

    

      

        [image: *]

      


    


  

    Bello:


    hidden talent rediscovered


    Bello is a digital only imprint of Pan Macmillan, established to breathe life into previously published classic books.


    At Bello we believe in the timeless power of the imagination, of good story, narrative and entertainment and we want to use digital technology to ensure that many more readers can enjoy these books into the future.


    We publish in ebook and Print on Demand formats to bring these wonderful books to new audiences.


    

      

        About Bello:

      

      


      www.panmacmillan.com/bello

    


    

      

        Sign up to our newsletter to hear about new releases events and competitions:

      

      


      www.panmacmillan.com/bellonews

    


    

      

        [image: *]

      


    


  

    Daphne Wright


    The Parrot Cage


    

      

        [image: *]

      


    


  

    

      Daphne Wright

    


    Daphne Wright is a historical novelist with a special interest in the way wars have liberated women. Born in London, she worked in publishing for ten years before becoming a writer. After six historical novels, she turned to crime under the pseudonym of Natasha Cooper. She now divides her time between the city and the Somerset Levels.


  

    

      Dedication

    


    For my sisters, Dione, Ianthe, and Oenone,


    

      (none of whom are remotely like the Alderbrook sisters) and for Crispin


    


  

    

      Prologue February, 1967

    


    ‘And you worked for him, Mrs Suvarov, I understand,’ said the pleasant young man in the shabby lovat tweed jacket. He was sitting in front of her on a low tapestry-covered stool before the fire, his spiral-bound notebook on his knee and a biro, which had leaked sticky red ink over his fingers, in his right hand. Deceptively humble, dangerously charming, he was interviewing her about her late husband’s career for a Sunday newspaper.


    ‘Yes, for a few years,’ she answered, regretting the fact that she had agreed to the questions. The young journalist was nice enough and as yet had not probed too far, but even so, she wished he would go away.


    ‘What was he like to work for?’


    Mrs Suvarov thought back through twenty years of marriage to the time when she had hardly known Peter and tried to say something that was both truthful and uninteresting enough to stop the young man’s questions.


    ‘He was very demanding – wanted everyone to give their best – but …’ She paused, telling herself that it was ridiculous for a middle-aged woman who had had seven months to get used to her widowhood to cry in front of a journalist like this. Then she took a deep breath to stop her voice from wobbling and said: ‘He was the first man I had ever met who knew me and spoke to me – as opposed to the person he thought I was, if you see what I mean. It was one of his great gifts.’


    ‘I understand,’ he said, and for a moment she really thought that he did. ‘All the people I have talked to have said he was the most remarkable man.’


    Her deep violet-blue eyes softened and he realised how beautiful she must have been before she had grown so desperately thin. Her lips curved into the first smile of the morning and her voice was soft, and very confident, when she spoke.


    ‘He was. We loved him, all of us.’


    The young man thought that he had the opening for which he had waited so patiently.


    ‘There were three of you, weren’t there? Three sisters, all working for him until the end of the war. It’s a wonderful story.’


    ‘Oh, I see,’ she said coldly and with the disappointment sounding unmistakably in her patrician voice. ‘In fact there were four of us; but I thought you wanted to write about him.’


    ‘I do, Mrs Suvarov. The article I’ve been commissioned to write is about your husband and his transformation from revolutionary Russian refugee to head of a secret wartime department that is still never talked about and appears in none of the books.’


    ‘But …?’ she prompted, leaning back into the russet velvet wing-chair.


    ‘But while I was doing the preliminary research, I learned about these sisters, all ravishing, they say, and all very brilliant, who worked for him. The only one I could find is you, Mrs Suvarov; I … I sort of hoped that you might put me on to the others.’


    ‘It’s such a long time ago, Jonathan,’ she said very directly, ‘and best forgotten.’


    ‘But why? We won; you won. Why shouldn’t people be allowed to read about how you did it? Wouldn’t you like to tell it?’


    ‘It may all sound glamorous now, but it really wasn’t. We were simply a rather dull, small research group.’ She ought to have stopped there, but something he had said or some expression on his ingenuous face had activated all the memories that she had tried to suppress, and so she told him: ‘And there were some very bitter things done and said then.’


    Because he admired her, and was coming to like her in these elliptical and difficult conversations they had been having at intervals for the last two weeks, he did not say, ‘all the better’, but that was what he thought. Several of his colleagues had been looking into the wartime conflicts between SIS, SOE and the Free French in London and the various missions they had sent into Occupied Europe; producing stories of tremendous courage, appalling danger and disaster, and catastrophic muddles and terrible hints of betrayal. Stumbling across hints of a still-undiscovered wartime secret in his research, he had decided to try to trump them all with revelations of his own.


    He sat on the low stool, feeling the warmth of the fire at his back and smiled, brushing his long fair hair out of his eyes with his inky hand. Then, as gently as possible, because he could see that he had upset her, he laid:


    ‘Wouldn’t you feel better if it were told?’


    ‘Why should I need to feel better?’ She knew how dangerous it was to let him tempt her into a dialogue; she should just have answered the questions he actually asked and not participated in the unspoken ones.


    ‘It might get rid of some of the bitterness.’


    ‘You’d have been a good interrogator,’ she said irrelevantly.


    ‘Would he have approved of that?’


    ‘Peter? Yes, I suppose he would,’ she answered slowly and turned her head away from him. It was a while before he noticed that she was looking at a silver-framed photograph on a table at her side. From where he was sitting, Jonathan could see that it was a grainy portrait of a dark-haired man; he looked about forty, with well-cut features and far-seeing, intelligent eyes set under strongly marked brows. Apart from the man’s mouth, which looked gentle despite its firmness, the face seemed to express steely determination. But there was a hint of something else too, some indefinable but powerful attraction. Jonathan laughed at himself for reading into an old photograph all the things he wanted to find in the man he was trying to discover.


    ‘And the others, your sisters?’ asked Jonathan, getting back to the matter in hand.


    ‘God knows. We never actually agreed to forget it – or bound each other to silence, or anything like that. No, don’t say anything,’ she said as he sat up, expectant as a puppy that sees the chance of a walk or a game. ‘I shall think about it, and then I’ll ring you up.’


    ‘Then they are alive?’


    She looked so sad, sitting there in the huge chair, that he began to wish he had not pressed her. He had never left so good a story unfinished, but this time he stood up, stuffed his notebook into his sagging pocket, and stood over her to take her hand.


    ‘I am sorry to have raked up those bitter memories.’


    She smiled up at him, disarmed by his concern and by the warmth of his hand. No one had touched her since her husband had died.


    The winter sun blazed into her white room, dimming the flames in the fireplace and outlining all the comfortable shabbiness of the beautiful furniture and the faded Aubusson rug that Peter had loved so much.


    ‘I’ll think about it,’ she promised.


  

    

      

    


    

      Gerry

    


    1940


  

    

      Chapter One

    


    It was the first weekend of the twins’summer holidays, Felicity was home on a rare forty-eight hours’leave, and the ugly old house had taken on an unaccustomed gaiety. Mrs Alderbrook might be too exhausted to notice it, but her eldest daughter felt the lighter atmosphere as soon as she came down for breakfast. She poured herself a cup of coffee from the silver pot on the sideboard, listening to the twins’chatter.


    ‘You sound very cheerful, Annie,’ she said as she carried her coffee cup to the big table and sat down.


    ‘Oh Gerry, who wouldn’t be with eight whole weeks’freedom from school?’ retorted her sister.


    Gerry laughed and tried to remember the days when she, too, had felt that their home represented freedom.


    ‘You must have some proper breakfast, Gerry,’ said her mother from the head of the table. ‘Remember Doctor Granard’s advice.’


    ‘I still feel so sick in the mornings, Mother. I’m sorry, but I just can’t face scrambled egg at this time of day.’


