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Prologue


WAKEFIELD CASTLE


1939


‘What time are we going to the fair?’ Rosalind asked, directing her question at no one in particular, but sending it out over the breakfast table for anyone to answer.


Miranda, who sat opposite, was her mirror image: fair curls that frizzed when not brushed and tamed, and wide blue eyes that seemed to take over most of her face. The twins were the fairest in the family, but their semi-angelic appearance was at variance with their reputations for obstinacy and, in Miranda’s case, mischief. Now she made a furious face at her sister.


Their younger brother Toby looked over, munching on his cold toast. ‘I think we should go early,’ he said indistinctly through a mouthful of bits. ‘I need to get there before the man on the hook-a-duck runs out of goldfish.’


‘Toby, mouthful. Please. Please!’ Great-Aunt Constance held up one hand as if she could fend off the noise of Toby’s toast. She was very sensitive to the sight and sound of people eating, and talking while doing so was particularly irksome to her. ‘Any more of these bad manners and you won’t go to the fair.’


Toby looked stricken and closed his mouth at once. Archie, the very youngest at six, was lost in his comic, but at the threat he looked up with frightened eyes, nervous at the treat being taken away. Both boys, alike with their light-brown cowlicked hair and freckles, looked fearfully over at Imogen, their eldest sister, who was busy buttering toast for Archie.


‘I’m sure Aunt Constance doesn’t mean it,’ Imogen said hastily. ‘But do eat quietly, won’t you, Toby?’ She smiled kindly at her brother. After Nanny had left in the spring, Imogen had become a mother figure to the two youngest children; she was soft and gentle where their great-aunt was spiky and distant. Small boys were like a different species to Constance, but Imogen was a natural clucking mother hen, gathering them under her wing.


‘No wing nuzzling for me,’ Miranda would say. At sixteen, she considered herself a grown-up and perfectly independent.


‘Don’t be mean about Immy,’ her twin would beseech her. ‘She’s doing ever so well, considering.’


‘I’m not mean. She’s wonderful with the little ones. She just better not try mothering me. I don’t need any,’ Miranda would say brusquely. And she thought that she meant it.


Imogen said now, ‘Well, I think we should set off as soon as we can after breakfast. Toby’s right, it is best to get there early.’


‘We can’t come,’ Miranda announced firmly.


‘We can’t come?’ echoed Rosalind, as if mystified.


‘No,’ Miranda said, giving her a meaningful look. ‘You’re not feeling well, remember? And neither am I.’ She adopted a suffering expression. ‘We both have the most awful headaches.’


Rosalind quickly took on the same expression of woe. ‘You know how twins are, feeling the same things.’


‘I’ll have to take your word for that,’ said Imogen. ‘But you love Bell Friday!’


The Bell Friday Fair was held each year to mark the arrival four hundred years ago of the great bell in the abbey, the largest for five counties, and workers were traditionally given the day off to go. Local ladies and storekeepers were known to groan with dread at the thought of Bell Friday, when they’d be left without housemaids and shop assistants for a whole day.


‘Not really,’ Miranda replied. ‘It’s got awfully boring lately.’


Toby looked at them, astonished. ‘Boring? It’s the best thing that happens around here by miles.’


‘I prefer the village fete,’ Miranda said primly.


Toby stared. The fete was no match for the fizzing excitement of the fair. There was a firing range where you got to shoot an air gun and actually win something decent like a model car or a Meccano set; a toffee apple stall; another where fresh doughnuts were served hot, rolled in sugar and cinnamon and tasting of stale oil. There were bottles of orange pop and the heady scent of mulled cider. There was nothing to choose between them, that was obvious.


‘If you can’t go to Bell Friday,’ Imogen said, thinking it through, ‘that means I’ll be taking the boys on my own.’


Her sisters said nothing but gazed at her from wide china-blue eyes. ‘The power of silence’ Miranda called it. It was somehow more effective coming from two identical faces, each with a clear, blank stare. It seemed to overcome most resistance, and Imogen soon dropped her own gaze back to Archie’s toast.


‘Oh, all right,’ she said weakly. ‘If you really don’t want to come, I suppose I can take them on my own.’ She looked unhappy at the prospect.


Miranda felt a twinge of guilt. Imogen’s life was being sacrificed to their little brothers. She might be motherly, but she wasn’t actually their mother. When Miranda had once asked her if she minded, Imogen had just said, ‘I know it’s what they would have wanted, and that’s that.’


Miranda found it far too painful to think about what they might have wanted although she knew Imogen believed it. Perhaps I would do the same if I was the oldest, she thought. But she wasn’t sure.


Despite being glad that her sister was prepared to take on the mantle of substitute mother, she found Imogen’s lack of spirit aggravating. No one seemed to fight back any more. Even the boys were quiet, obedient little things. Once they’d been bundles of energy and noise. Now they were solemn and restrained.


Aunt Constance had been sipping her milky tea, apparently lost in her newspaper, but now she looked up suddenly. Although she had completely missed the last minute or two of conversation she had somehow heard a familiar noise on the stairs outside. ‘Ah, here’s Leonard,’ she said gratefully. ‘He can take over. Are his kidneys ready?’


‘In the warming dish,’ Imogen said, nodding over to the sideboard. ‘Mrs Graham put them out earlier.’


Aunt Constance shuddered. ‘How . . . lovely.’ She stood up. ‘I will see you later, my dears. Enjoy the fair, won’t you? I’ll be spending the day with Miss Roberts. The mobile library is coming through today and we particularly want to change our books.’ The breakfast room door opened and Grandfather came in, limping slightly. In his scratchy tweed suit and with his bushy white moustache, he looked like any other country gentleman except for the black eyepatch which covered a socket made empty during the Great War. ‘Good morning, Leonard, enjoy your breakfast. And girls . . . ’ – she paused as she went past the twins’ chairs – ‘. . . as you’ve both got headaches you’d better go back to bed for the day.’


‘Yes, Aunt Constance,’ Rosalind and Miranda murmured obediently, but when she’d passed, Rosalind shot her sister a cross look and Miranda stared meaningfully back. Then she mouthed, ‘Trust me,’ and they went back to their cold toast and marmalade.


Miranda said that Wakefield Castle sometimes felt more like a wind tunnel than a house, it was so draughty. The ancient stone walls were never warm, and the mullioned windows seemed designed to let as much of the outside in as possible. The feeble fight against the pervasive cold consisted of thick curtains at every window, tapestries on the walls, fires burning most of the year and tepid radiators, installed ten years ago, that couldn’t cope with the vastness of the house – the boiler heating the water for them was miles away in the cellar.


‘Remember the old house in Kensington?’ Rosalind would sometimes say. Four years ago, they had lived in a narrow townhouse, with a staircase that went on forever, up and up. The house had been light, and cheerful, full of colour and fresh flowers. From its glossy black front door, they had walked to school, to the park or to the museums and life had been safe and predictable and they had been protected. There had been a nice nanny and housemaids, a cook and even a lady’s maid called Whittaker who looked after Mother with almost religious devotion.


‘I don’t want to talk about the old house,’ Miranda would say crisply. ‘They said we shouldn’t think about any of it, and that includes the house.’


Rosalind would look unhappy. Miranda knew that her sister really did want to talk and remember, but she could not. It was too hard, even though there was no one else for Rosalind to talk to. The little boys were too young to remember, and Imogen, now so grown-up, had become one of the triumvirate of guardians with their great-aunt and grandfather, so that she was almost not really one of them any more.


Life had grown cold in so many ways. The warm house in Kensington was gone and now they lived here, in the freezing castle with their grandfather and his elderly spinster sister in place of their parents. What was the point of remembering what they could no longer have?


The only place in the castle that was reliably warm was the kitchen. In the great fireplace, the old iron range burned away day and night, filled with wood brought in by Alf, the slow son of Carter, the last of the old indoor staff who was now butler, driver and sometimes valet to Grandfather. Alf was twenty-five now, but everyone treated him like he was a child of eight, and he was kept busy all day splitting logs and bringing the results to the kitchen to feed the range and the boiler. The range burned high and hot all day, and then ran on the heat of the embers until the following morning when they were prodded back to life with more wood by Alf. The range was large but looked small inside the cavernous fireplace, where cooks in past centuries had roasted joints on spits over open flames and baked bread in the cubby holes hidden in the back of the fireplace. Inglenooks on either side showed where boys had once sat to turn the great spit to cook a carcass evenly.


The kitchen, though, was toasty warm, which perhaps explained why Mrs Graham, the cook, was always dripping sweat from her red cheeks while the rest of them were shivering with cold upstairs.


‘Disgusting,’ Miranda said sometimes. ‘Imagine if she drops that sweat into the soup!’


But she only meant it as a joke to put the boys off. It didn’t work. Although she was rather scrawny and mean-looking in herself, Mrs Graham’s cooking was very good, and if that included her sweat, so be it. There was no way the colonel, their grandfather, would have allowed anything other than a superb cook in his kitchen. He was most particular about his food. In the trenches of the Great War, he had taken receipt of parcels from the Officers’ Department of Fortnum and Mason. ‘Foie gras,’ he said wistfully sometimes. ‘I can taste it now. Ambrosia. And the marmalade and crystallised plums . . . My batman made me coffee each morning with the home blend. It was when I truly learned to love food.’


