, clasping Alexandra’s hands between her own for a moment, the heavy cotton gloves making it feel as though her hands were swaddled in

  bandages. ‘You’ve blossomed, my dear. It must be happiness. You were such a mousy little thing and now look at you. A touch of lipstick and powder, a decent dress, and you’ve

  turned out rather pretty.’ She released Alexandra’s hands. ‘And have the Stirlings come to celebrate with us?’ Mrs Freeman looked about, her heavy eyebrows raised as she

  scanned the room.




  Alexandra felt herself colouring. ‘No . . . no. My father . . . No,’ she finished lamely. Once the Stirlings had been friends of theirs; Nicky Stirling and his cousins had been her

  childhood playmates, but now she was forbidden to see them and they had been shut out of her father’s life. The fact of their absence was glaring.




  ‘Oh, yes, of course,’ said Mrs Freeman, who seemed to remember the need for discretion and added awkwardly, ‘Well, never mind. I mustn’t keep you from your fiancé.

  He’s very handsome, isn’t he?’




  They both looked to where Laurence was standing in a small circle of men, smiling broadly, laughing and talking. He did look handsome at that particular moment: his blond hair was cut short in

  the severe military style and it suited his rather small head and features, and his blue eyes were bright with animation. His obvious good humour made him look personable.




  ‘Yes,’ she replied mechanically. ‘I’m very lucky.’




  ‘Go on then, dear,’ urged Mrs Freeman. ‘We want to see you together, you know.’




  Alexandra obeyed, making her way through the throng, nodding at friends and acquaintances. There was her father, in deep conversation with Laurence’s father. She wondered if he was talking

  about her, and tried to imagine him saying how proud he was of her, but even now that he seemed happy with her at last, she couldn’t make it ring true. He’d always been a distant father

  but after her mother died and it was just the two of them, he had become colder and more remote than ever. She’d been unable to do anything right; even her presence seemed to irritate him.

  All her life she’d been trying to please him but he’d never seemed satisfied, until now.




  The tantalising prize of winning his approval had been dangled in front of her the day he had called her into his study to tell her that he had as good as arranged a husband for her.




  ‘Julian Sykes and I have been talking and we both agree that his boy Laurence could make a very good match for you. He has excellent prospects in the Blues. It’s a good regiment and

  he’s keen to find a wife. All successful officers need a good wife to support them. I’d like you to meet him, and if you both get on, there’s no reason why it shouldn’t turn

  out very well for all of us.’ Her father had given her a cold smile, one of the ones that told her the conversation was at an end, that no opposition would be brooked. He always demanded

  complete obedience and questions were not tolerated. No matter how often she resolved to stand up to him, Alexandra couldn’t help being cowed by his tremendous strength of will and his

  absolute certainty in his own opinions. She had distant memories of towering rages directed at her mother and she’d do anything to avoid bringing down that awful anger on her own head. The

  truth was, she wanted desperately to win his love. What harm could it do to meet this man, if that was what her father wished? She could always say no to anything more if she wanted to.




  So she let it happen. One day there was tea, with Laurence Sykes sitting awkwardly opposite her and asking polite questions, before the two of them were told to walk around the garden together

  for half an hour. Another two or three visits just like the first followed, and then there was a trip to London where the two young people, accompanied by Mr and Mrs Sykes and Alexandra’s

  father, dined out in a horrible, formal restaurant with fish-eyed waiters and clinking silver, and then went on to a dance club. Girls in stiff satin dresses with long gloves waltzed awkwardly with

  young men in tail coats and brilliantined hair. Alexandra knew it was supposed to be fun, a taste of the sophisticated life that awaited her if she married, but it had felt like an enforced jollity

  that was hollow at its heart.




  Laurence was perfectly pleasant and seemed kind enough, but she felt nothing more than friendship for him. He was nice looking, if rather small for a soldier, with his fair hair in that short

  military haircut, and eyes of washed-out pale blue, like a morning sky after a rain storm. He had regular, almost delicately small features and straight teeth with particularly sharp canines that

  emerged high in the gum and gave him a rather wolfish look when he smiled. His slim bony hands always had a cigarette clenched in the fingers, and he jiggled his left knee unconsciously when he

  smoked. He talked to her of everyday things and appeared interested in her uneventful life. She found that once she had a willing listener, she could chatter on for ages about nothing much and

  rather enjoy the feeling of amiable companionship. If marriage was like that, perhaps it wouldn’t be so bad. A couple of times she’d caught him staring at her in a peculiar way, and had

  smiled at him shyly, almost hopefully, wondering if he might be able to awaken something in her like girls felt in books and poems for men they loved, but he’d quickly glanced away.




