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  For my friend Patricia Lyons of Tara Book Club with thanks for all her help, advice and encouragement throughout my years as a writer.




  





  Prologue
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  The girl’s face was perfectly framed by the russet beech leaves. The early spring sunlight lit creamy-white skin, a Grecian nose, violet-blue eyes fringed with long black

  lashes, and a curtain of shimmering black hair.




  The camera clicked and clicked again.




  ‘Keep still!’ said the director’s voice. ‘Good! Now breathe in and smile – no, not like that. Think of something. Think of a line of poetry.’




  ‘Don’t forget,’ said the director as a look of boredom began to show in the lovely eyes, ‘once this film gets shown in a cinema you will have offers from Hollywood. Think

  of the money! There will definitely be enough for you to have a London season, to be a debutante and be presented in court. Think of shopping in Harrods!’




  An expression as of one who sees heavenly visions came across the girl’s beautiful face. Suddenly it lit up, as she imagined the gorgeous ball gowns, magnificent jewels and well-cut riding

  clothes that could be bought with Hollywood money. The camera whirred as she moved her head, her eyes full of a burning ambition.




  





  Chapter One
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  ‘You can come out now, Violet.’ Sixteen-year-old Daisy Derrington lifted her head from the camera and looked across to the beech hedge which framed the face of her

  elder sister, Violet.




  ‘I’ve got all sorts of creepy-crawlies in my hair,’ complained Violet as she slid out from under the branches. Standing there, even in worn, darned riding breeches and an old

  short-sleeved shirt, she looked marvellous, thought Daisy. Violet had always been pretty, but now, at almost eighteen, she was annoyingly beautiful.




  ‘Don’t make a noise,’ Daisy said. ‘I want to film the horses while they’re still grazing peacefully.’ She picked up her small box-shaped camera and began to

  move towards the next field. ‘That’s what you are supposed to be looking at. I’m going to do that now until Poppy comes out with the horse food. When I finish filming the peaceful

  grazing scene, I want to film them galloping. Will you go and help Poppy, Vi?’




  The Derrington family consisted of father, great-aunt and four girls. Violet was the eldest. One glance at those beautiful violet-blue eyes had been enough to give her the name

  of Violet. That had been understandable, thought Daisy. However, her mother (a woman of few ideas, obviously) had then gone ahead to give flower names to the next three girls. Poppy – well,

  it was obvious from the start that she had inherited her mother’s flame-coloured hair, so her name was appropriate too, and Rose, the youngest, had been a sweetly pretty baby with a wild-rose

  complexion, according to everyone.




  But Daisy, Poppy’s twin, disliked her name intensely. Coupled with her appearance – slightly chubby, with cornflower-blue eyes and pale blonde hair – there was something

  childish and stupid about the name ‘Daisy’, and as far as she was concerned, it was hardly an appropriate name for a famous film-maker, which was what she intended to be.




  The Derringtons lived in Beech Grove Manor – a tall, three-storey house made from honey-coloured sandstone and set amid magnificent beech woods in west Kent. The house

  had been built almost two hundred years previously with a stately dining room, drawing room, library and study on the ground floor and a dozen bedrooms, a picture gallery and a ballroom on the two

  upper floors. It had been a wonderful place to live in when there had been money to pay enough servants to keep it warm, well-cleaned and comfortable, money to do the repairs and money to renew the

  furniture when necessary. Unfortunately, the family fortune had lessened over the years and the present earl had made some disastrous investments, including sinking a large part of his fortune in a

  hugely disappointing gold mine out in India. By the early 1920s there were only half the servants needed for comfort and the furniture, carpets and curtains all needed renewing and repairing. There

  was no money for anything. No money to send the girls to school or even to afford the cheapest governess for them, no money for new clothes, no money for enough coal to heat the huge house

  properly, and certainly not enough money for Violet to become a debutante and be presented at court to the King and Queen, in the same way as other girls from the families that they knew.




  Daisy kicked a pile of leaves in exasperation. Everything was so frustrating, she thought. The Derrington family was so poor, the four girls were supposed to ask for nothing,

  demand nothing, achieve nothing, and eventually marry someone rich and most likely boring. But they all wanted more than that. Poppy wanted to be a professional jazz player and singer, she herself

  wanted to be a film director and Rose wanted to be an author. Violet, however, was determined to find a rich husband and believed that if she made a good match, married a man with money –

  well, perhaps that would be the way out for her younger sisters. But to make the match she had to meet the men, and virtually the only way to do that was to have a season. Daisy, however, believed

  that the key to the future for herself and her sisters lay in the small box camera, complete with an enlarger, a positive film printer, a copier and a projector, all of which had been presented to

  her by her godfather, Sir Guy Beresford, a wealthy businessman with interests in the film industry. The moment Daisy had seen what Violet looked like on camera she had suddenly become fiercely

  ambitious to direct and shoot a film which could be sold to earn them some money which would be spent on a season for Violet. Violet was (she had to admit) unusually good-looking in real life, but

  when shown on film, she became something else. A real film star!




