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Prologue



BRISTOL


1948


‘You must have an idea why I asked you here.’ Vincent seemed cool and completely in control but there was, Jack noticed, the faintest hint of anxiety in the way one manicured fingernail, a pale and polished oval, smoothed along the tablecloth, over and over.


‘Not at all, old boy,’ Jack said easily. He pulled a silver case out of his pocket and extracted a cigarette. Putting it between his teeth, he struck a match and lit it. ‘I assumed it was because of the excellent food.’ He grinned at his own joke, for the food everywhere was terrible these days. He would no doubt order the fish, plentiful here in Bristol, and whatever they had to go with it. There wasn’t so much that could go wrong with that as long as the chef didn’t stew it.


Vincent stared at him across the table, his lips tightening just a little.


Jealous, thought Jack. He’s jealous of all of it.


After all, the maître d’ and the waiters had made it obvious that they recognised Jack, calling him Mr Bannock in unctuous tones even though the table had been booked under Vincent’s name. They had offered him the wine list and rushed to put an ashtray in front of him when he lit up. He could feel their eyes on him, and sensed the half-turns from diners at neighbouring tables, discerning the low murmurs of his name.


That was what had been most disconcerting about fame. It was like living in a chamber where one’s name was constantly echoed in murmurs all around. Jack Bannock. That’s Jack Bannock. Did you see? Jack Bannock! Sometimes, braver or ruder souls approached. He liked the shy, nervous ones, overcoming their natural reticence and good manners to approach a stranger. He liked the starstruck women and the blushing girls who said, ‘I’m ever so keen on you, Mr Bannock. I do love your songs so much! “A Vale of Violets” is my favourite.’


Some even remembered his films.


‘I saw The Robber King when it came out, and I thought you were super!’


Others preferred his musicals of sentiment and derring-do, with beautiful ladies and noble lords falling in love. Jack liked the lads who glowed with pleasure at meeting their hero. He didn’t like the women who shrieked and pawed at him, who felt entitled to his time and actually thought he might be interested in hearing their life stories, who demanded autographs like a right. And he particularly disliked the sort who patronised him, usually men. ‘I say, are you that crooner fellow? The film actor? Fancy. I suppose you get paid very well simply to show off? And all the girls throwing themselves at you! It’s a cushy number you’ve got there.’


He was used to it all now. It was hard to remember a time when he hadn’t turned heads and heard that whisper of his name wherever he went.


No one batted an eyelid at Vincent. No one murmured his name.


Well, what would they say anyway? wondered Jack. ‘I saw you in that film, Mr Lowther! Weren’t you the soldier at the back who got shot in the first reel? Didn’t you play the cad in the card game who got thrown out for cheating?’ No one knows Vincent. It’s only because he’s Grey’s friend that he has any work at all, and God alone knows what Grey sees in him. He’s not so bad-looking, I suppose. And useful.


Vincent ran errands of all sorts for Grey, whose celebrity had made him far too recognisable for ordinary life. Which was, of course, exactly as Grey liked it.


‘So, why did you ask me here?’ Jack said, as Vincent said nothing.


‘Later,’ Vincent said, shaking his head only slightly to signal that they should say no more. The head waiter had appeared to take their order. A moment after that, the bread basket with its round, hard and almost tasteless rolls was put in front of them. Moments later, it seemed, the soup arrived and the sommelier appeared with the wine, which he naturally poured into Jack’s glass to taste. It was some time before they were finally left in peace. Vincent had kept up a stream of talk in his low voice, all about the staging of Grey’s latest show. It was going to be at the Palladium, opening in only a few weeks. Hester Arundel was taking the female lead, as usual, but she’d been ill over the last week and Grey was full of anxiety that she wouldn’t be up to opening night and a full run of – he hoped – many successful performances.


‘This is all fascinating,’ Jack said testily, finally tiring of the unstoppable chat as he sipped his soup. ‘I know most of this in any case – Grey told me. What I want to know is, what’s this lunch in aid of?’


Vincent smoothed a finger over his moustache, falling silent at last. He began to blink rapidly. ‘Well, I’ve come to talk to you about Grey.’


‘I thought you might have. The trouble is, I don’t particularly want to hear you moaning at length about his failings. I’m sure he’s working you just as hard as ever, but you do ask for it, Vincent. You know what I’m going to say. Stand up to him. That’s what I do. He’s as spoiled as a little princess but you shouldn’t let him act the way he does.’ Jack sipped some of his clear soup. It tasted of hot water and salt and vaguely of onion, and he wondered what it was supposed to be. He put his spoon down and pushed it away. ‘I’m going to be seeing Grey later anyway. He’s coming up this evening for our trip.’


They were going to drive into Wales, stopping off at Jack’s home town on the way to the beautiful island of St Elfwy off the coast of Pembrokeshire.


‘I can’t wait to see the perfectly ghastly place you sprang from, mon choux,’ Grey had drawled, little white cigarette held aloft. They were in his smart Belgravia flat, just the two of them, drinking martinis.


‘I’m sure it’s almost as bad where you made your appearance,’ Jack retorted. They smiled at one another. They were so similar. Jack Bannock and Grey Oswald. Both musical, talented and charismatic, although of course Jack was the handsomest. ‘I,’ Grey would say tartly, ‘have the genius, though.’


They kept a friendly tally of their successes. Jack’s latest show was still running at Drury Lane, while Grey’s at the Coronet had closed after a healthy nine-month run.


‘My next will be my best,’ Grey had promised. ‘Still running in two years, just you watch.’


‘Let’s work on something together,’ Jack suggested. ‘Like the old days? Remember The Seahorse? How we wrote it on the island, with Vee looking after us?’


‘Of course I do. It was magical. Will I get to write the lyrics?’


‘Most of them.’


‘All right. After this latest is done and dusted and has refilled my coffers. You know me, always on the brink of ruin.’


The truth was, they were both successful and well known. Both from ordinary backgrounds, they had each invented themselves, using their formidable talents to clamber out of their milieu and up to the bright lights of the city and the glamour of show business.


‘Now, now,’ Grey said, tapping his ash away. ‘Mother Oswald is very proud of the little suburban terrace where she brought me into the world.’


‘And you mustn’t be mean about my parents either. Working down the docks is perfectly respectable.’


‘The docks?’ Grey shuddered. ‘At least selling insurance is done in an office.’


Jack pushed him playfully. ‘You frightful snob, you. We’re both upstarts, as you well know. You keep my secret and I’ll keep yours.’


‘Always, my darling,’ Grey had said, suddenly solemn, and placing a tender kiss on the end of Jack’s nose. ‘And I can’t wait to meet your family, especially if they’re all as beautiful as you.’


That was what this trip was all about: the family and the escape and perhaps the creation of a new and exciting musical. They usually had to keep their relationship hidden, but every now and then they had the chance to be together, alone and completely themselves. They were going to the island, their first trip there in years. It was all arranged. Jack couldn’t wait. Veronica had promised that the place was theirs for as long as they wanted. He could almost taste the pure air of the island, and the salty tang of the sea.


‘Well, that’s the thing, old chap,’ Vincent said now. He paused as the waiter cleared their soup bowls and the plates of pallid fish were placed in front of them. ‘I’m afraid that Grey isn’t coming.’


Jack blinked at him, not able to take in what he had just heard. ‘What did you say?’


‘He’s not coming.’ Vincent looked grave and suddenly didn’t seem able to meet Jack’s eye. ‘He’s asked me to tell you . . . that the whole thing is off.’


‘What do you mean?’ Jack had gone very still, his whole being churning with sudden panic. ‘He’s changed his mind about the holiday? But why?’


‘Not just the holiday, old man. All of it. It’s all off. He doesn’t want to see you again.’


‘What?’ stammered Jack. He pushed away the plate of food in front of him. ‘What? I don’t understand.’


Vincent looked uncomfortable. Jack had the distinct impression that he had been relishing this moment and was now not finding it quite as much fun as he had anticipated. ‘I’m sorry. Grey has changed his mind about all of it. The flat, the show, the holiday. He’s leaving England today for the continent and he’ll be gone until the show opens.’ There was the faintest hint of preening as Vincent added, ‘I’ll be taking over in the meantime.’


Jack was horrified to find that his eyes were full of tears. He felt a great shudder of pain go through him. He had feared this, he knew that now. From the moment he’d lost his heart to Grey, he’d feared that he would be hurt like this. The tears spilled out over his cheeks and he wept, reaching for his napkin.


‘I say, old boy,’ Vincent said awkwardly. ‘Don’t take it so hard. You’ll feel better in a day or two. Go and see your people like you planned.’


‘When is he leaving?’ Jack demanded.


‘He’s on the night ferry.’


Jack knew it well: the train that left Victoria late in the evening for the coast and was then boarded onto its own ferry, landing at Dunkirk in the morning to complete its run to Paris. He’d made the journey himself plenty of times in the old days, though not since it had started up again after the war. He leapt to his feet. ‘Then I’m going to see him. He must be mad; he can’t be in his right mind. He would never do this.’