  Perhaps she was asking too much to feel those things, whatever they were. It might even be better if she didn’t. Sometimes she wondered whether there was something wrong with her. Nobody

  else seemed to struggle with suppressing their emotions the way she did. She was quick to tears or laughter, prone to wanting to dance for joy or slump down with misery, and she lived every word of

  the books she read. Her aunt told her she wore her heart on her sleeve, which she supposed meant the same thing. She sensed that life might be a good deal easier if she could learn to live it

  without feeling anything at all.




  Her father’s enthusiasm for the match grew. It was revealed in the way Mrs Richards, the seamstress, came to the house to fit dresses, skirts and coats that her father had ordered for her.

  He arranged for a small amount of pin money to be paid into her post office account ‘for you to have a little fun with, for lipsticks and so forth’, and he began to talk to her over his

  newspaper at breakfast, making comments on world affairs that he obviously hoped she would absorb. She felt that she had let things go too far to pull back now, and that the inevitable was

  approaching.




  It’s for the best, she told herself stoutly. It’s what he wants for me. Besides, I’ve got virtually nothing to do but keep house. Am I going to sit in the cold

  breakfast room, morning after morning, pouring coffee for Father, forever?




  Perhaps marriage, whatever it meant, would be a better fate than that.




  When Laurence appeared unexpectedly one afternoon, she knew that the moment had arrived. Her stomach lurched with something that she supposed must be excitement when she was

  called down to the drawing room to find him there, white faced and trembling, but with bravado in his eyes as though he was determined to prove himself.




  The words, sounding well-worn even though she had never heard them before, came out as she stood there, feeling shabby and schoolgirlish in her tartan skirt and old green jumper. They fell in

  and out of her consciousness like a wireless with the volume turned high and then low and back again. ‘The respect and admiration I have for you . . . over recent months . . . ripened to

  something deeper . . . If you would do me the honour . . . the happiest man in the world . . . become my wife.’




  There she stood, listening as she stared at him and wondered who on earth he was. She couldn’t help feeling sympathy for him, so pale, his fingertips shuddering. Was the terror in his eyes

  for fear she might reject him or accept him? Why was he asking if he might share his life with her? Did he love her? She wasn’t sure if he had said it or not.




  It seemed an age that she stood there staring, unable to speak, feeling that she was at a great fork in the road where two futures awaited, each hidden from view but equally momentous. The day

  she learned her mother had died had been the only other time she had felt this way: as though, after years of sameness, life had made a sudden decisive turn and everything had changed in an

  instant.




  ‘Your father,’ ventured Laurence at last, to fill the yawning silence, ‘has given his permission.’




  She remembered her duty. Besides, being proposed to felt a little like being asked to dance. Never refuse – it had been drummed into her. It’s bad manners to turn somebody down and

  hurt their feelings. It doesn’t matter what you want, you must do what is asked of you.




  One of the forks in the road faded and disappeared. There had really only been one path all along. She took a deep breath.




  ‘Thank you. Yes, of course.’




  ‘You . . . you’ll marry me?’




  ‘Yes,’ she said distantly, adding, ‘please,’ in a small voice and then, more uncertainly, ‘thank you.’




  ‘No. I must thank you.’ A look of intense relief passed over his face and she felt a sudden bond with him. They were both glad it was over. ‘You’ve made me very

  happy.’




  He approached stiffly and she thought for a moment he was going to embrace her, but he lifted her hand and pressed it to his lips.




  Her father was delighted when they went together to tell him, and the smile he gave her and the kiss on her cheek filled her with a sense of happiness that warmed her like a

  cup of hot milk on a cold day. He even embraced her briefly and she clung to him, her chest constricted with emotion, not wanting the precious moment to end.




  ‘Well done, Sykes,’ he said heartily to Laurence, before taking her fiancé away to drink a good claret in his study. Alexandra sat in the window seat in the drawing room and

  tried to recall every sensation of her father’s embrace, quietly and deeply happy.




  The next few days, with the air full of satisfaction and hope, were the happiest she could remember. Everybody was so delighted at the news of the engagement that Alexandra felt that she had

  evidently done the right thing and she was glad to have pleased them all so much. But the feelings and emotions they attributed to her and Laurence were so at odds with reality that she

  couldn’t help feeling a shade of apprehension.