  We all have ambitions, thought Daisy, and our first ambition is to get out of Beech Grove Manor.




  





  Chapter Two
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  Daisy was busy with her film when the gong went for lunch. She pulled her head out of the dark cupboard in the dressing room off the bedroom she shared with her twin sister and

  clattered down the uncarpeted stairs, colliding with Poppy, who was running in through the back door, her long red hair, freed from its usual thick braid, tumbling around her shoulders.




  ‘Great-Aunt Lizzie will have a fit if she sees your hair like that,’ hissed Daisy.




  ‘Oh, pish!’ Poppy gave herself an indifferent glance in the hall looking glass.




  ‘We must be the only girls in England who haven’t cut our hair,’ said Daisy discontentedly, conscious from the glass that her own hair was not too tidy either.




  ‘You cut your hair,’ pointed out Poppy.




  ‘Only a quarter of an inch at a time,’ said Daisy. ‘First thing in the morning I just slice through a curl at the end of each strand. I think if I do that every day Father

  won’t notice, and then after a year or so I’ll have a fashionable bob.’




  ‘He’s just totally unreasonable,’ said Poppy with a puzzled frown. ‘I can’t see what difference it makes to him.’




  And she didn’t, thought Daisy with amusement. That was one of the things you had to accept about Poppy: she was totally incapable of looking at things from anyone else’s point of

  view. She couldn’t see that their father’s strict Victorian upbringing made him shudder with horror at the antics of the girls in London, with their short hair and their short skirts.

  She couldn’t see that it was better to coax him rather than to quarrel with him.




  Of the four sisters, Daisy was by far the most accomplished at bringing their father round to her point of view. Michael Derrington was rather a difficult man. After his wife’s death in

  1916 he had gone to war to fight in the trenches at the Somme, leaving his four young daughters in the care of his wife’s aunt. He had been severely shell-shocked during the war and returned

  to Beech Grove Manor physically well, but suffering from depression and severe headaches. You had to be gentle with him, thought Daisy.




  ‘One of these days,’ said Poppy darkly, ‘I’ll just take the scissors to my hair. Perhaps I should do it now – make lunch more interesting, wouldn’t it? Just

  imagine Great-Aunt Lizzie’s face if I arrived with a neat bob!’




  ‘Except that it wouldn’t be a neat bob.’ Daisy thought she should put a stop to that idea. Once Poppy took up a notion she never thought of the consequences. ‘Nothing

  looks worse than a bob that’s not properly done. You’d have to go to a hairdresser and that costs money. Come on, Poppy,’ she hissed, ‘let’s go in or we’ll be

  late.’




  Violet and Rose were already sitting at one side of the large table in the dining room and the twins slid into their places opposite. Their father sat at the head of the table, frowning heavily

  over a letter that the butler had just handed him – another one of those bills, thought Daisy – and Great-Aunt Lizzie, a trim, upright figure, sat at the bottom and looked with

  disfavour at Poppy’s untidy hair and Daisy’s chemical-stained hands.




  The dining room at Beech Grove Manor was gloomy at this time of day. Four of its seven windows faced west and the other three faced north, and not even the looking glasses that were hung on the

  walls opposite the windows brightened it up much. The battered old furniture was dull from lack of polish, the silver on the sideboard was sparse and bore marks of heavy wear, and the original red

  velvet curtains had faded to a threadbare pink. The place depressed Michael Derrington and mealtimes were never cheerful. It might have been jollier, thought Daisy, if they all just served

  themselves, or even fetched the food from the kitchen, but Great-Aunt Lizzie would never permit what she called a lowering of standards. Following the tradition of the past thirty years, the

  elderly butler accepted the dishes from the hands of a young parlourmaid and shuffled around the table trying to give an air of formality to shepherd’s pie, turnips and boiled potatoes.




  ‘I’ve had a letter from Cousin Fanny,’ announced Great-Aunt Lizzie once the meal had been served. Five pairs of uninterested eyes looked at her and four pairs then looked away

  again. Only their father continued to look at the elderly lady.




  ‘Drink your milk, Rose. Yes, Aunt. You were saying?’




  Rose made a face. The girls’ mother had died of tuberculosis and because Rose was so skinny, her father continually forced pints of milk on her in the belief that it would strengthen her.

  ‘Delicate Child Force-fed Milk by Brutal Relations. Earl’s Mansion Hides Broken Heart,’ murmured Rose, who kept a scrapbook full of lurid headlines cut out from

  newspapers. She sipped a half-teaspoon of milk and curled her lip.