Life in the castle revolved around meal times, which punctuated the day as regularly as a railway timetable, the chafing dishes in the dining room filled with the plain fare Mrs Graham served up for ordinary days. The days were mostly ordinary now. There weren’t the great parties there once had been, before the disaster. Grandfather had a shooting party once or twice a year. Aunt Constance sometimes had her friends to stay, the ones who had helped her in the struggle before the war, or the political ladies whose causes she supported these days. They weren’t interested in food, however, but in talking.


For the children, though, food was always very interesting and a highlight of their days. Breakfast was eaten downstairs, the venue for lunch depended on the day, and supper was upstairs in the nursery. In the glory days, when there were footmen, eggs for the children’s tea were placed in a saucepan of boiling water in the kitchen and by the time they arrived upstairs, they would be perfectly soft boiled, while toast was made on the fire under Nanny’s very watchful eye. Nowadays, Imogen made eggs and toast herself in the small nursery kitchen, little more than a hot ring and a tiny sink in a cupboard. Many of the staff had left over the last few years and most of the rest had given notice in preparation for war. Mrs Graham had said that if it did happen, she would go to her sister in Bournemouth for the duration and no one knew what would become of meals then. It was a terrible thought.


Now the girls crept into the empty kitchen. Mrs Graham and Lottie, the girl from the village who came in to help, had gone to the fair. Imogen had taken the boys on their bicycles. Aunt Constance had headed off in her little pony and trap, clip-clopping away down the drive. The coast was clear.


Miranda got straight to work in the pot cupboard, while Rosalind was drawn to the windows. She climbed up on one of the long wooden counters and sat there cross-legged, gazing out of the window through the diamond-shaped leaded panes. ‘It’s the same colour as that tube in my paint box,’ she said dreamily. ‘French blue. Or is it marine blue?’


‘What are you talking about?’ Miranda asked breathlessly as she staggered back into the kitchen under the weight of a huge boiling pan. ‘Help me, can’t you?’


Rosalind jumped down from the counter. ‘Course I will, no need to shout.’


‘I’m not. And what’s blue?’


‘The sky, you idiot.’


‘Ah, the sky is blue, is it? You truly are the towering intellect of our age. Come on, let’s get this on the table.’


The two girls lifted the large pan onto the scrubbed wooden table in the centre of the kitchen that served as the workbench.


‘Now let’s see, what shall we do next?’ Miranda didn’t always have the answers, no matter how it looked when other people were around.


‘Get the berries of course,’ Rosalind replied.


They moved in tandem and fetched the buckets of blackberries they’d collected the day before, which had arrived early due to the summer being particularly warm. It had been a happy day in the hedgerows, using a couple of their grandfather’s walking sticks to hook down brambles laden with the dark purple jewels of fruit. They’d filled two whole buckets.


‘Have you got the book?’ Miranda asked and Rosalind nodded.


‘Right here.’ Rosalind pulled out a battered book from under the table and put it on the table and opened it. It was very old, and written in many different hands; the later pages were filled with more recent entries.


‘Here we are. Mother’s recipe for bramble jam. It looks easy.’


They both pored over the page, reading the neat handwriting.


‘I didn’t realise we had to cook the jars,’ Rosalind remarked.


‘Just heat them.’ Miranda read everything again. ‘Well, let’s get started. You get the jars from the pantry and I’ll start sorting out the berries and weighing them.’


Rosalind turned to look at her. ‘But what about our extra ingredient? Will that change things?’


‘We’ll see. I don’t see why. Let’s get started.’


They moved around in easy companionship, another sign of their twinnishness. They didn’t seem to need to talk all that much as they worked and yet they were constantly in sync with each other. Miranda sorted the berries, removing twigs and the odd leaf or stalk, while Rosalind washed the jars in hot soapy water, put them in a tray and placed them in the oven. Then she came over to join her sister and continue preparing the fruit.


‘I think,’ Miranda said, ‘we make mostly normal. And three or four special.’


‘All right.’


‘So we can explain what we’re doing.’


‘Of course.’


They poured the berries into the large brass weighing pan and set it on the cast-iron scales. Then Miranda tipped them into the boiling pot. Rosalind weighed out the sugar from the Kilner jar and they tipped that in as well.


When all was ready, they hauled the pot to the hotplate on the range and set it on.


‘How long?’ Rosalind asked.


‘Two hours or so. We bring it to the boil and then let it simmer very long and slow until it’s thick.’


‘I’d better move the jars to the cooling oven.’


‘Good idea. Then once they’re full, we turn the jars upside down until they’re cold. That keeps the jam from going off apparently.’


‘Interesting. I wonder why.’


They stirred the blackberries with a long wooden spoon, watching the sugar disappear as it dissolved into the fruit. Soon the fruit was bubbling and popping as it came to the boil, roiling and spitting like molten lava. They moved the pan to the cooler plate and it subsided to a gentle simmer, the odd bubble bursting wetly on the surface as they watched.


‘What now? Do we have to stand here for two hours?’ Rosalind was gazing down into the dark purple mass below, where berries were gently releasing their juice.


‘No. I suppose we can take it in turns to come back every twenty minutes or so to check on it.’


They slipped away, back to their bedroom just in case Aunt Constance returned early from her visit with Miss Roberts.


When they were sure the jam was ready – thick, glossy and almost black with only traces of the berries left – they took out the jars and Miranda began to ladle the mixture into them. It smelled delicious: hot, sweet and fruity.


‘This makes me long for Mrs Graham’s scones. Shall we ask her to make some?’ Rosalind suggested, putting the lid onto each full jar and turning it over.


‘Yes, good idea.’ Miranda stopped when the jar she was filling was up to the brim. She looked thoughtful. ‘Well, I think we’ve enough left for four jars.’ She looked at her sister. ‘Shall we?’


Rosalind was suddenly breathless, her eyes wide and scared. ‘Well . . . that’s what we decided. You think it’s a good idea, don’t you?’


‘Of course I do. It’s our duty. You know it is. Bessie Glanville told me that her mother is spreading the word all over. Lots of people are doing it.’ Miranda looked decided. ‘I’ll get the stuff. I asked Alf to put it in the cold store.’


‘Let’s heat the jam up again.’


They hoisted the pan back to the range, then Miranda ran lightly over the flagstones and out of the kitchen door, through the scullery and into the cold store, a place of dusty shelves and tins, and abandoned boots and discarded household items not fit for the attics. Mrs Graham hated it. ‘Nasty, dusty and dirty,’ she said. ‘Someone should clean it. But it isn’t going to be me.’


In the cold store, Miranda found the tin she was looking for, the lid already prised off and then lightly replaced so that she could easily remove it. She picked it up carefully, nervous even to hold it, and hurried back to where her sister was waiting.


‘Got it!’


‘Do you know what to do?’ Rosalind asked.


‘Well, not really, but Alf said his dad puts down a scattering to kill dozens. So I’m sure we can guess.’


Miranda pulled off the lid and they looked inside. It was three-quarters full of small white pellets, quite dainty and attractive-looking. Miranda took the tin to the range, and tipped it slowly over the jam. There was a rustle, then a slide and the soft rattle of movement, and dozens of the pellets tumbled into the remains of the jam. Miranda tipped the tin back and the twins stared wide-eyed into the pot.


‘Is that enough?’ wondered Rosalind.


‘I bet it’s more than enough. But just a little bit more for luck.’ Miranda shook a few more pellets in on top of the others, and then put the tin on the floor, pressing the lid back on. ‘Time to stir.’


Rosalind took up the spoon. ‘I almost don’t like to. It feels wrong to use something Mrs Graham uses for soup and gravy and everything.’


‘We’ll wash it up. Or throw it away if it makes you feel better.’


Rosalind carefully put the spoon into the mixture and started to stir. ‘I hope they melt.’


‘I hadn’t thought of that.’


They watched anxiously as the white pellets remained stubbornly whole and solid even if now stained a fetching pink. They decided hot water might help, especially as the jam was looking very thick now, and boiled the kettle so that they could pour some in. This seemed to work, along with moving the pan back onto the hottest plate. The pellets began to vanish, darkening in colour, shrinking in size and disappearing into the jam.


‘There,’ Miranda said happily. ‘We did it.’


They ladled the jam into the last four jars. There was just enough. They turned the jars on their lids to cool down, handling them carefully with dishcloths, as they were scalding to touch.


While the jam cooled, they took the wooden spoon and the ladle and washed them thoroughly several times in the butler sink in the scullery, and scrubbed the boiling pan clean, rinsing it out with kettlesful of boiling water.


‘I’m sure they’re safe,’ Miranda said, as they put the implements back in their rightful places. ‘I couldn’t be surer.’


‘All right,’ Rosalind replied. She’d been in favour of burying everything in the garden but Miranda said that while Mrs Graham might put up with a lost spoon, a vanished ladle and boiling pan would certainly make her suspicious and some awkward questions would be asked.