  ‘You must long to be alone together!’ ladies cooed. ‘Oh, young love, so wonderful, so romantic! The first flush of passion – quite the most delicious thing in the

  world.’




  Alexandra stole glances at her fiancé and wondered if he felt these things but she saw no evidence of it. He didn’t try to be alone with her – almost the opposite, in fact

  – and he certainly didn’t make her feel that he thought of her romantically. The things that were supposed to come with love – like kisses and embraces – simply didn’t

  feature. Perhaps, she thought, they would come after the ceremony.




  Her father wrote to his sister Felicity, who arrived with three suitcases to take over the arrangements and make sure that everything was done properly. It was she who had organised the

  engagement party.




  Now here Alexandra was, in her ice-blue chiffon, receiving the nice comments, the congratulations, and still it felt unreal. She shook hands with Laurence’s parents who smiled at her and

  said they looked forward to welcoming her into their family as a daughter, and greeted his younger sister, Maeve, and his older brother, Robert, whose smile she didn’t like, or his pale blue

  eyes, so like Laurence’s. Soon she would know these people intimately.




  How strange, she thought. This is going to happen to me. It’s going to be my life.




  But she couldn’t shake the feeling that it was all about someone else. It was the same when the wedding presents arrived, endless boxes of glassware, vases, china ornaments,

  bonbonnières, trinket boxes, lamps and ugly paintings. These were going to furnish her new life in the married quarters in London, where the Royal Horse Guards were based. But it was

  impossible to imagine that after finally winning her father’s approval she was going to leave him forever, so she tried not to think about it at all.




  When the wedding was only a week away, Alexandra couldn’t ignore the fact of the suitcase in her room filling with clothes as the drawers and wardrobe emptied. At night

  she covered the suitcase with a blanket, turned her back on the pile of trousseau and tried to pretend none of it was there.




  When Aunt Felicity called her into the spare room and asked if she was all right, Alexandra was surprised. She thought she was doing very well at being all right. Everybody was happy with her.

  Her father had been sunny and well disposed towards her for weeks now. ‘Yes, of course. I’m perfectly well, thank you.’




  Her aunt looked worried. ‘But you’re so thin, Alexandra, thinner than ever. Are you sure you’re quite ready for this . . . for your marriage, I mean?’ She took hold of

  Alexandra’s hand and clutched it in her own.




  ‘Yes . . . I think so.’ There didn’t seem to be any other answer. What could change? It was all going to happen, it had been decided.




  Felicity gazed searchingly at her, still clasping her hand tightly. Her thin mouth, wrinkled around the lips, looked stern but her eyes were worried. ‘And . . . I don’t suppose

  anyone has told you about what marriage means, have they? About . . . love and children?’




  Aunt Felicity had been married once but her husband had been killed in the war, only a fortnight after the wedding, and she had never married again. Alexandra shook her head.




  ‘Of course they haven’t,’ muttered Aunt Felicity. ‘Who is there to tell you, you poor lamb?’ She pulled Alexandra gently over to the bed and they both sat down.

  ‘Now, listen, my dear. I do not presume to know the innermost secrets of your heart, but you have agreed to become Laurence’s wife and I assume you would not do that unless you love

  him. You must understand that marriage makes certain requirements of women, and when a man and a woman love each other more than anything, this requirement is no burden – indeed, it is a

  pleasure and a matter of great fulfilment.’ Felicity stopped, and sighed shortly, her expression concerned and awkward at the same time. Alexandra felt her cheeks burning and stared down at

  the candlewick bed cover, one finger tracing round and round the raised pattern. ‘But,’ continued her aunt, ‘I believe it can be an ordeal and an onerous duty if there is not a

  mutual love between a husband and wife. Do you know what I’m talking about, Alexandra?’




  Alexandra nodded, thinking that she did understand her aunt’s words, just not very much about what they meant in practical terms.




  ‘Good, good.’ Her aunt began to colour around the cheekbones and she looked flustered. ‘And . . . the way children are made. Do you know about that, my dear?’