  ‘I was saying, Michael,’ Great-Aunt Lizzie’s voice rose to its shrill, well-bred heights, ‘that Cousin Fanny has written to me. She enquires whether Violet is to be

  presented at court this spring.’ She waited until Rose had swallowed a gulp of her milk and then continued. ‘She suggests that Violet’s godmother the Duchess of Denton may

  consider presenting her – she was such a great friend of dear Mary’s – and would perhaps allow her to share in her daughter Catherine’s coming-out party. We would, of course,

  have to take a house in London – at least for a month or so – and get the girl some decent clothes.’




  Violet jerked her head away from the window and looked at her great-aunt; her eyes were blazing with excitement. Daisy stretched out and linked her little finger with Poppy’s under the

  table. They knew how much this meant to their sister – to be a deb one needed to be presented at court by someone who had been presented themselves, and their mother’s death had meant

  they didn’t have many options in that department. Great-Aunt Lizzie was too fragile and Cousin Fanny had her own daughter to present.




  ‘Impossible! You know that perfectly well. I can’t afford anything of the sort.’ The Earl avoided his daughter’s eyes. ‘Maybe next year, if times are better,’

  he added. Bateman the butler looked distressed and poured a little extra water into his master’s glass, perhaps wishing that it was wine as in the affluent days. Michael Derrington swallowed

  it down and glared angrily around the table.




  ‘Next year I will be too old, Father!’ wailed Violet.




  ‘Hollywood,’ mimed Daisy, but it was no good. Violet got up from the table and went out, slamming the door behind her. Rose took advantage of the disturbance to tip the rest of her

  milk into a low bowl of spring flowers, but failed to avoid Great-Aunt Lizzie’s eagle eye or a lecture about deceit and wastefulness, and Poppy absentmindedly tapped a rhythm on the table.

  Michael Derrington made the sound of a man who is driven to madness by his unreasonable family.




  ‘Great-Aunt Lizzie is so stupid. Why talk to Father about hiring a house? She knows he won’t do it,’ remarked Poppy in an undertone as they left the dining

  room together after the disastrous lunch.




  ‘Stupid is the last thing she is,’ said Daisy with a chuckle. ‘She never does things without thinking about them. I bet that business about Cousin Fanny was all carefully

  calculated. Now, if she manages to get the Duchess to offer to present Violet and to invite her to share the coming-out ball with her daughter, Father will be so relieved that he doesn’t have

  to pay for it he will say yes straight away.’




  ‘Gee, man, you sure do have some brains!’ said Poppy appreciatively, trying to put an American twang into her voice.




  ‘She’s probably in the drawing room at this moment sitting in front of her desk and writing a letter to the Duchess,’ said Daisy confidently. She thought for a moment and then

  added, ‘I wonder if it would be better if Violet wrote – perhaps just to tell her that her eighteenth birthday is next week. What do you think, Poppy? Would it work?’ Daisy

  wasn’t sure. Could Violet write the sort of letter that asked for something without really spelling it out? Violet wrote a lot of poetry, but poetry was probably not the best way to get to

  the Duchess’s heart. ‘I suppose that it might sound like she wants a present,’ she finished.




  ‘I’ve got it,’ she said suddenly. ‘I’ll take a photo of her and it can be a birthday portrait. She send it to the Duchess. Nothing wrong about that, is there?

  It’s the other way round: Vi is sending the Duchess a present, not asking for one.’




  ‘I suppose it’s an idea,’ said Poppy indifferently.




  ‘It’s brilliant!’ Without another word to Poppy, Daisy turned and ran into the hall, opening the door to the drawing room quietly and closing it gently after her.




  She had been almost right. Great-Aunt Lizzie was in the drawing room and she was sitting in front of her desk. The drawer filled with sheets of stiff white writing paper was open and the

  inkstand was pulled forward, but she wasn’t writing. Her gaze was fixed on the magnificent portrait of the girls’ mother which hung over one of the two fireplaces in the room.




  Mary Derrington had been a beauty. Her colouring had been the same as Poppy’s – red hair and amber eyes – yet her face and figure were more like Violet’s, with perhaps a

  look of Rose about the slightly hooded eyes. This portrait had been painted when she was first married and she looked so young and so happy that Daisy could hardly bear to look at it.




  ‘I was wondering, Great-Aunt Lizzie, whether if I took a photograph – a sort of portrait – of Violet to celebrate her eighteenth birthday,’ began Daisy and then, as she

  saw a slightly impatient look come into the elderly woman’s eyes, she rushed ahead. ‘I thought it might make a nice gift for Violet to send to her godmother,’ she ended demurely,

  trying to sound innocent of any scheme.




  ‘What a good idea!’ Great-Aunt Lizzie’s troubled face cleared after a moment’s thought. ‘Yes, Daisy, I think that would be a very good idea. I don’t think Her

  Grace has seen Violet since she was about twelve or thirteen years old.’




  ‘I’ll get Morgan to rub down a thin piece of wood and I’ll stick the photograph to it and Violet can do some of her fancy lettering underneath . . .’ It would be useless,

  she knew, to ask for the photograph to be properly framed.