    ‘It’s kedgeree this morning,’ said Ming, who was always the peacemaker. ‘Mother got up specially early to make it for us as a treat.’


    Gerry looked across the polished mahogany at her youngest sister and saw the anxiety in her dark-blue eyes. Don’t spoil it, she seemed to be saying. Don’t start an argument. Give in for once. Gerry smiled in reassurance, and Ming got up at once.


    ‘Shall I get you some, Gerry?’


    ‘Well, thank you, Ming. Just a little.’ A few minutes later Ming brought her a plate with a tactfully small mound of nauseating-looking yellow rice and haddock with the bones sticking out like half-submerged barbed wire.


    ‘When did your new cook actually leave, Mother?’ asked Annie brightly, apparently not having noticed any of the tensions that her twin had tried to defuse. As their mother answered, Gerry wondered for the umpteenth time how a pair of twins could be so different. It was not just that they were not identical; their entire characters were worlds apart. Annie took after their father, sandy of hair, forthright of voice and opinion and with the kind of self-confidence that never doubts. But Ming, who was as fair as Gerry and, like her, had inherited their mother’s startling dark, violet-blue eyes, was timid, gentle and so aware of her doubts that Gerry sometimes wondered what would have happened to her if she had not had Annie to protect her and push her through life.


    Gerry put a forkful of sticky rice into her mouth and almost gagged on it. But she forced herself to swallow it. She did not want to provoke her mother; not, like Ming, because she was afraid of the likely explosion of temper, but because she recognised that her mother had had a lot to put up with since the last of the maids had left three weeks earlier. When Gerry had masked the taste of the haddock with a mouthful of sweet, milky coffee she looked up and saw that Annie was staring at her intently.


    ‘I thought people only felt sick before a baby was born,’ she said, sounding interested. Mrs Alderbrook looked anxiously at her eldest daughter and then, as though she had not got the strength to intervene between them, got up and carried her plate out to the kitchen. Ming looked down at the table. Gerry took a deep breath to keep her voice steady and tried to answer calmly.


    ‘Yes, in a way, Annie. What the doctors call “morning sickness” happens only at the beginning. This is different …’


    ‘You mean because the baby was stillborn? I’m not meaning to be beastly.’


    ‘Annie,’ said Ming, for once loudly and with anger. ‘Gerry, she doesn’t understand. She just wants to know.’


    ‘I know. It’s all right, Ming. And it’s months ago now anyway. I suppose that is why, Annie. Granard said that everything inside is rather messed about and that I can’t expect to feel well for some time.’


    ‘Annie, go upstairs, will you, and wake Felicity?’ said Mrs Alderbrook, coming back into the dining-room. ‘We can’t leave breakfast lying about all morning for her.’ When she had obeyed, her mother said quietly to Gerry: ‘She doesn’t understand. She’s only fifteen and none of it is really real to her. It’s not meant to be cruel.’


    Gerry just nodded, concentrating on the view that she could see through the heavy red curtains that bordered the window. She thought that if she tried to speak again she might cry, and it had been her pride before her marriage that, of the four of them, she alone had never cried in front of their parents.


    Ming refilled Gerry’s coffee cup and then followed her twin out of the room. Gerry took a sip and then said:


    ‘I’m sorry, Mother. I don’t seem able to brace up. This keeps happening.’


    ‘I know. Don’t worry about it. Granard says that you will gradually feel stronger and stronger, provided that you rest and eat and keep calm.’


    ‘Calm! I’m far too calm. That’s half the trouble. If only I had some job to do. Then at least I might have something else to think about.’


    ‘You’re not well enough yet, Gerry. And there’s plenty to do here in the house as soon as you are,’ Mrs Alderbrook added, her normally well-disciplined sense of grievance sounding in her voice for a second. Gerry heard it and, although her mind understood and sympathised with her mother, the sharpness in her voice was too much for Gerry’s composure and the tears poured over her darkened eyelashes. She put the cup back into the saucer, spilling some coffee, and pushed her chair back from the table.


    She almost bumped into her second sister, appearing casually late for breakfast, and pushed past her without a word.


    ‘What’s up with Gerry?’ asked Felicity, shutting the door behind her.


    ‘Oh, Annie was tactless about the baby.’


    ‘Poor old Gerry. It really has rotted her up. She always used to be so tough and now I’ve never seen her so fragile. Has she told Andrew yet that she doesn’t think she’ll be able to have any more?’


    ‘I don’t think so. She sometimes shows me his letters, though never the ones she writes to him. She definitely didn’t tell him in the first letter after the baby, because she let me read the one he wrote back then and he was talking about having more and forgetting about this one.’


    ‘I don’t suppose Gerry liked that much,’ said Felicity, sitting down at the table and pinning up her shoulder-length fair hair at the same time.


    She looked very like Gerry; in fact they had been taken for twins by strangers more often than Annie and Ming ever were. The elder sisters had oval faces with fine skin and classically good features that might have been a little dull had it not been for their splendidly coloured eyes and for the character that showed in their expressions. That morning Felicity’s hair seemed more gold than her sister’s and her skin clearer and more luminous than Gerry’s, but that might have been simply because Gerry had still not recovered from her difficult pregnancy and the terrible, nineteen-hour labour that had ended in the birth of her dead son.


    Felicity leaned forward to pick up the folded newspaper and spread it open on the table.


    ‘Darling, must you?’ said her mother. ‘I need to clear the breakfast and if you start reading that you’ll …’


    ‘I’ll deal with the crocks, Mother. You go and put your feet up or something. Please? I’ve only got forty-eight hours’leave and it’s such a luxury to read The Times at breakfast in peace.’


    Mrs Alderbrook shrugged and left the room for the depressing scullery to start preparing the vegetables for luncheon. She had never peeled a potato in her life until her cook departed to join the ATS, let alone cooked a whole meal, and she had never realised how difficult it all was and how dreadfully time-consuming.


    As soon as she had gone, the dining-room door opened again and Gerry came in to drop into a chair beside her sister.


    ‘Hello, old thing,’ said Felicity, folding up the newspaper again. ‘I thought you couldn’t be far away.’


    ‘No. Thank God you’re here, Flixe. I can’t talk to the others; I try sometimes, but it just makes it all worse. And as for Mother …’


    ‘“Come on, darling, brace up”?’


    ‘Not really. At least, yes. She never says any of it, but I can’t help thinking all the time of what she’s suppressing and all the things she’s said in the past and what she might say in the future. It’s vile of me, because she’s been good to me; she really has. I couldn’t have dealt with it on my own.’ Gerry reached over to her old place to pick up her coffee cup. ‘But now, we just get across each other all the time. I wish I could get away.’


    ‘Well can’t you? I thought the whole thing about being a married lady meant that you were no longer under their control.’ There was a slightly acid note in Flixe’s voice that made Gerry look sharply at her. Flixe smiled wryly. ‘Well, that was why you married him, wasn’t it?’


    Gerry started to look outraged and then succumbed to a rueful laugh.


    ‘I always did think you were brighter than you pretended, Flixe,’ she said, taking a sip of the cool coffee. ‘Brighter than me, actually.’


    ‘Oh?’


    ‘Yes. I didn’t realise that was part of it until we were well and truly married.’ Suddenly she felt hungry after all and started to butter a piece of cold, rubbery toast.


    ‘Poor Andrew.’


    ‘Oh, don’t you start. Mother’s always trying to put his point of view and telling me what I ought to do for him and the bloody regiment. I thought you at least would understand that I need to keep some part of myself free of him.’


    ‘I understand all right, ducky,’ said Flixe. ‘I’m just surprised it’s taken so long in coming. After all, it’s over four years since you let him take you over.’