‘Don’t be ridiculous. You’ll never get to the station in time.’


‘Yes, I will. You’ll see.’


Jack wiped his eyes, threw the napkin on the table and turned on his heel, weaving as fast as he could through the tables and chairs and other diners. He was heedless now of the murmur of his name, or what anyone thought as he raced out of the restaurant and across the road to where his car was parked. He was thinking wildly of how long it would take to get to Victoria and the quickest route.


The tears were still blurring his vision as he managed to start the car and pull out, heading towards the road to London. He had been so happy, so full of that gleeful anticipation. A week or more with Grey, just the two of them. A time to plan their future and work out how they could be together without the world guessing their rather obvious secret. He had been lost in dreams of their time on the island, walking together to see the stacks where the guillemots danced. And now it was all over? Just like that?


It can’t be, it can’t be, he said to himself through clenched teeth, his knuckles white around the steering wheel. Then he felt a fierce determination. He would not let this happen. He would not.


The Rolls needed filling up on the journey and Jack realised he would only have enough petrol to get to London but not to return. He was at the end of his monthly ration. The trip back could not happen now, no matter what.


The attendant filled up the tank from the pump and, as he took the last coupon from the booklet Jack had handed him, said, ‘I say, Mr Bannock, I’m one of your biggest fans.’ He grinned shyly. ‘I thought you were a treat in that American film you were in, the one where you played that creepy feller. You gave me the jitters.’


‘Thank you, thank you.’ Jack tried to smile. He must look a fright; his eyes were probably red and swollen. All along the road, the tears had kept coming as he’d wondered why on earth Grey had pulled out of their trip. He noticed that a woman in her coupé at a nearby pump had just clocked him and was going scarlet with excitement. ‘I must be off.’


‘Yes, sir,’ the attendant said, handing back the empty coupon booklet. ‘All done. Drive carefully, it’s all you’re getting for the next two weeks. And it’s a lovely motor you’ve got there, I must say.’ He put a reverent hand on the silver bonnet.


Jack threw the booklet on the seat next to him and revved up the engine. ‘Thanks. Goodbye.’


He pulled out of the garage as fast as he safely could. He was only a short drive from London now. There was a chance of reaching Victoria before the boat train left, and he would do all in his power to get there.


He remembered nothing, afterwards, of that journey. His Rolls flew towards London, easily outdistancing the rest of the traffic, not that there was much of that. Private cars had been pretty much mothballed during the years of the war and people had learned to live without them. Petrol was still rationed, even if more generously than in wartime. Jack’s Rolls Royce drew eyes wherever it went. He usually enjoyed the notice it attracted, just as he enjoyed the greater surprise when people saw that it was Jack Bannock at the wheel. He was always beautifully dressed, his black hair oiled and slicked, so that just a lock or two hung romantically over his eyes.


‘You’re the only man I know who wears stage make-up in ordinary life,’ Grey would tease. ‘Anything to heighten those soulful eyes of yours. The Italian ice-cream seller you’re descended from must have been quite the looker.’


It was true. During his short Hollywood career, he’d been likened to Rudolph Valentino and the make-up artists had created a similar sultry look: kohl-rimmed eyes of melting dark brown, the lids darkened just enough to make him look tortured, his skin whitened to a romantic pallor . . .


‘I’m sure it was enough to make you fall in love with yourself,’ Grey remarked waspishly. He was, Jack knew, jealous of those matinée idol looks. Jack didn’t have to utter a word on film to make legions of women fall madly in love with him. He just had to gaze soulfully into the camera, his head at the perfect angle that showed his Grecian profile and full lips, and that was enough.


‘That was why you were such a success in the silent movies and not so much in the talkies,’ Grey would claim cattily, but Jack just laughed. Grey had nothing like the same in the way of good looks. He’d seemed middle-aged since he was twenty-one, with his thinning hair and lined complexion. Although his eyes sparkled with intelligence and wit, they were pouchy and downturned. The stream of jokes and witticisms that flowed from his mouth could not conceal his thin lips and slightly weak chin. He would never stir the female heart as Jack did, nor the male heart come to that. Nevertheless, he had made a theatre and film career of his own, only playing romantic leads because he wrote them for himself and because somehow his pairing with Hester Arundel made him seem credible as a lover of women. She was beautiful – as women had to be, that went without saying – feisty and with a wit quick enough to make her a plausible foil to Grey. She had lent him the respectability that made his camp wit and waspish humour acceptable to the general public. It had made him a great success.


We are perfect together, Jack thought desperately. Why, why would he leave me now?


He drew up in front of the station, heedless of bus stops and taxi ranks, and leapt out of the Rolls. The night ferry left from platform two and he dashed there, breathless. He raced for the first-class carriages, knowing that Grey would never travel anything less, and as he pounded down the platform, he saw two familiar figures. The first had its back to him, but he knew the almost floor-length fur coat draped over the shoulders, the smart grey felt homburg with the scarlet grosgrain ribbon, the wide turn-ups on the trousers. It was Grey. The second figure, directing the porter where to take their luggage, was only vaguely familiar, a young man that Vincent had introduced as his assistant. Jack, panting and panicked, could not remember the name. Was he Herbert? Something like that. But he was dark and brown-eyed, like a younger version of Jack himself.


This is Vincent’s work, Jack thought. It was a thought barely formed in his mind but he knew suddenly and quite clearly that Vincent had been working on this for months, subtly coming between him and Grey. And now he had clearly succeeded.


No, thought Jack fiercely. No.


‘Grey!’ he called, waving a hand, and the fur-coated figure froze, then slowly turned to face him. ‘Grey, stop!’


Now Grey was looking at him. The pale blue eyes were hooded and cold. ‘Jack, darling,’ he said in that thick-throated drawl of his. ‘What a delightful surprise. Have you come to wave me off?’


Naturally he showed not one flicker of surprise, although seeing Jack on the platform must have been the last thing he expected. Beside him, the young assistant looked fearful but busied himself with the business of the luggage.


‘I’ll keep that,’ Grey said, pointing at his vanity bag. It was, Jack knew, stuffed to the brim with the lotions and potions that Grey delighted in using every morning and night. ‘I can’t afford to lose what little looks I’ve got,’ he would say to Jack. ‘It’s all very well for you, but those of us not born with the looks of the gods need to cherish what we were blessed with.’


Jack stared at him, breathless. Then he managed to say, ‘But Grey, what on earth are you doing?’


‘Doing, my dear?’ The cool blue eyes had slid away. ‘I should think that’s perfectly obvious. I’m going abroad.’


‘But our trip—’


‘Ah, yes, our trip. I’m afraid that the bright lights of Paris have proved more alluring than an outcrop in Wales. I’m sure you understand.’


‘No,’ Jack exclaimed. ‘I don’t understand! Not a bit! Why aren’t you coming with me? Is it all over?’


Grey’s gaze slid over the other people on the platform and Jack discerned a trace of anxiety. Nothing was allowed to be said in public that might in any way give the game away. ‘I don’t know what you mean, dear boy. Over? Of course not, we’re friends just as we always were. I’m very much afraid, though, that our gallivanting in the valleys will have to be postponed. I’m sorry.’ He turned as if to board the train.


Jack, desperate, reached and grabbed his arm, slipping a hand under the drape of the fur coat to the fine wool jacket beneath. There was a human warmth there that, for a second, gave him hope. ‘Don’t go, I beg you,’ he said. He had a sudden certainty that if Grey got on the night ferry train, he would never see him again. ‘Please, please, if any of it meant anything at all to you . . . don’t go.’


Grey was stock still again, half turned to board. Everything seemed to slow and stop, as he stared down at Jack’s arm. He blinked just once, and then gazed up at Jack. The eyes were cold. ‘My dear boy, what a scene. It’s just a couple of days in Paris. I’ll see you when I get back and we can talk it all through.’ He looked over to his assistant. ‘Hubert, I’m getting on the train. When you’re done, come and open that champagne for me, will you? I could do with a drink. Goodbye, Jack. À bientôt.’


With that, Grey put one elegant shoe on the footplate of the carriage and then was gone, disappearing into the sleeping car with one final cool look over his shoulder.


For a moment, Jack was going to follow. The train wasn’t leaving for twenty minutes. But a guard in a peaked cap carrying a passenger list on a clipboard was walking towards him down the platform alongside the dark blue carriage with its smart gold lettering. He was looking enquiringly at Jack. ‘Name, please, sir?’


Ironic, thought Jack grimly. One of the few people who doesn’t know me. He thought for a minute that he would simply board, and find Grey in his compartment and force him to listen, make him explain. But he knew the stubbornness too well. Grey might have a weak chin but he was obstinate. There would be no reaching him, not today or tomorrow. Perhaps never. But there was some reason why it was all over.


Not knowing was almost as great a part of the torment as the fear that Grey was gone for ever.


‘Do you wish to board, sir?’ enquired the guard, trying to read Jack’s expression. ‘There’s still time to say goodbye. The train isn’t leaving for a little while.’


