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Everyone needs a circle of friends to give support and courage, and I would like to dedicate this book to my writing group:


Barb Boehm Miller, Julia Rocchi, Emmy Nicklin, and Christina Keller, with warmest thanks.












Clothes Rations, Britain 1942


40 coupons per person per year


Women’s skirt suit or long coat – 18 points


Dress – 11 points for wool, 7 if not wool


Skirt – 7 points


Blouse or jumper – 5 points


Women’s underwear or apron – 3 points each


Stockings, if available – 2 points per pair


Shoes – 7 points


Men’s suit or coat – 20 points


Trousers – 8 points


Shirt – 5 points


Men’s underwear – 4 points each


Men’s socks – 2 points per pair


A yard of fabric – 2– 3 points


Brides are expected to wear their best dress or skirt suit for their wedding, unless they are in the military, in which case they are to wear their uniform.


SOURCE: MINISTRY OF TRADE MATERIALS













GRACE CARLISLE
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The Vicarage, Aldhurst Village, England
January 1942


‘I found it!’ the Reverend Ben Carlisle’s voice called from the attic. Grace felt her breath catch as she dashed across the vicarage landing to see him come down, a long, flat box held ceremoniously in his arms, a bittersweet smile on his face.


‘Where was it?’ she breathed.


‘It was hidden in a corner behind some boxes of books.’ Her father’s black trousers and shirt were flecked with dust, the edge of his white vicar’s collar smeared with dirt, but he still looked good for almost fifty, Grace thought, with his tall frame and his dark hair silvering at the sides.


‘Bring it into my bedroom,’ Grace said as she raced ahead of him, tidying the small bed in the corner, smoothing down the quilt her mother had made for her. ‘I can’t believe you found it after all these years.’


He put the box onto the bed. ‘She always hoped you’d wear her wedding dress.’


Even ten years after her death, his eyes still betrayed his grief. Grace worried about him, sitting alone in his study, distancing himself from not just his parish but the world. Already battling shell shock from the last war, her father had been brought so low in his grief after her mother’s death that Grace had had to take on much of his parish work, organizing weddings and funerals, baking loaves at harvest, and setting up the nativity for Christmas. She’d also taken on his parish visits, looking after the sick or bereaved, helping the poor, fitting them around her job with Mrs Bisgood at the village shop. The villagers were sympathetic about his seclusion, but Grace fretted over what would happen to the parish once she left for her marital home.


‘Open it, then,’ he urged.


As she pulled off the box lid, the gleam of ivory satin shone brightly from beneath. ‘Oh, it’s beautiful!’


‘Take it out,’ her father said. ‘Let’s have a look at it.’


As Grace pulled the length of shining fabric from the box, a cloud of dust and particles cascaded into the air, a flurry of soft wings bursting out as a dozen moths swept around her bedroom in the shaft of late afternoon sunlight.


She let out a gasp, her gaze shifting from the whirlwind back to the dress, beholding the fitted bodice decorated with glistening pearls. ‘Oh goodness, it must be pure satin.’


While he budged open the window in the eaves to let the moths out, her father said, ‘I hope they haven’t eaten the whole thing.’


Grace brought the dress up to hold against her tall, willowy form, walking over to see herself in the mirror.


She was speechless.


The dress was truly magnificent. A length of ivory satin swept to the floor, decorated with intricate embroidery of trailing, entwined roses, carefully stitched with tiny pearl beads, giving it the shimmering, polished look of a top couturier’s design. The part above the satin bodice was covered with lace, allowing the breast bones and shoulders to be delicately visible beneath. The long sleeves too were lace, showing the colour and contours of the skin beneath.


‘But do I live up to it?’ Grace’s hand went to her thin, lank hair. With all her parish work, she never had time to set it properly, not that she could ever get it to hold a curl. ‘I hope Lawrence will like it.’


At twenty-four, she’d almost given up hope of marriage, especially since she had such a small circle of friends and rarely left the village. She was plain, her slight, boyish frame only emphasized by her taller than average height, and she had a habit of hunching her back, of trying to make herself smaller, less conspicuous. She’d always felt that no one would ever want someone like her, and so, with every passing year, she’d ploughed ever more of her energy into her work in the parish.


Until the former curate, Lawrence Fairgrave, proposed.


‘He’ll think you look mesmerizing; that’s what I thought when I saw your mother wearing it.’ Her father stood back, watching her. ‘I never did find out how your mother came to have such a lovely gown. I suppose I was too busy in those first days of married life, and then it was packed away in the attic and I forgot all about it.’


‘How wonderful to be married in the same dress as her! It’ll be as if she’s here with me every step up the aisle.’ Grace brought the fabric to her face, smelling it for her mother’s perfume, any semblance of her soft warmth. It was there, even if Grace only imagined it.


In the delight of the moment, neither of them mentioned the obvious.


The moths had eaten through large swathes of the delicate lace across the shoulders, leaving it hanging from the seams. One of the sleeves was held together only by threads, and parts of the bodice were puckered with holes, as was the back of the long skirt.


‘It’s not in perfect shape, but I’m sure you can mend it.’ A trace of doubt couldn’t be hidden behind her father’s optimism. ‘All it’ll take is some new lace and a bit of time and skill.’


Grace sighed. ‘Three things I haven’t got.’


‘Why don’t you take it to the Sewing Circle, see if they can help?’


‘They’re busy with a second-hand clothes sale to raise money for the village hall. It’s in desperate need of repairs now that it’s a nursery school, a training room for the Home Guard, and a meeting place for every other village group.’


Determined to salvage his daughter’s excitement, her father inspected one of the sleeves. ‘I’m sure they’ll find a way to patch it up.’ His eyes shined at Grace. ‘You need to stop letting your doubts get in the way. Go on, try it on. Let’s see how it looks. I’ll pop downstairs and put the kettle on while you change.’


Within a few minutes, Grace had taken off her old brown skirt and fawn cardigan and slid the dress over her head, wriggling it down over her slip.


This was her only chance of having the white wedding she’d always wanted. Nazi U-boats patrolling British coasts had brought imports to an absolute minimum, and fabric was one of the first items to go. The population had been issued with a sparse number of clothing coupons to buy essentials, and now the government stipulated new bridal gowns could only be made from thin butter muslin, if you could find or afford it – which few could.


Now, as she looked at herself in the mirror, she felt something inside her shift.


‘Mum,’ she whispered, putting an uncertain hand out to the mirror.


Instead of lanky Grace, the woman reflected back at her was truly beautiful, the image of her own mother. She felt herself stand more upright, and her face – usually wearing the caring expression expected of a vicar’s daughter – took on a new energy, as if she were someone special after all.


But then a strange chill came over her, and it was gone. The mirror only showed tall and willowy Grace, tired and pale, wearing a once-beautiful gown that now hung from her, tattered and faded like a sepia photograph.


‘Oh, Grace! You look lovely!’ Her father came in with the tea, and together they looked at her reflection.


‘Did you see that?’


‘See what, my dear?’


‘For a moment, it was as if Mum were here, looking back at me.’


He smiled sadly. ‘I would love to tell you that you look just like her, but I’m afraid you take after me, tall and dark-haired. And your eyes are even larger and darker than mine. But you’re no less beautiful than she was.’


She reached up and scooped her hair onto her head, feeling a shiver of cold as she exposed her long neck. ‘Maybe if I put my hair up, I’ll look more like her.’


‘She would have been heartbroken to miss your wedding, you know.’ He picked up the family photograph from the table beside her bed. It showed the three of them huddled beneath the wisteria in the garden. In the centre, her mother was laughing, her face warm and heart shaped, her fair curls tumbling down to her shoulders. Beside her in his vicar’s cassock, her father looked healthier and happier than he did now – how Grace wished she still saw him smile like that. Grace must have been around fourteen when the photograph was taken, her tomboy self in a pair of long shorts and a shirt baggily tucked in. Her hand was on her forehead, blocking the sunshine from her eyes, and she grinned as if all the world belonged to her. Sometimes she wished she saw herself smile more often too.


‘It’s still hard to understand how your mother went from being such a healthy woman to bedridden and then, well . . .’ His words petered out.


