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  Remember before God

  those men and women of

  The European Resistance Movement

  who were secretly trained in Beaulieu to fight

  their lonely battle against Hitler’s Germany

  and who before entering Nazi occupied territory,

  here found some measure of the peace

  for which they fought.

  
    From the plaque in the Cloisters of Beaulieu Abbey,

    unveiled 27 April 1969.
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  Prologue

  Adelaide, Australia, 2002

  The summons from the hospital came in the middle of the night. Although it was expected, it was still a shock.

  ‘Your father’s asking for you, Melissa. I think he wants to make his peace,’ said the concerned-sounding nurse.

  Why should I go? Mel’s head was spinning. Why should I bother? He’s never been the greatest dad in the world. Where was he when I needed him after Mum died? When did he ever give me
  anything but cheques and empty promises?

  Yet something stronger than her anger made her shoot out of bed, ring for a taxi, then throw on her jeans and T-shirt before dunking her face in cold water.

  Lew Boyd was all the flesh and blood she had left in the world. Years of heavy drinking had taken its toll on his liver, and all his success in the world couldn’t spare him now. Besides,
  Mel owed it to her mother to hear him out one last time.

  The hospital corridors were silent but for her scurrying footsteps, and Mel’s heart sank at the thought of what was waiting for her in the private ward. The one and only time she’d
  visited, she’d breezed in with a bunch of grapes and a smile to tell him she’d won the coveted Post-Grad Music Scholarship to the Royal Academy in London, but her excitement had been
  quickly doused by the sight of the once big man reduced to skin and bone. They’d made small talk, but she had been shocked at the change in him and glad to escape.

  This was different. This was the last goodbye. With a sinking heart she wondered what he wanted to say that couldn’t have been said before now.

  Lew sat propped up with an oxygen mask by his side. His tanned skin was now a papery yellow, his cheeks pinched, his hair in sparse tufts from the chemo. He looked a shadow of his former
  handsome self. At the sight of his daughter he held out a bony hand.

  ‘You came,’ he croaked. ‘I wouldn’t have blamed you if you hadn’t.’

  ‘They rang and said you wanted to see me.’ Mel’s voice trembled as a nurse retreated discreetly from the room. Mel sat down, staring at this frail figure struggling for breath,
  shocked at his deterioration. How could she have thought of not coming?

  He turned slowly, those blue eyes fixed on her. ‘Not been much of a dad, have I?’

  ‘You’re the only one I’ve got,’ she replied, trying to hide years of resentment. He’d been such a driven man, developing his building empire, making a fortune, and
  for what?

  ‘Time to come clean, Melissa. I’m sorry for letting you down so many times. I really loved you and yer mom, but when she was killed in the car I couldn’t handle it, lost the
  plot, as they say now. I’m sorry, kiddo. I’ve always been so proud of you and those lungs of yours.’ He paused as if saying each word was agony to him. ‘I’ve often
  wondered just who gave you that wonderful voice. Not me or your mom, for sure. She was tone deaf, bless her. Must have skipped a generation, I reckon.’

  ‘You didn’t bring me here to talk about my voice,’ she snapped. ‘Sorry, but I don’t understand you.’

  ‘Of course you don’t. I don’t understand myself, but I need to tell you a story and I’m hoping you’ll be able to finish it.’ He took a gulp of oxygen.

  ‘Long ago I came on a ship from England with Ma, yer gran Boyd. It was after the war. I don’t remember why we came or where we went. The truth is I don’t know who I am, Mel.
  You’ll not find a birth certificate for me. Granny Boyd was not my mother. You need to know all this in case . . .’ Lew tailed off and Mel could see tears in his eyes. She reached out
  her hand to take his.

  ‘It doesn’t matter now, Dad. It’s all in the past.’

  ‘You’re wrong. I’ve lived with these blanks all my life. I once saw a shrink in rehab who wanted me to have some hypnotherapy but I wouldn’t go there. Now I wish I had.
  It might have made me face this head-on instead of just drowning my sorrows. I’ve been a closed book to you with my binges and my moods. I never deserved the love your mom gave me.’ Lew
  stared at his daughter as if seeing her for the first time. ‘I sense such a waste of potential in me, love. I worked so hard to blot out bits of my childhood. My folks were kindness itself
  but they never shared my past and I never asked until it was too late. When I asked your gran about things, she clammed up tight.’ He smiled, shaking his head. ‘Your mom opened my heart
  to such loving possibilities but I let you both down. I’m ashamed of how I neglected you. I’ve messed up on you and your mom big time. I thought if I was successful it would prove I was
  a proper provider, but it all went too far. I wanted you to be proud of me but no one is proud of a drunk.’