When they had finished tidying up, the jars were cool enough for their labels. The four jars of rat-poisoned jam had carefully been put at a distance from the others. Rosalind produced the labels. They were painted by her: a picture of a bramble dangling some pretty, glossy berries. On almost all of them, sweet dormice were reaching paws for the luscious fruit. But on others, fleshy tailed rats were staring greedily at the berries, their long yellow teeth on show, and in a tiny detail, just visible under a bramble leaf, a dead rat lay on its back, paws hooked in stiff agony.


All the jars received their dormouse labels but for the last four, which had the dead rat labels instead.


‘Your paintings are wonderful, Rosie,’ Miranda said admiringly as they gummed them onto the jars.


‘Thank you. Do we tell Mrs Graham?’ Rosalind frowned. ‘What if she uses one?’


The idea was too horrible.


Miranda said, ‘We can’t tell her. She’ll throw them out and all our effort will be wasted. You know she will. But we can put them right at the back in the pantry. No one uses the jars at the back, they always use the ones at the front first. It will take months for her to get through our jam. And I’ll check on the jars just in case.’


‘I don’t think that’s enough,’ Rosalind said. ‘I shan’t be able to eat a mouthful of it just in case.’


‘All right. Look, I’ll hide them and you and I will know where they are, and if we need them, we can get them out. Would that make you happy?’


‘It would make me less nervous.’


‘Good. That’s what we’ll do. I’ll hide them in the cold store, you know how much Mrs Graham hates it in there.’


‘Yes. That’s the place.’


‘We’ll do it now.’


When the poison jars were safely concealed on a high, cobwebby shelf, with some tins of nails in front of them just in case, and the good jars were stowed in the pantry, the girls took up the old cookbook that was still sitting on the kitchen table where they’d left it.


‘It’s funny to see Mother’s handwriting again, isn’t it?’ Rosalind said softly. She touched it with a fingertip. ‘It’s been so long.’


‘Yes.’ Miranda gazed over her shoulder. ‘She loved that book. She was always reading it, do you remember? “Listen, girls,” she’d say, “what do you think of this?” And then she’d read out one of the old recipes, and all the exotic ingredients. How funny they were, weren’t they? No proper quantities, such odd names.’


‘Then she’d cook them. She was the only person Mrs Graham didn’t mind having in the kitchen. Do you remember she’d make them for Father and Grandfather? Her tasting committee.’


‘The gastronomes,’ Miranda said. ‘Remember? Every now and then she’d cook a feast and called it a gastronome night. I thought she meant actual gnomes. I was very disappointed when they didn’t arrive for dinner.’


Rosalind laughed, though she’d heard it before. ‘Father was nothing like a gnome. So tall and handsome.’


They were both silent, suddenly solemn. They rarely spoke of their parents. What was the point? Each knew exactly how the other felt, and how their brothers and sister also felt at the tragedy that had engulfed their family.


That was why Miranda had suggested that they do this.


‘Don’t you see, Rosie?’ she had urged. ‘It would be our way to get revenge. If it weren’t for this war, it never would have happened! Mother and Father would still be here. But not just that. It’s our duty!’


Everyone was trying to think of ways to aid a swift and total victory. One of their friends had actually made a jar of liquid concocted with anything toxic they could find – aspirins, cleaning powders, borax, boot polish, acid and laundry aids – labelled it ‘This Is Not Poison’, wrapped it up carefully in brown paper and sent it to Mr Hitler, The Palace, Germany.


‘That won’t work,’ Miranda had said scornfully. ‘Even if someone drinks it, it will be a taster, like in medieval courts. They won’t let Hitler touch it. Especially if they see the English stamps. Besides, I bet it smelled foul. Our plan is much better.’


Delicious blackberry jam. The invaders would arrive, roaring up to the castle in their horrible cars, ready to march in and take over, in their jackboots and overcoats. They would be surprised by the warm welcome they received.


Miranda and Rosalind planned to let Imogen in on the plot at that point, and to persuade their sister – eighteen years old, as fair as they were, and very pretty – to use all her feminine wiles.


‘How charming to meet you,’ Imogen would say. ‘Please come in. Do join me for tea.’


‘She will have to wear lots of lipstick,’ Miranda said, ‘And smile beguilingly.’


When the Germans had relaxed, and were off their guard, Rosalind and Miranda, all smiles, would bring in a tray loaded with tea, freshly made scones, butter from the farm and homemade blackberry jam.


The German officers would greedily help themselves. A few bites and a moment later, they’d be lying on the floor, glassy eyes staring at the ceiling as they expired. Perhaps one would mutter, ‘You English fiends! With this jam, you have defeated us!’


That was what Miranda predicted.


‘And if Hitler himself comes . . .’ She breathed out with suppressed excitement. ‘Imagine! We would kill Hitler. I think we’d get a medal.’


‘It won’t be Hitler,’ Rosalind said. ‘Why would he come here?’


‘Well, it doesn’t matter, we can kill a decent amount of officers. Hide the bodies and deal with the next lot who come looking for the first lot the same way.’


They spent hours plotting their perfect jam murders, enjoying the sense of power it gave them. The truth was, everyone was afraid. No one was in doubt that war was coming, and that Hitler had his eye on Britain. There would be an invasion. Everyone needed to prepare for the day when the German army landed, and be ready to do their bit.


‘We don’t have guns and we’re not grown-up and strong,’ Miranda said, ‘but we do have delicious food. So that’s what we’ll use. If we have to protect ourselves, we’ll do it.’


And now they had done it. They had actually made the poisoned jam that was sitting right now in the cold store. It was almost deliciously frightening that they had dared. But the thought of disposing of even one of the enemy seemed to put right the dreadful wrong that had been done to them three summers before.









Chapter One


LONDON


Present Day


Georgie blinked at Caspar. ‘This. Is. A. Living. Nightmare.’


‘That’s overstating it, isn’t it?’ He was always very pragmatic. ‘But . . . granted. Not ideal.’


‘Not ideal? It. Is. A. Disaster.’


‘Please stop talking like that, Georgie. I understand you feel emphatic about this.’ He shrugged. ‘But this is the way the cookie has crumbled.’


‘Honestly, Caspar! I mean it!’


‘Okay. I understand. I knew this would be hard. Take a few minutes. Let me know when you feel calmer, so we can have a proper talk about this.’


Casper was hard to ruffle, but that was one of the things she loved about him. But right now, she wanted him to see how unhappy his news had made her.


They were sitting in the sunny kitchen of their little London flat. Caspar had come back late the previous night from a family meeting in a gloomy solicitors’ office in a market town in Oxfordshire and then a family dinner. Only a fortnight before, Georgie and Caspar had driven through it on their way to St Jude’s Church for the funeral of his great-uncle, Sir Archibald Wakefield. Afterwards they had gone to Wakefield Castle for cucumber sandwiches, fruitcake and tea, to reminisce about Uncle Archie, who’d lingered on to the great age of ninety.


The miracle is, Georgie had thought, looking about the great hall, that he didn’t die of cold before then. But perhaps . . . he had ways of keeping warm.


She had glanced at Uncle Archie’s widow, who was wearing a magnificent black coat, and a hat with a veil that swathed her face, only a pair of scarlet lips visible beneath. Occasionally a handkerchief was held up to dab at the veil as though soaking away tears, but Georgie suspected that it wasn’t possible to do so without actually touching the face, which Viktoria kept hidden under her veil the entire time. Caspar went up to murmur his sympathy and she clutched his wrist with her black-gloved hand and said something to him, but Georgie shrank away from all that. She was painfully shy, and still found herself tongue-tied with all of Caspar’s family. Even after four years of marriage, she found it hard to tell them all apart, and more children sprang up almost overnight, like snowdrops. The castle was thronging with Wakefields: dozens of them, from grey-haired elders down to the screaming youngsters tearing about the place, everyone talking at the tops of their voices and seemingly neither deafened nor freezing. Georgie had lingered by the fire, trying to soak up some of the feeble heat, but there were just a couple of logs smouldering in a fireplace that could have easily fitted an entire cow within it. Caspar’s sister Alyssa had come up for a chat, and although Georgie liked her, she found it stressful that Alyssa had a squirming, moaning six-year-old hanging off her hand, and her voice was lost in the babble which bounced off the stone walls and made it impossible to hear. Georgie had tried to stay calm and concentrate but she became ever more agitated, until tears – foolish, silly, overwrought tears – had threatened. Fortunately Alyssa had finally given in to the whines of her youngster, made her excuses and wandered away in search of crisps. Georgie had been grateful when at last Caspar had sought her out to take her home.


The car was a haven of peace and quiet after the noise and chaos of the great hall. She liked the way they usually travelled in silence, sometimes putting on some classical music, but more often listening to the noise of the engine, and the sounds of the car – indicators, gear changes, windscreen wipers. It calmed her down.


‘What did Viktoria say?’ Georgie asked at last.


‘She said, “Thank you, my dear, my heart is broken. I do not know how I will live without him. He was my sun, my moon, my everything.”’


Georgie laughed because Caspar said it in an entirely flat voice. He was always fairly emotionless. He had proposed by saying, ‘Apparently there is an excellent deal at the wine merchant’s for champagne. I thought we might take advantage of it and have a wedding reception?’