  Alexandra nodded again. The village woman who had come to look after her when her mother had died had explained it, at the time when she first experienced her monthly course. It had sounded more

  revolting than anything she could have imagined and she had decided that it must be a pack of lies, until girls at school had whispered about it and she had learned that what she had been told was

  more or less true. But, just as her aunt had said, the girls had agreed that if your husband was your one true love, it was heaven. Otherwise, it was sheer hell. Therefore, it followed that you

  would not know if you had married your one true love until the wedding night, when the experience that followed would reveal all. She tried to imagine Laurence doing that with her but again it was

  impossible. All she could imagine was his cool lips pressed on hers, pressing and pressing and pressing . . .




  ‘Alexandra? Are you all right?’




  ‘Oh!’ She looked up into her aunt’s worried eyes. ‘Yes, yes.’




  ‘Well, I’m glad we had this little talk, aren’t you? It’s put my mind at rest. But . . .’ She hesitated again, troubled. ‘You do love Laurence, don’t

  you?’




  I may as well get used to saying it, Alexandra thought. After all, I’m going to be promising to love him forever in a week. ‘Yes, Aunt. Of course.’




  ‘Good.’ Her aunt squeezed her hand and smiled. ‘Then I’m sure you’ll be very happy, my dear. Now, let’s go downstairs and have some tea.’




  Mrs Richards came up trumps with the wedding dress. Alexandra thought that it looked just like something in a society magazine, the kind that might be worn at a smart London

  wedding, with its pleasingly full skirt, long tight sleeves and lace train.




  ‘You’ll look an angel!’ Mrs Richards said, dabbing her eyes, and even Aunt Felicity seemed impressed. It seemed a consolation that her wedding dress would be so pretty.




  And then, one morning, Alexandra woke up in her old bedroom, opened her eyes to the dress hanging on the back of the bedroom door, and knew that today she was going to wear it for its proper

  purpose. When she was dressed and the veil was arranged over her face, she looked at her reflection and saw an almost ghostly white figure, its face concealed, the eyes only just discernible

  through the net. She could not see her own expression.




  Outside the church her father turned to her, smiled and said, ‘You look lovely, my dear.’ He kissed her cheek and took her hand, placing it on his arm and covering it with his own.

  Her heart lifted with pleasure. ‘Are you ready?’




  She nodded. The strains of Handel were pumped out by the wheezing organ, and they set off up the aisle, followed by two tiny attendants, the children of a relation – a little girl in pink

  organza and a boy in a kilt and a brass-buttoned jacket with a frothy lace cravat – towards Laurence, who waited at the top, his brother beside him. The church was full. Through her veil,

  everyone seemed misty and half obscured but there they all were: her own family, local people who’d known her all her life and, on the other side, Laurence’s family. There was his

  mother, small and fair and somehow a little monkeyish, a bit like Laurence himself, his sister Maeve, and his father, her own father’s friend, who had made this come to pass. They’d all

  come, putting on dresses and hats, morning coats and polished shoes. Everything that needed to be done had been done. There was no backing out now. She clutched her father tighter, taking comfort

  from the unfamiliar feeling of his closeness and the firm arm beneath her hand.




  As she approached Laurence, she could see beads of sweat on his nose and forehead. His skin was paper white and his chest moved rapidly under his coat. He looked as though he was going to faint.

  Alexandra felt light-headed and dizzy herself; she had not been able to keep down the toast that Aunt Felicity had made her eat, and now there was a painful knot in her stomach. It occurred to her

  that both she and Laurence might faint and she had a wild urge to laugh at the mental picture of the bride and groom both unconscious before the altar.




  Laurence tried to smile at her as she came level with him but he looked suddenly sickly and swayed for a moment before he seemed to regain control of himself.




  ‘Are you all right?’ the vicar asked quietly as the organ sounded the last notes.




  Laurence nodded, gulping for breath, and his brother said, ‘He’s fine. Overcome with happiness, that’s all. You can start.’




  Alexandra had the sudden feeling that until now they’d been playing a game of getting married and everyone had made a terrible mistake and taken them seriously. What are we doing?

  she thought. Isn’t anyone going to stop us?




  But no one said anything, not even when they were asked if they knew of any just cause or impediment. When bidden, Alexandra took Laurence’s hand, repeated the words, listened as he spoke

  the same to her, and still couldn’t shake the strange impression that all this was make-believe, not really happening to her, even as she watched him push the slim gold band onto her fourth

  finger. Surely at the end of this odd ritual, she would take off the white dress and the veil, give back the flowers, put on her old clothes and go back to her room, still Alexandra Crewe, nineteen

  years old, living with her father and wondering when her life would begin.