  ‘Stop this! It doesn’t matter now.’ Mel felt the tears rising.

  ‘If only I knew . . . There’s blanks in my memory but there’s one thing I do remember when I was a kid . . . One day you’ll have kids of your own and they ought to have a
  proper history to blame for all their failings. I’ve left some stuff for you with Harry Webster, my lawyer. Promise me you’ll go and see him when I’m gone?’

  ‘What are you trying to say?’ Mel leaned forward, the better to catch his words.

  ‘When you go to England you might find the places, people who might recognize my stuff. I meant to do this for myself but I was always too busy and now I’ve run out of time. I just
  know Gran was not my real mom. There was a lady who once came from England when I was little . . .’ He paused, staring towards the wall. ‘Would you find out who she was and why she
  never came back? She may be still alive. Please, Mel, before it’s too late. Will you do it for me?’

  Panic rose in Mel at the thought of what he was asking of her. ‘Why didn’t you tell me all this before? We could have searched together.’

  ‘I just never gave it much thought until I got crook, and then with the chemo it went out of my mind.’ Lew sank back as if all the breath was leaving his body. ‘See Harry
  – he’ll help you – and forgive me for letting you down . . .’ Those were the last of his words she heard through her tears.

  The nurse slipped back into the room. It was almost dawn. ‘You take a break, Miss Boyd. It won’t be long now.’

  ‘I’ll stay,’ she whispered. ‘I’m not leaving him alone.’

  One afternoon two weeks later, Mel, wearing her black audition suit, found herself walking along the busy King William Street, climbing up the steps to the offices of Harry
  Webster Associates for an appointment with the senior partner. Having delayed the meeting until she felt strong enough to face this stranger, now she felt nervous. So many questions were racing
  through her mind and here was someone who might provide some answers.

  Webster was a squat little man of her father’s age. He looked like a rugby player, with his squashed nose and his arms bulging beneath his jacket sleeves. His cheeks were ruddy as he
  smiled and ushered her into his office, which was a clutter of files, books and coffee mugs. The walls were covered with certificates stating his legal qualifications, but sports trophies acted as
  paperweights.

  ‘I’m sorry for your loss, Melissa. Lew was so proud of you – I hear you are in for the Elder Hall Award. We go back a long way, yer dad and me . . . school and that sort of
  thing. Great man for keeping stuff in order,’ he laughed, glancing around his room. ‘Not like this. My father knew the Boyd family and looked after their affairs . . .’ He looked
  straight at her, then made for a cupboard and pulled out a shoe box from the bulging shelves, catching the files before they clattered onto the floor. He took the box to his desk, swiping away some
  papers to make a space for it. Mel sat expectant. She realized she was holding her breath and let it out slowly. At last, some answers were on their way.

  Harry tapped his finger on the box. ‘Lew came to see me six months ago as soon as he knew . . . He said to open the package after his death so I’ve opened it. There’s a letter
  for you and some bits and pieces of private stuff. He’s made good provision for you. It’s all straightforward: the apartment; moneys, should you wish to travel. His will is in
  order.’ He pushed the box across the desk to her. ‘I think his whole life is in that box . . . what little he knows of it. The Boyds were not his birth parents. I reckon he meant to
  follow up on his real history but you know what he was like.’ He hesitated. ‘He could get easily distracted.’

  Oh, yes, full of promises never fulfilled was Lew Boyd: birthdays forgotten, outings cancelled. She’d learned early to take any contact if and when it came, but now he was gone she felt
  bereft.

  ‘There’s been a lot in the papers about child migrants,’ Harry continued. ‘But I don’t think he was one of those poor sods who got shipped out here after the war.
  He never said much, only that the Boyds saved his life.’

  ‘Do you realize I only found out they weren’t my real grandparents at his bedside?’ Mel snapped. ‘Why couldn’t he have shared all this with me himself instead of
  making it all a mystery?’

  Harry sat down and sighed. ‘I’ve met a few guys like Lew, guys with no history. They can’t remember and there’s no one left to jog their memories. He just didn’t
  talk to anyone about his past. Perhaps he had a bad start. Humankind copes as best it can, but I think this is the nearest we’re going to get unless that box holds any clues. I’ve not
  opened anything addressed to you. I hope it’s all in there – what he wanted you to know, Melissa. I realize he wasn’t much in the dad department but he was proud of
  you.’