‘No,’ he said bleakly. ‘I won’t board. Thank you.’


He turned to go. He heard his name and hope leapt in his heart but when he turned, it was only Hubert walking towards him along the platform. He stopped a pace or two from Jack. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said, almost nervously. ‘I wish it weren’t this way.’


‘What do you know?’ Jack demanded.


‘Nothing.’ Hubert looked away. ‘There’s urgent business in Paris. That’s all. But I know you’re disappointed.’


Jack gave a bitter laugh and Hubert turned to go. ‘Wait!’ Hubert turned slowly back to face him. ‘Will you . . . will you look after him for me?’


Hubert nodded. ‘Yes. Yes, I will.’


‘Thank you.’


Hubert stepped towards the footplate of the carriage, and pulled himself up. He boarded without a backward glance.


‘So that’s it,’ Jack said to himself. ‘That’s it.’


He turned, ignoring the whispers and nudges of the people on the platform who recognised him. He didn’t even look around when someone said, ‘Oh, Mr Bannock, I’m such a great admirer!’


He was consumed with misery. His world had turned to darkness and filled with ashes. Nothing mattered now that his heart was leaving on the night ferry train for Paris without him.










PART ONE











Chapter One


VERONICA


1938


‘We are lucky,’ Billie said to Veronica. ‘Our daddy is not like other daddies.’ The sisters were sitting on the rug in front of the fire in the nursery, waiting for Gladys, the maid, to bring in their tea. ‘He’s so much more fun and interesting, isn’t he?’


‘I suppose so,’ said Veronica. She traced the pattern in the rug slowly with the tip of her finger and looked at her younger sister’s shoes, noticing that they needed a polish. ‘I suppose we’re very lucky.’


They both knew that they lived a spoiled life. Daddy and Mama never rubbed their noses in it, or told them to think of poor starving children and how fortunate they were in comparison, but the girls understood that life in their house in Hampstead, with everything done for them by a houseful of servants, and with every luxury they needed, made them extremely well off.


But I don’t care about money, Veronica thought. I just don’t.


‘There’s all this,’ Billie said, ‘and the island too.’


The island. Just the words lifted Veronica’s spirits. It always seemed to be winter in London: chilly grey days followed by dark, blustery nights, the lamps glowing through fog, the trees black and spiky on the heath, which they could see from the upstairs windows. Perhaps that was because they spent their summers out of town, on St Elfwy, and so summer meant the sea, the blazing sky vanishing into the far distance, and splendid isolation for weeks on end, living in the white house on the cliff with its view of the mainland across the channel, and with birds and rabbits for company. Mama would relax entirely without the big house to look after, reading and playing the piano and walking. Girls from the mainland would come over to cook and clean, and an odd job man appeared regularly to manage the repairs and the garden for them.


Daddy would stay in town for the most part, only joining them for odd weeks when he had some time off.


Don’t get sunburned, he would write, in one of his jolly letters. I don’t like to see my girls getting boyish and brown – stay fair and fragile!


That was all very well for Billie, who was exactly the fair and fragile sort. But Veronica loved nothing more than to be in her shorts, white shirts and sand shoes, clambering over rocks, netting crabs and sailing the little dinghy, the glare of the sun on the water making her scrunch up her eyes against it. The summer she turned ten, she had grown so annoyed by the long, thick, fair hair that make her head and neck so hot – and that tortured her by being curled with rags into ringlets – that she took a big pair of scissors and hacked the whole thing off, tossing the ponytail into the sea with delight. There had been a lot of trouble over it, and she’d been sent to bed in disgrace and not allowed out for two whole days. It had been worth it. Since then, she’d had a short, wavy bob that turned white in the sun when she took off her cap, and a blunt fringe that fell over her fierce blue eyes.


Billie was right, Daddy was much more interesting than other daddies. He didn’t set off for an office every day with a rolled umbrella, briefcase and bowler hat, like the ones they saw streaming to Hampstead underground station in the mornings. He was an actor and producer, at home most of the day when he wasn’t rehearsing, heading off to the theatre in the late afternoon, and not returning until long after they were asleep. Often there were parties downstairs. How could they be expected to sleep while that was going on? The roar of motor cars, the footsteps on the marble floor of the grand hall below, the music floating up to the bedrooms. Gaiety and laughter and fun. No other house in their neighbourhood was ablaze until the early hours. Perhaps that was why Daddy had bought this place set back behind iron gates, in grand isolation. No one to complain.


In the morning Billie and Veronica would peruse the visitors’ book on the hall console. Such glamorous names were scrawled there: stars of the theatre and music hall as well as lords and ladies and all sorts of impressive people.


Billie wanted to be an actress too. Mama had been an actress once, a refined lady in society comedies, but she had given it up to make Daddy and her daughters the centre of her life, and never seemed to miss her old profession. Billie ached to get on the stage and was always begging to play any child’s part going, but Daddy wouldn’t hear of it yet. Billie, he said, was too young to be a theatre brat but when the right play came, he would see if she would be suitable. Meanwhile, he relished setting them games of imagination and play acting, letting them create alter egos and other personalities, encouraging them to disguise themselves to fool relatives, visitors and servants and get away with it.


Veronica loved the games but hated the idea of the stage. The last thing she wanted was people looking at her. She was restless and yearning, and she knew that the answer to whatever it was she sought didn’t lie in the theatre. She didn’t think it lay in the ceaseless parties that Daddy and Mama seemed to enjoy so much either. But what was it she wanted? She wasn’t sure.


And then Rupert had come to stay.


Rupert was a second cousin, and much older than the girls. They had not known him before now, as he was the son of Mama’s cousin and had grown up in India when not at school. But now he had come down from Oxford and was keen to become a playwright. He had come to stay in order to finish his play and, if Daddy liked it, have it put on the London stage with Daddy in the lead role. A play produced by and starring George Mindenhall would guarantee an audience, and probably overnight success.


‘Rupert will stay in the writers’ room!’ boomed Daddy. ‘Until his play is finished.’


The girls were quite accustomed to this. Daddy had famous authors here all the time, men and women who often looked like nothing terribly special, but who set the public imagination alight with their stories. He offered up a room in his house as a refuge for them to finish their latest works in peace and quiet during the day, with glamorous parties and dinners to enjoy in the evening.


So Rupert came, with two suitcases, one with his clothes and one that contained a typewriter, and he tapped away in the writers’ room nearly all day. When he wasn’t writing, he was in the library, reading and smoking, or setting off for long walks across the heath in a full-length tweed coat, trying to find his inspiration. He didn’t seem much interested in the parties but retired to his room after dinner to continue his work.


Billie thought he was boring but Veronica was entranced. She sensed an artistic soul that seemed to emanate from him like an invisible cloud. For that reason alone, Rupert was beautiful. How could Billie not see it? She claimed Rupert looked like a giant weed, but Veronica decided she liked his pasty looks. It was true he was lily-white and freckled, and had hair that was a kind of muddy red colour, but he had warm hazel eyes full of intelligence and heart. He didn’t smile much but that was because he was contemplating the great matters of life and death, and anyway, he usually had a cigarette hanging from his lips, or dangling from his fingers, the butt twisted between his narrow fingertips as he read. He was romantically tall, with long elegant hands, and was always running his fingers through his hair until it stood up on end, which she found quite heartbreakingly charming.


‘Don’t you think he’s got it?’ Veronica asked now. She had just heard the front door slam and had leapt up from the rug, rushing over to watch Rupert dashing out on one of his perpetual walks around the heath.


‘You mean, he’s a peril?’


‘A deadly peril.’


‘I don’t think so.’ Billie shrugged. ‘He reminds me too much of Daddy.’


‘Daddy?’ Veronica was amazed. ‘He’s not like him a scrap! And he’s related to Mama in any case, so how could he be?’


Veronica thought Daddy was ugly. It surprised her that anyone would want to see him on stage, but then she saw him transformed through costume, make-up, wigs and moustaches and she had to admit that he was quite different. At home, he looked ordinary, with a jutting brow over his blue eyes, and a long face topped by a flat plate of heavy dark hair parted harshly down the middle and stuck back with grease. It was only the light in his eyes and the gaiety of his spirit that detracted from what Veronica considered his ugliness. How on earth could Billie think that angelic Rupert looked anything like Daddy?


‘Well,’ Billie said obstinately, ‘you might like him, but he’s not a peril to me, let alone a deadly one.’


A peril was someone very attractive, and a deadly peril was someone dangerously so. Crumbly people were beautiful or handsome, depending.


Billie was not particularly interested in Veronica’s assessment of Rupert as a deadly peril. The two of them were always falling in love with unsuitable people and just as quickly falling out again.


At least Rupert’s arrival gave them something to think about besides lessons and the boring round of life at home, even if he paid them scant attention. Something very tragic had happened to him, which perhaps explained how little notice he took of his cousins. Mama said both his parents were dead, and two of his brothers had been killed in the war, so no wonder he was preoccupied and seemed somewhat sad.