‘Tuberculosis is like that. We can only be grateful that we had her for as long as we did.’ She swallowed back her own grief, putting an arm around her father. ‘At least we still have each other. It’s good that I’ll still be living here at home with you for the time being, until Lawrence gets his own parish after the war.’


As soon as war was declared, Lawrence had dutifully signed up as a Royal Navy chaplain, and shortly thereafter he was sent to Portsmouth to help with the injured and dying coming off hospital ships.


A frown came over her father’s face. ‘It must be harrowing work down in the naval base.’


‘From his letters, it sounds rather overwhelming. I wish I were there to help him.’


‘You’re such a great help to everyone, Grace.’ He looked back at the picture. ‘I sometimes forget you used to be so adventurous before your mother died. We’d have to send out search parties for you, only to find you halfway up a tree or swimming in the lake at Aldhurst Manor with Hugh Westcott.’


Her mind drifted off to those summer days, how much fun she used to have with Hugh, playing pirates, creating makeshift boats that invariably sank in the lake. ‘I miss those days. It’s a shame it all came to an end, him vanishing off to boarding school and then Oxford.’ Her face fell. ‘And then Mum died. Everything changed so quickly.’


‘Do you know, I haven’t seen Hugh at all since he moved back to Aldhurst Manor. With his father’s death, I’d have thought he’d want to discuss the running of the parish. He has to take up the mantle his father left behind.’


Grace found some clips to pin up her hair, one lock resistantly tumbling down the side of her face. ‘I haven’t seen him either. I heard that he prefers to stay in London. He’s high up in the War Office apparently.’ Grace couldn’t help but feel that her old friend, now an important politician, would think she’d grown up to be very plain.


As if reading her thoughts, her father smiled as he looked at her in the mirror. ‘I can’t believe how lovely you look in that dress. You have a natural beauty, Grace.’


She looked at her thin hair doubtfully, but then stirred herself with a playful nudge at him. ‘You’re only saying that because I look like you.’ She laughed, but it ebbed quickly. ‘In any case, it’s what’s on the inside that counts. That’s what Lawrence says. He wants to marry me because I’m me – a good vicar’s daughter who will make a good vicar’s wife.’ Her heart filled with relief threaded with a vague apprehension that the rest of her life could look much the same as it did now.


‘Only a few months until the big day.’ Her father took her arm, as if about to lead her down the aisle, and they looked at the vision reflected back in the mirror.


‘I can hardly believe it,’ she murmured, but as her eyes drifted over to the shreds of lace, the holes, and the frays, she felt her spirits fall. ‘I only hope I can find a way to mend this dress. If I can’t, I don’t know what I’ll do. Lottie’s offered me her blue dress for the day, but it’s a little too big and not really my colour.’


Her father smiled gently. ‘Whatever you wear, you’ll look lovely.’


But the more she looked at herself in her mother’s worn, white dress, the more she knew that this was the dress she was meant to wear; she’d simply have to find a way to mend it.








CRESSIDA WESTCOTT
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Chelsea, London
January 1942


It was one of those crisp winter mornings, and Cressida Westcott, noted couturier, paused to relish the bright sunshine before stepping into her Chelsea design house. The grand, double-fronted building on the King’s Road had been home to her prestigious brand these past twenty years, and every time she walked through the doors, she felt a surge of pride. This was her business, her empire, her life that she’d built, in spite of the odds being stacked against her as a woman. She’d put her all into building it, making her name synonymous with exceptional evening gowns in the minds of London’s aristocracy.


‘Good morning.’ She greeted each of her shop assistants by name and briskly walked through an array of gowns in every colour, from peacock blue and garnet red to soft ambers and pale pinks. While styles were tempered by the new government rules to save fabric, colour was not. New blended or synthetic fabrics were becoming more common, even in haute couture, and rayon, viscose, and the new nylon from America all shone with exuberance, tempting the upper classes to have their own garments specially created.


Behind the shop, dressing rooms and a client lounge gave way to carpeted stairs that led up to the offices, then up again to the cutting rooms and machine workshops on the floors above. The place ran like clockwork.


‘Any news this morning?’ she asked her personal assistant as she went into her office, taking off her fedora and picking up the latest copy of Vogue that had been placed on her desk.


‘We have an advertisement on page twenty.’ Her assistant bustled in with a cup of coffee, taking note of Cressida’s perfectly fitted pale grey trousers. They were considered a little risqué, but a properly tailored pair of wide slacks put her at the forefront of women’s fashion – and on a par with the men who dominated the profession. Besides, the look went so well with her sharply bobbed bronze hair.


There was no doubt about it, at forty-six, Cressida Westcott was at the very top of her game, in spite of the war.


She flipped through to page twenty, where a tall model wore a beautifully cut maroon jacket and skirt, a coordinating fascinator atop her dark blonde hair. ‘We need more of this kind of advertisement. Too many of my regulars have fled London because of the bombs. We need to attract every last duchess, dame, and lady left in town.’


‘Absolutely.’ Her assistant dutifully took a note before running through her appointments. ‘It’s mostly client meetings today. And remember, you have luncheon with Miss Muriel Holden-Smythe at the Champton at one.’


A smile crept over Cressida’s face. A journalist at Vogue magazine, Muriel had begun as a useful contact and grown into a friend of sorts over the years. Even though Cressida thought friendship was overrated, she couldn’t deny a certain spark of excitement at the prospect of a fine luncheon discussing industry gossip.


Thus it was that after a busy morning of client meetings, Cressida collected her hat and coat and set off for the Champton. As soon as she spotted Muriel, sitting in the prime position in the celebrated French restaurant, she cocked her fedora to a dashing angle and made her entrance.


‘Cressida!’ Muriel stood to kiss her on both cheeks, taking in her outfit. ‘Such devilish shoes! And I adore the slacks.’ Muriel herself was wearing a red-and-orange-swirled viscose dress.


‘But that dress, Muriel! It’s divine!’


‘It’s one of Hartnell’s. I call it “Wildebeest at Sunset”. I can’t decide if it’s daringly vibrant or garishly brassy.’ Muriel laughed and glanced around at the other tables for anyone she knew as they took their seats. This was a place in which to be seen – exactly why she’d booked their lunch there.


‘Fabulous!’ Cressida exclaimed. ‘But I think perhaps a little too outré for my clientele – well, the ones that are left, what with all the bombs.’ She sighed. ‘I simply don’t know what to do, my dear. Half of my clients have moved to the countryside, and the rest have no use for gowns, especially now it’s fashionable for women to wear uniforms all the time. I can’t very well start designing those, now, can I?’


‘I heard that more and more fashion designers are following their prey to the counties,’ Muriel said lightly. ‘Did you know that Digby Morton’s taking a touring fashion show to Bristol?’


‘Yes, and Hartnell told me he’s considering a move to Oxford, but I can’t imagine how he’ll get on. He’s always called it a frightful backwater.’


Muriel lit a cigarette. ‘Hartnell’s couturier to the queen; he can go wherever he likes and do superbly well. He told me he’s had enough of the bombs here in London, going down into a shelter every night, dealing with the danger and the chaos.’


‘You can hardly blame him. Although, I hear the odds of actually being hit are terribly low. I’ll take my chances, at least for now.’ Cressida frowned. ‘I only wish my clients were as valiant.’


‘I can’t help thinking that perhaps you too should be branching out into the counties?’ Muriel elegantly tapped her cigarette on a silver ashtray.


‘Really?’ Cressida chuckled. ‘Me? I wouldn’t last five minutes outside London. I don’t think I’ve even set foot in the countryside since I left for Paris when I was twenty.’ She grimaced. ‘I’m not sure I could spend even five minutes outside of Chelsea these days. Life has been so simple since I moved into a place just down the road from my design house. It’s absolutely perfect, why would I leave?’


Muriel sat back, her eyes scrutinizing Cressida. ‘I had you pegged as a businesswoman who would do anything for her clients. Don’t tell me that the same Cressida who works all hours prefers her Chelsea comforts to a little time in the sticks for the sake of her clients?’