  ‘Lady Violet Derrington on Her Eighteenth Birthday.’ Great-Aunt Lizzie was nodding energetically.




  ‘I’ll make it look really professional,’ said Daisy earnestly. ‘At least, I’ll try.’ Suddenly she knew this was the moment to ask for something that she had

  wanted for quite some time. ‘The trouble is that I need plenty of space to develop and print a big picture like that. It’s a bit difficult developing things in that cupboard in our

  dressing room,’ she went on. ‘Do you think that I could use the old dairy pantry?’




  Her aunt opened her mouth as though to say no – her usual response to making any changes in the house – but then thought of the portrait and shut it again. ‘I don’t see

  why not, but have a word with Mrs Pearson,’ she said after a moment.




  ‘Yes, Great-Aunt,’ said Daisy politely and edged her way out of the room before any more could be said. Mrs Pearson, the housekeeper, was an amiable woman, far too old to run the

  household with half the number of staff needed for a house of the size of Beech Grove Manor, but, like the elderly butler, still bravely struggling on in a poverty-stricken environment for which

  they were both quite untrained. She wouldn’t care what Daisy did as long as it didn’t make more work for her and the maids. In fact, she was snoring loudly as Daisy passed the

  housekeeper’s room on the way down to the basement. Daisy decided to leave her in peace and get on with her plans.




  There was a labyrinth of rooms in the basement of Beech Grove Manor House. There had been a time in the last century when all food eaten by the large household had been processed down there, but

  now many of the rooms had been shut up. The dairy pantry which Daisy had her eye on had not been used for years. It had originally been the place where surplus milk was turned into huge round

  cheeses and left to mature on the shelves for a few months. The large wooden casks and paddles for stirring the milk and the enormous sieves for separating the curds from the whey, the cheese

  moulds and the wire cheese cutters were still stored there, but nowadays there was not much surplus milk and what cheese was needed for household use was usually made in the back kitchen.




  The room had a tiny window looking out on a small sunken area. The light that came through the window could be shut off with the wooden shutter to which Daisy reckoned she could nail a piece of

  black cloth to cover any cracks . It had a sink with running water which would be invaluable for rinsing the negatives. An ancient covered lantern with a shutter stood on top of the draining

  board – that might be useful if she just wanted a little light. There was a handy shelf for her chemicals and an array of old dishes and cheese moulds which would be good for developing the

  films, and there were hooks underneath the shelf which could be used to hold a small line with pegs for hanging up the film to dry. In the middle of the room was a rough pine table and a stool. The

  room was perfect except for one thing – all of its walls were whitewashed, the worst possible background for developing films.




  Without wasting a moment, Daisy went out through the back door towards the stables. Whenever anything needed to be done there was one man everyone turned to and that was Morgan the

  chauffeur.




  Morgan’s actual job was to drive the ancient Humber car and to keep it in good running order. In return for that he got a very small salary and the free use of an ancient cottage in the

  woods. And that cottage was the reason why a talented man like Morgan stayed in a badly paid job where he had little to do. A jazz player with a set of drums would not be tolerated in most jobs,

  but in the depths of the beech woods he disturbed no one and made a headquarters for the jazz-mad local young people, including Poppy. While not playing jazz or attending to his duties as a

  chauffeur, Morgan did everything else that he could turn his hand to, from felling the odd tree for firewood to mending the roof or painting walls. Moreover, since he had been in the Corps of Royal

  Engineers during the last year of the war, the skills he had learned then were now employed in servicing the ancient generator in the woods and keeping in working order the pump that brought water

  from the lake to the house as well as overhauling the twenty-year-old Humber car.




  When Daisy went in search of him Morgan was vigorously cleaning out a disused stable. There was now only one man employed at the stables and he, like most of the staff, was fairly elderly and

  his time was taken up with looking after the Earl’s stallion and the girls’ ponies. Without Morgan’s work the stables would crumble away.




  ‘You wouldn’t do me a big favour, would you, Morgan?’ Daisy knew that he would. He was very interested in her ambition to make a film. ‘Might go off to Hollywood myself

  one day,’ he often said. She explained about the dairy pantry, her need for a proper developing room and the snowy-white walls, and he nodded. ‘Let me just finish off this job and then

  I think I know where there’s an old pot of brown paint. That should do you.’ While he was talking he was busy clearing out the feeding trough, handily set just inside the open window

  hatch so that the horse could feed from the outside as well as when it was indoors.




  ‘This stable hasn’t been used for about twenty years – apparently it was for guests’ horses in your grandfather’s day,’ he said, pulling out handfuls of dried

  leaves and twigs and clumps of mud and stuffing them into a sack. ‘Too good for a workshop, but at least I’ll keep it clean and tidy. Hold that sack open for me, would you?

  There’s just some solid stuff at the very bottom of the trough.’