  But when she walked out of the church at Laurence’s side, into the blustery June sunshine, everything had changed. In half an hour, and to the tune of reedy hymns and an aria sung flat by

  a girl from the village, she had been transformed into someone called Mrs Laurence Sykes. She was now a wife, a woman of the world, with new duties and tasks ahead of her.




  That evening they set off in Laurence’s Triumph Herald, her suitcase wedged on the back seat, to go to the seaside for their honeymoon, and they would return not to her home but to married

  quarters in London.




  Her old life was gone forever.




  







  Chapter Four




  Present day




  Delilah’s whole life with John had almost never come to pass. The magazine had booked a fashion shoot at Fort Stirling and she was meant to be directing it, but she

  decided to send her deputy instead.




  ‘I just don’t feel up to it,’ she’d said to Grey the day before, sitting at her desk clutching a skinny latte and holding the telephone to her ear with her shoulder while

  she scrolled through a series of photographs on her computer. ‘Rachel’s bound to be there, undermining my authority and doing whatever she likes. Milly can take my place.’




  ‘Is this because of Harry?’ asked Grey, his voice stern down the telephone line.




  She’d sighed and clicked her mouse on another image. It expanded to fill her screen. A fashionable model was pulling a silly face and it was just the wrong side of being cute. She deleted

  it. ‘Maybe.’




  ‘Darling, you’ve got to pull yourself together. This is the third time you two have broken up. You’re ready to let him go and get on with your life. To be honest, I think you

  were over him a long time ago.’




  ‘Perhaps you’re right.’ She knew it was true: she couldn’t go on being reeled in and cast away. It was emotionally exhausting and her desire for Harry had gradually been

  eroded by the pain he kept putting her through. Grey had been there plenty of times to mop up tears, fill wine glasses and analyse Harry and his emotions until the early hours, but even he was now

  urging her to buck up.




  ‘Of course I’m right. And I don’t work half as well with Milly. I need you there. This is an expensive shoot – you’ve got to come, it won’t work without you.

  Especially if Rachel starts playing up.’




  She thought for a moment. ‘Oh, all right,’ she said, knowing he wouldn’t back down. ‘You win.’




  ‘You’re driving as well. Pick me up at seven.’ Grey put the phone down.




  The next morning, she’d pulled her Volkswagen Beetle up in front of his Notting Hill flat, they’d loaded his camera equipment into the back and then set off down the M3 towards Fort

  Stirling. It had been midday before they’d arrived, both hot and thirsty and desperate to stretch their legs.




  ‘Wow,’ Delilah had said, as they pulled up in front of the house. The drive from the gates to the house had been extraordinary, weaving its way through velvety green parkland past

  oaks, elms and limes, all venerable with age. It had led to a place that looked part storybook castle and part elegant Regency house, a building that gently flowed from an ancient round tower on

  one side through to a battlemented Tudor front and an extended wing of wonderful eighteenth-century symmetry. Despite its collection of ages and styles, the house felt as melded and comfortable

  with itself as a stack of pillows, nestled into a hollow and protected by a phalanx of trees behind. Delilah and Grey climbed out of the car. ‘What is this place?’




  ‘It is splendid,’ admitted Grey, standing back and taking it all in. ‘I’ve heard of Fort Stirling, but never been here. They’re not a very social family, the

  Stirlings. You don’t tend to stumble across them at parties.’




  ‘It’s so beautiful.’ Delilah waved an arm out towards the parkland. ‘All of it.’




  ‘That’s Dorset for you. Well lived-in, softened by centuries of husbandry into this delightful landscape. Now, we’d better find Rachel and see if the models have

  arrived.’




  Standing under a grand ornamental porch, they pulled on a bell handle set beside the huge arched front door, and one of the set assistants answered.




  ‘Where’s the owner?’ Delilah asked as they were led through the vast entrance hall with a black-and-white chequered marble floor. The assistant shrugged.




  She guessed whoever it was had made themselves scarce. People with a house like this were paid good money by magazines and film crews for its use as a setting for fashion shoots and period

  dramas and they probably knew well enough by now to stay in the background and let them get on with it. After all, they got reimbursed for anything that wasn’t left exactly as found.




  Rachel was in a huge room decorated in turquoise and gold. ‘Isn’t this magnificent?’ she bellowed, when she saw Delilah and Grey approaching.