‘We’re still doing well enough here in London. Lady Marley and the Duchess of Kent still have a plethora of charity galas. In any case, with less stock in the shops because of the bombs and the shortages, more people are coming to couturiers. Did you hear that Selfridges has reduced its fashion space down to a single floor so that it doesn’t look so frightfully sparse? The garments in the windows are hideous.’


A waitress came, and they perused the rather meagre menu, both ordering soup and then haddock, knowing it would be an indeterminate white fish in a makeshift sauce. The rationing was testing chefs in the same way it was testing designers, who were now forced to use less fabric, more synthetic materials, and absolutely no metal fastenings or elastic – it was all needed for the war.


‘Did you hear about Digby Morton’s new idea?’ Muriel asked once the waitress had gone. ‘He and a few other top designers have come up with the idea of redesigning the government’s Utility Clothes so that people actually want to wear them. He’s calling the organization IncSoc, which stands for the Incorporated Society of London Fashion Designers.’


‘Now that’s a good idea! When the government started forcing clothes factories to mass-produce standardized clothes, I knew it would be a disaster. Who wants to have a government-issue wardrobe? It’s no wonder they’re so unpopular.’


Muriel lit another cigarette. ‘That’s why IncSoc is such a wonderful idea – a way the haute-couture industry can really do its bit for the war. Instead of the bland, uniform-like Utility Clothes the factories are designing, we can give the clothes flair and style – make people proud to wear them.’


‘But how are they going to convince the government they’ll do a better job?’


‘There’s to be a contest of sorts. All of London’s top designers will hand in their best utility designs, and the top thirty-two will be chosen for a big fashion show to display them to the Board of Trade. I know you’ll come up with something fabulous for it, darling. Do say you’ll join.’


‘I’ll think about it,’ Cressida said, taking note. She loved a contest, and there was something tantalizing about designing chic Utility Clothes – it was an oxymoron, surely? Each garment had strict stipulations, from the amount of cloth allowed to the number of pleats and buttons. No embellishments were permitted, so you had to make it stand out using colour and technique. It was the ultimate challenge.


‘Oh, do come on board,’ Muriel begged. ‘If the doyens of London’s fashion world get involved, the press will love it. It’ll raise the profile and get the nation behind the war. And just think about the excitement of a grand fashion show. You wouldn’t want to be left out, would you?’


‘It does sound intriguing. I’ll have to ask Morton about it when I see him.’


The waitress arrived with their soup, a thin, white affair, described noncommittally as ‘vichyssoise.’ They looked at it plaintively, their eyes meeting as one and then the other began to laugh.


‘What passes for food these days!’ Cressida exclaimed as she took a tentative sip.


But Muriel was already asking, ‘Now, Cressida, tell me about your lovely new house. Have you finished decorating?’


Cressida laughed. ‘I haven’t even begun, my dear. You can’t get wallpaper or paint for love or money – and before you ask, I tried the black market and even they’re running short. It’ll have to remain Edwardian gothic for now. But it’s the perfect location, just around the corner from my fashion house.’


Muriel eyed her knowingly. ‘Perfect if you’re as obsessed with work as you are, darling. I’ve heard rumours that since you moved, you’re there even more hours. It can’t be good for you. All work and no play make Cressida—’


‘But I enjoy it, Muriel,’ she cut in. ‘It’s my passion. In any case, what else would I do with my time?’


‘What about friends, family, perhaps the occasional beau? You should enjoy your success, revel in it. Why don’t you make friends and live it up as much as you can? That’s what everyone else is doing with all these blasted bombs.’


But Cressida only shrugged. ‘I have plenty of fun in my own way, and more friends than I need.’


‘Have you?’


‘Well, there’s you, and then there’s Morton and Hartnell, Audrey and Cecil – although he’s obviously on the next tier down.’


‘I can’t help but notice your “friends” tend to overlap with your work; the first two are couturiers, Audrey is the editor of Vogue, and Cecil Beaton is the top fashion photographer in the country. Do you ever see people who aren’t in the fashion world?’


‘Oh Muriel, what on earth would I have in common with anyone else?’


‘Nothing, I suppose,’ Muriel let out a peel of laughter, and Cressida joined in a little too emphatically.


Cressida knew she worked too much, but that was how she’d succeeded. Her design house was the reason she had money and prestige – it was the means by which she could live the way she wanted. Yes, should she begin to look through the cracks, there were moments when she could do with more company, but there was always work to take her mind off it. Though sometimes, in the dead of night, she would feel that loneliness acutely, threading into her veins with a cold stealth. But she would never admit that to Muriel.


‘Oh, and there was something else I meant to ask you about, darling.’ Muriel broke into her thoughts. ‘I was reading The Times the other day, and there was mention of the death of one Eustace Westcott a few months ago. Wasn’t he a relation of yours?’


Cressida stiffened. ‘A much-older brother – my only sibling and absolutely vile, if you must know. He disowned me when I left home at the end of the last war. I’m sure I’ve told you about it.’


‘Remind me?’


‘My fiancé was one of the two million killed in the war, and Eustace put me down as one of the’ – she put on a gruff, disdainful voice – ‘“unfortunate spinsters destined to be an embarrassment to their families and society at large”. He’d never liked Jack anyway, which didn’t help. Eustace was my guardian after our parents died, and when I didn’t marry, he insisted that the only way to salvage my reputation was for me to stay at home to be a companion for his poor wife and a nursemaid to his children.’


Muriel grinned. ‘And instead, you fled to Paris with a few other debutantes and joined the bohemians. I remember now.’ She let out a squawk of a laugh. ‘Those were the days to be in Paris. I bet you had a ball, all the soirées and artists. I shouldn’t be surprised if there’s a nude of you hanging in some prestigious gallery.’


‘Now that would be telling.’ Cressida’s eyes lit up with delight. ‘Do you know that’s how I began to design, in those days modelling in Paris? I was perfect for the flapper look, and somewhere down the line I stopped simply putting on what they told me to wear and started having ideas of my own.’


‘You’ve always been opinionated, darling. It’s one of the reasons I adore you.’


‘You adore me, dearest Muriel, because you can get all the best gossip out of me.’


The waitress came to take their bowls, the soup having been consumed more from a dread of the main course than any particular liking of the flavour.


‘So, tell me. Despite the estrangement, did you go to your brother’s funeral?’ Muriel continued. ‘I gather it was held in St Paul’s Cathedral.’


‘I confess I did slip into the back, just to make sure he was truly gone. Eustace never forgave me for my success, for doing what I loved in spite of his forbidding it. I think he was resentful of me. He’d always had a passion for grand architecture, but he’d had to push that to the side to be lord of the manor. It made him so frightfully staunch about family duty, and if it ruined his life, it should ruin everyone else’s.’


‘And where is your country pile? In Kent, isn’t it?’


‘In a village by the name of Aldhurst. It’s not far from Canterbury.’


‘Did you see any of the family at the funeral? The newspaper mentioned two children.’


‘That’s right, he had a son and a daughter, my nephew and niece. Hugh would be about twenty-five now. I recall that he’s doing something for the War Office. He’s inherited the manor, and I’m sure little will change in its running.’


‘Hugh Westcott, the name sounds familiar.’ Muriel’s face screwed up in thought. ‘Isn’t he the one courting that socialite, Astrid Fortescue? I’m sure I saw a photograph of the couple in some dreadful society magazine. And his sister is Violet Westcott, isn’t it? A blonde beauty of about twenty-one – more charm than brains, if the rumours are to be believed.’


Cressida grimaced. ‘It sounds as if I’m lucky I escaped when I did. I imagine even an evening with them would be deadly.’


‘Were you left anything, part of the estate perhaps?’


‘Eustace would never have left me a thing, not that I have any interest in ever going back there again. It was beautiful when I was a child, covered with climbing roses and splendid gardens, but Eustace ruined it for me after our parents passed away.’ She heaved a sigh. ‘In any case, I loathe leaving London for anything. There’s nowhere else I’d rather be, Blitz or no Blitz.’ She looked at her dramatic trousers and bright red high-heeled shoes, a smirk on her lips as her eyes met Muriel’s. ‘In any case, I simply wouldn’t make sense anywhere else.’