  Mel took the box from him, shaking her head. ‘Thank you. I prefer to open it alone.’

  ‘If I can help in any way, feel free to ask,’ Harry said, ushering her to the front door.

  She nodded curtly and fled down the steps into the bustle of the busy traffic and the bright afternoon, heading straight back to the Music School to shove the box in her locker, where it stayed
  for a week until all the formalities of her future studies were confirmed and she took it home.

  The box stayed unopened for another week. She just couldn’t face what might be inside. One evening, however, curiosity got the better of her, so armed with a bottle of Shiraz and a large
  block of milk chocolate, she carried it to her father’s flat in his apartment block. It was all black leather sofas and glass, the sort of soulless place she’d hate to live in. Now it
  felt emptier than ever.

  This was a private wake between the two of them. She poured herself a large glass of the wine before she sank down to open the letter addressed to her. Her heart lurched to see that familiar
  scrawl. From out of the envelope a postcard fell to the floor. She picked it up. It had an old British stamp with a King and Queen’s head on it and it was addressed to ‘Master Desmond
  Lloyd-Jones c/o Mrs Kane, Ruby Creek, South Australia’.

  Opposite, the message read: ‘TO DARLING DESMOND . . . from Mummy with lots of love’.

  She flipped over to the picture, a sepia-tinted photograph of some village by a lake.

  She picked up his letter with trembling fingers.

  
    
      
        Dear Mel

        Sorry to spring all this on you but I wondered if you were up to solving the mystery I never got round to sorting in my life. I feel I owe you an explanation . . .

        I’ve had this postcard for years. Found it when I was clearing out old Grandma Boyd’s effects. It was stuffed in with Pa’s love letters. She’d kept it for a reason
        and when I saw the picture and the name, I just knew it was something to do with me. Don’t ask me why, I got a tingle of something, a fuzzy memory that just wouldn’t surface, but
        when I asked Pa he just laughed and offered to chuck it out. He said she liked the picture. It reminded her of her home in Scotland before the war. I knew he was telling fibs so I kept the
        postcard, and the other bits.

        I don’t recall much how I came to be in Australia. My memories are like shards of broken glass: fragments, flashes of colours in a kaleidoscope. I recall the taste of the metal of a
        ship’s railings, flaking grey paint, salt spray on my cheeks; these are images that come to me in dreams. Some bits are heavy as lead, dark memories. It’s as if I am peering
        through a hole in a huge wall at a garden full of flowers. I’m not one for flowery lingo, as you know – don’t know one plant from another – but I can tell the smell of
        roses anywhere.

        I’m not making excuses, but there are memories and bits of my life I’ve worked hard to blot out. Perhaps if I could have faced up, I might have made you proud of me instead of
        ashamed. The Boyds were kind folk but not ones to lavish the praise and affection I craved. It was your mom who opened my heart. I wish things could have been different for all of us . . .
        I’m handing on the baton to you. You have a right to know what made me the way I am, warts and all. There’s a Berlin Wall between me and my past.

        I know once you get your claws into a job you see it through, but don’t let this interfere with your future. Have a wonderful life. I just hope you are curious. If you can find out
        who I really am, you’ll know where you belong too. The answers are out there somewhere but time may not be on your side.

        Remember I never stopped loving you both, so forgive the apology who was your father, Lew.

      

    

  

  The room swam around Mel as the tears flowed for all the misunderstandings and arguments they’d had in the past. Now she was completely alone.

  Eventually, she gathered herself to see what else the box contained. At the bottom were swimming badges, snapshots, a postcard of some old-fashioned lady in a cartwheel hat smiling up at her,
  and a medal, its ribbon faded, its inscription in a foreign language.

  For one angry moment, she wanted to ditch the whole box of tricks into the bin. What had all this junk got to do with her? Why should she burden her new life in London with a search for mystery
  ancestors? She knew in her heart, however, that she could not let her father down.

  Perhaps fate was taking her to England for a reason.
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    Darling boy. Mummy is safe and coming home to you soon.

  

  


  Part One

  CALLIE

  1923–45

  When they being the beguine

  It brings back the sound of music so tender

  It brings back the night of tropical splendour

  It brings back a memory evergreen.