I’m sure I could cheer him up, if he’d just let me, Veronica thought. She kept an eye on him, following him around like a wraith but usually just out of sight. She tried to catch a glimpse of his writing but it was no good. He kept it locked in his room.


Daddy’s newest play had been a huge hit, his biggest yet. The play, written by a friend of his, was about an evil man who kidnapped a girl and kept her hidden in order to have his wicked way with her. But strangely the man was sometimes gentle, soft and loving. The girl fell in love with him when he was like this, but hated him when he was cruel. It was a mystery until it was discovered that the man was in fact twin brothers, and she had fallen in love with the good one. Of course, Daddy played both the twin brothers. And the pièce de resistance at the end was when the brothers duelled over the honour of the girl, and she had promised to marry the victor. The secret of the play was that in this fight, you had no idea which was Daddy and which was the stand-in, and which brother he was playing – although of course everyone knew that the good brother would triumph, somehow. And then they were unmasked, one after the other, and he seemed to be both of the fighters! All was revealed in the curtain call and the audience was nightly sworn to secrecy about how the trick was pulled off.


‘It will run for years, just my luck,’ Daddy would say gloomily.


‘Don’t be ridiculous, George,’ Mama would say, gently reproving. ‘Most actors would give their eye teeth for a part like that, for a hit! And a long run is a wonderful thing.’


Daddy harrumphed. He had a very short attention span and was quickly bored with the repetitive nature of his occupation. The same lines, the same drama night after night, and four afternoons a week. He was always keen to move on to the next thing.


‘Do it for now, dear,’ Mama said calmly, sewing rhythmically on her embroidery. ‘Perhaps they’ll let someone else take your part on in due course. But it would be foolishness to give it up when it’s so successful.’


Veronica watched Daddy. Mama let him take charge all the time. Her whole life revolved around him. Yet sometimes, very quietly, she told him what she wanted and he almost always obeyed.


Daddy said suddenly, ‘I’m planning a gala night in the new year. Once Christmas is over, we will need to reinvigorate our ticket sales. If all goes well, we’ll have royalty coming – the Duke of Kent.’


‘How thrilling,’ Mama said politely.


‘It certainly is. The girls must come. Billie, Veronica, don’t you want to come and see the play? And the duke?’


Billie looked up, excited. ‘I should say so! Perhaps the duke will fall in love with me.’


‘You’re fourteen years old,’ Veronica said, ‘so he’d better not.’


Mama said placidly, ‘The Duke of Kent is married, dear. I thought you knew that. He and his wife already have two children.’


‘Oh, what a shame,’ Billie said thoughtfully. Then she cheered up. ‘Perhaps he’ll bring some handsome lord as his equerry and he and I will exchange passionate glances and fall in love.’


Daddy said, ‘I shouldn’t think being married would stop the duke. He’s got himself in plenty of hot water already.’ He chuckled.


Mama shot him a freezing look and he stopped laughing with a careless shrug. Billie got up, went to her father and put her arms around his neck. ‘Dear Dads, do say we can go to the gala, and will there be a party?’


‘I shall host a gathering at the Savoy!’ declared Daddy, seizing Billie’s hands in his. ‘It is the very least that would be expected. What do you say, Dodo? Ball gowns, glittering jewels, stars of the theatre and the handsome duke?’


‘A dream come true,’ Mama said, calm as ever.


But Veronica thought it sounded awful.


‘I say, are you going to follow me around all the bally time?’


Veronica leapt back, but it was obviously far too late. Rupert had spotted her loitering in the hall behind the bust of Augustus and peeping out from behind his marble epaulettes. He turned from the front door, where he had been about to exit in his long tweed coat, an orange knitted scarf twisted around his neck, and strode towards her across the marble floor, frowning.


‘Come out from behind there. Why on earth are you hiding like this?’


These were more words addressed to her at one time than he had ever said before. He barely noticed her at meals when the family were dining together. He grunted occasionally in the direction of the sisters if they passed him in the house. Now, though, he sounded cross.


Veronica crept out from behind the bust. He was gazing down at her, hazel eyes narrowed.


‘Well?’ he said. ‘What’s going on? Are you kids spying on me or something? Is it a game?’


‘Yes,’ she said quickly. ‘Just a game. We get so bored. So we’re pretending you’re an enemy agent and we’re keeping tabs on you.’


‘I see.’ His face cleared a little. ‘I did think you girls haven’t enough to do. Don’t you have lessons?’


‘Of course,’ Veronica said stoutly. ‘But they’re only in the mornings. The rest of the day, we lounge about a bit. Our poor young minds are restless with lack of activity.’


‘Don’t you read?’ Rupert asked. ‘You learn a lot from books. This is the time you should be reading all the classics. Get them under your belt while you’ve got the time before they start forcing you to go to those dreary parties every night.’


‘Yes, we read. But you can’t read all day, every day. We have to do something else occasionally.’


‘True, I suppose. I have to get a break from my writing so I know what you mean.’ He looked thoughtful. ‘Look, why don’t you come out for a walk with me? Fancy it?’


‘Do I!’ Veronica said. Her heart started racing with excitement. ‘Yes, please.’


‘We’ll have a stride on the heath. It’ll do us both good.’


She raced for her coat and outdoor shoes.


They made their way over the cobbled forecourt in front of the house, out of the side gate, and along the street to the heath, which lay conveniently close to them. Veronica knew it as well as her own garden; she’d walked on it almost every day they were in London from early childhood, when nannies and nurses took her and Billie to the playgrounds and the boating lake and all the other wonderful places. As they went, Rupert smoking heavily on cigarette after cigarette, Veronica talked breathlessly, telling him about her life and what it was like to feel so aimless most of the time.


‘I hate being a kid,’ she confided as they went. It was heart-stoppingly exciting being close to him, and she felt electrified, as though her very hair was lifting with the static. He was like a soulful poet, and he was listening to her, drinking in what she was saying and asking her questions about herself: the nursery, the governess – ‘She’s called Miss Hopkins and she’s frightfully clever but so starstruck by Daddy; it’s so embarrassing the way she goes all marshmallowy when he comes in’ – and the way her days unfolded.


‘I just live for summers really,’ she said. ‘That’s when I feel most free. On our island.’


‘Island?’ He glanced at her, interested. ‘You have an island?’


‘Only a little one.’


He laughed, and she felt little sparks of light inside her. ‘Only a little one!’ he echoed. ‘Where is it?’


‘Wales. Pembrokeshire.’


‘Oh. I was imagining a little jewel in the Med, off the coast of Italy or something, somewhere hot and beautiful.’


She felt a tiny bit hurt, as though her island were being insulted. ‘It’s a beautiful place! Do you know Wales?’


He shook his head. They were following the path across the heath but she was barely aware of it, focusing only on Rupert’s proximity, the swing of his tweed coat and the ringing sound of his shoes on the path.


‘Well, it’s lovely. And it is often very hot! I mean, it does also rain a good deal, and the storms can be terribly dramatic. But we have lots of simply lovely days, where the sea and sky are blue and the wind is gentle . . . and oh my goodness, the birds! Guillemots and puffins and gulls and sweet, sweet manx sheerwaters, clouds of them. And you should see the rabbits!’


‘That does sound charming. Fancy. I had no idea you had an island, on top of all this.’ Rupert waved a hand back in the direction of the house.


‘One of Daddy’s impulse purchases. He saw it advertised in The Times. And apparently there’s a sort of feudal title that goes with it. He’s the King of St Elfwy, or so he claims.’


Rupert laughed loudly, a proper bellow. ‘There’s no end to his vaingloriousness, is there? King! Of a rock off the coast of Wales.’


Veronica suddenly didn’t like the condescension in Rupert’s voice. For all of her own thoughts about her father – and she knew he was a conceited show-off – no one else was allowed to say such things.


‘It’s just a joke,’ she said with a touch of frostiness. ‘He knows it’s very silly. I wish I hadn’t said anything.’


‘There, there,’ Rupert said, chucking away his cigarette butt. ‘Don’t be offended. I’m tremendously fond of your dad. And he’s been jolly kind to me, and promises to do more. Don’t worry, I wouldn’t be disrespectful.’


‘Oh, I don’t mind,’ she said airily, but feeling secretly reassured. ‘He’s an old duffer sometimes, that’s for sure. Shall we go over to the bandstand? There’s a tea place there. We could get some and a currant bun.’


‘Why not? And you can tell me more about Miss Hopkins.’


She never wanted it to end, but before long they were heading for home. The light was fading, the mist was coming down and street lamps were beginning to glow. She knew it would be time for tea very soon.


‘Thanks for taking me out, I’ve had ever such a good time,’ she said as they went into the house.


‘You’re welcome.’ He smiled at her. ‘I’ve enjoyed it too. We’ll do it again sometime.’


‘Yes, please.’


‘Perhaps Billie can come too.’


‘Oh . . . yes, perhaps she could.’