  ‘What’s that?’ asked Daisy curiously as she caught a glimpse of a wooden box amid the black compost.




  ‘Dunno – some sort of cigar box, I’d say. Here you are – have a look.’ The box had broken in his hand and he took out an old envelope and gave it to her. Daisy looked

  at the water-stained envelope carefully. There was a smear of ink as if once there had been something written on it – a person’s name and address, no doubt – but now it was

  unreadable. She gave him the sack, pulled up the flap of the envelope and took out a sheet of paper.




  Morgan had lost interest. ‘I’ll just burn this stuff and then I’ll be with you in five minutes.’




  ‘I’ll wait in the dairy,’ said Daisy, making an effort to sound her usual self. She was glad that he hadn’t wanted to see the letter. Somehow she would have been

  embarrassed to show it to him.




  Poppy was coming down the back avenue when Daisy came out from the stables. She was running a race with her dog, an overgrown harrier puppy called Satchmo, and Daisy went across to her.




  ‘Poppy,’ she said, ‘come into the dairy with me. I want to show you something.’




  





  Chapter Three
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  The letter was written in faded ink, but the words were still quite legible. The paper was stiff and glossy as Daisy unfolded it and held it out towards Poppy. They both moved

  nearer to the window and Poppy peered at the faint handwriting.




  ‘My darling,’ she read, and then stopped.




  ‘Hey, Daisy,’ she said indignantly, ‘that’s someone’s love letter. We can’t read that.’




  ‘Look at the date,’ said Daisy. She knew what Poppy meant. She had felt quite embarrassed at first.




  ‘What!’ Poppy narrowed her eyes and peered at the faded numbers. ‘Twentieth of March 1906! Before we were born!’




  ‘Poor girl, whoever she was,’ said Daisy. She read over the words again to herself. The message was short but its meaning unmistakable.




  ‘They’ll have to allow us to get married,’ read Poppy aloud. ‘And look – They can’t say that we’re too young now. She says that

  she’s a month overdue so she must have been two months pregnant – that’s right, isn’t it? I wonder how old they were. Perhaps he was a stable boy and she was a

  housemaid.’




  ‘Perhaps,’ said Daisy. ‘The paper seems good quality though. Look how it’s lasted. And the handwriting . . .’




  They stared at each other uncomfortably and were almost relieved when they heard a heavy step outside.




  ‘Here I am,’ said Morgan, pushing open the door. ‘Yes, this would be very nice, my lady. You’d have plenty of room here to develop your films. You leave it to

  me – I’ll have this done in half an hour. Give it a couple of hours to dry and then you’re in business.’




  ‘Thank you so much.’ Daisy had wondered if she should offer to help, but she guessed that Morgan would probably be quicker on his own.




  ‘You’re the bee’s knees, Morgan,’ said Poppy affectionately. She and her friends in the jazz band were full of expressions like that. ‘Come on, Daisy –

  let’s go and find Violet and tell her about our brilliant idea.’




  She opened the swing door leading to the hall, almost bumping into Rose.




  ‘What are you doing down here?’ she asked. ‘You know Great-Aunt Lizzie said it’s too cold and damp down in the basement for you,’ she added in a lower tone as Rose

  put her finger to her lips.




  ‘Looking for Maud to help me with my sums,’ she said. Rose was a gifted child so far as English literature and writing stories were concerned, but she hated maths and was in despair

  until she found that Maud, the scullery maid, was a genius with numbers and was of far more help to her than any of her older sisters.




  ‘Well, she’s cleaning out the fireplace in the library while Father is having his after-lunch walk,’ said Poppy.




  ‘What’s that?’ Rose had spotted the envelope.




  ‘None of your business,’ said Poppy.




  ‘Oh, let her look,’ said Daisy. She hadn’t a great imagination herself, and neither had Poppy. Rose would be the one who might reconstruct the story that lay behind the letter.

  With a cautious glance at the closed drawing-room door, she moved across to the window beside the hall door.




  ‘That looks like Great-Aunt Lizzie’s handwriting,’ said Rose as she unfolded the sheet of paper, ‘and it looks like her writing paper too.’ Her eyes widened as she

  read the letter.




  ‘I say!’ she exclaimed. ‘Romantic Past of Earl’s Aunt Uncovered. Shocked Nieces Hang their Heads in Shame.’




  ‘It’s a good job you have Maud to do your sums,’ said Poppy with a giggle. ‘Look at the date! Great-Aunt Lizzie would have been at least sixty back then.’




  ‘Makes it even more shocking,’ said Rose primly. ‘She was old enough to know better. Anyway, I’d better find Maud and tell her that the fireplace in the schoolroom needs

  cleaning. If she doesn’t come to my aid soon, I shall be found to have expired from brain fever.’




  ‘Give me back the letter.’ Daisy followed her sister into the sunny library. The windows there faced south and gave a view of the front lawn and the main avenue. There was a young

  man riding down it.