    Gerry was silent, trying to remember the excited pleasure she had felt as the good-looking, charming, well-bred Captain Kyrle had started to pursue her. Smarting then from her father’s refusal to let her go to university, she had wondered whether she would be stuck at home for ever in a life she had come to loathe. Andrew had appeared as a heaven-sent means of escape, a kind of young Lochinvar, who would carry her off on his white charger to a life in which she would be busy, fulfilled and happy. She laughed bitterly at herself for her stupidity in believing that she could ever be happy living someone else’s life.


    ‘It’s not that bad, Gerry,’ said Flixe gently. ‘There’s a lot about Andrew that’s thoroughly admirable – and you must love him a bit. Sugar please.’


    Gerry automatically pushed the Dresden bowl towards her sister.


    ‘Yes, of course I love him. I really do. It’s just all much more difficult than I had expected. When he sent me home from Palestine to … to have the baby I really missed him. Honestly I did. But he was determined that I should have “proper English” doctors, and it did seem sensible, I mean now that Mother is settled here for good. It was all planned. As soon as the baby was safely weaned, I’d take him back to Palestine. Even when the war started I meant to go back.’


    ‘So what changed your mind?’ asked Flixe, stirring sugar into her coffee.


    Gerry chewed a mouthful of toast, swallowed and then fished a sheet of paper out of the pocket of her green tweed skirt.


    ‘Sometimes when I get his letters, I feel as though I don’t know him at all. Read this one – the PS.’


    Flixe wiped her fingers on her napkin and took the letter, to read:


    

      Darling, why on earth do you want to join the WRNS? It’s a ridiculous idea. And you need to take care of yourself after all that horrid business. As soon as the Mediterranean is a bit more settled, you’ll want to come out here again. Why complicate things for us by joining up?


      ‘I didn’t know you were thinking of joining up,’ said Flixe, who


    


    had been a Fany since the war started.


    ‘Oh yes. I’ve been thinking for ages that I must do something and then when France fell and everybody went over in their boats to get the men off at Dunkirk, the war seemed to be to do with us after all, and I felt so useless and thought that the WRNS would be the best. But they won’t take married women unless they have their husbands’permission. So … I’m stuck.’


    Flixe looked under her dark lashes at her sister and wondered what she ought to say, whether it would be better for Gerry if she simply accepted the explanation or tried to force her to face what Flixe was sure was the truth. In the end she decided that it was so unlike Gerry to hide from anything that she did push her.


    ‘As was said in a rather different context, Gerry, patriotism is not enough. Why did you really decide not to go back?’


    Gerry pushed away her plate with its load of toast crumbs and smeared marmalade as though it sickened her.


    ‘Oh, Flixie, because with the baby dead and no hope of any others, my future as Andrew’s wife suddenly seemed so bleak. My whole life would be ruled by the needs of the regiment and Andrew’s job. What would I have of my own in all the years until he retires? It’s not even as though I’d see all that much of him. You see, it’s not that I don’t want to live with him, honestly; I do care about him. It’s just that I can’t bear the deadening job that being his wife entails. If I thought I could be myself I shouldn’t mind; but all I’m allowed to be is Mrs Andrew Kyrle.’


    Flixe, who had her own views about her brother-in-law, thought again that Gerry was deceiving herself, but could not press any further. To Flixe, Andrew had always seemed infuriatingly possessive and unaware of all the things about Gerry that made her valuable. In Flixe’s more charitable moments, she had wondered whether his determination that Gerry should have no friends or interests that he had not bestowed on her might not be based on fear that if she were a free agent then she might no longer love him. At other times, particularly when he had tried to break the tie that linked the two sisters, interrupting their increasingly rare meetings or forcing them to include him in conversations that had nothing to do with him, she thought him pompous, selfish and arrogant.


    For the first two years of their married life Andrew had been posted in London, and Flixe had seen a certain amount of them, wincing often at what she saw as Andrew’s attempts to belittle Gerry in public. At the time Flixe had said nothing to Gerry, who had always seemed to be unaware of what he was doing, but had watched her growing unhappier and less and less like herself. Once they had gone to Palestine, Gerry had written home regularly, and her letters to Flixe had been so full of her old self – caustic, funny, brimming with energy and intelligence – that Flixe had been reassured. Now it seemed that all her first prejudices had been justified.


    ‘Well, it’s all a bit academic at the moment anyway, since no civilians are going anywhere, except possibly America, for some time,’ she said. ‘There must be some kind of work you could do. Why not come and stay in the flat for a bit and see what you can find? I know there’s only one bedroom, but I’m away a lot, driving these generals around, and even if we’re both there together, one of us could have the sofa.’


    ‘Flixe, you’re a dear. But I don’t think I can. If I could say to Mother, “Look, I’ve got this job and I’ll have to go and live in London,” that would be all right; but just to announce, “I can’t bear living here with you” is a bit ungracious after all she’s done for me. I think I’d better see what I can do by letter. And if you hear of anything, will you let me know so that I can apply?’


    ‘Of course I will,’ said Flixe warmly. She drained her coffee cup and got up. ‘Now we’d better do the washing-up. Come on.’


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    Three weeks later Gerry was standing in the stable behind the house, heaving a shabby saddle on to the back of her long-suffering mare Buttercup and muttering to herself so angrily that the elderly hack shifted nervously away from her hands. Gerry automatically gentled her.


    ‘I suppose I shouldn’t take it out on you just because you’re the only one who won’t answer back,’ she said remorsefully.


    She leaned forward until her head was resting against Buttercup’s neck. The gently-pulsing warmth under her skin, and the familiar exciting smell of straw and dung and horse sent Gerry straight back to the early, uncomplicated years of childhood, and for a moment she was soothed. Buttercup snorted and tossed her head, setting the bit clinking against the bridle. Gerry pulled herself together and patted the mare’s neck. Then she led Buttercup out of the stable, mounted and rode off up the hill.


    She had escaped from the house because she could feel her temper rising uncontrollably and knew that if she did not do something she would lose it and say something unforgivable to her mother or Annie. Ming’s white face and trembling lips had shown Gerry just how threatening her voice was sounding and so she had made herself apologise. Then she had left all three of them and gone to her bedroom to change into her riding things.


    Once she had ridden up onto the crest of the hill, Gerry stopped the mare so that she could look down at the old yellow-grey stone tiles of the house. It was ironic, she thought in cold depression, that the marriage which had promised eternal escape should be the one thing that had locked the prison gates of her home again. If she had not succumbed to the temptation of Andrew’s proposal she would be free to be in on the war like everyone else; like Flixe, who seemed after all to have arranged her life so much better than Gerry had.


    Buttercup stood patiently in the hot, hay-scented air, flicking the flies off her skin with little twitches and swishes of her tail, but at last she began to fret and sidle. Gerry woke to her responsibilities. She picked up the reins again and urged the mare into a gentle canter.


    Gerry had not thought of a destination, only of getting away from the house for an hour or two, but when she caught a glimpse of the Adamsons’tall chimneys through the elms on her right, she realised how much she wanted Evelyn Adamson’s undemanding sympathy and turned Buttercup down the lane that led towards the river. She rode slowly past fields of barley, studded now with scarlet poppies, thinking of Evelyn and hoping that they would be able to recapture the friendship they had established just before Gerry had married.


    The fact that her mother disapproved of the Adamsons lent a tiny spice to Gerry’s anticipation as she pushed open one of the iron gates that protected the drive up to the house. It had taken Gerry some time to understand all of her mother’s antipathy, but part of the trouble was undoubtedly straightforward jealousy. To the wife of a serving officer with no money of her own, Evelyn Adamson seemed to live in grossly unfair luxury. Her house was large and beautiful, where Sudbrook House was cramped and an example of all the worst faults of Victorian builders, and Evelyn had the money to make whatever improvements and repairs she wanted instead of balancing the cost against all the other crushing expenses of life. But there was more to Mrs Alderbrook’s dislike than simple envy. Unlike her own military ancestors, Evelyn’s family had for generations been ‘in trade’and even worse had intermarried with some mercantile Russians. Evelyn herself was wholly English as far as anyone knew, but she had first cousins who were full-blooded Russians. Even though there was no suggestion that any of them were Reds, to Mrs Alderbrook they represented something unsound if not downright dangerous.