That put a dampener on it, she thought, going upstairs. But still. She wanted to hug herself with excitement. Rupert was wonderful, just as she had thought. Truly interested in her. And around him she felt a thrill like she had never felt before. It made her think of the gorgeousness she had experienced when they’d been taken to the circus. The excitement had been overwhelming. When they went into the big top, she had felt as though she might burst, or melt. And this feeling was a little like that but focused utterly on Rupert. She felt she wanted to touch his hand, bury her nose in his red hair, be close to him. Perhaps even have him kiss her.


The thought made her gasp and her stomach twisted into a tight, hot knot that was equally pleasurable and sickening.


The nursery door opened and Gladys put out her head. ‘There you are, Miss Veronica! Tea is ready and getting cold. You’d better wash your hands sharpish. Miss Billie’s already started without you.’


‘I’m here, I’m here. Keep your wig on,’ Veronica said, deflated to be a child again when a moment ago she’d felt like a woman. ‘I’ll wash my hands at once.’










Chapter Two


Why did winter last so long, and summer go by in such a flash?


Life in London stretched from October to April, or even May, before they started to spend time on the island. It was true that the family did go away on holidays at other times. Veronica had a glorious time skiing in November, taken away by her best friend Mary and her family for a week, and oh, what fun it was. The girls were allowed to dance in the evenings, although mostly with each other. Veronica found she loved to dance. As soon as the band struck up, she was itching to be on the dance floor, even with Mary as her partner. The older men and women looked so glamorous. There was something enchanting about a couple dancing. It seemed to be the best way to spend time with a man: fun, wordless, joyful, exhilarating, both partners equally vital to the success of the dance. She watched the men in their white tie and tailed coats whirling the glittering, gleaming women around the floor and it looked like heaven.


If only Rupert were here, she thought, trying to imagine him taking her in his arms, and the two of them foxtrotting around the dance floor. She loved to foxtrot; it was her favourite dance. She and Mary could dance the simple version, a waltz with a spring in its step, but she envied the better dancers with their fancy footwork. When the band started playing her favourite song – ‘You’re Drivin’ Me Crazy’ – she had to get up and dance along, even if she had no partner. Mary’s mother wouldn’t allow her to dance with the smiling men who came up to ask her. She was only allowed to dance with Mary’s father and he didn’t like to dance, so that was a no-go.


If Rupert were here, they would have whirled around together, with eyes only for each other. At least, that was what she liked to think.


Glamorous as it was to spend days on the slopes and then stay up late and dine in the hotel ballroom each night, Veronica was glad to get home. She was tired out by all of it, and also missed her family. She had written home almost every day, and Daddy had sent her very funny letters, one of which was full of drawings of the awful punishments she would get if she started getting close to any boys.


You and Billie are my angels, he wrote. My girls are not allowed to be devoted to anyone but their dear old dad! So don’t grow up yet, little Véronique. Do you understand?


But it was Rupert she thought of most. He was the one she wanted to get back to see. He had taken a lot more notice of her since their walk together and they’d gone out several more times. She had wickedly pretended that Billie was busy and not even asked her sister, and so had managed to keep Rupert to herself, as they strolled over the heath, up to the bandstand and the tea room, and back again. He told her about his play, which sounded extraordinary. It was a ghost story about a man who had been deserted by his wife, and she had taken their child with her. He was heartbroken and could hardly bear it. And then they came back. They hadn’t really left him at all, it had all been a sad misunderstanding. After a joyful family reunion and many plans for the future, he awoke to find them gone again. And the police arrived to tell him that his family were killed in a train crash a week before. They had not been real at all. Their ghosts had visited him.


It gave Veronica a chill when she heard it, and she was sure it would be brilliant.


When she got back, she was disappointed to find that Rupert wasn’t there. He had gone walking in the Lake District with some university friends and would not return until after Christmas, perhaps not even until the end of January.


Everyone was delighted to see her back, and Daddy made her tell him every detail of the skiing holiday, every scrap she could remember. He loved to know about her life. His happiest times were sitting in his big armchair in the drawing room, Veronica sitting at his feet so that he could gaze down at her as she chattered away, telling him everything.


‘Has Rupert finished his play?’ she asked, unable to prevent herself turning the conversation to him.


Daddy grunted as he lit his pipe and sucked on the end a couple of times to make the tobacco glow. ‘Irritating boy. He’s taking for ever. I haven’t chucked him out because your mother is fond of him and I do like the sound of his play. But if he never finishes it, what is the point? I’m losing my patience with him.’ Daddy fixed her with one of his intense blue gazes. His eyes, shaded by his heavy brow, could seem particularly piercing sometimes, as though he could see right into her head. ‘He hasn’t been talking to you, has he?’


‘Oh, not much,’ she said quickly, sensing that her father would not like this at all. ‘Just in passing, you know.’


‘All right. Good,’ he said. Then his face brightened. ‘Now. My gala night is all planned. It will be just after new year, to brighten those miserable January days. You and Billie are coming and are to have new dresses. It’s going to be the most splendid occasion. Now, don’t make that face. You’ll enjoy it. You’ll see!’


Christmas that year was lavish, although Daddy spent most of it at the theatre. The house always looked its most wonderful then, with the great fir tree in the hall smothered in decorations, and all the chimneypieces swathed in holly and ivy. There were several parties, including one for the children to include all of their friends and relations, with an actual Father Christmas handing out presents, and all sorts of treats and goodies. Veronica couldn’t take her usual pleasure in it. She felt too grown-up for all of that now, and she missed Rupert, not least because thinking about him had provided such a distraction from her usual boredom. And she was depressed that he wasn’t going to be at the gala. She wanted to see him dressed up to the nines, like the men in the Swiss hotel ballroom. She knew it would be bliss to dance with him and she yearned for it in the way she had longed for a birthday or an outing when she was just a child. There was something more tingling about the excitement she felt now, but it was the same sort of thing.


Daddy was right. The gala performance of his play was a spark of light in the dog days after Christmas and Veronica was surprised to find that she was actually looking forward to it. A night out in the theatre – a treat for most but ordinary for her – was perfectly nice, she loved getting lost in drama and stories, but a party afterwards usually filled her with dread. Perhaps she was growing up a little since her holiday with Mary, for it didn’t seem as bad as she would once have thought.


The dressmaker had made her and Billie silk gowns with elegant cowl necks. Billie’s was short, just over the knee, but Veronica was permitted the elegance of a full-length, grown-up gown, in a lovely silvery colour. She knew that it suited her, the colour making her skin look pearly, giving her blue eyes and fair hair an icy quality.


‘It’s not fair,’ wailed Billie. ‘Why is my dress short and a hopeless pink, when Vee’s is so sophisticated? And she’s got lovely shoes. Look at my clodhoppers!’


Mama told her that Veronica was sixteen, but Billie was still a child and should be glad she was permitted along at all.


The gala night was exciting. The women sat together in a box opposite the grandest box of all, able to see the handsome duke taking centre place, surrounded by an entourage of important people. They stared at him.


‘Isn’t he rather short?’ whispered Veronica to Billie.


‘Not for me,’ Billie whispered back. ‘And he’s perfect in every way!’ She sighed.


He was good-looking, but Veronica found the pale blue eyes, the sharp features and pallid colouring were not her cup of tea, despite the air of royal glamour. Besides which the duke had a look of languid boredom, his eyes moving restlessly as though unable to find anything of real interest. Apparently none of the gorgeously dressed women gazing up at him adoringly from the stalls, or across from the circle, held any appeal for him. He took no interest in the box opposite.


‘We’re just kids to him!’ muttered Billie crossly.


‘Of course we are,’ Veronica replied. She felt overwhelmed by the crowds and suddenly grateful to be still in the safety of childhood, even if only just. All around her, gorgeous women glittered in jewels and silks, so much of their skin exposed despite the furs and gloves, their hair styled elaborately, their faces made up.


What an effort, Veronica thought. Is this what it takes to be loved?


The women had taken infinite pains, while the men were dressed identically in their white ties and tailcoats. Why was that? Why all this work for women to be beautiful and the men hardly had to try at all?


She felt glad of her youth, being excused all that. Did it lie in her future, though? Was it inevitable?


Is this what I will have to do to win Rupert? she thought in dismay. How much simpler if he could fall in love with her before that all started. But he hadn’t noticed her yet and perhaps he wouldn’t until she looked like the women in the theatre.


The lights dimmed and the curtain rose. The play was a corker, full of rousing scenes that gripped the audience from the very beginning. Daddy was wonderful, of course, lavishly costumed and managing to get a great deal of humanity from his somewhat cardboard cut-out characters of twin brothers. Even Veronica began to believe in the purity of the love between him and the beautiful heroine.


The girls stayed in their box for the interval, but the royal box emptied so that the duke could be given cocktails and cigarettes in a private room.


Mama said, ‘I hope he’s enjoying it. It would be such a fillip if he were.’


‘Of course he is!’ exclaimed Billie. ‘It’s wonderful! Daddy is splendid.’


‘He is good,’ agreed Mama. ‘It’s actually rather a while since I’ve seen him act. They said he was trailblazer, you know, when he first came to prominence. A quite new form of acting. Before then, there was lots of artifice, lots of declaiming and facing the audience. Daddy liked it to be natural and real. The audience connected with him, and believed him, believed he was as human as they were. That’s his genius.’