  ‘Baz!’ exclaimed Poppy and ran out to greet him. This was Basil Pattenden, son of a local landowner and Poppy’s best friend. Soon Edwin and George would arrive with their

  instruments and then there would be a full-scale jazz session in Morgan’s cottage in the midst of the beech woods.




  Rose gave the letter back reluctantly, but her mind was on her sums so she did not make too much of a fuss. Already she was holding out a mass of figures to Maud, the scullery maid, who was on

  her knees before the fire, carefully removing the hot ash into a metal bucket.




  Maud had been working for the Derrington family for over two years and as scullery maid all the hard, unpleasant jobs fell to her. She was an orphan and had been brought up in the village

  workhouse, attended the village school until she was fourteen years old and was then sent off to work as a scullery maid in the big house. The village schoolmistress had hoped that the clever girl

  might become a monitor, helping with the younger ones in the school, and perhaps eventually a teacher. However, the Orphanage Board were not prepared to house Maud for any longer and so she had

  gone into service. Daisy had listened to her explaining maths to Rose and thought what a good teacher she would have made if things had been different for her. Certainly her knowledge of maths was

  far beyond that of any of the Earl’s daughters.




  Some day, Daisy told herself, I must do a film about her. She has the most unusual face. She comes out really well on film.




  ‘Why don’t you stay here, Rosie?’ she said. Maud would light the fire in a minute and would have an excuse to linger until it was burning well. Rose would be nice and warm

  there and her father had gone for a ride so they would be undisturbed for the next half an hour.




  Violet was sitting on the window seat of the blue bedroom with a book of Tennyson’s poetry on her lap when Daisy went in, camera in hand. Her face was tragic as she turned to her younger

  sister.




  ‘I don’t suppose it will ever happen,’ she said sadly. ‘I don’t suppose I will be invited to London by my godmother. I was just reading “The Lady of

  Shalott” and about how she floated down the river to Camelot. I’m like her – I’m sick of shadows, sick of reading about love and never finding it. If only I could be part of

  the real world.’




  Daisy nodded sympathetically. She pushed away the thought that there was plenty of real life to experience in Beech Grove Manor. There were eggs to collect from the numerous hens that strutted

  around the woodland and late apples, stored in the attics, to be sorted; there were horses to be groomed and dogs to be brushed; there was stable manure to be shovelled . . .




  ‘I’ve got an idea,’ she said cautiously, watching her sister’s face for a reaction. ‘I thought it might be good to send your godmother an eighteenth-birthday

  portrait of you – it would be a subtle way of reminding her of you without making it too obvious. She’d think, “Eighteen! She should be one of this year’s debutantes!”

  What do you think? Would it work?’




  ‘Perhaps,’ sighed Violet. She turned back to the book on her lap.




  ‘And moving thro’ a mirror clear




  That hangs before her all the year,




  Shadows of the world appear,’ she murmured.




  ‘Bring the book with you.’ Daisy had suddenly got an idea. ‘Come on,’ she said. She seized the camera and ushered Violet out through the door, leading the way down the

  broad steps of the main staircase.




  ‘We’ll go out by the lake,’ she said over her shoulder. The background would be perfect for Violet’s starry beauty and the south-westerly sun would be in a perfect

  position.




  The lake at Beech Grove Manor was a large one stretching over some twelve acres and reputed to be bottomless. A pier jutted out into it for about a hundred yards. Built by their father about

  twenty years previously, soon after he had inherited the estate, it was a good place to fish from on summer evenings if one did not want to disturb the fish by taking out a boat. There had been

  plenty of money to spend on the estate in those days, thought Daisy, as she positioned Violet on the pier railing, and their father had probably been extremely happy then, improving the

  estate’s facilities, mending roads, rebuilding the stables, caring for the woods and the lake. These days he seemed to be sunk in almost permanent gloom, unless entertaining one of his old

  friends.




  ‘Just read aloud to me, Violet,’ she said as she retreated a few feet. ‘Be quite natural about it. Read a little, then look at the lake, then read again.’




  This was going to be a wonderful photograph. It was a beautiful poem and, although the Lady of Shalott was not her kind of girl, she liked the descriptions of the river and she liked even more

  the expression that it evoked on her sister’s face.




  Violet read in a voice filled with emotion:




  

    

      ‘His broad clear brow in sunlight glow’d;


      On burnish’d hooves his war-horse trode;


      From underneath his helmet flow’d


      His coal-black curls as on he rode,


           As he rode down to Camelot.’


    


  




  And there it was. The perfect look! Violet lifted her head from the book and stared straight at the camera.




  Daisy snapped, and snapped again, and then for the third time, though she felt in her bones that she had already taken a superb photograph.




  Suddenly Violet’s whole face blazed with eager excitement. She looked like someone who had seen a vision come true.




  Daisy snapped again and again and then turned.




  There, behind her, was an unknown young man.