VIOLET WESTCOTT
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Aldhurst Manor, Aldhurst
January 1942


A bright shaft of sunshine beamed into the cold, austere dining room at Aldhurst Manor as Violet Westcott toyed with her bread omelette. The butler had just brought in the latest copy of Vogue, and it already lay open beside her. Shaking back her golden curls, she wondered if she were simply too delicate for the maroon skirt suit on page twenty. How irksome it was that patriotism had made uniform-style clothes all the rage. Was a feminine gown really too much to ask?


‘Fashion is out of fashion,’ she read with annoyance.


The shortages caused by the Nazis’ shipping blockade meant that it was out of style to be flamboyant, and all her society friends were showing off their uniforms from various dull military jobs.


Contrary to her expectations of excitement, drama, and romance, the war was not going well for Violet. ‘Wardrobe Planning’ was the new euphemism for putting up with what you had, and government leaflets, posters, and magazines were instructing you to ‘Make Do and Mend.’ Everything was rationed, everyone was too busy, and now her father had died, leaving her to fend for herself when it came to arranging her future.


And her future was rapidly becoming a pressing matter. Lord Ombersley had been all but ready to propose when he was shot down over Malta. Who was she going to marry now? Why did all the eligible young nobles insist on being pilots, for heaven’s sake? There were hardly any aristocrats left!


Vogue offered her a brief respite, and her eyes drifted back down, resting on the designer’s name, Cressida Westcott. Violet had been secretly following her career, aware that it was her disobedient, estranged aunt. Her father had forbidden Cressida’s name to even be mentioned in his presence, but Violet had always held a secret dream of meeting her, socializing among her set, trying on her gowns, and gadding about to society clubs, arm in arm with the top female couturier in London.


‘Good morning.’ Her brother Hugh looked as serious as ever in his Westminster suit as he took his place at the head of the table, telling the aged butler, ‘Just toast this morning. I have to catch the early train. Oh, and I’ll be staying in London for the week.’


There was a maturity about him these days, as if he thought he was the only responsible one. Violet often felt that he treated her like a child, not least because she didn’t have any patience for the war, which was patently ridiculous. Who did have any patience for it, with women expected to roll up their sleeves to take on war work and get all gung-ho about jam making and taking in evacuees?


‘Hugh,’ she began, but trailed off. The two were not close and had grown more distant still since their father’s death a few months ago. Four years his junior, Violet hadn’t had much to do with him before he was sent to boarding school. And now he was far too busy and important to bother with her; she knew he thought her too frivolous for words.


‘Yes?’ His tone was businesslike.


A ball of frustration formed in her chest, and the words came spilling out, emotional and confused. ‘You can’t just run off to London for a week and leave me here to run things by myself. The place is chaos without Father, and how am I to find the right sort of husband without him here to help make introductions? I’m going to end up a spinster at the rate eligible young men are dying!’


Hugh’s voice softened. ‘I know things have changed with him gone, but you’ll get used to it soon.’


‘But don’t you take your estate duties seriously? Don’t you care? The manor needs upkeep, attention. If you keep letting it slide, the family name will slide as well, and then no good aristocrat will want me!’


‘I do care, Violet. But my work in the War Office is more important than minor household responsibilities. In any case, I’m not ignoring the estate. There’s a list of things that our father left on his desk, and I’m dealing with those for now. After the war, I’m sure I’ll be here more often.’


‘Why don’t you come back to live here now? Where is your sense of duty?’


He was beginning to lose patience with her, his face contorting into a scowl. ‘Oh, have no fear, Violet. Our father drummed a sense of duty into me just as much as he did you. You might have a fondness for this place, but I most certainly do not.’ His eyes strayed out of the window down to the lake, and he added thoughtfully, ‘Except perhaps for the grounds.’ He looked back at her frankly. ‘You know that I was never on good terms with our father, but I know my duties to the place, despite my aversion to it. I will see to his list as soon as I can.’


The butler returned with the post, handing a number of letters to Hugh, one of which was an invitation card.


After reading it, his eyes flickered up to Violet’s. ‘Lord Flynn has invited us to a reception at Darley Grange at the weekend, if you’d care for it? Maybe that will cheer you up.’


‘Has he?’ Her spirits lifted at this special attention. ‘What’s the occasion?’


He reread the invitation. ‘Darley Grange has been requisitioned by the army as a new Allied HQ, and the reception is being held to welcome the Americans. There’ll be plenty of officers and higher ranks.’ Then he added, ‘You never know, you might meet your future husband there. Lord Flynn is considered quite a catch, I believe.’


Violet had met him and his mother at a London gala a few years ago. ‘If my memory serves me right, he is quite charming, although he has a round face, like a chubby little hamster. And he doesn’t have proper blue blood, does he? His father got the peerage as an industrialist.’ She heaved a long, dramatic sigh. ‘But with Lord Ombersley gone and the others going down like flies, I might have to lower my sights. The Duke of Davenport is an option, I suppose, but he’s so dreadfully dull and more than a little odd, if truth be told.’ She huffed, opening her hands with exasperation. ‘Look what this war has reduced me to!’


Ignoring her remarks, he passed her one of the letters. ‘This one’s for you.’


It was typed, official looking.


‘What’s this?’ she said, cautiously taking it.


‘I’m not sure, but it has the hallmarks of a conscription letter.’


Fear shot through her, quickly followed by indignation. ‘I thought they weren’t forcing us women to do war work!’ She tore the envelope and pulled out the typed letter. As she read the first few lines, her face fell.


Ever the bore, Hugh started getting preachy. ‘Surely you knew it was only a matter of time, especially after they asked all women under forty to register last year. We need more factory workers, more Land Girls, and more military drivers, cleaners, and cooks. Conscripting women is the only answer.’


‘It’s telling me to go to the Conscription Office in Canterbury next week.’ She began to panic, scanning the letter. ‘I couldn’t possibly do factory work, Hugh. I’m simply not built for it. My job is to find a husband, to give birth to sons who will govern this country. That’s my war work! You have to get me out of it, Hugh.’ Her voice was rising. ‘Father could always pull strings. You’ll have to do the same.’


‘But this is conscription, Violet. It would be difficult to get around, even if I were inclined to help you dodge it, which I’m not. You need to play your part just like everyone else.’


‘How could you be so heartless, Hugh! You simply have to help me!’


He shook his head, vexed with her hysteria. ‘You can’t shirk your responsibility, though I suppose I could try to get you an easy job somewhere close to home. It would be better than a factory job, at least. The new Allied HQ at Darley Grange will need drivers, and most of the women in that pool come from the upper-class women’s unit, the FANYs – they’re the ones who already know how to drive – so at least you’d be with your own kind.’


‘Well, that doesn’t sound too bad. They might even let me live at home if I tell them it’s a billet.’ Violet brightened, her mind whirring with plans. ‘And if I’m stationed at Darley Grange, I can spend more time with Lord Flynn.’


‘You might have to do a few weeks of training, but don’t worry, I’m sure it won’t be too taxing.’


‘I can do taxing, you know, Hugh. I simply choose not to.’ She sniffed, suddenly miffed at the notion that he didn’t think she was clever enough.


But Hugh was already getting to his feet to leave. ‘Let’s hope you’re right. It’d be embarrassing for the family if the military gave up on you.’


‘Oh, come on now, Hugh. I’m not that useless. I’m head of the village Sewing Circle, and it’s doing awfully well.’ She neglected to add that she was a figurehead rather than an active member. It was Mrs Bisgood who actually ran the group – the woman ran the whole village, for heaven’s sake.


‘Then maybe you should actually attend a meeting for a change?’ He turned to her from the door, giving her a smile. ‘I’ll be home on Friday evening and look forward to hearing about it then.’


And with a perfunctory ‘good-bye,’ he was gone.


‘But Hugh . . .’ Violet’s voice petered out. First the conscription, and now having to mend clothes with the motley assortment of women in the hall.


As she sat back in the dining chair, she couldn’t help feeling that it was all terrifically unfair.


Ridiculous war!