‘But the play is very silly,’ Veronica murmured.


‘Perhaps it is,’ Mama said, sitting back in her red velvet chair. ‘But we are here to be entertained, not improved, so we will enjoy it for what it is. Look, girls, do you see? Sybille Handforth is over there. You were named after her, Billie – a great woman and a great actress. I appeared with her in Lady Windermere’s Fan at the Hudson many years ago. She was magnificent.’


The royal party returned, the second half began, and the play took off. Everything impressive had been saved for this dramatic climax: the fights, the effects, the gorgeous costume of the heroine’s wedding dress. The sight of her standing from embracing her wounded lover to reveal the front dyed scarlet with blood made the audience gasp. The speeches between the lovers had the audience sighing and snivelling, and emotions were so excited by the end that one man was overcome and yelled, ‘Kill the cad! Kill him at once!’


The ending was a wonderful piece of melodrama. The revelation of the identical twins made everyone gasp and applaud wildly – although there was only one brother for the curtain call, and that was Daddy. He took his standing ovation graciously, turning to bow to the royal box. Mama was delighted to see the duke on his feet, applauding heartily, a wide grin over his face. The royal ennui had been lifted. The news of this would boost ticket sales, without a doubt.


Daddy was still taking curtain calls when Mama bustled the girls out of the circle and away to the waiting car, which would take them to the Savoy for the gala. They would arrive before the crowds with time to freshen up.


In the ladies’ room at the Savoy, Veronica ran a brush through her hair and then left Billie and Mama patting theirs carefully in place to make her way towards the mirror-lined ballroom. Glass and crystal glittered and shone in the lights, a band was preparing to play and waiters stood about, ready to serve the drinks, but no one else had yet arrived from the theatre. She ventured in, feeling daring.


Here I am, all alone.


She caught sight of her reflection in one of the mirrors opposite: a slim, pale figure. She ran one hand over the smooth, cool silk of her dress and with the other touched the strand of pearls at her neck.


Am I a grown-up now? I look almost like it.


She was filled with the sense of being on the brink of an adventure, at the edge of a forest with many pathways ahead and she had to choose carefully which one she would take.


The tap of shoes on the parquet floor behind her made her turn. She gasped. Standing before her was the most beautiful man she had ever laid eyes on in her life.


He stood just inside the ballroom, hands in pockets, the light making his oiled hair gleam. Not overly tall, he was elegant to the greatest degree but it was his face that drew the eye. He was absurdly handsome, with classical looks, full lips and lustrous dark hair. More than anything, it was his eyes that made him so irresistible-looking: dark, melting and framed by coal-black lashes and the straightest of dark eyebrows.


He’s the deadliest peril I ever saw.


As soon as she thought it, she felt guilty. What about Rupert? But that thought made no difference. She could only stare at the gorgeous man. He returned her gaze, smiling at her, then walked gracefully towards her, his polished patent evening shoes making a satisfying click on the floor.


‘Well, hello there,’ he said. His voice was light but musical. ‘And who are you?’


‘I . . . I know you!’ she said, surprising herself.


‘Do you now? Who are you? Because I don’t think I’ve had the pleasure of making your acquaintance.’


‘I’m Veronica. I’m . . . I’m my father’s daughter.’


He laughed. He was closer to her now and, if anything, more handsome the closer he got. The beauty of his dark brown eyes was mesmerising. What gave them that quality? The long dark lashes? The straight brows? Or the fact that they were the colour of melted chocolate? ‘Your father’s daughter!’ he said. ‘Well, that narrows it down.’


‘George,’ she said helplessly, completely undone by his nearness. She could hardly string two words together. Everything she had felt for Rupert now seemed childish and silly, a crush. The great lightning bolt that had just hit her, the one that made her feel faint and yet alive, was surely love. ‘In the play.’


His face cleared. ‘Oh! Veronica, George’s daughter.’ He laughed again. ‘Then I do know you. But you were much younger when we met, just a child. You’re a young woman now.’


‘Yes,’ she said simply. Only an hour or so ago, she had been terrified of womanhood. Then, all alone, after only a few minutes, she felt as though it was closer than ever. And now she was desperate to be a woman, at least to this man. But how could she hope to have any of the allure of the ladies in the theatre, with their ripe bosoms and sophistication? She had never been more aware of her skinny hips and flat chest. Her hair was still just a thick blonde bob, not styled into curls, and she wore no make-up, with only the strand of pearls for jewellery. She didn’t waft in a cloud of scent, wrapped in furs, dripping in jewels. She didn’t have powdered cheeks, luscious red inviting lips or nails the colour of blood. This Adonis could surely have any woman he wanted. A mixture of elation and despair coursed through her.


He looked at her quizzically. ‘Do you remember my name?’


She searched her memory desperately. ‘I . . . no.’ She began to blush. ‘I don’t. I’m so sorry.’


‘Don’t be sorry. I like it.’ He laughed again, not in the least offended. ‘I’m Jack. Jack Bannock. How do you do?’ He held out a hand and she took it.


His hand was warm, smooth and he didn’t grip her but held her with gentle confidence for a brief second. His touch affected her from head to foot, setting something spinning wildly inside her. Then she remembered something.


‘You’re an actor. I saw you in a film.’


He shrugged lightly, letting her hand go and pulling a silver cigarette case from the hidden pocket at the back of his tailcoat. ‘Ah, yes. My film star phase. I expect you saw The Robber King?’


‘Yes! That’s right.’ That was how she knew him. She could not remember meeting him when she was a child but she recalled the smouldering dark appeal of the passionate hero of the film. She had seen it three times. That was this man, quite different in his white tie and tails. Jack. She was looking into those eyes right now, the ones she had seen on the screen, projected high above her, in giant intimacy so that she could read every emotion. She had watched him take the heroine into his arms and kiss her. It had been something that had almost made her sick with feelings she did not understand.


Just then, she saw Mama and Billie coming into the ballroom. She had seen them just a few minutes before, and yet it felt like a lifetime since she’d left the ladies’ room and come here. Her moment alone with Jack was over.


Mama looked apprehensive when she saw that Veronica was talking to a strange man but as she approached, Jack turned towards her and her face cleared. She looked pleased. ‘Jack! It’s been an age!’


‘Dodo. What a joy.’


Veronica felt herself shrink back to girlhood in the presence of her mother. Mama and Jack began to talk, their voices fading to a babble in her mind. The odd sentences came through but almost as soon as the spell of isolation was broken between her and Jack, the room began to fill with guests. The party had begun.


‘What’s wrong with you?’ Billie whispered, coming up to her sister. ‘You looked like you should be on the fishmonger’s slab.’ She mimicked a stunned expression. Then she caught sight of Jack. ‘Oh goodness, it’s only the Robber King! Isn’t he just crumbly? No wonder you’re in awe!’


‘Yes, very crumbly,’ Veronica said weakly.


‘A deadly peril if ever I saw one,’ Billie said in a confiding voice.


But Veronica felt too drained to say more.


*


The party was beautiful, that was certain. There was much fuss when Daddy arrived, leading the duke into the ballroom and making the introductions. The cast of the play were assembled inside the door, and the duke moved slowly down the line, exchanging a few words of congratulations, shaking hands and accepting bows and curtsies. Then, the formalities over, the duke was taken to the table of honour, the band struck up and the party properly began. Veronica only had eyes for Jack Bannock, but he was in great demand, summoned over to the duke’s table and asked to join them for champagne and the smoking of many cigarettes.


Veronica and Billy watched the proceedings while they lounged at their father’s table. They were the only occupants as everyone else had gone off to dance or join other tables. Occasionally people they knew came over to say hello, but even the arrival of Sybille Handforth, the grande dame of the theatre, magnificent in sable furs and a silver lamé gown, to speak to the girls could not match the allure of the handsome man across the ballroom.


And then Jack looked over and caught her eye. He lifted a hand to her, smiled and waved. The Duke of Kent followed his gaze and looked over too, and murmured a word of enquiry to Jack, who answered it. Then Jack stood up, bowed politely to the prince and took his leave. He walked towards the table where the girls were sitting.


‘He’s coming over here!’ hissed Billie excitedly.


Veronica watched him advance, every step making him more radiant in her eyes. He reached her and gave the same small polite bow he had given the duke.


‘May I have this dance?’ he asked, as the band reached the end of the song.


Veronica gulped. ‘Yes, please,’ she said and stood up.


The band started their next number. The singer began to croon the lyrics. ‘You . . . you’re drivin’ me crazy . . .’


She was in Jack’s arms. He was only a little taller than she was. They started to foxtrot together, moving in perfect time, Jack leading her elegantly as Mary had never been able to. It was just as she dreamed it might be with Rupert but a hundred times better. No, a million times better.


Jack gazed down at her, smiling. His liquid brown eyes seemed to see her in a way that no one else ever had.


So this is it, she thought, dazed. This is what it is all about. I’m in love.