Caspar slid his gaze away from the road and over to Georgie as she laughed, then back, his lips twitching. ‘I’m glad that wasn’t my response when she said it.’


‘I’m not laughing at that, you know very well. It’s the way you say it. Do you really think she’s heartbroken?’


‘I do think she’s heartbroken, but not necessarily about Great-Uncle Archie. I mean, it can’t have been a shock, not at his age. His ticker had been dodgy for a long time. Then there were the two types of cancer. And he was carrying most of his organs around with him in bags by the end.’


Georgie giggled again. ‘No he wasn’t. He had one, after his colon got taken out.’


‘Whatever, he was hardly love’s young dream. I should think Viktoria was more like a nurse than a wife by the end.’


‘She hired at least two nurses, your sister told me.’


Caspar shrugged. ‘There you are. Practically running a hospital ward.’


‘What do you think she’s brokenhearted about?’


‘Perhaps she doesn’t like change.’


‘We’re being very mean. She’s probably very sad about your uncle dying. He was her husband, after all.’


‘True. And what she, a forty-something divorcee, saw in a well-off old man . . . I have no idea.’


‘Do you think he’s left her money?’


‘Bound to have,’ Caspar said firmly. ‘She’ll have made certain of that.’


‘Then I’m sure she’ll be all right.’


‘She’s just sad her comfortable life with Uncle Archie is coming to an end.’


‘It can’t have been that comfortable at Wakefield,’ Georgie said feelingly. ‘I don’t know how she stood it.’


‘It looks like she mostly ignored it.’ Caspar frowned at the road, a touch of crossness in his eyes. ‘The place is worse than ever. Some of it is on the brink of collapse.’


‘Well,’ Georgie said, ‘thank goodness it isn’t our problem.’


And she’d put the whole thing out of her mind as they headed back to peaceful, calm, quiet home.


‘I suppose I’d better tell you,’ Caspar had said that morning, after the meeting with his family and the solicitor.


Knowing his deadpan delivery and general lack of emotion, Georgie could guess nothing from this. She’d carried on making coffee in the glass drip jug. ‘Of course you must tell me. Are we millionaires? Did Uncle Archie leave us all his loot?’


‘Not exactly.’


‘Did you get a book token wrapped round a cannonball?’ There were cannonballs scattered all over the grounds of Wakefield Castle, supposed to look picturesque, Georgie guessed, but now that the lawns were overgrown they were terrible hazards, and on one visit Georgie had broken a toe walking into one concealed in a tuft of grass.


‘Nope.’


‘All right then.’ Georgie leaned over the kitchen table and poured coffee into their mugs. She loved their Saturday morning rituals: coffee and papers in the sunny kitchen. A walk to the river. Brunch in the Duck Egg cafe – she always had the eggs Benedict – mooching around the shops, going to the market to pick up nice to things to eat over the weekend, and home for dinner and a movie. Caspar would open a good bottle, though Georgie didn’t much care about that; she couldn’t tell the difference between wines. Relaxing, ordered, calm. Just the two of them. The way she liked it. ‘So. Come on then. Spill the beans.’


‘You know Uncle Archie didn’t have any children.’


‘That was partly why he married Viktoria, wasn’t it? To begat an heir.’


‘Yes. As we know, the clinic did not make good on its promise.’


Georgie remembered the Christmas some years ago when Viktoria had bent over Great-Uncle Archie as he sat partially slumped in his chair in front of the dining table, his lunch cut up and mashed slightly with a fork. She’d grasped his raddled hand while he looked rather bewildered, and declared joyfully, ‘We are going to be parents!’


Everyone had gone quite still with amazement.


‘You’re pregnant, Viktoria?’ Alyssa had exclaimed. She was pregnant herself with her third baby, but she was in her mid-thirties and although Viktoria admitted to being forty-five, everyone was sure she was closer to fifty.


‘Not exactly.’ Viktoria had beamed. ‘Nature needs a little helping hand now that Archie is getting on. We are having IVF.’


‘That’s wonderful,’ Alyssa said in a strained voice and Georgie could tell that she didn’t think it wonderful at all.


‘They can work miracles these days. My little boys can’t wait to have a baby brother or sister!’ Viktoria declared with a girlish laugh.


Her sons, Siegfried and Wilhelm, were both at the table and Georgie glanced at them: large, silent, unsmiling and beetle-browed young men of twenty and twenty-two. Neither looked at all excited at the prospect. Everyone else murmured their good wishes and Caspar spoke up to change the subject.


Later Alyssa had told Georgie that it was outrageous. ‘There are people who really need IVF! Cancer patients, people with fertility issues! Not an elderly couple like Viktoria and Uncle Archie. It’s an absolute scandal.’


‘I agree. But let’s wait and see,’ Georgie had said. ‘I’d be surprised if it works.’


She was right. It seemed that nature had its limits, and was not prepared to be forced in that direction despite the very best and very expensive efforts of the fertility clinic. There had been no baby.


‘It’s for the best, I think,’ Georgie had said to Caspar. ‘And Viktoria has her two sons in any case. Imagine being born when your father is in his eighties! It isn’t right.’


‘No,’ Caspar replied meaningfully. ‘Babies should be born when the parents are in the prime of life.’


And Georgie had hastily changed the subject.


‘So?’ she asked now. ‘I suppose Viktoria has got everything.’


‘Not quite. It seems that blood is thicker than water after all.’


‘Oh?’


‘She gets a cut of the estate of course. And there are lots of bequests to nephews and nieces. So that will deplete what she gets.’


‘And I suppose the castle and the title go off to your cousin, the one who lives in Canada.’


‘Randolph. The bear conservator.’


‘Yes. The one we’ve never met.’


‘It’s never a good time to leave the bears, apparently. Yes, he’s now Sir Randolph Wakefield. Though he goes by Randy, apparently.’


‘Sir Randy Wakefield?’ Georgie laughed again. ‘That’s funny.’


‘Let’s hope the bears are suitably impressed. But . . .’ Caspar looked unusually ill at ease. He was famously impassive and here he was, shifting awkwardly and tapping his fingers on the table, biting his lip and frowning.


‘Yes? He didn’t leave us a pile of debts, did he?’


She spoke light-heartedly because she didn’t believe for a moment that Uncle Archie would do such a thing. He’d been very fond of Caspar. ‘Sound as a pound!’ he would say. ‘That’s our Caspar. Solid and with a good head on his shoulders.’ He liked the fact that Caspar was a responsible young man who’d never gone off the rails, but had stayed sensible and sober, and focused on a career as a solicitor. ‘The only sturdy oak in a family of reeds!’


That was a little unfair on the others, who were all perfectly normal but had gone in for more unstable careers in arts or tech, which Uncle Archie struggled to understand. But Caspar was one of the oldest of his great-nephews and Uncle Archie had taken less interest in each succeeding young relative. The very youngest ones barely featured in his consciousness, as they’d appeared in his early old age when his attention had been taken up with Viktoria and her two sons. No one knew anything of Viktoria’s first husband except that he had also been German and no longer had anything to do with his sons.


‘We do not speak of him!’ Viktoria had said frostily when she was once asked about him, and she was as good as her word, and never did. Siegfried and Wilhelm also said nothing about their father, and everyone suspected that he was perhaps dead but didn’t dare to ask.


‘He did not leave us debts,’ Caspar said slowly.


‘Don’t tell me! He discovered a Leonardo in the attic just before he died, and he’s left us that.’ Georgie could afford to be jokey as they had no need of anything. They lived comfortably on Caspar’s income as a solicitor and hers as a cookery writer. Extra money was always welcome, but they didn’t need it. So she hoped that Great-Uncle Archie had left something that would mean something to Caspar, that he could treasure – like the family standard, or the old photograph albums – but they could do without money. She was contented just as they were.


‘He . . .’ Caspar took a deep breath and said rapidly, ‘He left us Wakefield Castle and wants us to go and live there and restore it. That’s what he did.’


She didn’t believe him. She laughed and said, ‘Yes, but what did he really leave us?’


It was only when Caspar said solemnly, ‘Viktoria is furious,’ that she actually began to believe him. The smile on her face faded, her laughter stopped. And that’s when she really took it in, and said what she genuinely thought about this awful development.


‘This. Is. A. Living. Nightmare.’









Chapter Two


Casper had waited quite a while before he mentioned the family castle to Georgie. They met at the party of a mutual friend and Georgie had liked him on sight. He was so calm and solid-looking, as if he wouldn’t turn a hair no matter what happened, but would cope in any crisis with that same unflappable air and the sharp intelligence that glinted in his grey eyes. They were complete opposites physically. He was tall and well built, with dark hair, prominent cheekbones and those poetic grey eyes, while she was short, slim, freckly and round-faced, with slightly wild strawberry-blonde hair that she twisted up and clipped into a messy bun, to keep it out of the way of her cooking. She wore glasses when she was working, and her one concession to beauty was lots of mascara to darken her light lashes.


‘Your eyes are tiger-coloured,’ Caspar would say. ‘Orange and brown.’


‘A very shy, frightened tiger,’ Georgie would add with a laugh.


‘No need to be frightened now, you’ve got me.’