    Once Gerry had disentangled the various different strands of her mother’s disapproval, she had learned to despise the mixture of snobbery and insularity that had created it. For her part, the hint of exotic foreignness in Evelyn’s family was intriguing, and Gerry had to admit that there was a certain regrettable pleasure in flouting her mother’s expressed disapproval of Evelyn Adamson.


    Gerry rode up the drive, noticing that it was weedier than usual, which surprised her; but the glorious house itself looked just the same, basking in sun and generously open to all comers. Someone was before her that afternoon. A large black motor was parked in front of the stone lions that guarded the door, their backs warmed by the orange and green lichens that also patterned the long, low roof. Seeing the car, Gerry checked for a moment, but then shrugged. It was probably only someone of Bob’s. Taking full advantage of the freedom Evelyn had given her in the year before her marriage, Gerry rode on round the back of the big house to the stables and made old Buttercup comfortable with a net of hay and a good bucket of water, before walking into the house through the garden-room door.


    She was just scraping a small but obstinate lump of mud off one of her boots when she heard Evelyn’s warm voice.


    ‘Gerry, my dear girl, how lovely! We’ve been so worried about you. How are you now? Really all right again?’


    Forgetting the mud, Gerry walked straight on to the gorgeous, if faded, silvery-green Persian rug and took her hostess’s outstretched hands.


    ‘I’m much better, thank you,’ she said, sighing in relief to be back.


    ‘Thank goodness. Now come into the morning-room. I’ve just made some coffee – I hope it’s drinkable – and –’


    ‘But what’s happened to Ivy?’


    ‘Gone off to the war, of course. We couldn’t make her stay, even if we’d wanted to.’ She pushed open a white, deep-panelled door and called out: ‘Bob, here’s Gerry. Introduce her while I go for another cup.’


    ‘Gerry,’ came the deep, drawling voice of Evelyn’s American husband, ‘come on in.’ His wide smile was just the same, and so was his firm handclasp, but he looked older to Gerry. She reminded herself that the last year could not have been easy for anyone, even for people as sensible and well-protected as the Adamsons. ‘It’s good to have you back again. Any news of Andrew?’


    ‘Nothing much, Bob,’ she answered, unable to tell this sensible, tolerant, practical man about her husband’s refusal to let her join the WRNS. ‘They’re not allowed to say anything real so the letters that do come don’t make much difference. If he’d been wounded or – anything – there’d be a telegram, so I know he’s all right.’


    Robert Adamson’s shaggy eyebrows tightened across the bridge of his nose as he took in the listlessness of Gerry’s voice. She had been such a live wire in the old days and always so full of ideas and plans that he was troubled to see her look beaten now. But it was not in his nature to ask questions about how she felt and so he tucked her hand in the crook of his elbow and drew her into the room.


    She just had time to see that nothing had changed in its chaotically beautiful furnishings when she noticed a thin, dark man standing by the empty white fireplace. Presumably the owner of the motor, he took his pipe out of his mouth and waited to be introduced.


    ‘Gerry, this is Evelyn’s cousin, Peter Suvarov. Peter, this is Miss Gerry Alderbrook. Oh, no,’ he caught himself up, ‘it’s Mrs Andrew Kyrle.’


    ‘How do you do,’ said the stranger, smiling slightly and offering her his hand. She took it, interested to meet one of the cousins at last and delighted with his deep voice, which had a faint, intriguing accent; but she wished that Bob had not corrected himself. It would have been so nice to be Gerry Alderbrook again in this particular house.


    Evelyn came in at that moment with another cup and saucer. Limoges china, Gerry noticed and smiled to herself as she acknowledged that what her mother would have kept as ‘best’ china, to be offered only to visitors she wanted to impress, was used every day – and allowed to be cracked and chipped – by the Adamsons. There was nothing in their house that was not beautiful, and there was nothing kept for show. It produced a feeling of the utmost pleasure and relaxation in Gerry and she let herself lean back against a huge, dark-green velvet cushion in the corner of the sofa. Bob brought her a cup and murmured:


    ‘If it’s really filthy we can always have sherry instead.’


    Evelyn almost grinned and said, with no trace of self-consciousness or criticism:


    ‘Oh, come on now, Bob, you must admit that I’m learning to do without the maids.’


    ‘You haven’t much to learn, Eve,’ came that tantalising voice from the fireplace. ‘Time was when you did the work of maids and gardeners and nurses … and heaven knows what besides.’


    ‘One forgets so easily,’ she said. ‘And it’s been a long time.’


    ‘Twenty years,’ he agreed and turned to Gerry. ‘And so, Mrs Andrew Kyrle, tell me who you are.’


    ‘Just that, it seems,’ she said and even she could hear the bitterness in her voice. But she was too tired to apologise and in that house no one ever expected you to apologise for anything except deliberate malice.


    ‘I can hear a story in that voice,’ he said, strolling forward with his hands in his trouser pockets and his pipe between his teeth. Then he sat down at the opposite end of the sofa. ‘Tell it to me.’


    Surprised by his immediate and rather unlikely friendliness, Gerry looked up at him in silence; but he seemed to be genuinely interested. Wondering whether he always plunged into personal conversations with every chance-met acquaintance, or whether Evelyn and Bob could have been talking about her so that Evelyn’s cousin already knew something about her, Gerry protested:


    ‘I don’t want to bore you.’


    ‘If you do, we’ll stop you, won’t we, Bob?’


    ‘Sure.’


    Taking a gulp of the coffee, which was not surprisingly both excellent and strong, Gerry felt herself expanding a little and began.


    ‘Well, I’ve been a bit ill and as soon as our old Doctor Granard told me I could stop being an invalid I went off to join the navy – to see the sea and all that. And they wouldn’t have me. If I’d still been Gerry Alderbrook that would have been OK, but it seems that I belong to Andrew Kyrle now and without his permission I can’t even do my bit for England.’


    The deliberately flippant tone did not hide her indignation from any of her listeners.


    ‘And won’t he give it?’ asked Suvarov. Gerry noticed that Evelyn was frowning at him, but since she had been longing to talk to someone who might sympathise ever since Flixe had left Gloucestershire, she started to tell them the whole story.


    ‘No. Most of the other regular officers in Palestine have their wives with them and he thinks it’s my duty to go out and sit around while he fights his war.’


    ‘What’s wrong with that?’


    ‘Do you know how army wives have to live? I’ve watched it all my life. They’re in a kind of glass box: watched by all the others to make sure they dress, behave and speak exactly like the rest and not allowed for one instant to complain about the limitations of army life or talk about anything except about three subjects, or … Sorry, don’t let me get started on all that,’ said Gerry, but her crossness got the better of her discretion and she produced a real indictment: ‘They think the bloody regiment is the whole world – or at least the only part of it that matters – and that everyone and everything else is morally, materially, and spiritually inferior.’


    ‘Whew!’ he said and smiled. Bob took advantage of Suvarov’s momentary speechlessness.


    ‘Well, I can certainly understand why you don’t want to live like that, but why do you want to join up?’ he asked. ‘Lots of people would be glad of the opportunity to stay in countryside like this and enjoy themselves.’


    Gerry wondered whether to say something patriotic, but remembered that Bob and Evelyn knew her too well to be deceived.


    ‘I’m so bored.’


    Suvarov laughed, and his long dark eyes narrowed into sparkling slits in his lean face.


    ‘So what can you do then, Gerry Alderbrook?’