  
    ‘Begin the Beguine’, lyrics by Cole Porter, 1935
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  Caroline came tearing through the wood down the path from the walled garden of Dalradnor Lodge, bent and holding her bleeding knee from climbing the Witch’s Broomstick,
  which Niven Laird said was made by the devil. She knew it was only an old bent branch covered in knots but it had skelped her just the same, and that hurt. She didn’t want the twins to see
  her crying so she shot off home so Marthe would make it better. And she was starving.

  It was mid-September and the brambles were fat and juicy so the kitchen was filled with jammy smells as Mrs Ibell filled the old Dundee marmalade jars with ruby jelly. This was no time to stop
  to collect acorns and beechnuts or look for hazelnuts and wild mushrooms, however, with her hurt knee.

  She ran into the hall and almost bumped into a man in tweed jacket and knickerbockers, who was standing admiring the pictures on the wall by the staircase. He turned at the sight of her in her
  kilt and grubby socks, her thick Fair Isle jumper, splattered with sticky burrs, with a hole in its sleeve.

  ‘Now who is this wearing the clan tartan?’ he said, eyeing her with interest.

  Just at that moment Mrs Ibell hurried in to greet him. ‘Mercy me, look at the state of yon bairn. Whatever will Sir Lionel think? Miss Phoebe’s niece is such a
  harum-scarum.’

  ‘I can see that,’ he smiled . ‘How old will she be now . . . six tomorrow, by my reckoning?’

  ‘Seven,’ Caroline snapped back. ‘Sir.’ She remembered her manners just in time. Fancy this old man knowing when her birthday was. Perhaps he’d come to bring a
  present, though she had never seen him before. She hung back shyly, seeing him examining her closely.

  ‘Tall for her age, wouldn’t you say? Looks like a tomboy to me,’ he laughed.

  ‘You can say that again. Never out of the wood – or the mud. Her aunty always brings dresses from London, but to get them on her . . . well, you’ll no’ be wanting to hear
  all this. It’s good tae see you back for the Season. How are the family?’

  He turned to the housekeeper. ‘Just the same as ever. My wife’s never got over Arthur’s loss and it’s hard on his sister, Verity. So few of her old friends made it back
  but I’m glad to see Dalradnor looking like in the old days. Nothing like children’s banter to breathe life into a place. The child looks at home here. You say she’s Phoebe’s
  niece . . . Caroline?’ He was staring at her again.

  ‘Callie. I’m Callie, and my knee hurts,’ she replied, pointing to her bloody knee.

  ‘I wonder there’s any skin left on those knees,’ said Mrs Ibell. ‘Away upstairs and Marthe will clean you up out of those dirty things.’ Callie reluctantly did as
  she was told and Mrs Ibell turned back to the visitor. ‘It’s good to see you again, Sir Lionel. You’ve been away awful long. If only things had been different for young Arthur and
  his bride . . . You’re welcome to stay for supper. I’ve no idea what time Miss Phoebe will arrive from Glasgow.’

  ‘Thank you, but I’ll be on my way; just wanted a wee peep at the place for auld lang syne. I see your hand is still at the tiller, Nan.’

  ‘I have tae admit to liking wee ones round the place. She’s a bright lassie and Marthe, the nursemaid, is good with her considering she’s a foreigner. Miss Phoebe is always
  busy down in London.’

  ‘I’d thought she’d give that up,’ he said.

  Callie was listening from the top of the stairs, ready to chip in. ‘Aunt Phee’s going into filums and she’s going to take us all to the picture house in Glasgow for my birthday
  Have you brought me a birthday present?’

  ‘Caroline!’ spluttered Mrs Ibell, but the old gentleman just laughed.

  ‘If you don’t ask you don’t get,’ he said, looking up at her. ‘I’ll see what I can find, young lady.

  ‘In my day it was if you ask, you don’t get,’ said the housekeeper, folding her arms across her chest. ‘Away you go and do as you’re told or there’ll
  be no birthday for you at all. I do apologize for that wee madam.’

  Callie shot up to her bedroom to find Marthe sitting in the rocking chair, mending her torn school shirt.

  She’d never known a time when Marthe wasn’t there helping her dress, making sure she had a clean liberty bodice, darned stockings, a handkerchief in her knicker pocket for school,
  telling her stories when she couldn’t sleep. Marthe, Nan Ibell and Tam in the garden were her world, Nairn and Niven her best friends, and the only bad thing in her life was that she was a
  girl not a boy.