She knew he was right. He was solid and dependable, and that was what appealed to her. She had a very attuned radar. Where her girlfriends went out with obvious bad boys, only to be bewildered when they turned out to be just that, Georgie never did. She found kind, serene types who liked the same quiet life that she did – rhythms and patterns and routines – and when the relationships ended, they were not in storms of tears, but friendly agreements to go separate ways.


She liked things predictable and secure, and Casper had looked safe. From that first moment, she’d had a powerful sense that she was supposed to meet him, and that if she didn’t act, she might miss a vital opportunity. She’d surprised herself by acting completely out of character by going up and saying, ‘Hello. I’m Georgie. What’s your name?’


Once she was next to him, she realised he was really very tall. He looked down at her from his gangly height, as though surprised by the voice that seemed to be coming from somewhere around his knees, and had answered politely. Once they’d started chatting, they soon stopped noticing the disparity in their heights. Everything he said filled her with more certainty that her initial impressions were correct. He was solvent, employed, serious-minded and keen on classical music, quiet nights in and long country walks armed with binoculars to scrutinise the birds he spotted.


Safe.


They fell into step in their lives like two companionable walkers. Love didn’t come like a lightning bolt, or through dislike that turned to passion, but with the gentleness of opening the door to a friend and saying, ‘How wonderful to see you, come in!’


They both knew almost at once that this was going to be their future, and Georgie always suspected that Caspar was glad that there was no need to say it. No need for declarations or poems or grand romantic gestures. She knew that he preferred her to understand him without words. That when he said, ‘Fancy watching a film?’ he meant, ‘I love you.’ When he said, ‘Are you in the mood?’ he meant, ‘You’re beautiful and I desire you and want to seduce you at once.’ If she’d ever asked him what he meant, he would have been confused and said, ‘I don’t know. I’ve no idea what I mean.’


But he showed her all the time what she meant to him: in the way he took her hand and held it in his own much larger one when they walked; the way she fitted perfectly into his side and under his arm while they watched television; the way he knew her moods and emotions before she did, and was already running her a bath, or cooking one of the three comfort meals he made when she was too depressed to cook herself. Every Friday night, a bunch of her favourite flowers, depending on the season, would be carefully arranged in a vase, and a bottle of good claret breathing beside it on the kitchen table.


‘I love you, Caspar,’ she would say and he would reply, ‘I’m of a similar mind,’ or ‘Likewise, my darling,’ or, ‘The feeling is entirely mutual.’


Which made her very happy even if he struggled to say the actual words himself.


After a blissful and romantic year during which they moved into the sunny flat near the river, Caspar made his infamous suggestion that they take advantage of the wine merchant’s champagne offer and followed it up – once she’d cried and said, ‘Yes, we should, yes please’ – by saying casually, ‘We could always have the whole thing at the castle.’


‘The castle?’ She’d blinked at him and wondered for a wild moment if he meant a pub that she used to cycle past on the Old Kent Road.


‘My Great-Uncle Archibald has a castle. An old family place. You know the sort of thing.’


‘Er . . . no!’ Georgie laughed. ‘What are you talking about?’


‘Didn’t I mention it?’


‘You know you didn’t!’ He had introduced her to his father and mother, who lived in gentle comfort in an old red-brick house near Monmouth. It had the loveliest gardens, to which they devoted nearly all their time. Caspar said he’d barely seen them out of their gardening clothes in a decade. They dedicated themselves to the velvety lawn, the borders spilling with pink roses, lavender and silver bedding plants with spiky purple verbena at the back, the gracious trees, the arches with rambling roses and clematis, the pots of trailing geraniums, the baskets with clouds of white petunia. She had met his sister, Alyssa, who ran a homewares store in Bath with her husband Henry. She had met his little brother, Ed, who edited animation in a converted warehouse office on the Thames in the shadow of Tower Bridge. Ed had a succession of beautiful girlfriends and no money, but was funny and charming and sparky.


‘But you never mentioned a castle,’ she admonished. ‘What are we talking? Disney? Medieval motte-and-bailey? Ruin? Height of luxury?’


‘Hmm.’ Caspar had wrinkled his nose. ‘Hard to say. All of the above.’


‘All?’ She blinked in astonishment. ‘What?’


‘It’s hard to explain. You have to see it really. We’ll go there for Christmas. Unless you have to be somewhere else?’


‘No, nowhere.’


‘Don’t you ever see your parents at Christmas?’


‘Adoptive parents.’


‘Sorry – your adoptive parents. I know you said you’re not close . . .’


Georgie shook her head. ‘It didn’t work out, I told you. That sometimes happens with adoptions of older children, rather than babies. So Pippa and I don’t see them any more, they’re not a part of our lives. We have each other.’


Caspar nodded. He wasn’t the type to push for information. ‘Pippa’s a lovely girl. Why don’t we go down and visit? We can break the news to her.’


So they took a trip down to Brighton, where Pippa lived a busy life with her husband Ryan and new baby, and had a happy evening surprising them with champagne and the first glimpse of the engagement ring.


Pippa had squealed with excitement, cried, hugged them both and then hugged them again. Ryan had congratulated Caspar and told him that he was a brave man giving up his freedom and there was still time to back out. Pippa looked a little hurt for a moment, but Ryan laughed and said, ‘Only kidding. Honestly, married life is great,’ and she looked reassured.


They spent the evening talking about ideas for the wedding and Caspar mentioned the castle.


‘You have a castle?’ marvelled Pippa. Caspar showed her a picture on his phone. ‘That’s amazing. And what a great venue for a wedding!’


‘We’ll have to see if Georgie likes it first,’ Caspar said.


‘It looks lovely in the pictures,’ Georgie said, ‘but I’m not really a fan of big events.’


‘Take advantage of it, Caspar!’ joked Ryan. ‘I got fleeced for thousands for our wedding! All that cash for a party. If Georgie wants the register office and a Nando’s, you should go for it. I wish I’d had that option!’


Pippa had playfully thwacked him, and they’d happily discussed weddings for the rest of the evening.


Later in the kitchen, when it was just the two sisters, Pippa said, ‘I’m really so happy for the two of you. I think Caspar is perfect for you and I have done from the start.’


‘Thank you. I think he is too.’ Georgie hesitated and then said, ‘Is everything all right with you and Ryan?’


Pippa looked surprised. ‘Of course. Everything’s fine. I mean . . . obviously we have some problems. He’s a typical man, not very good at feelings and communication and all that.’


‘Okay.’ Georgie considered. ‘So he finds it hard to express himself?’


‘No, no.’ Pippa wrinkled her nose as she thought. ‘It’s not exactly that. It’s more like . . . he doesn’t actually know what he thinks. When we have issues and I want to talk them through, he just doesn’t have anything to say. So I ask him to have a think about it and tell me later. But he never does. It’s odd.’


‘I don’t know if I understand,’ Georgie said slowly. She had always looked out for her younger sister, and something was bothering her.


Pippa laughed. ‘I don’t know how to explain it. But most of the time, everything is fine. Just like any marriage. You have to work at it.’


On the way home, she asked Caspar if he noticed anything odd about Ryan but he said no, Ryan seemed completely normal: funny, charming and intelligent.


‘You didn’t think his jokes about weddings were a bit pointed?’


‘What? Oh no, just ordinary banter. He’s just being funny in a slightly unoriginal way. I think he and Pippa seem to have a great relationship.’


‘Yes. Me too,’ Georgie said, but she couldn’t quite shake the feeling of discomfort when she remembered that tiny look of hurt on Pippa’s face.


Georgie grew increasingly nervous as Christmas approached. The idea of a huge house full of strangers who would soon be her family made her feel sick, but she said nothing to put a damper on the visit. What she hadn’t expected was the sheer beauty of Wakefield Castle. Her first view of it had been as the car turned through a pair of mossy pillars, and then glided along a winding drive that quite suddenly revealed a proper old castle, with a bridge that crossed a steely grey moat thick with waterlily pads and algae, to an old gatehouse of twin towers with an arch between them and . . . was that a portcullis? And beyond that a solid stone square house in the classic E shape, with two great wings and a central hall with a vast oak iron-studded door at the entrance.


‘Caspar!’ she exclaimed as they drove up.


‘I know.’ He smiled. ‘This place is quite something. It’s been in my family for years.’


‘It’s gorgeous!’


‘Yes. It’s beautiful. Come on, let’s go in.’


The great front door wasn’t locked, and Caspar led the way into a vast hall with a hammer-beam ceiling. Georgie gazed around, speechless. It looked as though it was about to be photographed for the Christmas issue of some heritage magazine.


‘Henry and Alyssa have been at work,’ Caspar remarked. ‘Henry loves it here.’


‘It looks amazing,’ Georgie said sincerely.


The whole room was draped in greenery, with swathes of ivy looped over the enormous fireplace where a mass of logs glowed on a heap of ash. The stone chimneypiece, stained dark grey at the front from the billowing smoke of countless fires, was lined with a collection of pewter jugs, also wreathed in ivy. Two large red velvet sofas faced each other in front of the fireplace, a small acre of Turkish carpet between them. A great oil painting hung over the fireplace. Georgie stared at it. A fleet of dark-brown ships were setting sail from an elegant city over a scalloped blue sea. Caspar saw where she was looking.