  He was standing at the end of the pier, one broad hand resting on the rail, and looking at them both. He had a square, determined chin with a scar running through the centre of it, cleaving it

  in half and forming a dimple. He had dark hazel eyes, crisply curling black hair and a well-shaped, curved mouth. He was dressed in riding breeches and coat and the outfit suited his muscular form.

  He has an interesting face, thought Daisy. Instinctively she lifted the camera and clicked.




  He blinked and looked taken aback.




  ‘I’m Justin Pennington,’ he said rather stiffly, looking crossly at Daisy’s camera. ‘Are you Violet?’




  ‘I’m Violet.’ Her sister sounded rather breathless, and she smiled beguilingly at the young man.




  ‘Goodness!’ He looked intently at her and then began to laugh in an easy and rather familiar way. ‘I haven’t seen you for about six or seven years, I suppose. I

  didn’t expect you to look so old. I used to pull your pigtails. Do you remember me? I used to stay with my uncle over at Staplecourt.’ He spoke with the easy assurance of a young man

  about town.




  A look of recognition and then disappointment crossed Violet’s face, and her smile faded. ‘Did you have lots of spots, then?’ she enquired sweetly.




  ‘I really can’t recollect,’ he said haughtily. ‘I came over to see your father. Apparently he’s out riding. Your great-aunt sent me out here after you. I’m

  staying with my uncle for a week.’




  ‘On holidays from school, I suppose,’ said Violet, her voice a good imitation of the way that Great-Aunt Lizzie spoke to the village children.




  ‘Just finished at Gray’s Inn in London,’ he said, his eyes roaming over the lake. ‘Get any good fishing here at this time of the year?’ he asked.




  ‘I have no idea,’ said Violet frostily. ‘It’s not a subject I am interested in.’




  He must not be an elder son, thought Daisy. He wouldn’t have been studying to be a lawyer if he were. Of course! She remembered now. He was the youngest son of the Earl of Pennington.

  Violet had a good memory for that sort of thing – that was probably why she was being so unfriendly.




  ‘I recollect you now,’ he said, turning his attention to Daisy. ‘You’re one half of the terrible twins. The blonde and the redhead! I remember you and your sister were up

  a tree one day and you dropped handfuls of wet mud down on my head.’ His smile was friendly, but Daisy did not dare photograph him again. There was something rather commanding and forcible

  about him – an air of someone who was used to getting his own way.




  ‘I’m awfully sorry about that!’ she responded. ‘Now, I must go back and develop those pictures. Vi, you show Justin the lake and then bring him back for tea. Father

  should have returned by then.’




  Let Violet entertain him, thought Daisy. It was the least she could do. Meanwhile, Daisy would be working hard on her sister’s behalf, to give Violet her heart’s desire of going to

  London as a debutante, having a season and being presented to the King.




  Morgan had finished painting the walls of the tiny room when Daisy got back. He had even nailed some black tar paper over the cracks in the wooden shutters and door.




  ‘Looks good, doesn’t it?’ He glanced around proudly. ‘Look, I’ve whitewashed a piece of board on one side and covered it with brown paint on the other. I’ve

  hung it on this nail behind the door. You can turn it to the white side when you want to project the film – so now you have a perfect studio. You can start using it tomorrow morning. Look,

  it’s almost dry already.’




  ‘Hollywood, here I come,’ said Daisy, with a grin that stretched from ear to ear. ‘You’re wonderful. This place is perfect.’




  ‘You’ll be a bit cold, I’m afraid,’ he said, ‘but you couldn’t have a fire even if there was a chimney. Those rolls of film burst into flame very easily. I

  have an idea though. There are shelves of those stoneware hot water bottles in the back pantry over there. Before you start work you could fill four or five of them with hot water from the kitchen

  and you could put your feet on one and warm your hands on another. The place is so tiny they will even warm the air a bit. Now I’d better be off. Your father will be back soon, and who knows,

  he may have something he wants me to do in the village.’




  Daisy managed to thank him properly before he disappeared. She was amused at his concern for her. She and her sisters were used to the cold in this freezing big house. Morgan’s cottage was

  definitely a much cosier affair, she thought.




  She had just finished arranging things to her satisfaction when Rose came in.




  ‘Oh, I say,’ was her comment as she looked around, but a second later she blurted out what was on her mind.




  ‘Daisy! That letter! Let me see it!’




  Daisy took it from her pocket and handed it to her younger sister. She had suspected that Rose’s busy imagination might be at work on the mysterious letter. Rose was now counting

  laboriously on her fingers. It took her two attempts, but then her face shone with enthusiasm.




  ‘Do you know who wrote this?’ she demanded, holding up the letter.




  ‘No,’ said Daisy, and could not help adding, ‘but definitely not Great-Aunt Lizzie, so put that out of your head.’