    The use of her own name seemed almost like a gift and she found herself smiling at him as though she had known him for years.


    ‘Well, I read and write French quite well although I can’t really speak it; I mean, no one would ever believe I was completely French. I have no degree, although I did once have a place at Cambridge. I can ride, run a house … Oh, dear, none of it sounds much use in a war, but there must be something I could do.’


    Her voice began to wobble a bit and Evelyn quietly intervened.


    ‘Peter, don’t cross-examine Gerry like that. She’s been rather ill for a long time, and is still convalescent, whatever Granard says. More coffee, Gerry?’


    ‘Thanks,’ she answered shortly, holding out the blue and yellow cup. When the two men had gone out into the garden, she blew her nose and said:


    ‘Evelyn, I am sorry about that. I suppose you’re right. Aren’t convalescents supposed to be over-emotional?’


    ‘Gerry, what is all this? There’s more than just not being able to join the WRNS. I know that what you have been through must have pulled you down horribly, but it’s nearly seven months now.’


    ‘I know. I can’t think what the matter is. I keep bursting into tears for no reason at all. I’m foul to Mother – though she’s pretty vile to me too. I’ve just got to get away, but without a job, what can I do? I really loathe the thought of Palestine and army life. I don’t think I could bear it, but I can’t just go and live in London on my own with nothing to do.’ Her voice stopped, but Evelyn said nothing. ‘It’s partly wondering if I’ll ever be able to have one, I suppose.’


    ‘Well, what does Granard say?’


    ‘That there’s been a bit of damage to me and that it’s not a good idea to think about having more,’ said Gerry sadly. Then she added with a little more spirit: ‘He says it’s not my fault.’


    ‘Gerry, of course it’s not your fault. Why should it be?’


    ‘God knows,’ she answered drearily. ‘It just seems to be. That’s why I have to get away. I can’t bear sitting around and watching the twins being happy, with nothing to do but think about the baby and listen to Mother retelling all the arguments we’ve ever had – and she’s ever had about us all with Daddy; I mean, even down to my name. I’ve heard the whole stupid saga all over again.’


    Too relieved to have got the girl talking to pursue her normal policy of refusing to listen to animadversions on Brigadier and Mrs Alderbrook, Evelyn poured each of them another cup of coffee and said:


    ‘What about your name?’


    ‘It’s too ridiculous but it sums up the whole business really. My father’s mother was called Marjorie and so when I was born he wanted to call me after her, but my mother thought it was the most frightfully low-class name. In the end – I suppose she must still have cared about him then – she agreed, but stipulated that it should be spelled in the proper old English way with a “g” and an “e”.’


    ‘Hence Gerry. I see, I always thought you must be Geraldine,’ said Evelyn, avoiding the tricky issue of the Alderbrooks’relations with each other. ‘Oh, help, it’s nearly twelve. We won’t get any luncheon unless I start now. Will you come and give me a hand, Gerry?’


    ‘Of course. Evelyn, it’s so good of you to let me come and moan all over you.’


    ‘Don’t be an ass,’ came the reassuring answer as Evelyn led the way down the stone-flagged passage to the kitchen.


    Later, as they were companionably peeling carrots and potatoes from the kitchen garden, she said:


    ‘Gerry, obviously I can’t invite you to stay here – I think your mother would call in the police and tell them you’d been kidnapped – but why not go and stay with Felicity for a week or two?’


    ‘I can’t,’ said Gerry, dropping a neatly peeled carrot into the bowl of clean water and picking up another from the gardener’s trug. ‘She did ask me, but you know she’s with the Fanys and having a terrific time driving generals around all over the place. I don’t want to cramp her style by moping around her flat. And I don’t suppose it would be any better. Everyone I knew in London is bound to be working or else gone away.’


    ‘I see. Give me those. I’ll put them on the Aga and then we’ll go and lay the table.’


    Gerry did as she was told and made a determined effort to drop her depression and enjoy the little lunch party. In Evelyn’s uncritical friendship that was not hard, and by the time they started on the austere and creamless trifle, Gerry had regained some of her sparkle. Bob was relieved to see it and was moved to go to the sideboard and get out a celebratory half-bottle of Sauternes. There was enough for a good glassful each and it seemed necessary to mark the occasion with a toast. Gerry had been assuming that it would be ‘Absent friends’, as it usually was in the bleak days after France had collapsed, but instead Suvarov raised his glass and said, looking directly across the oval mahogany table at Gerry:


    ‘Here’s to work and freedom.’ They all drank and, as he put his glass down, he went on, smiling that smile again: ‘There’s always plenty of both when you know where to look.’


    ‘Will you help me?’ demanded Gerry, hardly even remembering that he was not an old friend.


    ‘Yes, I think I probably will.’


  

    

      Chapter Three

    


    Gerry clung to Suvarov’s half-promise for as long as she could and did her best to behave decently to her mother. But both undertakings were difficult and she began to feel as though she were being wound up like a cello string to snapping point. The war news got worse and worse as German fighters battled with the Spitfires daily over the south-east of England. Tempers at Sudbrook House seemed to get shorter every day, although the twins provided a certain buffer between their mother and Gerry: Annie by her imperviousness to tension and Ming by stopping them all from saying the worst of the things that hovered in their minds.


    There were times, too, when Gerry enjoyed her sisters’company for its own sake, although she would have traded weeks of it for a couple of hours with Flixe, who at least understood and could talk about Gerry’s real difficulties. The twins rode with Gerry and entertained her with tales of their school life, but, although she was fond of them, she had very little in common with them.


    Then Flixe came home for another weekend’s leave. She took one look at Gerry.


    ‘What’s the matter, old thing? she said. ‘You look even more washed out than last time I was here.’


    ‘Oh, this and that. Look, why don’t we go for a walk?’


    ‘I’d better say my piece to Mother; then I’ll come.’


    ‘I’ll wait in the stables,’ said Gerry shortly, unable to bear the prospect of listening to her mother’s veiled criticisms as she welcomed her second daughter. Gerry trudged off to the stables, telling herself for the twentieth time that it was absurdly childish to feel jealous of Flixe’s uniform. It was only a very few years since she had been able to feel delightfully superior when Flixe was still cursed with their old school’s navy coat and skirt and ugly hat while Gerry could show off her newly acquired civilian elegance. And the Fany’s khaki was no more becoming than that old despised navy blue. Gerry kicked at the muddy puddles with her riding boot and cursed to herself as she felt water seeping in through some tiny crack in the leather. It seemed the last straw.


    Felicity emerged at last, pulling off her uniform cap and unpinning her opulent fair hair, casually sticking the hairpins in the breast pocket of her tunic. Gerry pushed her own hair back behind her ears, deciding that it was lank and stringy, and almost hated her sister for the sensuous and luxurious way she ran her fingers through that thick mass of hair, startlingly gold against the brilliance of the blue sky.


    ‘Gerry, why do you stay here like this? It must be driving you barmy. I’m sure Mother wouldn’t mind if you left for a bit – she’d probably welcome the freedom too.’


    There was nothing but concern in Felicity’s voice and affection in her deep-blue eyes. The hair-tossing performance must have been quite unintentional, thought Gerry, as she leaned towards Felicity’s encircling arm.


    ‘Oh, Flixe, I don’t know – except that I’m still so pathetic. I’ve applied for all those jobs you suggested and a couple that Bob put me on to, but there’s been nothing so far.’


    ‘Aha, well I don’t think it’ll be all that long-now, old thing.’


    ‘What d’you mean?’


    ‘They’ve been asking questions about you. I oughtn’t to tell you – careless talk costs lives and all that – but someone wants you.’


    ‘Who?’ demanded Gerry, hardly daring to hope.


    ‘God knows. It’s never the ultimate lot who do the vetting.’