  ‘You haven’t gone too mad, have you, Rach?’ Delilah asked warily, knowing how the stylist could go completely overboard when not reined in.




  ‘Of course not!’ Rachel said indignantly. ‘But we’re going to make the most of this adorable setting, and the fantastic clothes I’ve managed to get. Look.’

  She went over to a rail where tiny model-sized garments hung in a mass of colour and fabric: slippery silks, wispy chiffon, glossy leather and rubber, along with tweeds and knits of every variety.

  ‘Dior, Chanel, Stella McCartney, Givenchy, McQueen, you name it. It’s going to be glorious. Wait till I show you the props!’




  Delilah sighed, feeling that she could really do without a fight today. It was always the same when Rachel was brought in on a job, and she appeared without fail on the juiciest gigs. The bigger

  the house, the grander the setting, the bigger the budget, the more likely Rachel was to appear and spoil it. Give her a bog-standard studio shoot in a stuffy little place in Tooting with the

  clothes of a new designer, and she was nowhere to be seen. It came from being the cousin of the magazine’s publisher and a snob into the bargain. She had no compunction in stamping down

  Delilah’s ideas and authority and imposing her own vision, even though Delilah was the magazine’s art director.




  Rachel was dressed eccentrically as usual in a vintage Edwardian gown, customised with a black-and-white-striped bustle and a long hot-pink tutu beneath, and she tripped along the corridors on

  platform heels in a rustle of satin. Delilah followed behind, feeling ridiculously normal in her jeans, grey silk T-shirt and plimsolls. She’d learned that it was easy to feel plain and

  frumpy on a shoot, what with the gorgeous models wafting about in designer gear, so she’d adopted a look that suited her and was both stylish and practical. She might not have a model figure

  but she was happy with her tall, fairly athletic frame. Grey was always telling her to show off her legs more, but she preferred to wear jeans or black trousers most of the time. ‘Wear more

  colour!’ he’d scold. ‘That endless black and white, don’t you get sick of it?’ But she was fond of her monochrome working wardrobe.




  In the office, she wore white shirts and dark jackets with her trousers, adding a sharp heel for the fashion edge that the magazine required. On a shoot, she’d dress right down; it was how

  other people looked that mattered, after all, and she just needed to be comfortable. Today she’d twisted her long, thick fair hair up into a bun and stuck a variety of pens and pencils

  through it, partly to keep it in place and partly because, when she was working, not being able to find a pen when she needed one drove her mad. She knew Grey would hate it, even though he’d

  carefully not commented when he climbed into the car that morning. He was always urging her to wear more make-up and get her hair properly styled, but she only laughed. She liked her long hair,

  even if it did take an hour to blow dry it properly, and too much make-up made her look clownish. Her face was the natural kind, the skin clear with a few freckles over her nose, her lashes

  naturally dark. Her face was well defined, with strong cheekbones, a sturdy nose and a well-formed, almost Roman mouth. She could never transform the way the models did, their plain, small-featured

  faces becoming ethereally beautiful under the layers of make-up. She glimpsed three of them now, as they passed the makeshift salon, where a team wielding hair tongs and eyebrow brushes were

  turning the blank-faced, hollow-cheeked girls into raving beauties.




  I think I prefer being me, Delilah thought. Grey always told her she was gorgeous, and while she knew that wasn’t quite true, she was also content that she made the best of what

  she had.




  Rachel led them to a large window overlooking a courtyard below, then looked down and said happily, ‘There we are!’




  Delilah joined her, gazing out over a quadrangle surrounded by yet another part of the house. On the patch of emerald-green lawn were a collection of large animals that looked as though they

  were constructed from painted papier mâché. There was a huge white swan with a golden crown on its head, a large white rabbit in a checked waistcoat standing on its hind legs, a mouse,

  its head cocked inquisitively, carrying a basket, and a twisting green serpent poised to strike. Other smaller creatures stood caught mid-pose as though frozen by the White Witch’s wand.




  ‘Rachel!’ said Delilah, horrified, pressing her forehead to the glass. ‘What have you done? How much did those cost?’




  ‘Peanuts, darling, peanuts! And you did say fairy tales. I thought they were completely perfect – don’t you? As soon as I saw them, I said yes, yes, yes!’ Rachel

  smiled at her, fluttering her heavily mascara’d eyelashes. Two men appeared on the lawn below and started hauling the mouse towards a door leading into the house.