  Marthe bathed Callie’s bleeding knee with such tenderness it no longer hurt, wrapped a bandage around it, washed her all over and put her to bed. ‘Time for your nap. You can stay up
  late if you sleep now until Miss Phoebe arrives.’

  Callie was too excited to sleep. When Aunt Phoebe came to stay, there were always presents to open – new picture books and sweeties in pretty boxes – and lots of news to tell. Mrs
  Ibell baked fresh scones with raspberry jam and cream, sponge cake and steak pie. The table in the dining room was already laid out with a lace cloth and silver cutlery and pretty china cups and
  saucers. Aunt Phoebe was coming for her birthday, as she always did, and Callie was on holiday from school at Miss Cameron’s Academy so there would be lots of lovely days to plan. Tomorrow
  morning they would go on the train into town, as promised in Aunt Phee’s postcard.

  Marthe and Nan were her daily bread but Aunt Phee was like iced buns: a special treat, for best only. There was so much to tell her about the owls’ nest in the wood, the special flowers
  she’d pressed, the songs from Belgium that Marthe taught her, the new stitches she was learning at school and how she could write her name neatly in a straight line.

  On her wall she had a special book with all the postcards Aunt Phee had sent from faraway places: Biarritz, Paris, Malta before the Great War ended and the church bells rang out in Dalradnor
  village. There was the Tower of London and a place called Le Havre, after which Aunt Phee had appeared, sunburned, with dolls in costumes – stripy skirts and lace hats – for her display
  cabinet. They weren’t dolls you played with, not that Callie played with dolls. She had a stuffed donkey with a real leather saddle, a real pair of Dutch clogs and a necklace of shiny blue
  beads.

  None of her friends at Miss Cameron’s had such a famous aunt who acted on the stage and wore beautiful gowns, furs and hats. She knew this was Miss Faye’s home and that her own
  parents had died before she was born so she must be grateful that this was her home too. Miss Faye had served her country helping soldiers in their time of need, Marthe said, but there was no war
  now, just a big cross in the village square with names carved in gold, names she could almost read. She was slow with her letters but she could name all the flowers in the walled garden and woods,
  the birds in the trees. Tam had taught her to recognize their songs. She knew where there were tadpoles and frogspawn in spring, where the blackbird had nested. Marthe would take her to the loch
  and they had picnics on the pebbled beach: game pie, sandwiches and chunks of fruitcake, with a Thermos of piping hot tea.

  Callie hated being stuck indoors when it rained but when it snowed in the winter it was a wonderland of snowball fights, snowmen building and sledging down the brae. Sometimes she helped in the
  big kitchen with Nan and the maid, Effie Drummond, who was full of tales about kelpies and scary ghosts in the mist. Callie was allowed to lick the baking bowl and cut out pastry tarts or draw with
  crayons in colouring books, but today she must shut her eyes and pretend to sleep so Marthe would leave the Nursery in the attic, with its barred windows and coal fire with the brass guard rail
  round it, and let Mr Dapple, the rocking horse, guard the door, which was always left ajar just in case she was frightened in the night.

  Callie loved her bedroom, with the brass bedstead and patchwork counterpane. She had her own dressing table with drawers scented with sprigs of lavender in which dresses were layered in tissue
  paper. Most of the time she wore a bottle-green school uniform, gymslip and gold-striped shirt with a green cardigan piped with gold, and thick green itchy three-quarter socks and a big green felt
  hat with the school hatband. She couldn’t wait to change back into her kilt, handmade in her very own tartan, red with green and blue plaid, belonging to the Clan Ross. Aunt Phee had told her
  that Rosslyn was her second name, so she could wear the tartan. It came from Lawrie’s the kiltmakers in Glasgow.

  If only she could wear nothing but a kilt and jumper she could race along with the twins like a boy and not a sissy smothered in the smocked dress with white socks and sandals that she must wear
  on Sundays. She’d begged for bobbed hair like Aunt Phee, but Marthe said she mustn’t have her hair cut before she was twelve. It was bad luck, she warned, tugging Callie’s thick
  hair into ropes before school every morning.