    Felicity was relieved to see some light sliding into her sister’s dulled blue eyes and a faint curve rounding the lips that used to smile – or mock – all the time, and felt that her slight indiscretion was justified. It had shocked her profoundly to see the once-elegant, sparkling Gerry reduced to this tired, bleak, pale woman, who clung so uncharacteristically to any offered hand. Felicity hugged her and then withdrew.


    ‘But, look here, if they do call you for an interview, Gerry, I think you ought to be a bit more lively. Couldn’t you … well …’


    ‘Brace up?’ supplied her sister with some of the old mockery in her voice.


    ‘Just so,’ answered Flixe, grinning to hear it. ‘You know, do something about your hair – and put on a bit of lipstick. I mean, you do look like a washed-out dishrag.’


    ‘Thanks.’


    ‘Je t’en prie,’ said Felicity, holding the bridge of her nose to achieve a precise imitation of their most detested French governess, and they both roared with laughter.


    ‘Oh, Flixie, it’s good to see you again. I’ve really missed you. Now tell me about all these generals.’


    ‘The generals are all quite dull – but most of them have ADCs, which is nice.’


    ‘Anyone in particular?’ asked Gerry, relaxing into the warm gaiety with which Flixie seemed to surround herself.


    ‘Not really, though Johnny Blenkarne turns out to be much less wet than we always thought him.’


    ‘No! How astonishing. But don’t you remember that time in the blackberry bush when …?’


    ‘Come on, Gerry, he was only thirteen then – and he was jolly frightened of you. We all were.’


    ‘Frightened! You, Flixe? Don’t be dotty,’ she began, but then in a quite different voice added: ‘Oh, God, look – there’s Mother waving.’


    ‘Can’t we pretend we haven’t seen her?’


    ‘You can. I’ll have to hear all about it for the next six weeks if I do. Come on, support me.’


    They walked with lagging steps towards the back door of the house, where Mrs Alderbrook was standing holding something yellow in her right hand.


    ‘Heads together, giggling as usual. No one would think you two had grown up at all. Even Ming and Annie are more sensible.’


    Felicity could have hit her mother at that moment as she watched the liveliness fade out of Gerry’s face, and she spoke with a biting sharpness that neither of the others had ever heard her use before.


    ‘What do you want, Mother?’


    ‘Really, Felicity? What a way to speak. There’s a telegram for Gerry.’


    Felicity automatically reached out and put an arm around her sister and urged her to sit down on the mossy stone mounting block beside the stable door. Then she took the yellow envelope from their mother and slit it open. Taking out the single sheet without reading it, she handed it to her sister and put a hand on her shoulder.


    Gerry unfolded it and tried to focus on the few words. At first she could read nothing; then the sense seemed to leap out at her and she leaned back against the damp wall and smiled and smiled.


    ‘Is dear Andrew coming on leave then?’ asked her mother.


    Gerry looked up at her and said lazily, almost as though she knew that it would annoy her mother:


    ‘No, nothing so dull: they want to interview me in Storey’s Gate.’


    ‘The War Office,’ said Flixe. ‘Good for you, old thing.’


    ‘No, it doesn’t sound like them. But it must be official. Thank goodness.’


    Mrs Alderbrook had no difficulty in interpreting the look of relief on her eldest daughter’s face and drew in her breath sharply. She had done her very best for poor Gerry after the baby, and it was just too bad of her to be so ungrateful. Mrs Alderbrook turned to get back to the pots and pans, which seemed to have a life of their own and a determination to get the better of her.


    In her new happiness, Gerry could see what her mother was suffering and called out:


    ‘Don’t go back to the kitchen. Why don’t you stay and talk to Flixe while I make luncheon today? I’m sure I can, you know.’


    ‘Don’t look so astonished, Mother,’ said Felicity gaily. ‘Just accept the offer and come and show me what’s been going on in the garden since I was last here.’


    After lunch, which even Fanny Alderbrook said would have been all right if Gerry had not undercooked the sprouts, Flixe said she wanted to ride. Ming looked as though she wanted to join her sister, but Annie had other plans for them both and explained them loudly. Ming subsided, and so Flixe and Gerry went off to the stable alone.


    ‘Do you want Buttercup?’ asked Gerry. ‘I’m lighter than you so perhaps I’d better ride one of the twins’ponies. I used to exercise them while the twins were at school anyway.’


    ‘Yes, thanks. Who’ll do that once they’re back at school and you’ve gone to London?’


    ‘I don’t know – or care that much. Mother won’t be able to keep any of them much longer. It’s not as though this was a farm or anything – they’re a luxury.’


    ‘But she’d never get rid of the twins’ponies. I mean, what passport would they have then into the right world?’


    ‘Perhaps even Mother will acknowledge that all that’s a bit out of date now.’


    ‘Don’t you believe it. Remember what Grandfather always said.’


    They chanted in unison:


    ‘“Any girl ought to be able to ride like a gentlewoman, carry on a respectable conversation in French and run a proper household.”’ Then Flixe asked musingly:


    ‘Do you suppose that was why he married a Frenchwoman – so that any daughters he might have would be able to speak it from the cradle?’


    ‘I don’t think so. Mother once told me in a very weak moment that it was a fantastically romantic story – almost like Natasha Rostova and Prince André in War and Peace. And then when she died he was inconsolable, but made sure that Mother grew up with all his own sentimental devotion to France and the French.’


    ‘Hence all those bloody governesses. Do you imagine he was really as awful as she thinks?’


    ‘But she doesn’t. Oh, I know what you mean. Heaven knows, but I’ve begun to think that it must have been more the life they led than anything he actually taught her. I mean anyone who was made to be hostess in “Government House” at what was it – sixteen? – would develop a certain folie de grandeur. And presumably that was why Daddy married her – you ought to be careful, Flixe, of all those ADCs. Mother found that the glamour was illusory.’


    ‘It’s a salutary tale, isn’t it? But don’t worry about me, Gerry. Those ADCs of mine are just fun – nothing like what Father must have been to her. Mine are no threat: chaps to dance with, that’s all.’


    ‘All the more reason to be careful. I look forward to meeting some of them.’


    ‘Oh, no, Gerry darling, you’re a respectable married woman; you can’t move in naughty circles like mine.’ It was supposed to be only a joke and Flixe winced at the expression she saw in her sister’s face. She thought for a while and then said carefully:


    ‘Gerry, London’s changed a lot in the time you’ve been away. It’s going to be quite a shock to get back to.’


    ‘I’m oversensitive, am I?’


    ‘I didn’t really mean that,’ said Felicity, although she had. ‘But look at all this.’ She pointed down towards the valley where the river flashed its brilliant reflection through the deep green of the huge leaves that hung stilly on the old trees. ‘It’s all so peaceful and glorious here: butterflies, bees buzzing, country smells, lavender in the gardens. London’s dirty and smelly, and we’re all waiting for it to be smashed to bits when the bombs come. People are frightened, and bored, and bad-tempered, and grabbing every last bit of enjoyment they can. It isn’t a time to be fragile, Gerry.’


    ‘It sounds wonderful. Flixe, the green and butterflies and what-have-you may seem marvellous in contrast, but I feel as though I’m drowning in them. The only times I feel alive now are talking to you or being at the Adamsons’. The rest of the time I’m desperate.’


    ‘I know, ducky. And I’ll help if I can.’


    ‘Flixe, do you really not know what they want me for?’


    ‘No, honestly. I imagine it’s something rather secret; the main recruiting places are well enough known and I’ve never heard of wherever-it-is in Storey’s Gate.’


    ‘I’d rather like to work there – it’s just off Parliament Square, isn’t it?’


    ‘Yes, but you wouldn’t be there. They never interview for those sorts of jobs in their own offices – that would give away far too much.’


    ‘Oh,’ was all Gerry said, feeling remarkably foolish and unsophisticated. ‘When are you going back? Can I come up with you?’