  ‘But I ordered props,’ Delilah protested, still too bewildered to be cross. ‘We’ve got ladders and tons of tulle and all the things we discussed in the office.’




  ‘Oh, honey, but these are marvellous! Aren’t they much better than boring old ladders?’




  There was a shout on the lawn and they both looked down to see a man standing there, hands on hips, looking crossly at the giant animals and the mouse being dragged indoors.




  ‘Whoops, it’s the manager,’ said Rachel. ‘You deal with him, darling, I’m so busy.’ She turned on her heel, flashing pink netting, and tripped off

  down the hall towards the make-up room.




  Delilah sighed. She didn’t need this. Not today. Not the way she was feeling, which was tired, hollow and all wept out. I need a holiday, she told herself. A good long holiday

  somewhere hot. I can just tell today is going to be a nightmare.




  Somehow she found her way downstairs, wondering how anyone managed to find their way round this huge house, and was just in time to see the mouse’s tail disappearing into a long gallery.

  Along the corridor came a man in jeans and a soft cotton shirt rolled up at the elbows, his dark hair short but thick and greying at the temples.




  ‘Hey, you, what’s going on here? There’s a bloody menagerie on the inner lawn and those vandals have just dragged a giant mouse right over the flowerbed! And its tail has left

  a huge channel all over the grass!’




  He was right opposite her now, his expression indignant. She stared back, feeling near the end of her tether.




  ‘I think you’ll find we’ve got permission,’ she said brusquely.




  ‘Really?’ He looked combative. ‘Well, not from me.’




  ‘Not from you, no,’ she said, trying to sound superior. ‘From the owner.’




  ‘The owner?’ He frowned.




  ‘Yes. He’s allowed us to do whatever necessary for our shoot.’




  ‘Has he? And he knows about these giant animals, does he? These ludicrous rabbits and hedgehogs and whatever?’




  ‘They’re all integral to our artistic vision,’ Delilah said loftily, lifting her chin but thinking inside that Rachel definitely owed her for this sturdy defence of all her

  nonsense. Although, knowing Rachel, Delilah suspected that the pictures would turn out to be wonderful. ‘He’s perfectly fine with it. I spoke to him myself.’




  Just then, there was a movement at the window, and they both turned to see that the enormous rabbit was now being carried past it but its handlers were out of sight, and the effect was of the

  massive creature slowly making its way across the lawn unaided.




  Delilah stared at it and then glanced at the manager, who was turning back to look at her, his expression startled. The moment they caught sight of one another’s faces, the comic element

  of it all struck them simultaneously and they began to laugh.




  ‘I should have expected something like this,’ the man said. ‘I don’t know why I’m shocked. It doesn’t quite take the biscuit from the time I let some famous

  glamour puss get married here and we had glass coaches and white horses and whatever, but almost.’ He shook his head and laughed again. ‘Giant fairy-tale creatures. How do you all make

  a living at this?’




  ‘Advertising, mostly,’ said Delilah, still giggling at the memory of the enormous rabbit walking by. I need to laugh, she realised. It’s been a long time.




  The man put his hand out. ‘I’m John Stirling.’




  She took it and they shook firmly. ‘Hello, I’m Delilah Young.’ She smiled, then froze. ‘Oh . . . wait. Stirling . . . Are you . . .’




  ‘The owner? Yes, I am. Delighted to make your acquaintance, Miss Young.’




  She felt herself blush and go hot. ‘Oh God, you must think I’m dreadful, lying to you like that. About talking to you and getting your permission. I’m not normally so brazen .

  . .’




  ‘Don’t worry at all.’ He smiled back at her. ‘I rather enjoyed it. But let’s be clear – my lawn is going to be put back to its proper state, isn’t

  it?’




  ‘Absolutely,’ Delilah said, relieved. ‘If I have to lay fresh turf myself.’




  ‘I’m sure that won’t be necessary,’ he said and smiled again. His eyes, she noticed, were a soft grey and when he smiled, he got a dimple in his left cheek.




  ‘Are we good to go yet, darling?’




  Delilah turned to see Grey coming in through the front door, lugging some equipment.




  ‘God, I wish I’d brought an assistant!’ he said, panting. His gaze fell on John Stirling. ‘Could you possibly make yourself useful and go out and get my reflectors?

  They’re on the drive. And when you’ve done that, I could murder a cup of tea.’




  Delilah opened her mouth to explain, but John Stirling quietened her with a quick look, a conspiratorial smile and a loud, ‘No problem.’ She watched him head outside to collect the

  reflectors.