Chapter Three


The funny thing was that at the exact moment Veronica lost interest in Rupert, he seemed to have a much greater interest in her.


Previously, her life outside the schoolroom had been largely taken up with the quiet but intense pursuit of him. She made it her business to keep on top of all his movements, all the time. She even had a notebook called The Rupert File in which she recorded all her findings, as though he was some kind of science experiment. No loving mother or doting nurse or dedicated detective could have taken more interest in the most minor doings of cousin Rupert. In it were recorded what he had eaten at every meal when she’d been able to observe him, the times and durations of his walks, the number of cigarettes he seemed to have smoked, and every detail about him she could glean from their conversations, however minuscule. She also wrote at length about her feelings for him, as well as stories, dreams, fantasies and schemes for their future life together.


Then, after the royal gala at the Savoy, the book became worthless. She had no understanding at all of how she could have devoted so much time and energy to Rupert when all she had felt was the silly hero worship of a child. It had merely been a dress rehearsal, a trial run for the real thing. The real thing was the love she felt for Jack Bannock. The Rupert File was put in the cupboard of her bedside table, where it remained untouched, gathering dust.


Around the end of January, Rupert returned to the house, declaring himself ready to finish his play by Easter. He seemed, the girls thought, more confident than he used to be, and appeared more often at family dinners and in the drawing room afterwards to talk to Daddy, or help Mama wind her embroidery silks, or to stretch out on the rug in front of the fire to make jokes with Veronica and Billie, despite Daddy’s disapproving gaze.


Veronica didn’t mind that. Rupert was still good company and a nice enough young man to spend time with – goodness knew there were few enough of them about – but she no longer had any interest in following him around and monitoring him. She didn’t hang around the hall at the time he went out for his walks, hoping he might ask her along, but was breezy and friendly as usual. She thought that she appeared outwardly just the same, and so she had no idea how he sensed a change, or even why he would care, but he did seem to care. As time went by, he appeared to be looking for her, waiting for her, expecting her eyes on him and discomfited when they were not.


One dull February afternoon, there was a knock on the nursery door, and it was Rupert.


‘Hello, Vee,’ he said. ‘I wondered if you wanted to chum me for a walk on the heath?’


Billie and Veronica stared at him. This was unheard of. He had never done such a thing. Veronica had always put herself in his way in order for him to invite her along, and he had never sought her out.


‘Oh,’ she said, taken aback by his appearance. ‘All right. If you’re going.’


Billie was not invited and she said nothing as Veronica disappeared off to get her coat and change her shoes.


Once they were out of the house and walking together, Veronica was glad she’d come. But how very strange it was to feel nothing but amiable companionship. A fortnight ago, she had been convinced she would gladly die for him, that life was nothing without him. Now she wondered if he had any other coat but that shabby tweed, and found his pale complexion, light eyes and reddish hair unappealing.


‘You seem a little old for the nursery,’ he remarked. ‘Aren’t you sixteen now?’


‘What? Oh – yes. Seventeen next month. We ought to call it something else. The sitting room, I suppose. But it’s always been the nursery, it’s what we’re used to.’ She shrugged. ‘What’s in a name?’


‘Well . . . quite.’ Rupert walked on, smoking thoughtfully. Finally he said, ‘Listen, don’t get me wrong, but you seem a little different.’


‘I do?’ She was interested in what he might say, because she felt different. And in her head she was thinking, Yes, he’s right. I’m too old for a nursery. I’m a woman now.


‘A bit standoffish, if I’m honest.’ Rupert gave her a sideways glance as they walked along the path. It was grey and foggy and the pallor of the day made Rupert look grey as well. ‘You’ve always been my friend, haven’t you?’


‘Have I?’ she echoed. She was thinking, This is strange. He didn’t seem to notice me much before.


‘Yes. We’ve been the best of pals, you know that. So come on. Have I offended you?’


‘No.’ She was surprised, wondering why he thought this must be about him. But perhaps that was natural.


‘I must have. You’re giving me the cold shoulder like anything. And I must say, it’s not very nice of you.’


‘I’m sorry,’ she said at once, contrite. She might not adore Rupert any more but she certainly didn’t want to hurt him. It was just rather odd that previously he had seemed utterly unaware of her devotion but was now hurt at its removal. ‘I didn’t think I was giving you the cold shoulder.’


‘Usually you’re jolly keen to come on our walks. We’re always chatting and having a joke or something. And now you may as well not even be in the house for all the interest you take. I don’t think you should blow hot and cold like that, you know. It’s not kind.’


‘Oh. Yes, you’re probably right. I’ve just been distracted,’ she said. ‘There’s a plan for me to go to Paris, to a school there. You know, they want to attempt to make a proper girl of me, soften me out and give me some French refinement. I think it sounds awful.’


Rupert stopped suddenly and turned to face her. His expression relaxed and he smiled at her. When he spoke, the slight tone of petulance had gone. ‘Ah, now I understand.’


She blinked at him. ‘You do?’


He reached out and took both her hands in his. His hands were hot despite the cold day, his touch almost burning into her skin. Once she would have died with joy at this moment. Now she thought of Jack’s warm, smooth hand holding hers as she’d danced with him. Something had changed in her as he had taken her in his arms and whirled her around the ballroom. She’d felt something elemental shift and that she’d been given a glimpse of something eternal and beautiful that was both terrifying and the most wonderful thing in the world.


She knew what it was, of course. It was sex. The thing that she and Billie had been fascinated by ever since Mama had told them how babies were made and what their own destinies would one day be. They called it silly names between the two of them, part of their sisters’ vocabulary. ‘I can’t wait to go to St Ives,’ Billie would sigh. ‘So much fun to be had in St Ives.’


‘If you don’t mind leaving with a sack of kittens,’ Veronica would reply, and they would both understand what they meant and collapse in giggles. It could be called something else entirely the next day.


How mysterious sex must be. What made one person the kind one wanted to go to St Ives with, and another not? It could not just be looks – although of course Jack was the most handsome man she had ever seen. What was it? And how was it that she had desired Rupert, and now she did not? She had no idea. She only knew that the desire, once so fervent, was dead and gone and would never come back. There was someone else, and to him, she had given herself, heart and soul – and, she hoped, body too although she was hazy about exactly what that required beyond the mechanics.


Rupert was still gazing into her eyes, clutching her hands harder and more hotly. ‘You’re miserable that we’re going to be parted.’


She had been trying to give him an excuse. Now she had made it worse. ‘I’m not sure about that—’


‘That’s why you’ve been avoiding me. I understand. Listen . . . I’ve been a blockhead. I haven’t really understood what you’ve been trying to tell me but I do now. You have feelings that you don’t understand and I’ve been terribly insensitive. But I get it now.’


She felt dismay land in her stomach like a rock. ‘I can’t think what you mean.’


‘Oh, come on now, Vee, don’t play games. You’ve been leading me on like anything. Well, I’ve been meaning to tell you for some time now. I feel the same.’


Rupert was gazing down at her, his pale eyes aglow for once. They had not one eighth of the melting soul in Jack’s eyes. Veronica said clearly, ‘Please let me go. I don’t feel anything.’


‘I like the modesty act but we both know it’s a big pretence. You haven’t been able to take your eyes off me for months. You’ve got what you wanted. I feel the same. So, what are you waiting for?’


She felt like a fisherman who had gone to catch a trout and landed, by mistake, a whale. He was right, she had been leading him on, but she couldn’t admit it, that was impossible. She would have to front it out. ‘I don’t want you, Rupert, I’m very sorry.’


‘You can’t tease, Vee. You girls ought to learn that. Teasing gets you into trouble. Didn’t Dodo tell you?’ With that, he suddenly jerked her close into his arms and landed his lips on hers. She felt them firm and heavy, pressing hard on her mouth and then, to her horror, the tip of his tongue slid between her lips. She pulled away as hard as she could but he put his hand on the back of her head and she found she couldn’t get away as she’d hoped, so she twisted her face away and his tongue was wet on her cheek. As she did that, she pulled back her foot and with all her might kicked out at his shin, landing a fierce blow there.


‘Ow, you little vixen!’ he cried, letting her go and pulling away.


‘Don’t ever touch me again,’ she hissed at him, wiping her face with the back of her hand. ‘Do you hear? Never again.’


She turned to run, seeing a man in a hat pulled low over his eyes laughing at the sight. He said, ‘Lovers’ tiff, eh!’ as she passed, but she didn’t reply, simply ran on, heading for home.


Any pity or guilt towards Rupert was gone and she was filled with disgust for him. What had he been thinking?


At home, she said nothing of it to Billie but burned with anger and shame whenever she remembered the filthy feeling of his tongue sliding between her lips. She heard the front door slam half an hour after she’d got home, and shuddered to think of him back in the same house.


That evening Rupert did not come down to supper.


Veronica went to her parents afterwards, as they sat in the drawing room, her mother sewing and her father reading. ‘I think I would like to go to Paris, please,’ she said. ‘As soon as possible, if I can.’