    ‘Tomorrow evening. Of course. Will you stay with me?’


    ‘No; it’s sweet of you, but there’s so little room. And Aunt Anna will have me in Eaton Gate, I’m sure. I’ll ring her up tonight. Oh, Flixe, I hope they take me. I couldn’t bear to come back here now.’


    ‘They must be fairly sure of you or they wouldn’t even get you in. But forget about it now. Shall we take a cup of tea off Evelyn?’


    ‘She may have people. I don’t think we’d better,’ answered Gerry, not wanting to risk meeting Evelyn’s Russian cousin again until she had got through her interview. If it were indeed he who had fixed it up, it would be very embarrassing for both of them, and if it were nothing to do with him, well, then she would be embarrassed.


    ‘You haven’t quarrelled with Evelyn, have you?’


    ‘Certainly not. But I don’t think we ought to go bursting in if she’s got a house full of guests.’


    ‘So likely,’ said Flixe, gently sarcastic. ‘Well, I haven’t seen her for ages and I’m not afraid of her guests. I’m going. See you later.’


    Gerry watched her turn Buttercup towards the Adamsons’and then urged her little sister’s pony back the way they had come. There was no one like Flixe, of course, but there were times when her insouciance was just a bit thick.


    Nevertheless Gerry was glad of her sister’s company on the journey back to London on Sunday evening. Their train was unheated, vilely crowded and seemed to stop for ages at every minute station. Once they limped to within fifty miles of London the lights went out and Gerry gave up even trying to read the Penguin she had stuffed in her handbag on Flixe’s advice.


    She felt so tired – and dirty – by the time they got into Paddington that she turned back to Flixe to say:


    ‘Shall we go a bust and share a taxi?’


    ‘If we can get one. But it’s more unlikely. No, look over there: it’s just not worth joining a queue like that. It’ll have to be the Underground. Thank God we’re both on the same line.’


    Plunging down the stairs towards the Inner Circle platform, Gerry was buffeted and felt her toes crushed beneath the boot of a passing private in battledress. She bit back a furious reproof and hobbled on.


    Felicity got off the tube at High Street Kensington, with a cheerful promise to telephone Eaton Gate in the next day or so. Gerry watched her go with regret, but Sloane Square was soon reached and she made her way off the train and up into the fresh air.


    It was usually only a five-minute walk round to Eaton Gate, but that had been in the days when she could see where she was going. Now all the street lights were blacked out; no passing car’s headlights flashed across the pavements as they turned. There was nothing to help her find her way.


    A slowly moving figure ahead of her held something in its hand that flashed down at the pavement every few seconds. Gerry hurried towards it.


    ‘Do forgive me, but I can’t see a thing in this murk. Are you by any chance going anywhere near Eaton Gate?’


    ‘That’s a new one on me,’ came the cheery reply, the words slurred. ‘But it’d be a jolly good approach if I had a bean to spare – or if I wanted a woman tonight, which I don’t.’


    Standing blushing furiously in the dark on the edge of the square, Gerry could have wept from her frustration and exhaustion. She transferred her bag to her right hand and put out her left towards the railings, so that she could creep along the edge of the pavement. Then a memory hit her: no railings. At last she began to feel the comforting warmth of anger and with it the defiance that set her walking more firmly in the direction of Eaton Gate. She tripped often on uneven paving stones and misjudged the depth of the gutter as she stepped off the pavement to cross the road, jarring her ankle badly. But at last she turned the corner into the right street.


    It was impossible to see the numbers of any of the tall, narrow houses, but she counted from the end and rang the bell of the one she thought must be right. Footsteps reassured her that at least she would be able to ask which it was and a moment later she heard the click of a switch and then the door opening.


    ‘Gerry,’ came the voice of her mother’s oldest friend. ‘Is that you, darling?’


    ‘Yes, Aunt Anna, it’s me. Thank God I’ve got here.’


    ‘Come in, come in,’ she said as she pushed the door to behind Gerry and switched on the lights.


    Coming in out of the darkness, Gerry felt almost as though she were waking out of a nightmare. Everything from the polished golden parquet floor to the warmly flamboyant Chinese wallpaper that covered the hall walls gleamed with colour in the sudden light. Gerry dropped the shabby green canvas bag on the floor.


    ‘Heaven, Aunt Anna.’


    ‘My dear child, you look like death,’ she answered, leaning forward to kiss Gerry.


    Anna Kingsley was a tall woman, slender and elegant. Her discreetly tailored Paris dress was unadorned except for a pair of magnificent diamond clips at the neck. The smooth blackness of the fine barathea set off her pale, distinguished-looking face to admiration, and the delicate silvering at her temples seemed almost like wings against the upswept dark hair.


    ‘Goodness, you smell delicious,’ said Gerry before she could stop herself. But Anna Kingsley only laughed.


    ‘It’s called Ombres du Paradis,’ she said. ‘Very expensive. But never mind that now. Come on upstairs quickly. There’s a fire and supper’s waiting. Trays, I’m afraid. You don’t mind, do you?’


    ‘Of course not. It’s so good of you to have me.’


    ‘Pure pleasure, Gerry. How’s Fanny?’


    ‘All right, I suppose. I mean, quite healthy and all that, but a bit … She must be miserable, I think, but she won’t ever admit it.’


    ‘She always was reserved – but she’s a good friend in bad times.’


    ‘Yes, I know. She’s very fond of you; she always says so.’


    ‘And I of her. Now, enough of this. You must be ravenous.’


    They sat down on the huge, soft armchairs that were covered in the most impractical possible pale-yellow silk and Gerry stretched out her good flat brown shoes towards the small fire. Then she turned to the black-and-gold lacquer tray table beside her chair and felt hunger suddenly bite at her.


    ‘Smoked salmon, Aunt Anna! What a treat.’


    ‘It’s the easiest thing for a picnic supper and now that I haven’t a cook any more, it’s really the only thing I can manage.’


    ‘I wish you were my godmother,’ said Gerry, too tired to think before she spoke. As soon as the sense of it reached her she blushed and tried to cover the discourtesy, but Anna Kingsley laughed again.


    ‘Don’t be silly – it’s a compliment. And if I didn’t already have those twins of yours I’d volunteer. Now, hurry up with that and get to bed. You won’t get any kind of job looking as you do tonight.’


  

    

      Chapter Four

    


    But she did get the job, after a series of interviews with different men, some in battledress, others in civilian suits. One of the sessions was conducted in French, in which Gerry felt she acquitted herself reasonably well, but she was puzzled that none of the questions she was asked seemed particularly relevant to the war. She had spent hours trying to work out sensible answers to questions about what she thought had gone wrong with the French defences and what Hitler’s intentions were towards Britain and what ought to be done when the invasion happened: but it was all for nothing. The cold-eyed interviewers seemed more interested in her life at school and with Andrew’s regiment, and even in the skills her grandfather had considered so important.


    Months later she realised that what they had been trying to find out was what she was like and not what she knew. At that stage she laughed at her younger self for assuming that anyone would be interested in what a twenty-three-year-old married woman thought about Hitler’s possible invasion or strategy and tactics.


    It was not until the last interview at the beginning of September that she was given any clue as to what job she might be hired to do. Then she was ushered into yet another empty, dusty room, by a Wren almost as immaculately turned out and beautiful as the one who had first explained the position of married women trying to join up. This time the man behind the bare table was Peter Suvarov, wearing the uniform of a major of an artillery regiment.


    He smiled at her in the way she had remembered as he shook her hand.


    ‘Sorry to mess you about like this. All the mystery is thought to be necessary, but it’s over now. You’ve come through all the trick questions and games with flying colours – just as I expected. I only hope what I have to say now won’t seem a shocking come-down.’


    ‘I’m sure it won’t,’ she said, having been brought up to be polite.