  Callie snuggled down under the covers with not an ounce of sleep in her. The last time she’d seen Aunt Phee was at Easter egg time and she’d brought her friend Aunt Kitty to stay.
  She was a nurse in a big hospital and quite strict. Marthe was so excited when she visited. It was Aunt Kitty’s father, the Reverend Mr Farrell, who’d rescued her family and given them
  a home in the war. She would bring news of Marthe’s family. Marthe’s sisters and parents were back in Belgium in a town called Bruges, where they were teachers, but one of her brothers
  had gone to Canada. Callie couldn’t bear to think that one day Marthe might leave and join them, especially not just before her birthday . . . Would that old man in the hall really bring her
  a present too? She reached out for her little toy cat, Smoky, shut her eyes tight and hummed her favourite Belgian lullaby: ‘Slaap, kindje, slaap. Daar buiten loopt een schaap . .
  .’
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  Phoebe Faye stared out of the carriage window as the view changed from the tunnels and smoke-filled dark recesses of Buchanan Station, to sandstone tenements and the great
  shipyard cranes of the Clyde, onwards north to the leafy suburban gardens of Bearsden and Milngavie, then out onto the moors and the rise of the Campsie fells. She never tired of the last part of
  her journey, knowing Nan, Effie and Marthe would have a warm welcome for her. Tam would be waiting at the station and she had a surprise for him. She’d ordered a new automobile from a garage
  in Glasgow to be delivered tomorrow, one that he could soon learn to drive and would store in the stables.

  Leaving London, with all its glamour and busyness, was never easy, but now there was a telephone at Dalradnor Lodge she could be in touch for any new auditions. The Season was always quiet with
  everyone out of town for the shooting and school holidays, but the Scottish school year had different terms from the English, with breaks in September, so she would make the most of her visit and
  relieve the household of their duties towards Caroline. Picnics, outings, treats – she would spoil her for a few days. It was her birthday, after all. It was months since Phoebe’s
  Easter visit and she wondered if the child had grown and if the clothes she’d bought her would fit. She’d meant to come earlier but the play had had a decent run for once, then
  she’d stayed to audition for a new film, though that had come to nothing.

  Watching through the train window as the hills became steeper and the landscape more rugged, Phoebe felt the return of the excitement, anxiety and not a little guilt that always tinged her
  coming back to Dalradnor. She recalled that very first visit, when she was still reeling from Arthur’s death and the reading of the will that had left her this house. The long journey north
  with Marthe and the baby had felt like an exile. Yet when she opened the large wrought-iron gates and saw the fine house in the starlight she just knew she’d found a refuge. The lamps were
  lit and the door flung open.

  The housekeeper gathered them in with surprise. ‘We were awful scunnered to hear of the master’s death. So who do we have here?’ She peered at the baby swaddled in thick
  blankets, her face peeping out from the covers. ‘I wasnae prepared for a bairn.’

  Then came the big lie. ‘This is my niece, Caroline. Her parents are dead in an accident. I am her sole relative now. And this is her nursemaid,’ she added, pointing to Marthe.

  Now she had been living this lie for years but it still didn’t sit easy. What the child didn’t know wouldn’t harm her. Better this than to be labelled a bastard. The deception
  had given Phoebe the chance to continue her war work. It was a drastic solution but what else could she do to protect them both?

  This was Caroline’s home and the decision to leave the girl here with Marthe had not been straightforward or easy to make, but it did have much to recommend it. The house stood in open
  grounds with magnificent views. The village was only half a mile down the road. They had a tennis court and a paradise of grounds for a child to roam in safety. There was clean fresh air.

  The first year she had stayed here to recover from her fiancé, Arthur’s, death felt like a far-off dream now. Away from prying eyes she’d grown to love the staff, the village
  folk who admired the Seton-Ross clan and had been so kind when they learned she was Arthur’s fiancée, receiving a telegram of his death only days before their wedding.

  Then the pull of the greasepaint and limelight began to draw the former Gaiety Girl back south. It began when she made guest appearances at Erskine House, the magnificent mansion turned into a
  hospital by the River Clyde, a specialist centre for limbless soldiers and sailors. She’d started to entertain the boys in the Great Hall with songs from the shows, taken tea with them on the
  terrace, watching the great ships slowly gliding out into the estuary. Sometimes she’d taken Caroline to cheer them up until the child became frightened of the disfigured men. Then the call
  came back to rejoin the YMCA Concert Party tours, and Phoebe knew her duty was to them, not to sit idly in a houseful of women. It was hard to let go but when Caroline hardly noticed her absences,
  attached as she was to Marthe, she knew she’d done the right thing.

  It was only when Kitty had arrived home from Salonika, sick with dysentery, and Phoebe had brought her up to Dalradnor to recuperate that she’d got the hard word from her best friend.