GRACE
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Grace stood on the platform of Aldhurst station, a chilly afternoon wind peeling strands of her hair out of its bun. The hum of the rail line heralded the arrival of the train, and as the steam cleared on the platform, she saw a door open, and there he was, his naval uniform punctuated with his white chaplain’s collar, Lawrence, the man soon to become her husband.


The jacket made him look broader than usual; she supposed that’s what her friend Lottie meant when she said that uniforms made men look more handsome and heroic. Yet he looked older than he had the last time she saw him, more exhausted, probably due to his long hours with the injured and dying soldiers. His dark hair had receded a little farther from his forehead, reminding her that he was ten years her elder. She’d always thought that it was practical, having an older husband, someone she could rely upon, who would be steady.


With a slight hesitation, she hurried forward to greet him, clasping her coat together, a tentative smile on her face. ‘Hello, Lawrence.’


He took off his hat, bending his head down to give her a kiss on the cheek. ‘How lovely to see you.’


Suddenly shy, she flustered with a button coming loose on her coat. ‘It’s so wonderful that you could come.’ She walked alongside him as they made their way through the station to the lane, words spilling out anxiously. ‘It’s been so busy here, with more bereaved parishioners. I thought perhaps we could visit Mrs Hanley on our way home, if that’s all right?’


‘Of course.’ He smiled down at her. ‘You’re so very good to the villagers. I hope you won’t find it difficult to leave after we’re married. Every parish needs help, and with you by my side, we’ll be moving up to larger parishes and more. My name was even put forward for a position as a deacon.’


‘Oh, a deacon! How wonderful. I hope we won’t have to go too far from Aldhurst, though.’


‘It’s a tremendous honour,’ he said with pride. ‘They might send us to the north, or even abroad. There’s no better way to serve God, is there?’


She felt her breath falter. ‘I suppose not.’


As they reached Mrs Hanley’s house, she quickly explained, ‘Her husband is a prisoner of war in Singapore, and she has to look after their three young children while pregnant with their fourth. Let’s hope we find the children in a calm, quiet mood.’


They weren’t.


The two older Hanley boys chased a large ginger cat around the small sitting room while a younger girl screamed as if the world were coming to an end.


‘I’m sorry for all the trouble, Grace,’ the dishevelled woman said. ‘I’ve been trying to put on dinner, but they won’t settle down. Oh, is this your husband-to-be?’ Mrs Hanley said, seeing Lawrence. ‘Come in! We’re a bit of a mess, I’m afraid.’


Grace slid past her, shooed the cat outside, picked up the screaming girl, and cleared a space to sit down on the sofa, drawing the other children near with a rhyme.


‘We’re here to help you, Mrs Hanley.’ Lawrence followed her into the kitchen. ‘The Bible says that we have to persevere.’


And as Grace quickly coerced the children to listen quietly to a story, she heard Lawrence quoting inspiring passages from Deuteronomy to Mrs Hanley. Not quite as practical as helping with the cooking, but she supposed it was something.


After another half an hour, Mrs Hanley seemed much relieved to finally have dinner on the table and thanked them heartily as they left. ‘I’m very grateful, as always.’


As they made their way back down the lane, Lawrence said, ‘You deserve a medal for taming those children, Grace.’


She smiled up at him. ‘I don’t mind it at all. I love children. Perhaps we’ll have some of our own one day. I’ve always dreamed about a nice house, a few little ones playing in a pretty garden, a lovely parish community with plenty of village festivals and events.’


‘It sounds like your life here in Aldhurst.’


‘I suppose that’s what I want, really – my mother seemed to have everything she needed to be happy, before her illness at least.’


‘I know how hard it’s been for you since her death, with your father’s grief and his shell shock coming back. Does he still have nightmares?’


‘They still come, but not so very often. It’s the guilt that’s the worst. He can’t seem to dispel the idea that he could have done more to save his friend Jack – although in the middle of a muddy field in the Somme being bombed to pieces, I’m not sure what he could have done. My father himself was so badly wounded, he was almost left for dead. Somehow Mum could make everything all right for him, quiet the nightmares, but when she died it all came flooding back.’ She pulled his arm tighter.


Lawrence patted her hand. ‘You lost so much when she died. It was truly God’s design that I was chosen as the curate to come to help you both.’


She looked at their hands, folded inside each other’s. ‘All I want is to rebuild the family that I lost.’ She turned to him, and as she felt tears sting her eyes, she muttered, ‘Th-thank you, Lawrence, for asking me to marry you, for making my dream come true.’


‘Now, now, Grace. Don’t cry. In any case, I should be the one thanking you.’ He flushed with embarrassment at her emotions. ‘You’re so good for agreeing to marry me. I don’t know any other woman so well suited to the life of a busy vicar.’


‘I can’t believe our wedding is only a few months away. Have you thought about a place for our honeymoon?’ she asked nervously.


He looked at the ground. ‘I meant to talk to you about that, Grace. I’m afraid I can only get a twenty-four-hour leave. They can’t spare me for any longer.’


‘Oh, that’s all right,’ she said quickly, trying to ignore the flicker of relief that passed through her. She wasn’t sure why, but she was more anxious than excited for her honeymoon – probably just wedding nerves.


‘I thought I would book us into a small hotel in Canterbury,’ Lawrence continued. ‘Somewhere in the old town, close to the cathedral museum, which I always enjoy.’ He reached for her hand. ‘I thought you would like that too.’


‘How well you know me, my dear Lawrence.’


As they rounded the corner into the village, the sound of a lone plane came from Aldhurst Hill and they both turned, squinting into the sky.


‘Is it one of ours?’ Lawrence patted his pockets to find his glasses.


Watching the sky in trepidation, Grace laughed in relief as she recognized a little fighter plane nipping primly through the clouds, the underside of its elliptical wings emblazoned with roundels. ‘It’s only a Spitfire, thank heavens. Strange to see one before dark.’


‘It must be part of a training exercise.’


‘Or perhaps it’s being delivered,’ she mused. ‘I read an article about women pilots ferrying planes all over the country, freeing the men for the fighting.’


‘It’s a shame what this war has led us to, women flying fighter planes. Women shouldn’t be working at all, least of all in war machines.’ Lawrence looked at her and smiled. ‘I’m glad you’re not going to have to do anything untoward like that.’


But Grace was watching the trail of white dissipating in the sky. ‘It must be wonderful to fly, don’t you think? Zooming around the sky, in and out of the clouds like a bird, completely free.’


He laughed gently. ‘I would have thought you’d prefer your two feet firmly on the ground.’


Taking her arm, he resumed their walk to the vicarage, pausing only for Grace to pick a few stems of laburnum spilling onto the lane from a front garden. ‘It’ll brighten up the church for Sunday. It’s what Mum used to do at this time of year.’


And as he smiled at her, she felt a wave of warmth, a closeness to her mother. Lawrence was here, he loved her, and he would give her the family she’d always wanted.








CRESSIDA
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A crash of shattering glass woke Cressida with a start. Stunned, she cowered in horror beneath the bedcovers for a brief moment before frantically pushing them off. Explosions sounded inside and out, the dark house rumbling as though it were about to collapse beneath her.


‘Why didn’t they sound the air raid sirens?’ she gasped, frantically shuffling her feet into her court shoes to tread over the glass-crusted floor to the window. Peeling back the blackout curtain, she peered into the smoke-rent air. A fierce gold-red fire billowed from farther up the street, casting a murky orange glow into the dark, and the acrid smell of cordite spilled through the cracked windowpane with a gush of sooty air.


First one, then two, and suddenly a band of Nazi planes was thundering low across the dark amber sky, their bellies swollen with bombs, heading straight towards her precious home.


Frozen in fear, she felt a cry clamp dry in her throat.


Everything seemed to go silent as she watched six or seven dark fingers of bombs spilling carelessly into the night sky, descending fast, twisting in the air and diving towards the row of terraced houses below.


Her breath stopped.


Were they going to hit her street? A bomb or two could ground several houses at once; a fire could ravage them all, stealing down the row with growing speed and ferocity.


She darted down the stairs, grabbing her handbag and coat as the colossal sound of the explosions began. Heaving booms jerked the house furiously, followed by a drill of smaller blasts – incendiaries breaking into a thousand explosive sparks.