    ‘I run a new, very small, semi-autonomous department concerned with an aspect of security, both internal and external. The department consists of a group of analysts – academics mainly – and me. At first that was adequate, but recent developments mean that I have to spend a great deal of time politicking – for more money, for our continued existence, for a sight of material from overseas, all that sort of thing – and we need someone to coordinate activities in the office.’


    Gerry began to look interested and to feel that she might enjoy such a job. She smiled across the table as Suvarov concluded his explanation.


    ‘It’s an exceedingly sensitive job, requiring absolute, undeviating discretion and loyalty. And, of course, intelligence. There’s no glamour attached to it; salary is on the lowest official scale; you won’t get a uniform; our very existence is under constant threat – and if the man who had us set up in the first place loses his influence we won’t survive unless we can demonstrate our value for money. The army (or the bits of it that know anything about us) hates us; the other intelligence departments despise us. Any questions?’


    ‘Yes: who’s the man you spoke of? Why are you despised? And what are you actually doing?’


    He laughed. ‘I told them you had the sort of bluntness that would get straight to the heart of any problem. But I can’t answer any of them. You’ll get to know all about it if you take the job.’


    ‘I don’t seem to have much option, sir. I’ll take it,’ said Gerry, without a moment’s thought.


    ‘Good girl. Start next Monday.’ He handed her a piece of paper. ‘Report to this house in Queen Anne’s Gate at eight-thirty, destroy the address and telephone number as soon as you have memorised them and never under any circumstances whatever tell anyone that that is where you are working.’


    ‘Yes, sir.’


    ‘Oh, and by the way, Gerry, one of our eccentricities is that we don’t call anyone sir. Christian names only.’


    She could not understand why that should make her blush as she shook his hand and turned to go, but she put it down to another late effect of her long-term weakness.


    Gerry’s next problem was to find somewhere to live. Although Anna Kingsley’s house was a paradise of warmth, elegance and comfort and Anna herself insisted that there was plenty of room for them both, Gerry wanted to regain some independence. She looked at innumerable sets of rooms that she would be able to afford to rent on her meagre salary and hated them all. For some reason it seemed to her to be important not to use any of Andrew’s money for such a purpose. He paid her a generous allowance, and had made arrangements with his solicitor to provide money for emergencies, but her pride insisted that she support herself while she did work of which he might disapprove.


    After ten days’disheartening search she found a pair of rooms in a reasonable house at Chiswick. She thought she could bear to live in them, but she asked Anna Kingsley to inspect them before making up her mind. Anna gave Gerry a lift to Chiswick in her Riley and even before they reached the mall, she said:


    ‘Gerry, are you sure about this? It’s going to take you hours to get in to Whitehall every day. And Edwin – at the War Office, you know – tells me that one of the first casualties of the bombing is going to be the buses, so you might even find yourself walking in.’


    ‘I hadn’t thought of that,’ said Gerry in a tired voice. She took off her gloves and smoothed them in her lap. ‘But anything any nearer is just so horribly expensive.’


    ‘Well, let me –’ Anna was beginning as she wound down her window to signal a left turn.


    ‘No, really, Anna. It’s terribly sweet of you to offer, but I wouldn’t dream of letting you.’


    An almost mischievous smile twitched Anna’s delicate mouth as she explained.


    ‘I wasn’t going to offer you money. If you won’t let me put you up in Eaton Gate, I didn’t expect you to swallow that. No, I have a friend who has rooms at the top of a house in Dover Street. Last time we met he said something about most of the other tenants having fled to the country.’


    Gerry’s tense face relaxed as she contemplated the possibility of swapping Chiswick Mall for Dover Street.


    ‘You might well be able to take over one of their leases for a bit. Let me ask him to dine, and we’ll see what can be done.’


    ‘You’re an angel, Anna,’ said Gerry with feeling. ‘Now we’ve come this far, I think we’d probably better look at the rooms, don’t you?’


    ‘Why not?’ said Anna easily. But when she had inspected them, she turned very courteously to the landlady and explained that after all they were not really suitable. Gerry smiled at the woman apologetically and privately hoped that she was not going to regret turning them down so soon.


    But Anna’s friend, duly summoned to dinner, proved to be very helpful. He confirmed that he was the only tenant left in the house and undertook to find out whether any of the absent ones could be persuaded to sublet to Gerry for a sum that she could afford to pay. Too worried about where she was going to live to think about much else, Gerry took in very little about the man except that his name was Jeremy Oldridge, that he looked about thirty-five, behaved pleasantly and seemed to be on very good terms with Anna Kingsley.


    Three days after the dinner, he telephoned to say that only the basement tenant had replied to the agent’s enquiry, but that if Gerry were prepared to live there, it was hers for the asking.


    ‘Mr Oldridge, thank you,’ she said. ‘I don’t think I mind about it’s being a basement. May I bring Anna round to have a look at it?’


    ‘Yes of course. I’m afraid that I cannot leave the office just now, but the agent will give you a key if you call at his office.’ He gave her the address and half an hour later she and Anna were unlocking the door to the flat.


    It consisted of a sitting room, a bedroom with a lumpy-looking four-foot-six bed, a very small and squalid bathroom and an even smaller kitchenette. Instead of sneering at the flat’s lack of amenities or referring to the grime that smeared the heavily barred windows or the depressing smell of ancient dust and mildew, Anna simply pointed out that from Dover Street Gerry would be able to walk through Green Park, across the Mall and down through St James’s Park and be in Whitehall within a quarter of an hour of leaving her front door. Gerry, obediently refraining from correcting Anna’s assumption that she would be working in Whitehall, agreed that the position alone made the gloominess of the rooms worth putting up with, and added bracingly that she would hardly ever be at home during daylight hours and so she probably would not even notice it.


    Anna smiled at her valiance and produced what comfort she could.


    ‘It really won’t be too bad, Gerry, once you’ve cleaned the place and let some fresh air in, and if I lend you some lamps and rugs and things it’ll become habitable quite quickly.’


    ‘Anna, you don’t have to do that. I shall probably spend hardly any time here and you mustn’t feel responsible for me. I have no claims on you.’


    ‘No one has any claims on me, Gerry. I have never subscribed to the philosophy that to be human you have to give other people rights to your time, money, sympathy and what-have-you. I think it’s vital for sanity that you’re free to give them where you want and stop giving them when you want.’


    Gerry, smarting still from the slap Andrew had dealt her when he refused to let her join up, envied the older woman’s freedom as a prisoner envies the people he can see through the bars of his cell. Before she could find anything to say, Anna went on:


    ‘But I have endless spare bits and pieces which I very much want to give to you so that you can brighten up this basement.’


    ‘Thank you, Anna. That’s terribly kind of you.’


    ‘Good. Come on, let’s go back to Eaton Gate and raid the attics. I think you should build on that rusty colour of the tiles in the fireplace. You’ll never make this place look light, so why not have it warm and cosy?’


    ‘Whatever you say, Anna.’


    ‘Good. Come on.’


    Later that afternoon, Gerry found a taxi and loaded it with all the things Anna had provided and then spent a happy evening pottering about arranging her loot. There was a vividly embroidered shawl in old rose and gold to spread over the dingy sofa; there were two lamps converted from famille rose porcelain jars, and a shabby but pretty old French needlework rug in tones of the same subdued browny pink. With a few books and a picture or two the room would be quite bearable, almost attractive. The minute slip of a bathroom would need serious scrubbing to make it usable, but she could tackle that the next day.


    Soothed by the whole business of being able to create her own surroundings, not in the least lonely, she washed in cold water at the sink in the small kitchen, and got into bed. She was just deciding that the book Anna had lent her was rather dull when the telephone rang.


    ‘Gerry? Is that you? It’s—’


    ‘Flixe!’ she cried, not waiting. ‘How lovely of you to ring. Are you in London?’
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