‘It’s Charles the Second’s return from exile in the Netherlands in 1660,’ he said.


‘Oh.’


‘Not that you can see him. I don’t even know which ship he’s supposed to be on. And it’s ironic really, as this hall hosted meetings of those in opposition to Charles the First.’


She looked around. From the ceiling hung an ancient iron chandelier holding dozens of waxy candles that emerged from a morass of holly and mistletoe. In an alcove over a Gothic doorway was the torso of a polished suit of armour, its helmet wearing a garland of ivy. There were no baubles or fairy lights. Just greenery, berries and candles. It had a wonderfully pagan feel.


Georgie looked at Caspar with something like indignation. ‘You never said a word about this!’


‘Well . . . I’m not sure how I feel about it. I’ve got mixed emotions. The castle is a love it, hate it sort of place.’


‘Did you grow up here?’


‘For some of my childhood. It was . . . ’ – he made a face – ‘noisy.’


Georgie looked around. She could imagine this place full of people, and felt a small prick of panic. ‘How many of your family will be here?’


‘A few. They tend to descend at this time of year.’ He smiled, put down their cases, and went to wrap her in his arms. ‘Don’t worry, they’re harmless. And I’ll be with you all the time. I promise it won’t be awful.’


For the first time, she wondered if he had hidden the existence of the castle and his large family because he thought that it might frighten her off to know that this was part of his life.


But it’s fine, she told herself, because this isn’t actually our life. It’s just a facet. It will be over soon, and I can bear it if Caspar is with me.


A rush of anxiety hit at the sense of the space all around her. Instinctively, she used a technique she called ‘blurring’ where she consciously focused on something small close to her and made the emptiness retreat to the outskirts of her consciousness. The panic subsided and she breathed out. ‘Is there a kitchen?’


Casper gave her a sideways look. ‘Is there a kitchen? You’d better believe it. Come on. Let’s go and take a look.’


Kitchens were safe places for Georgie. They were warm, nourishing spaces where recipes could be followed and the most wonderful things would result. Ever since she was small, she’d been obsessed with food.


‘You ought to be the size of a house really,’ Caspar would joke. ‘Considering how much you love cake.’


Georgie liked cake for breakfast: big juicy slices of carrot cake, loaded with cream cheese frosting – the warmth of nutmeg and cinnamon, the plump raisins and soft crunch of walnuts, the tang of lemon in the cheese. Delicious. Or banana bread, studded with chocolate chips, rich with the hint of rum, slathered in butter. While Caspar ate muesli, she tucked into muffins: high-topped, loaded with the red blots of raspberries and crunchy with golden sugar. Despite all this, Georgie was slim, petite even.


‘How do you do it?’ Caspar asked.


‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘It’s just what I’m like.’


Caspar was not complaining. He loved her cooking, and was always enthusiastic about whatever it was she was trying out. ‘What is it today?’ he would ask, looking eager to taste whatever she was conjuring. Besides assisting a celebrity chef in recipe development and cookbook writing, she had an occasional food column in a magazine, and that meant she was often cooking out of season: making Christmas food in July, and Easter treats in November. Caspar might come home to barbecue and salads in the depths of winter and cinnamon buns in the height of summer, but he didn’t mind at all. He wolfed everything down and told her she was probably the best cook in the world.


He knew that she wanted to see the kitchen at Wakefield in order to feel comforted.


‘This way.’ He led her confidently out of a door at the end of the hall. It was a strange feeling, to know how at home Caspar was in a place like this. It was an aspect of him that she did not know: the man to whom this extraordinary place was home.


Does he feel impossibly cramped in our flat? Georgie wondered as they walked down a corridor lined with paintings and tapestries. Did he miss cavernous fireplaces and hammer beams stretching darkly overhead, and staircases curving away into the shadows? It was strange to think of Caspar as a boy, running up and down these corridors.


They came to a wide stone staircase leading downwards. She followed Caspar down, around a turning and then through another Gothic stone doorway, and in they went.


‘Oh!’


Caspar smiled at her. ‘What do you think?’


Georgie walked slowly in, looking around. ‘You’re right. It’s a kitchen.’


Wooden benches stretched out along the length of the room. Over the great fireplace hung a row of copper pots in ascending size, the biggest looking like a small bath. A range glowed warmly in its depths, but there was also a conventional oven squeezed in next to it. Looking about, Georgie could see that despite the antique feel to the room, there were lots of modern additions. A huge fridge gleamed at one end, and a microwave sat squat and dark on a far counter. A dresser against one wall held a large collection of blue and white china: platters, jugs, plates, tureens, bowls and dishes of all sizes.


She turned to Caspar. ‘It’s bigger than most restaurant kitchens.’


‘I suppose it fed dozens of people back in the day.’


‘How do they get the food upstairs? If that’s where you all eat?’


‘Yes, such a pain. There’s a kind of lift thing and various warming trollies to take it all about.’ Caspar rolled his eyes. ‘Ridiculous really. They must have liked their food cold in the old days.’


‘Or they used cloches.’


‘Cloches?’


‘Those metal covers you put over food – like when you order room service in smart hotels.’


‘Yes, I think we do have some of those,’ Caspar said thoughtfully, ‘but they’re silver.’


‘And perhaps you use chafing dishes,’ Georgie added. ‘Serving dishes that are heated and keep things warm.’


Just then a door at the back of the room opened and in came a middle-aged woman with long dark hair holding a tub full of potatoes. She stopped short in surprise to see Georgie, her eyes round, then she saw Caspar and relaxed. ‘Caspar!’


‘Hello, Sandy.’


‘They said you were coming for Christmas.’ Sandy put down the tub of potatoes on the scrubbed table in the middle of the room and went over to Casper, raising up on her tiptoes to reach his cheek for a kiss. She looked at Georgie, her eyes much warmer now. ‘And who’s this?’


Caspar introduced them. ‘Sandy cooks here, don’t you, Sandy?’


‘Yes, I do, and I’m doing a lot of hours over Christmas, I can tell you.’


‘Viktoria isn’t doing the cooking?’


Caspar and Sandy laughed, to Georgie’s confusion, before Caspar put his arm around her shoulder and said, ‘She hasn’t yet met Viktoria, Sandy.’


‘I can tell,’ Sandy said.


‘Georgie’s a cook,’ Caspar said proudly.


‘Ooh.’ Sandy looked wary. ‘I’ll have to be on my best form, then.’


‘Oh, I’m just a home cook, not a chef,’ Georgie said quickly.


‘Don’t let her fool you, she’s amazing,’ Caspar said.


‘I’m happy to help out, if you need it? I mean, just sous chef things. Peeling, grating . . .’


Sandy smiled. ‘That’s very kind but I wouldn’t hear of it. You’re a guest. You’ll be looked after. That’s why Viktoria has got me in so much. Now, shall I put the kettle on? Fancy a mug of tea?’


‘Yes please,’ Georgie said. She was relaxing now she was in a familiar environment, even if somewhat bigger than usual.


‘Lovely,’ Caspar said.


‘Tell me what you’re up to, Caspar.’ Sandy walked over to the fireplace and slid a huge copper kettle onto a hotplate.


No electric jugs here, Georgie thought, amused.


She leaned against a counter, listening as Caspar and Sandy caught up on news. Few of the names meant anything to her, but she could gather that the castle was going to be busy over the next few days. She watched with interest as Sandy started laying out sandwiches on silver trays, and loading a cake stand with scones.


They were finishing up their tea when the sound of a distant gong boomed through the house.


Caspar made a face as he put down his mug. ‘We are summoned.’


‘Haven’t you said hello yet?’ Sandy asked, whisking away the mug to the dishwasher.


‘No. We were finding our feet first.’


‘I’m just about ready here.’ Sandy nodded at the food she’d been preparing. ‘Viktoria ordered afternoon tea at four o’clock.’ The kitchen door opened and two giggling teenage girls came in. ‘And here are my helpers.’


‘Thank you so much for the tea, Sandy,’ Georgie said, wishing she could stay here in the warmth of the kitchen.


‘You’re welcome.’ Sandy was already distracted by the girls, telling them to get changed quickly and wash their hands.


‘Come on, Georgie.’ Caspar took her hand. ‘There’s nothing to be frightened of, I promise.’


‘If you say so,’ she replied, a twist of apprehension tightening in her stomach, and she clutched his hand in return.


Tea was to be served in the Oak Room, named for the intricate carved panels on the walls, but really the room was dominated by a vast and ornate white stone chimneypiece, at least eight feet wide. Winter light came in through the tall, slender, diamond-paned windows, and the room was further illuminated by lamps that glowed on side tables. A Christmas tree decorated in pink and silver bows and pink fairy lights glittered in a corner. Chintz-covered armchairs faced a pink silk sofa in front of the fire, and a woman in a glamorous red wrap dress stood by a table on which sat a large vase of flowers, tweaking winter roses into position. From the back, she could be any age, her dark brown hair lustrous, but she turned at the sound of Casper and Georgie coming in, and revealed a very well-preserved face in middle age, expertly made up. The only jarring note was her eyebrows, which seemed entirely hairless and only painted on her face in two dark brown lines.