She had to get out.


Tugging at the front door, she hauled it open and ran out, not even pausing to close it as the force of another explosion propelled her down the road. She fled, wrenching her coat around her against the debris and the mayhem, tears coursing down her face from the fumes, the explosions, and the raw, unabating fear.


For a brief moment, she looked over her shoulder, and that’s when she saw it.


Great coils of fire snaked out of her house, busting through the windows, the roof already a massive furnace sending flames twisting up into the heavens. ‘My house!’ she cried. ‘My house!’


Sprinting down the road towards her, a woman sobbed as she clung to her baby in one arm, her other hand connected to a chain of two young children, struggling to keep up.


‘Come on!’ she yelled at them. ‘Come on!’


Behind them an older man was pulling his wife, running, like Cressida, in their bedclothes, down to the end of the street. Debris surged up behind them, igniting the woman’s dressing gown, which she quickly discarded, too frightened to stop or put out the fire. A black-and-white dog raced back and forth, barking incessantly, desperate to find its owner. The roar of the inferno soon overpowered the sound of the vanishing planes, the too-late wail of the air raid siren, and the heavy pounding of the anti-aircraft guns coming from the local park.


Pushed on by the force of more explosions, Cressida joined the throng, rushing as fast as she could to the end of the street, her sobs catching in her throat, fright and panic overwhelming her.


At the junction she stopped, her chest wheezing with soot and exhaustion – heaven only knew how long it had been since she’d last sprinted so hard. Her whole body wanted to crumble with fatigue.


The street was a morass of smoke and blasts, the fires spreading fast from building to building, and she looked frantically down to the corner where her fashion house stood, hoping to see its reassuring heft.


But in its place was a tremendous ball of orange-gold fire, tall and volatile, covering the entire row of shops as it fed hungrily off the timber and furniture and fabric.


‘My design house!’ she cried, not even covering her face as sobs poured out of her. ‘My work!’ She tried to run towards it, unable to believe that every shred of material, every design and desk and machine was being ravaged by the flames, but the heat and smoke forced her back.


She felt like screaming. Hadn’t she paid the price for her space on the earth through her long hours, her sleepless nights? Hadn’t she given enough?


A sudden wrench of defeat tore into her.


In that moment, the entire wretched war, the danger, the rations, the loss, and the misery all thundered down onto her. She couldn’t ignore it any longer. She couldn’t show Mr Hitler she was keeping calm and carrying on, as the newspapers and radio urged.


Crumpling onto the pavement, she began to cry with uncontrollable grief. This war was going to take everything from her, just as the last one had taken her one true love. The only saving grace was that she herself had not been engulfed in flames – although for a moment, she wondered if that was much of a grace at all.


Life began to take on a dreamlike vagueness in the hazy heat of the fire, at once shimmering and impossible to grasp, and yet unbearably crisp, as if it had happened before, a déjà vu that she was destined to replay in her mind again and again.


‘Are you all right, madam?’


She looked up to see a man in black, a round tin helmet on his head with the letters ARP.


Air Raid Precautions, she recollected in a daze.


He took her arm and helped her up off the ground, walking her to the main road. ‘Why don’t you go to the ARP Centre up by the Tube station. You’ll be able to get a nice cup of tea there, collect yourself.’


Others were being told the same, and numbly, she trailed along with them, urged by a yearning for the familiar comfort of hot tea. Sometimes she’d walked this way to take coffee in a café before work.


And just like that, it occurred to her that she wouldn’t be going to work in the morning.


Her life was going to change completely, and a stab of anguish stopped her in her tracks: What was she going to do?


It was easy to see the ARP Centre. People were spilling out into the street, and although the blackout curtains stopped light coming from the building, the thin beams from the handheld torches of those outside issued an eerie cascade of moving lights, like fireflies circulating in the night.


Inside, she was handed a cup of lukewarm tea. When she asked if they had anything stronger, someone pulled out a flask and poured a finger of Scotch into it. Although tea and whisky weren’t perhaps the ideal cocktail, she could only feel grateful.


It’s the small kindnesses that make devastation bearable.


As the whisky started to bring her back to life, Cressida spotted some of her neighbours, a well-to-do couple wearing those ghastly all-in-one siren suits.


‘This is it, then,’ she muttered to the woman. ‘We’re homeless.’


‘Well, we’re going to stay with my sister in Hampstead. The Dorchester’s been full since the Blitz began, and all the other decent hotels too.’ The woman clutched her handbag, one of the designer ones with a circular bulge in the base to conceal her gas mask. Cressida thought of the gas mask she’d never worn, having ignored the government instructions for the sake of vanity. She frowned as she saw it in her mind’s eye, discarded in the cupboard under the stairs, which now didn’t exist.


The woman’s husband didn’t look at all happy with the idea of staying with her sister in Hampstead, but standing in a siren suit in the early hours makes even the worst relatives seem bearable.


A young, nasal ARP woman bustled up and asked if Cressida had anywhere to go, any family or friends with a spare room.


Without a moment’s thought, she replied, ‘No.’


It wasn’t strictly true, but there was no one with whom she felt she could stay. Muriel and her other fashion associates weren’t the type of friends she felt she could land on, and she couldn’t bear to think of begging her niece and nephew for hospitality; it was the only thing that could possibly make her situation any worse. She didn’t know her brother’s son and daughter at all, but in all likelihood, they would be as vile as he was.


The ARP woman went on. ‘Well, you can think about that tomorrow. For tonight, you can stay in the Emergency Homeless Shelter in the school hall.’ She pointed to the old school opposite, whose pupils had been evacuated to Wiltshire when the war began.


For a moment, Cressida stood deliberating, watching as ambulances whizzed past to pick up the injured, closely followed by trucks of men to lift heavy debris and find the dead. It seemed impossible that this was happening to her.


Eventually, she muttered, ‘Well, I suppose needs must,’ and crossed the road to the old school.


Outside the main door, a wiry ARP man directed her into the makeshift dormitory in a school classroom, and Cressida followed the others inside.


It was even worse than Cressida had been expecting. Not unlike an underground shelter, the floor was covered in blankets in various states of disrepair. Many displayed the telltale contours of people trying to sleep underneath, while others lay empty, awaiting the expected occupants.


She joined the queue to register with an older ARP woman with a clipboard.


‘I say, are there any more blankets?’ an upper-class woman asked no one in particular.


‘You can’t get blankets for love or money these days,’ a balding man in the line said. ‘The army gets first dibs on everything.’


Someone called out, ‘Don’t fault the army. Our young men, fighting on the front line, they’re the ones who need the blankets.’


The balding man bickered back, ‘It’s worse than the front line here, with the bombs.’ He went into a spasm of coughing. ‘My wife’s been in hospital for over two months.’


A murmur of commiseration went round. The government wasn’t saying how many had been killed or injured in the bombings, but everyone knew of someone.


When she reached the front of the line, Cressida asked the ARP woman, ‘What am I supposed to do tomorrow? My house has gone. I have no clothes, no toiletries, nothing.’


‘I’m afraid you’ll have to borrow what you can until you can buy some more. There’ll be a few boxes of used clothes in the morning for everyone to have something for the day, and you can get a new ration book and more clothing coupons at a local community office. There’s plenty of jumble sales around, and a lot of the women’s groups have started clothing exchanges in each neighbourhood.’


‘But to stock a whole house, a whole life, from scratch?’ The notion seemed impossible. Even though she’d heard of so many others homeless before her, she could barely think of where to start. All that furniture, her clothes, and then the little necessities. And then there was her design house. ‘It’s everything I worked for – everything I had.’


But the woman was busy writing Cressida’s name and her now former address onto her list, briefly looking up to say, ‘You’re lucky to still have your life.’


A tremor ran down her spine. How close to the truth that was, and she had the eerie recollection of cowering beneath her bedclothes, telling herself it would all go away.


How close she had been to oblivion.


She felt the world shift, unstable and erratic, before quickly telling herself to focus on the immediate problems, think of the practicalities. ‘But where will I go, after tonight? How can I buy a new house without an old house to sell? What about my business?’