  ‘Come on, missy,’ Grey said to her, starting to head up the stairs. ‘Let’s get this show on the road.’




  Perhaps it might have ended there, Delilah reflected, with a pleasant conversation and a smile, and then their lives would have continued on their different paths, Delilah

  going back to her tiny London flat and her sore heart, pining after Harry. But just as she was loading the car with Grey’s equipment to take him and it back to London, John Stirling came out

  to see her. She was the last of the shoot party. Rachel had roared off in her vintage Jag as soon as the exciting bit was over, leaving everyone else to clear up, while the models had been packed

  into their car to find a coffee shop that could supply them with the endless soya lattes that appeared to be all that kept them going. Make-up artists, hairdressers, electricians and shoot

  assistants had all left, and then it was only Delilah and Grey, making sure everything had been left shipshape.




  ‘Are you off?’ asked John Stirling, coming up to the car.




  Delilah nodded. ‘Yes. We’re all done. Thank you so much.’




  ‘Not at all. And my new animal collection. I hope no one will be whisking that away from me any time soon.’




  ‘Oh – yes, I should have said. The company will be coming in the morning to take them away.’ She smiled at him. ‘And you must let me know if anything needs to be put back

  as it was. I’ll sort it out for you.’




  ‘Thank you, Miss Young. Thank you very much.’ There had been something in his gaze that drew her to him, a kind of familiarity as though they already knew each other quite well. A

  spark of something she recognised. You’re like me, she thought, and then laughed inwardly at the idea. How could the owner of a place like this be anything like her?




  In the car, heading back towards the motorway, Grey said, ‘Oooh, he likes you!’




  ‘No, he doesn’t,’ Delilah said stoutly, but feeling a pleasurable sense of awakening excitement nonetheless.




  ‘He does! And did you see? No wedding ring.’




  ‘His type often don’t wear them,’ replied Delilah, trying to concentrate on the winding country roads.




  ‘But still, he’s not. I could tell. He had a lonely air about him, definitely craving female company.’




  ‘I should think the man who owns Fort Stirling is fighting them off!’




  ‘Mmm, don’t think so. Grey’s inner voice is never wrong, remember? You wait and see, something might be cooking there. I’m serious.’




  She’d changed the subject but, back in London, things kept popping into her consciousness to remind her of John Stirling and the day she had spent in his magical home. She picked up a

  stray back copy of the magazine and saw it contained a feature on that very house. When she opened her post a few days later, she discovered she had an invitation from a friend to stay the weekend

  in a hotel just near Fort Stirling. Then in a biography she was reading she found a reference to the Stirling family of Northmoor, Dorset. Weird, she thought. But it doesn’t mean

  anything. Just synchronicity, I guess, but still . . .




  In the week since the shoot, the break-up with Harry had somehow lost its sting, as though her day at the old house had set her free, and now she couldn’t quite remember why she had cared

  so much. There were other men out there, after all, other possibilities, other potential lives, all waiting for her to walk out and take whichever path she wanted.




  ‘Delilah?’ It was her assistant Roxie, putting her head round Delilah’s door.




  ‘Yup?’ She glanced over from her screen where she’d been absorbed in a portfolio sent to her by an aspiring photographer.




  ‘You’ve got a visitor.’




  She frowned over the top of her black-rimmed glasses. ‘Who? I’m not expecting anyone.’




  ‘His name is John. He’s sitting out in reception.’




  ‘John?’ she echoed. She was bewildered for a moment, then thought, Could it be? She stood up, grateful suddenly that she’d dressed up for a cocktail party she was

  planning to go to after work and was wearing a navy silk Alberta Ferretti dress with a silver tweed blazer over the top, and her long fair hair was freshly blow-dried into loose waves. She put her

  glasses on the desk. ‘Okay, I’ll go out and see him.’




  Her stomach swooped pleasantly when she saw John Stirling was sitting there, one leg lazily crossed over the other knee, in dark trousers, a shirt and a very well-cut jacket, flicking through a

  magazine from the coffee table. He looked up as she came over, and stood up at once, a smile lighting up his expression, making his slightly angular face suddenly handsome. She noticed the dimple

  in his left cheek again, and the way it was rather winsome and boyish.

OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg





OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/html/docimages/image1.jpg
THE
WINTER
FOLLY

LULU TAYLOR

OOOOOOOO