As soon as possible turned out to be some time, as she couldn’t start until the new term, but to Veronica’s relief, Rupert packed up his things and departed for another long walking holiday, this time in Italy, and the typewriter went with him.


Billie hung over the banister to watch him go. Mama kissed Rupert farewell before he climbed into the waiting taxi, but Daddy didn’t bother with anything beyond a brisk wave from his study. Veronica didn’t come out of the nursery until the taxi had roared away over the cobbles, taking Rupert to Victoria station, even though Mama had called for her several times. She pretended that she hadn’t heard.


‘So Rupert isn’t your favourite peril after all?’ Billie remarked, coming back into the nursery.


‘I never liked him really,’ Veronica said airily, aware she was lying. She hadn’t told Billie about the horrible kiss and the kick. It was too shaming. ‘I was only practising.’


That felt true.


Billie flung herself down on the rug next to her sister. ‘Anyone can see who’s caught you now. That crumbly Jack.’


Veronica blushed but could hardly deny it. She had spent her pocket money on a gramophone record of Jack Bannock singing popular love songs, and she listened to it endlessly in the nursery. It was on now. She would stare at the record sleeve as the disc spun round.


‘My heart is like a vale of violets,’ he sang in his gentle baritone. ‘A vale of violets for you!’


Billie raised her eyes heavenward and wailed, ‘A vale of violets for YOU-HOO-HOO-HOOOOO.’


‘Don’t spoil it,’ Veronica said crossly.


‘Spoil it? I bet you hear it echoing in your brain even when it’s not playing. The rest of us certainly do. I’m surprised you haven’t worn it out.’


Veronica threw herself back on the rug and stared up at the ceiling. ‘I can’t help it. I think I adore him.’


‘So that’s why Rupert’s been parked, I suppose.’


‘Yes. But it was nothing really, I can see that now.’


‘You’d better not tell Daddy about your pash,’ Billie said. ‘He thinks you’re a fan, that’s all.’


‘I am!’


‘Bit more than that.’


Veronica rolled over onto her stomach and gave her sister an agonised look. ‘I just want Daddy to invite him here. I’ve waited and waited and he simply hasn’t.’


The play had become a success all over again after the gala evening and the pleasure the royal party had taken in the show. It was booked out for months, and Daddy was cock-a-hoop with the box office receipts. Lavish parties were the order of the day again, and although Veronica stayed up late scanning the arrivals, all dressed up under her dressing gown and ready to go downstairs if Jack Bannock arrived, he never did appear. To assuage her longing, Veronica could only play her record and spend farthings on the picture postcards they sometimes sold in the post office of film and stage stars. But she had every one they sold and there’d been nothing new for a while. She was hungering for the sight of Jack with a physical ache. If only he were in a play so that she could go along and see him in person. But there was no news of him.


‘You never know,’ Billie said with sympathy. ‘He might turn up here one of these days. But of course, you can hardly ask.’


They both knew that Daddy would take against Jack Bannock if he thought that Veronica had a crush on him. He had been so obviously happy to see Rupert go. He had also stopped inviting the girls to the theatre as often as he once did. He had noticed how grown-up and pretty they had looked at the gala, and suddenly was much keener on keeping them at home, preferably in the nursery.


‘I suppose all I can do is hope,’ Veronica said, and she got up to put the needle back to the beginning of her record.


They were sitting around on a sunny Sunday afternoon and Daddy was relishing his freedom from the theatre with large whisky and sodas while he read through a stack of typed papers. As she worked at her embroidery, Mama told Veronica about the arrangements for her stay in Paris.


‘You’ll be living and studying at the école in the Rue de la Pompe. There are many other girls, I’m sure you’ll make lots of friends.’


Veronica blinked at her mother. Friends were not something she knew a great deal about. Perhaps if she’d been to school like other girls, she would have a whole gang of them, but as it was, there was really only Mary, who lived in Kent and whom she saw rarely. She was better friends with Gladys the housemaid, who was not so much older than she was, than anyone else but Billie. The thought of friends scared her. She needed her family and she longed for romantic love. What were friends for but interfering and weighing one down?


‘Mademoiselle Laurent will meet you at the station off the boat train. You’ll be travelling with the Stuart-Smiths; their daughter Amy is going out too.’


She sounds perfectly awful, thought Veronica, quite unfairly.


Daddy snorted.


‘What is it? Do you have something against the Stuart-Smiths, dear?’ Mama asked mildly.


‘Who? No. It’s this pile of tripe.’ Daddy threw the typed page he was reading onto the floor and brushed the whole pile after it. It fell with a thud, the pages fanning out as they hit the rug. ‘Rupert’s play. He has sent it to me from Lake Como. Such nonsense. A fine idea, but the execution! Quite terrible. What a shame. I thought he had promise.’


‘We’re talking about Veronica going to Paris.’


Daddy looked stricken. ‘Don’t. I can’t bear it. Are you sure you want to go to that dreadful place, Vee? Full of ghastly Frenchmen. And Frenchwomen. The French, generally. They’ve entirely taken over.’


‘It’s only for a term,’ Veronica said diplomatically. ‘Just to improve my language.’


‘Veronica’s going to learn to être une femme,’ Billie put in helpfully. ‘She’ll come back all elegant and soignée and doing her hair all day long.’


‘You know all this, George,’ Mama said. ‘You agreed with me that it’s a good idea.’


‘I didn’t realise it was so soon.’ Daddy looked sulky and then pleading. ‘Are you sure you want to go, Vee?’


‘Yes,’ Veronica said, although she wasn’t really that sure. Most of the time she dreaded it but it seemed like an answer to dreaming her life away on the nursery rug listening to Jack Bannock singing hopeless love songs to her.


Daddy slapped the side table next to the sofa with an open palm, making the dangling crystals on the lamp chink together and the ornaments rattle. ‘I can’t believe I forgot. I need to go to Paris. I can arrange to go at the same time. That’s decided. You’ll come with me, Vee. We’ll go together.’ He grinned at her, his blue eyes bright. ‘Won’t that be lovely?’


Mama sighed. ‘Oh, George. I’ve made all the arrangements.’


‘Then unmake them. What could be nicer?’ He reached over and grabbed Veronica’s hand. ‘We will have tremendous fun. You’ll see.’


It was decided that there was no time to go to the island that Easter, not when there was so much to sort for Vee’s trip. She was taken on endless journeys into town to be bought clothes of the most boring and dowdy kind, a nice little hat to go with her thick wool coat, and very sensible shoes. Veronica didn’t really care much, but it was obvious she wasn’t going to learn to be a woman, as Billie had joked, but to brush up her French and study grammar, literature and poetry. Whatever she came back with, it wouldn’t be Parisian polish. Nevertheless, as the trip grew closer she found she was looking forward to it.


She missed the island, though. Her birthday was usually spent there, in a day of joyous freedom, when she could row out in the dinghy, watch the birds with her binoculars and sunbathe on the rocks by her favourite little beach. If it was warm enough, there would be birthday cake outside in the afternoon, with bunches of beautiful spring flowers to decorate the table.


‘We’ll spend the whole summer there,’ Mama promised. She took the girls for tea at Fortnum’s for Veronica’s birthday instead, which Billie liked very much but Veronica felt was nowhere near as lovely as being on the island.


‘Oh, I can’t wait,’ she said longingly. ‘Days and days on our own, with no one to bother us.’


‘You’re a strange fish, Vee Mindenhall,’ said Billie, shaking her head. ‘Very strange indeed.’


It was certainly exciting to be going to Paris with Daddy. She felt quite like a grown-up. They boarded the boat train at Victoria, a porter wheeling away their luggage as they found their first-class sleeping car.


‘We can sleep almost the entire journey,’ Daddy said. ‘Pity the poor folk in second class. They have to get on and off the train at the ferry.’


‘Why?’ Veronica asked, puzzled. ‘What happens to their bit of the train? Why can’t they stay on it?’


‘They load our carriages onto the ferry but leave theirs here. Ours get hitched to the French train on the other side, but they board the second-class carriages there.’ Daddy grinned at her. ‘Lucky us. Aren’t you glad that Daddy can look after you and spoil you like this? With your lovely new luggage as well.’


He had insisted on buying her a smart leather suitcase with her initials on it, which was taken away to be stowed in the baggage car, and a travelling case full of what Mama called ‘necessaries’, which she kept with her for the journey.


Daddy was in great spirits, and seemed to enjoy the fact that he carried his celebrity with him wherever he went, like a coat that he could not take off. Even when people said nothing, the light of recognition in their eyes showed that they had noticed him. Some, of course, either did not know him or hid it, but plenty did.


They went to the dining car before bed so that Daddy could have a whisky while Veronica had a cup of weak tea. The small tables with their pocket-handkerchief tablecloths seemed like something from a nursery. They were almost finished when a middle-aged man came up, smartly dressed, with a carefully trimmed moustache and beetling brows. He put his hand out to Daddy. ‘Old man, how are you? What a pleasure to see you again. It’s been a while since you’ve been on the links.’
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