‘You can apply to the government for a part payment for your lost property, but it’ll take a while, maybe until the end of the war.’ The woman gave her a sorry smile. ‘You can stay with relatives, or there are a few hotels on the outskirts of town that might still have rooms.’


‘But . . .’ Cressida began, not really sure what else she could ask.


‘For tonight, you’ll be over there.’ She pointed with a pen to an empty blanket at the end of a row of sleeping bodies, although it was hard to see how anyone could sleep with all the commotion.


Something inside her seemed to shrivel, but she took a deep breath and trod carefully down to her place. On peeling back the tattered, dark grey blanket, she hoped to find a sheet or at least another blanket underneath, to no avail. With a heavy sigh, she lay down on the scuffed wooden floorboards, pulling the blanket over her body, holding her handbag as tightly as she had held her teddy as a child. Now it was her only, and thereby her most precious, possession.


Her eyelids closed, and she suddenly found herself incredibly tired, her body like a dead weight, her limbs immovable.


Yet sleep evaded her. She continued to turn the events of the night over in her mind, hoping to somehow find a solution to her problems she hadn’t previously considered. But no matter how much she tried to stop listening, her ears were trained on an incredibly dull debate between two elderly sisters about what a third sister was going to have to say on the matter of their sudden homelessness. Meanwhile, the overhead light, although dimmed by a green paisley headscarf hanging around the shade, gleamed through her eyelids, a glaring reminder that all was very definitely not as it should be.


Which was why, when the first light of dawn began to be seen around the edges of the blacked-out windows, she decided that the best course of action was to find a warm café.


With a whisk of the blanket, she got to her feet, picked up her handbag, and made for the door. On the way, she let the elderly sisters know that the third sister would probably be happiest if they tried to get some sleep.


Outside, the smell of smoke and cordite lingered in the frosty air. From habit, curiosity, or just sheer longing, she found herself trudging back to her old road.


The blaze had been put out, and a black, smouldering smoke lingered around the street. Great mounds of rubble lay cold and still, like the dead.


Nobody was there, only a few shadows of looters sifting through the burnt debris for valuables. Fortunately, Cressida had most of her jewellery locked in a bank, a safeguard she had thought ridiculous at the time, but for which she now felt unbearably grateful. Only an ornate ladies’ wristwatch and a silver necklace with a locket had been on a bedside table, now, she imagined, lost to whichever scavenger had found them first.


Otherwise, the street was deserted – if, indeed, one could still call it a street. The heavy teams had found and removed any dead bodies, everything else would be dust and ashes by now. She wondered if her neighbours had got out in time: the family in number four, the old lady in nineteen.


Suddenly, the black-and-white dog from the night before appeared, still running for his life. In his mouth something pale caught the dim light, and she realized with a heave in her stomach that it was a child’s cloth doll, limp and bloody.


She slumped down and retched, bile searing acid through her throat and mouth, her stomach heaving long after it had emptied, desperately trying to empty more, to remove every essence of this scene. And as she bent her head and sobbed, loudly and incredulously, it felt as if the world – and her inside it – had simply gone insane.


Eventually, pale gold threads of sunlight pulled her out of her misery and she dried her eyes. As if in a trance, she peered at the heap that formed the only remnants of her home, her life.


‘What does it amount to?’ she asked softly into the wind. ‘What do I amount to?’


She had never felt so desolate, with nowhere and no one to turn to for help. For the first time, her loneliness loomed large and threatening, and there was nothing to distract her from it. Her work, her design house . . . gone.


And now she’d have to find a way to start all over again. She had never thought it could happen to her, no matter how many buildings she’d seen burned to the ground since the Blitz began.


But now she was just another homeless survivor. There must be thousands – hundreds of thousands – in London alone.


Deep inside, something seemed to collapse – her standards, her pride, her control? With few other choices, perhaps now was the time to mend her relationship with her remaining family. She worried that her brother had poisoned his children against her, but with him gone, things might be different.


The chill of night was transcending into the new brightness of day, and slowly, she made her way to the station.


Whatever she felt about her brother, the countryside, and even Aldhurst Manor itself, there was nowhere else she could turn.


[image: Paragraph break image]


It appeared that the entirety of the US Army had arrived in the forecourt of Waterloo Station at this ungodly hour in the morning. As she stepped over kit bags and studiously ignored wolf whistles, Cressida couldn’t help thinking that the world had turned upside down.


‘Wanna cigarette?’ a GI asked with a cheeky grin.


‘No, thank you,’ she replied, her mind on the gruesome task in hand.


As much as she didn’t want to make this telephone call, she knew she had little choice. She had to simply grit her teeth and get on with it, and it was with a determined huff that she lifted the receiver in the telephone box.


‘I need to get hold of Aldhurst Manor in Kent, please,’ she told the operator, fumbling in her handbag for some coins and pressing them into the machine.


‘That’s Aldhurst 467. I’ll put you through,’ the young woman said.


Cressida felt the hairs on the back of her neck tingle as the telephone began to ring.


After a few rings, it was answered by a sharp-sounding man. ‘Aldhurst Manor. How may I help you?’


‘I would like to speak to Mr Westcott.’


‘This is Mr Westcott speaking. With whom do I have the pleasure?’ The voice was cold and rather pompous.


Just like Eustace, she thought with irritation.


Why had she thought this a good idea?


She battled the urge to hang up the receiver.


‘This is Cressida Westcott. I believe I’m your aunt.’ Just the word made her feel old and plain, the kind of woman Eustace would have had her become.


‘Oh, yes, of course.’ His voice was clipped, not precisely hostile, but not warm either. ‘How may I be of help?’


‘I’ll just get to the point. My house has been bombed, and I am in need of a place to stay for a short duration. I thought I’d ask you because you have plenty of spare bedrooms and I’ll be able to stay out of your way.’


There was a pause.


‘I know it’s quite early in the morning to spring this on you. And of course, if it’s inconvenient, I’m sure I could find somewhere else.’ It hadn’t crossed her mind that he might turn her away. It would be considered incredibly bad form, as well as unpatriotic, perhaps not ideal for a man in the War Office.


‘No, no, of course you must come. I wouldn’t have it any other way,’ he said somewhat blandly. ‘You are welcome to stay for as long as you’d like.’


‘Thank you.’ She tried to keep the peeved tone from her voice. ‘I am catching the seven-forty-seven train, so I’ll be with you soon. Don’t worry about sending a car around, I can walk from the station.’


‘Don’t you have luggage?’


She looked at her handbag and replied, ‘No,’ in a pointed way.


There was a silence, both wondering if there was anything else to be said. In the end, Hugh said, ‘Well, I wish you a good journey. Good-bye.’


After another thanks and good-bye, she hung up the receiver, dispirited.


Well, she thought as she stalked to platform four and stepped onto the train, as soon as I get there, I’ll telephone an estate agent to find me a new place in London as quickly as they can.


The train pulled out of the station on time for once, and Cressida slouched back in her seat, gazing out of the window as her beloved grey, smoky London dissipated into the green blur of the countryside. The buzz of city life, the arena of everything new, the anonymity; how on earth was Cressida going to survive without it?


The city was a place where she could retain her independence and privacy. A place where no one asked questions, no one made judgments about single women living on their own.


And now she was returning to the place where everyone knew exactly who she was. The manor was bound to bring back unpleasant memories, even without the villagers’ noses in her business.


Her thoughts turned to Jack, her fiancé, Aldhurst reminding her irrevocably of the last time she’d seen him. A month before his twentieth birthday, he had been killed on the Somme. No matter how much she had begged him not to go, he wouldn’t be stopped. He had been on the front only nine months before he was dead.


She quickly turned her thoughts to other things, clutching the handles of her handbag tighter. Beneath her camel cashmere overcoat, she still wore only her mauve silk nightdress, and she could only thank heaven she’d had the foresight to put on her tan-coloured court shoes. There was little for which to be grateful, but they were her favourites, Italian, and therefore impossible to replace now that Italy had joined the wrong side. A chic pair of shoes was a silly comfort, but sometimes it’s small things that make all the difference.