‘Ah! You’re here!’ she said, in accented English. ‘Good. Then everyone has arrived.’ She sighed. ‘I’ve asked them all to be here for tea at four but they are late. Of course.’


‘Viktoria.’ Caspar strode up to her and kissed her proffered cheek. ‘Happy Christmas.’


‘Happy Christmas.’ Her gaze flicked to Georgie with little interest.


‘This is Georgie,’ Caspar said quickly. ‘My girlfriend. I mean, my fiancée.’


‘Yes,’ Viktoria said and smiled at Georgie, albeit coolly. ‘So pleased you could join us.’


‘Thank you,’ Georgie said in a small voice. She already found the atmosphere around Viktoria difficult: it was, like her dress, red and full of spikes. Little black forks of lightning seemed to buzz around her.


‘Where is Uncle Archie?’ Caspar asked.


‘Asleep,’ Viktoria said. ‘He will join us at dinner.’ She sighed. ‘He is very tired at this time of year.’


‘This time of life,’ Caspar muttered to Georgie.


He had told her something of Viktoria on the way to the castle. ‘A powerful personality,’ he had said.


‘Nice?’ Georgie had asked.


‘I’m not sure nice is the right word,’ Caspar had said diplomatically. ‘Determined. But at least she seems to be kind to Uncle Archie.’


‘How did he meet her?’


‘No one is quite sure, but the story is that she wrote to Uncle Archie asking for a tour of the castle. She was a member of some historical society that gives privileged access to various private houses. Alyssa thinks she was trying her luck with all sorts of elderly castle owners, writing and turning up and trying to charm them into matrimony. But it’s just Alyssa’s theory. There’s no proof.’


‘Perhaps she loves him,’ Georgie had ventured.


‘Perhaps she does,’ Caspar had agreed in a voice that seemed to suggest it was extremely unlikely.


Now that Georgie could see Viktoria for herself, she could understand why there might be uncharitable motives ascribed to her. Viktoria was not at all a likely match for an elderly man, looking in the prime of her middle age, her hair elaborately styled into a large updo, glittering jewels at her ears and throat, and dressed as if for a cocktail party. Georgie had been expecting someone who looked more like a friendly grandmother, perhaps with greying hair, in a cardigan, kilt and sensible shoes.


But why shouldn’t she make the most of what she’s got? Georgie asked herself. I’m sure living here might bring out the urge to glam up in anyone.


She left Caspar and Viktoria talking and started wandering around the room, taking in the paintings, the family photographs in silver frames, the beautiful wooden harp that stood by a far window. The pale carpet was covered in Persian rugs, and she noticed two pugs asleep on cushions next to a radiator.


The door opened again, and in came Alyssa and Henry, each holding a small child by the hand.


‘Hello, hello, we’re late!’ Alyssa was unmistakably Caspar’s sister: tall, with flowing dark brown hair and the same high cheekbones and grey eyes. She came straight over and kissed Georgie heartily on each cheek. ‘Congratulations! You two have made it official! I’m so, so delighted. I want to hear all about it just as soon as I can. Henry, shall we get Matty and Percy – say hello to Georgie, please, children – shall we get them a sandwich each? It’ll keep them quiet. Viktoria, hello! Is there any tea? Well, shall I ring the bell? All right all right, you’ve done it, that’s fine . . .’ She muttered under her breath to Georgie, ‘God forbid anyone should take any control from Viktoria. Horrible old bitch. Sorry! Don’t listen to me, she’s lovely. Oh, here’s the tea, that was quick, they must have been on their way, thank goodness. Matty, do you want a sandwich?’


Georgie just smiled. She had learned long ago that in conversations with extroverts, it was often easy to say nothing and still come away with a reputation as an excellent conversationalist. She felt a small prickle of panic, sensing that Alyssa and Henry’s arrival marked the beginning of the crowd, but she kept calm, glancing over at Caspar for reassurance. He was looking out for her and smiled encouragingly while listening to Viktoria. Alyssa started bustling about, sorting out the tea things and supplying her children with food, and Georgie tried to fade – this was when she gently backed away and out of the orbit of the loud and confident ones, so that she was in no danger of being their target. More people came in: Caspar’s younger brother Ed and a stunning blonde girlfriend in a tweed mini dress and long boots. Caspar’s parents arrived, as well as some aunts, uncles and cousins. The news of the engagement was making her a focus, and while it was nice to be congratulated, she couldn’t bear too much of that all at once.


Alyssa’s husband Henry found Georgie by the curtains looking out over the moat. ‘Are you hiding?’ he asked, munching on a ham sandwich. He looked nice, in very shabby casual clothes – jeans and a collarless granddad shirt under a yellow waistcoat – with thinning brown hair and kind eyes.


‘I’m shy,’ she said. ‘I’m not good with crowds.’


‘Fair enough,’ he said. ‘I’m not a great talker myself.’


‘Thank you,’ she replied. ‘Lots of people don’t seem to believe in shyness. They think you just need bringing out of yourself and start asking lots of questions. It’s agonising.’


Henry nodded. ‘Don’t worry, you won’t get asked much here. Everyone’s too busy talking about themselves. It’s a struggle for air time. You’ll be quite popular if you don’t make a play for it.’


‘But that’s the thing. I don’t want to be popular.’


‘It’s your catch twenty-two then. But the good thing is, there are lots of places to hide here. Very easy to be forgotten. You’ll see. If I spot you making a run for it, I’ll create a diversion so you can get away.’


‘Thank you,’ she said, smiling. He seemed like an ally. ‘I had no idea what I was letting myself in for.’


‘Caspar can be quite cagey. He didn’t prepare you for this then?’


Georgie shook her head. ‘He didn’t say a word.’


‘He’s terrified of women with “castle syndrome”. Mention your ancestral home and they’re all over you. He’s had a few girlfriends like that, eying up the place and fancying a role as a chatelaine.’


‘But it’s not his house,’ Georgie said quickly, who couldn’t imagine anything worse. ‘It’s his uncle’s.’


‘Very true,’ Henry said. ‘And look what happened to Uncle Archie.’ He gazed meaningfully at Viktoria, who was now in conversation with an elderly couple who were no doubt Caspar’s parents as the man had the same tall, beaky look as Casper and Alyssa. ‘I hope you’ll enjoy yourself here. It can be overwhelming.’


‘I’ll do my best,’ Georgie promised.


In the event, the stay for Christmas was fine. As Henry had observed, the fact that Georgie didn’t want the spotlight played in her favour. No one seemed to mind that she sat quietly at dinner and said very little, or that she was up early and out of the door for a long walk, heading out over the bridge and into the grounds and then into the woods that surrounded the house. It was breathtakingly beautiful. When she’d climbed high enough, she’d looked down over the castle and gasped at the sight of the old house with its towers and battlements and the softly glinting moat. Henry had been right. This kind of house was big enough to get lost in, a place to find solitude and silence. She had never known a house like it, and something in it resonated with her. Her chaotic childhood, in ever-changing flats and houses, and then with Patsy and Mike, had created this longing for solitude in her, along with her chronic shyness. She had always looked for small spaces where she could be alone and quiet – compact flats, neatly arranged rooms, with order and security. The bedroom she was sharing with Caspar was large, with a view over the park, but the bed was a four-poster with curtains that Caspar pulled shut to create their own cosy hideaway, and she loved it. It had never occurred to her that a large space might provide refuge rather than panic.


Nevertheless, she preferred making her way down to the kitchen, where it was warm and busy in the way she liked. She would join Sandy, who’d make her a coffee. Once Sandy had understood that Georgie really was much happier peeling a tub of potatoes in companionable silence with only the radio playing than being upstairs with the family, she had been happy to give her tasks.


Caspar left her to her own devices but was always happy to see her when she emerged from a walk or from the kitchen. ‘I’m on family duty,’ he said apologetically. ‘Really must talk to the rellies.’


‘Should I join in?’


‘Only if you want to. I’m covering for you – they all think you’re a creative genius who needs time to think.’


‘Well, I am, and I do.’ She had brought work with her, writing up the recipes she had tested in the last month and organising them.


‘Of course you are.’ He hugged her. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll protect you from them.’


But actually, it wasn’t so bad. After a day, she got used to the large family mealtimes, the skittering children rushing about and getting underfoot. The older members moved at a slower pace, and spent long hours in front of the fire with books and newspapers, and no one seemed to mind that much. Viktoria didn’t emerge till almost lunchtime, perfectly made up and wearing party dresses, it seemed to Georgie, but everyone else was more normal. Alyssa raced after her brood in jeans and trainers, and put them into any amount of outdoor clothing twice a day for a trip into the garden.


‘They must be exercised, like dogs,’ she said, shooing them out the back door and down the stone steps to the lawn. ‘Stay away from the tower!’ she shouted after them as they ran off, dragging the little ones after them with mittened hands.


‘Tower?’ Georgie asked, looking out over the frosted garden that was surrounded by the castle walls.