  Rose ignored her. ‘I can guess,’ she said triumphantly. She waited for a second and then hissed dramatically, ‘It was Maud’s mother.’




  ‘What!’ exclaimed Daisy. ‘But who was Maud’s mother?’




  ‘I don’t know,’ returned Rose. ‘And she doesn’t know either. She told me that. She’s an orphan. She was left outside the door of the workhouse when she was a

  tiny baby. Nobody knows who put her there – that’s what she told me.’




  ‘Yes, but—’ began Daisy.




  ‘But . . . don’t keep saying “but”,’ interrupted Rose. ‘Do you know how old Maud is?’ She didn’t wait for an answer but rushed on. ‘She is

  sixteen – that’s all she knows.’ She held up the letter triumphantly. ‘Look,’ she said. ‘Look at the date on that – 1906. This letter was written seventeen

  years ago.’




  





  Chapter Four
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  ‘I’ve got an idea,’ said a voice in Daisy’s ear.




  Daisy was glad to wake up. She had been having a strange, confused dream where Maud the scullery maid had taken over the house at Beech Grove Manor and had set all four girls to work in the

  kitchen. She sat up in bed sleepily and pushed back her curly hair.




  Poppy was sitting bolt upright on her bed, an old rug round her shoulders and her breath forming steam in the cold air. Daisy pulled in her hand that had been outside the blankets and eiderdown

  and lay on it to thaw out her frozen fingers. There were frost patterns on the windows but the sun was beginning to melt their intricate designs. It was going to be another fine day – but

  getting out of bed and washing in cold water was always a bit difficult in the winter.




  ‘Wake up,’ said Poppy impatiently.




  ‘I am awake,’ said Daisy. ‘I heard you. You have an idea.’ She was going to say something sarcastic about Poppy and her ideas, but was still too sleepy to bother.




  ‘It’s about Violet – I was thinking that we should have a party for her eighteenth birthday.’




  ‘Great-Aunt Lizzie will say that we can’t afford it,’ said Daisy automatically. That was her response to most of the girls’ suggestions.




  ‘Needn’t cost much,’ said Poppy laconically. ‘The jazz band will provide the music. Free! In fact,’ she went on, ‘Morgan was saying that we should try to have

  some practice in playing at real live venues, not just amusing ourselves at the cottage.’




  Daisy smiled into her pillow. She should have guessed that it would be about music. Ninety per cent of Poppy’s thoughts were connected with jazz and her clarinet. Still, it was not a bad

  idea. If there was no response from the Duchess to the gift of the photograph, then Violet would badly need cheering up.




  ‘Nothing to wear,’ she said sleepily.




  ‘Well, there are lots of mother’s old frocks up in that trunk in the attic. Do you remember? We used to dress up in them. Violet could probably make something for herself – and

  for us – out of them. She’s good at that sort of thing. And she spends all her pocket money on fashion magazines so she must know what to do.’




  ‘A party . . .’ Daisy was beginning to wake up. She half sat up and then lay down again. The room was very cold. Then she thought of an objection.




  ‘Who’s going to be dancing?’ she asked.




  ‘Violet, you, me, Edwin, Simon – all the gang. And what about that fellow who turned up yesterday? What was his name? Justin. He could dance with Violet. Then there’s Baz for

  me and George for you – he likes you – and Simon’s mad about Violet.’ She giggled. The jazz band were forever teasing Simon about Violet – he always turned bright red when

  she appeared. ‘And Edwin could dance with Rose – the jazz band would have to take turns, of course . . .’




  Daisy thought about it for a moment and looked at it from Violet’s point of view. She hadn’t seemed to like Justin much, but she would certainly consider the members of the jazz band

  too young for her – and she wasn’t too keen on Simon, calling him ‘wet behind the ears’. Yes, it would be a good idea to ask Justin. And it would be jolly to dress up and

  dance. Daisy forgot about being cold and sat up in bed.




  ‘It would be fun!’ she said. ‘We’ll do it properly – send out invitations and all that. Great-Aunt Lizzie has probably got plenty of invitation cards. I saw the

  label on her desk drawer and if it’s anything like her drawer of writing paper, it’s absolutely full up. They probably date from the good old days when money was plentiful. Let’s

  get up.’




  Before her courage could fail her at the thought of the icy cold water in the jug on the washstand in their dressing room, Daisy jumped out of bed, got washed and dressed herself in her riding

  breeches and her two warmest jumpers, pulling a pair of fingerless mittens over her cold hands. It was only then that she noticed the hands on their alarm clock.




  ‘You’ve woken me up at seven in the morning, Poppy, you idiot,’ she shouted through the door, where splashes were punctuated by small shrieks.




  Still, now that she was up, she was glad to be early. Her mind was full of the photographs that she had taken yesterday. This portrait had to be something special. She grabbed the alarm clock

  – all those chemicals needed to be so carefully timed – and went down the back stairs, softly in order not to wake Great-Aunt Lizzie.
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