Aldhurst station looked smaller and more antiquated than Cressida remembered, and she quickly bustled through so that she wouldn’t get trapped by the old station master – still the same man after all these years. She wondered if any of the other locals were still around.


Outside the station, she stepped into the village lane, looking down towards the church beside the village green. The pub was still going, but beside it, the dress boutique had closed, the clothes rations and fabric shortages taking their toll. A few doors down, the village shop was already open for the day. What was the name of the woman who ran it? Mrs Bisgood, that’s right. Cressida had campaigned with her to have the war memorial erected on the green after the last war.


She crossed the road to look at it. More weathered than it had been at the unveiling, the Aldhurst War Memorial still held pride of place. She looked through the list of names for the one that meant so much to her, Jack Brompton. It had always brought a lump to her throat, but now, so many years later, she felt only a numbness, a sense of how everything could have been so different, a flickering movie of the life she could have had with him flitting behind her eyes.


Kissing her fingertips, she reached forward and gently traced them over his name. ‘I’ll always love you, my darling Jack.’ But suddenly the granite felt cold beneath her fingers as she realized that she was now older. If he were somehow there in spirit, would she be a stranger to him?


Beside the green, the grey-spired church nestled behind the graveyard, and a lone young woman, thin and pale, stood in front of a grave, reminding Cressida all too clearly of her own loss all those years ago, the intensity of grief. But quickly, she forced it to the back of her mind, pressing determinedly on to the big house.


Just a short walk from the village, Aldhurst Manor was reached via a narrow lane weaving through the fields, and as Cressida approached, she felt the grisliness of the last time she’d been there, those horrific final scenes with Eustace before she’d left for Paris.


She’d vowed never to return.


And yet, here she was, this time with nothing, not even a hat in her hand. It was just as Eustace had predicted.


‘But however much like his father my nephew is,’ she murmured, ‘I’m older, wiser, and I have far more clout.’


As the driveway turned and the house came into view, she caught her breath.


Had she forgotten the magnificence of the place in her time away?


The cream-coloured Georgian manor house ran over a hundred feet wide. Three stories high, the windows ranged from the tall, elegant casements of the drawing rooms on the ground floor to the classical ones of the bedrooms, and above them, partially in the roof, the small square windows of the servants’ quarters. Formal stone steps rose resplendently up to the grand front door, great pillars standing guard on either side. She remembered how they had been softened by climbing roses when she was a girl – the pink was as pale and delicate as her favourite summer dress. Eustace had let them die away, of course.


A grey-haired butler opened the door and showed her in.


‘It’s all right. I know the way.’ Cressida stepped inside, marvelling at the extraordinary déjà vu sensation of being somewhere so utterly familiar and yet so distant in her memory.


The colossal galleried hallway with its regal double staircase was still overlaid with the same oak floorboards, now a little more scuffed and worn. Looking up, she gazed at the massive murals coating the upper walls all the way up to the domed ceiling far above them. Scenes of ancient warfare and power merged into the pale heavenly skies of angels and gods.


‘Thank goodness he didn’t get rid of those,’ she murmured. Her brother had never been a lover of art.


The great drawing room too looked the same as it had when she had last been there twenty years ago. Memories of endless evenings sitting on that stiff brocade sofa flooded into her mind. How she’d perched, upright, listening to first her father and then her brother expound at length on the duty of the Westcotts and her obligations to the precious family name.


A portrait of Eustace, easily the largest in the room, hung above the mantel among shooting memorabilia. He wore hunting pink, of course, and the sneer on his face bespoke a man who was master over everything he surveyed.


At that moment, the sound of someone entering came from the other side of the room, and she shuddered as she saw, standing in the doorway, a man who was the image of Eustace himself.


It was only as he came into the light that she realized that this severe-looking man was taller than her brother, leaner. Despite the differences, there was no mistaking that it was his son, Hugh. In his mid-twenties, he was pensive and watchful. Although handsome in a way, there was something in the depth of his brow and the slant of his eyebrows that formed a natural scowl.


She tried to recall the quiet boy she had known before she left, cowed by his strict father and stunned by the loss of his mother soon after his sister was born. But in this shrewd, polished gentleman, there was no trace of any vulnerability whatsoever.


With a perfunctory smile, Hugh put forward his hand. ‘You must be my aunt.’


Cressida shook hands with him. ‘I am indeed, but please don’t use the word aunt. It makes me sound so frightfully old.’ She laughed. ‘Call me Cressida.’ She glanced around, noting the fraying curtains, the sagging armchairs. ‘It’s very generous of you to let me stay at such short notice. Thank you.’


‘We have rooms available, so it’s no trouble,’ he said. ‘And Violet, my sister, will be pleased to have some company.’


‘Happy to be of service,’ Cressida said with an ironic smile, thinking how ridiculous her life had become that she was to act companion to an insipid debutante.


Registering her scrutiny of the surroundings, he enquired politely, ‘It must be strange to be back after so long.’


‘Yes, although it’s certainly easy to recognize the old place. It looks almost the same as it did the last time I was here.’


He looked around, frowning. ‘I suppose it does. I’m too busy with my work in the War Office to spend time on the estate, apart from a few items my father left needing my attention. But I expect to be married quite soon, so I’ll have some help putting this place back in order.’


‘Oh, to Astrid Fortescue, isn’t that right? I thought I heard a rumour along those lines. Wasn’t her father one of Eustace’s friends?’


‘Indeed,’ he said coldly. ‘We have been promised to each other since we were young, and it seems incumbent upon me to play my hand.’ By the scowl on his face, he did not have the joys of marriage forefront in his mind. ‘She will have plans for the manor, I have no doubt.’


‘Quite so,’ Cressida said, thinking that Hugh was his father’s image not just in his looks, but also in his loyalty to the family name. Cressida didn’t give marriage a lot of thought these days, but when one of her assistants flew into a passion about some dreadful chap, at least love was in the offing. Hugh looked positively stoical about the prospect of marriage, as if it were a business deal.


‘Let me take you to your room.’ Opening the door into the hall, he gestured for her to go first. ‘Violet thought we should put you in the Chinese room, overlooking the gardens.’


‘How lovely.’ She wondered if it too remained unchanged. ‘I will need to make a few telephone calls if I may? I have to hire an estate agent to find me a new property, and there are some pressing business matters to which I must attend.’


‘Of course, you must use my office. Violet speaks often about your clothing designs. Will you have to give it up?’


‘Heavens, no. But I suppose I’ll take a break until I find a new location. My design house was destroyed, and there’s a lot to sort out; what to do with my staff and the orders that have already been placed.’


‘I believe most people in your situation place an advertisement in The Times to let their clients know. You may give the telephone number here should anyone need to contact you. I have to go back to London today, so my office is free for you to use as you please.’


He led her, as he would a stranger, up the staircase, and she felt oddly as if it should be her leading him – it was her childhood home before it was his, after all.


‘Ah yes,’ she said as she walked into the familiar guest room. ‘The teal and ivory wallpaper.’ Now faded, the room at least had a fine aspect over the lake. ‘This room hasn’t changed at all.’


He heaved the sigh of a man with much on his plate. ‘It hasn’t. I’m working my way through a few other issues left unresolved by my father’s death. Top of the list is to reclaim the village hall to store the family art and portraits. They’re currently in the cellars, and the damp is ruining them. It’s a large collection and my father was in the process of relocating it to the village hall when he died.’


A frown formed on Cressida’s face. ‘Doesn’t the hall belong to the village? I don’t recall the family ever having possession of it.’


As if reading from the legal papers, he said, ‘It was built by the manor as a school for the labourers’ families. Since then, it’s been absorbed into the community, but officially it belongs to the Westcotts.’ Pointedly, he looked at his watch. ‘I’m afraid I have to leave for my train, but Violet will show you around.’


Nodding her thanks, Cressida watched as he closed the door behind him, and then she sank down onto the bed. Although not as domineering as her brother, Hugh Westcott was dismissive and traditional, polite to the point of pompousness.


A shiver went through her. The place was taking her back to a time when she wasn’t in control of her life, a time when she had been made to feel like a useless, unwanted young woman, and deep inside her, she felt her tightly drawn twines of control slowly break apart.
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