‘Towers, really,’ Alyssa said. ‘I’ll put my coat on and go after them. Just in case someone decides to explore the moat.’ She pointed across the lawn. ‘See that tower there? It’s called the East Tower. It’s starting to fall to pieces now. But the West Tower is off limits. Out of bounds. No one goes there now. The two towers are joined by a secret passage, apparently, not that we ever found it despite looking and looking when we were kids. Uncle Archie always forbade us from going to the West Tower as though the fence around it wouldn’t stop us anyway. In fact, he never even said why there is a fence all around it. Dad – his nephew – didn’t seem to know anything about it either.’ Alyssa fetched her coat from a hook by the door and struggled into it, pulling it over her bulky jumper. ‘Naturally I’m sure that’s the place the children will be most interested in.’


‘This place is full of surprises,’ Georgie said.


‘No end to them,’ Alyssa said. ‘Right, send Henry out if you see him. No reason I should wrangle the children all on my own.’


And she disappeared off in the direction of the puffy coats and snowsuits that were vanishing in the distance.


It was Christmas Eve and there was to be a black-tie dinner.


‘Viktoria’s Germanic traditions,’ Caspar said, coming into their room with damp hair, his shirt sticking to the places he hadn’t dried himself after the shower. ‘She always makes a big deal of Christmas Eve. But I must say, I rather like it. It takes the heat out of Christmas Day.’


Georgie was sitting at the dressing table, getting ready. She felt anxious. She had rarely gone to events where she had to dress up. This wasn’t her familiar territory at all. She had bought a plain black dress and brought some heels out of the back of her wardrobe where they lived in a shoebox most of the time.


‘You look lovely,’ Caspar said, putting a comforting hand on her shoulder as he went past. ‘Don’t be nervous, it’s the same crowd as at lunch and breakfast, just gussied up a bit.’


She breathed out slowly. ‘I don’t know if I’ll ever get used to castle life.’


‘We’ll be home soon enough,’ he promised. ‘We can head off on Boxing Day.’


Georgie gazed at herself in the mirror. Two more days and then home. She was exhausted by all this. Had it really only been just over two days since they’d arrived? Huge families were an enormous amount to cope with. She thought of Pippa and hoped she wasn’t finding Christmas too stressful, with a baby and everything to organise. Ryan helped, but he wasn’t particularly proactive, so Pippa had to do all the mental work and delegate some of the physical tasks. Pippa’s Christmas card had contained their special quote from A. A. Milne: It isn’t much fun for one, but two can stick together. It had become their motto. Two can stick together. It often had not much been fun for two either, but they had known how much worse it would have been if either had been alone.


Caspar was pulling on his jacket. ‘Ready?’


She nodded. ‘Ready.’


And taking his arm, she went with him to face the crowd downstairs, thinking how much happier she’d be in the kitchen, wearing an apron and helping Sandy prepare the feast.


There was champagne in the Oak Room first, to warm them up before dinner. Then a bell summoned them all to the dining room, also lined with panelling and dominated by the long polished table now alight with candles. Great-Uncle Archie was already at the table, having been wheeled up to his position at the top where there were two places laid.


‘You’re over there,’ Viktoria said to Georgie, pushing her lightly at the waist towards her place. ‘Archie particularly asked for you.’


‘Oh,’ she said, feeling instantly frightened. She had barely seen Great-Uncle Archie since they’d arrived. Viktoria always announced he was resting, or being fed or walked by one of the nurses, as though he was a pet, not a person. She’d glimpsed him at lunch once and seen him in his wheelchair in the drawing room, but she’d kept her distance. Now he was in an ancient dinner jacket, a green silk bow tie, and with pearl studs down the front of his evening shirt. A few strands of white hair were combed across his pink head. He leaned rather to the side and seemed to be staring at the table.


I won’t be able to hear him, she thought anxiously. He’ll talk too quietly. And he’ll be deaf. I’ll have to shout.


Panic burned in her stomach and she felt her heart beating faster as she sat down next to him, watching longingly as Caspar went to his place at the far end of the table.


Great-Uncle Archie turned to face her with a smile. ‘Hello, young lady,’ he said in a surprisingly resonant voice, his accent from another time. It made her think of period dramas and the announcers on old news reels. ‘I’ve been looking forward to making your acquaintance.’


‘That’s nice,’ Georgie said faintly. Then she gathered all her courage, smiled and said loudly, ‘How are you?’


‘My dear girl, every day is a blessing at my age. A day in which nothing aches or breaks is a good day for me. And I must admit, I’m feeling in fine fettle.’ He grinned at her, dry lips stretched over yellowing teeth.


So this is age, she thought.


It wasn’t pretty. Uncle Archie’s skin was simultaneously stretched and shiny, and folded and spotted. His brows were sparse except for a few long, wiry white hairs. One eye was red-rimmed and drooped half-closed, and his ears seemed so large. His neck and shoulders were bent, and his fingers knobbly and skewed with arthritis. Every movement appeared to take an effort.


Georgie felt her initial fear subside. She remembered how, years before, when she’d cowered in front of a spider, Patsy had said to her, ‘It’s much more afraid of you than you are of it!’ And now, so close to Uncle Archie, she saw that the dinner would probably be more of an ordeal for him than it would be for her. She felt absurdly young and fit next to him, and, to her surprise, found she admired him. He was smiling, he had got himself all dressed up to sit at this table in his wheelchair, still game for a bit of company and a chat when it was all clearly an effort.


She wasn’t sure how to relate to him. She knew no one old, she had no grandparents that she was aware of. It had been years since she’d laid eyes on Patsy and Mike – they must be in their seventies now.


‘We need a drink,’ Uncle Archie said. He waved a finger at Caspar, who came over. ‘Pour us some wine, my boy. We’re rather out of it up here.’


‘Of course.’ Caspar poured out the wine and gave Georgie an encouraging smile. ‘I hope my uncle is going to be good company.’


‘I’m doing my best,’ Uncle Archie said gaily, as Caspar passed him the wine glass. ‘I’m an old dinosaur but I can still summon up some social skills when I need to. Happy Christmas!’


Georgie lifted her glass. ‘Happy Christmas.’


‘So,’ Uncle Archie said to her confidingly, as Caspar returned to his place. ‘What do you think of my house?’


‘It’s beautiful. I didn’t much like it when I arrived but I do now.’


‘You didn’t?’ He laughed, a wheezy sound that shook his shoulders. ‘How unusual. Most people go in the opposite direction. Can I ask what was wrong with it?’


‘It’s rather bigger than I’m used to. I found it overwhelming . . . all this space. All this room.’


‘You prefer smaller houses?’


‘Oh yes. Small, cosy, warm, reliable. This looks . . .’ She gazed about the panelled dining room with its walnut sideboard gleaming with silver, and the oil paintings glowing in the candlelight, the fire crackling under the huge carved chimneypiece. ‘It’s beautiful,’ she said hastily. ‘But it looks like it needs a lot of upkeep. And it is rather cold.’


He laughed wheezily again. ‘You are not wrong about that. I was so cold after growing up here that I went to live in St Lucia for twenty years, just to warm up my old bones.’


‘Really? What did you do there?’


‘I ran a bar and restaurant, called, a little boringly, Archie’s.’


‘Oh!’ Georgie blinked at him. In a moment, the old man slumped in his wheelchair, bow tie poking into his chin, transformed in her mind into a younger version – tanned by the Caribbean sun, wearing a white shirt, standing straight and tall behind a bar and shaking up cocktails for customers. ‘What kind of restaurant? What sort of food?’


‘Local food,’ Uncle Archie said vaguely. ‘I left the cooking to my chefs. I just ran it, and spent my evenings at the bar charming the clientele into buying lots of very expensive drinks, which luckily they did. It was great fun. But in the end, I came home. Duty called. And by then I was ready.’ He shook his head. ‘No one chooses the circumstances into which they’re born. I wouldn’t have asked for it but it is a privilege to be handed a place like this to take care of. I like to think I’m a guardian of memories.’


‘A guardian of memories,’ she echoed, thinking of her own memories, the ones that she tried so hard to bury. Her way of guarding her memory was to put it in a box and lock it and do her best never to let it back out into the world.


‘Not all good memories,’ added Uncle Archie, as if reading her mind. ‘No life is lived in pure happiness. Most of us endure suffering of one kind or another. We are all trying to survive as best we can.’ He looked at her sharply. ‘So you like my house now, do you?’


She turned her attention back to him. ‘Oh yes. Particularly the outside. The walks, the park. But really . . . everything.’


‘Good,’ Uncle Archie said. ‘That’s good, I’m pleased. Now. Here comes the soup.’


When they went home, Georgie was so exhausted she had to live in complete silence for two whole days. When she had finally recovered in the familiarity and comfort of home, she said to Caspar, ‘Darling, your castle is wonderful. But how do you feel about getting married very, very quietly? Perhaps just us, the siblings and a friend or two?’


Caspar had taken her in his arms and hugged her tightly. ‘Of course, if that’s what you want. And . . .’ He hesitated and then said quickly, ‘You know I love you, don’t you?’


‘I would hope so!’ she said, laughing as he squeezed her.


‘But I really do. And you’re not keen on castles or big weddings and you don’t wear silly dresses and too much make-up.’


‘You don’t just love me because I’m not Viktoria, do you?’


‘No,’ he said quickly, and then gave her one of his most dazzling smiles. ‘Because you’re you.’
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