  ‘What on God’s earth are you thinking of, leaving that child up here in the wilds?’

  ‘Everyone thinks that I am her aunt, not her mother,’ Phoebe confessed, and Kitty looked at her in horror. ‘It’s for the best,’ she continued, hoping she’d
  understand her motives.

  ‘Best for whom? A lie like this is dangerous,’ snapped Kitty. ‘The trouble with you is you’ve always wanted the cake and the bun, Phoebe. She is your daughter – how
  can you think of deceiving her like this?’

  ‘She’s too young to be told the truth. I’ll explain when she’s older. You can see how happy she is up here. It’s a beautiful place to bring up a child.’

  ‘You’ll both pay for this one day,’ said Kitty with a sharpness that was wounding. ‘I can see its charms, and the staff are kind and Callie is happy, but it’s all
  founded on lies. Oh, do be careful. It’s not too late to rectify your mistake.’

  Much as Phoebe respected her friends’ honesty, she wasn’t ready to heed their warnings. They just didn’t understand. Poor Kitty was stuck nursing ageing parents and trying to
  adjust to life back in a London hospital after the freedom of the Scottish Women’s Hospitals. Maisie Gibbons, her other friend and flat-mate from those dizzy theatrical years, surprised
  everyone by leaving the stage to set up a school of dancing and stagecraft in Kensington with Billy Demaine, her co-star. All of them had been there at Caroline’s birth, keeping this secret,
  but none of them approved of her decision.

  She hadn’t told Kitty that Billy, on hearing about Arthur’s death, had written offering to marry her himself to give the baby a name. That would have been a worse disaster than the
  solution she had found. Billy was a dear friend, but as a husband he was out of the question. She knew he was being generous, but a little careful, too, for his own reputation. As a married man
  he’d be safe from gossip, although all the theatre world knew of his proclivities. Their marriage would have been a farce.

  Maisie adored baby Caroline. ‘You will miss all her childhood,’ she warned Phoebe. ‘If I had a little girl, I wouldn’t leave her with strangers. You are so lucky to have
  her.’

  Phoebe didn’t feel lucky; at times she found it a burden to be responsible for everything. She had to be father and mother to the child, making sure they received the right income from
  shares and funds, running the Dalradnor household from a distance, ensuring accounts were filed and expenditures tallied, while furthering her own career to fit in with everything. As an aunt she
  could dip in and out of life at Dalradnor with no awkward questions asked of her.

  She did love Caroline. She couldn’t wait to see the little girl flinging herself into her arms, shouting, ‘Aunty Phee, Aunty Phee, you’ve really come!’ She would twirl
  her around until they were both dizzy and collapsed on the lawn. But always at the back of her mind was the truth waiting to explode one day, and the regret that Arthur Seton-Ross never saw his
  baby daughter. If she revealed the truth it would label Caroline the illegitimate girl of an unmarried mother. Women were put in lunatic asylums and the workhouse for less.

  Then there was the guilt that she had never shared her secret with her own father before he died suddenly of chest complications in the Spanish flu epidemic. She had always kept her humble
  beginnings in Leeds to herself. She’d used her brother Joe’s untimely accident to give Caroline some parents. Her other brother, Ted, who was married, was kept in the dark and
  she’d lost contact with him years ago. There were so many secrets to hide away and she felt ashamed, but it was better this way. No one needed Society’s condemnation.

  Now she had a trunk of goodies to distribute, a smart new outfit from Marthe, a tray of exotic fruits for the kitchen, and for Caroline’s birthday she planned a perfect present. As Tam
  drove her slowly up the lime-tree avenue to the turning circle outside the front door, she looked up at the old Lodge, admiring its crow-stepped gables and the red sandstone dormer windows, the
  French windows opening out onto the stone terrace with its steps down to the immaculate lawns and tennis court. Every time she arrived she thought of Arthur returning for his summer holidays, eager
  to alight and find his horse, go fishing and picnicking by the loch. I’ve brought your baby to where you were happiest, she told him in her thoughts. I know she’ll have deep roots here.
  I hope you’re proud of me in this, if nothing else. But would Arthur approve? That was something she’d never ever know. His final bequest was to give them this house, much to his
  family’s horror.

  ‘We’ve kept the lassie up to see you,’ said Nan smiling. ‘And you had a visitor today, old Sir Lionel Seton-Ross himself. He kent it was the anniversary of his
  son’s passing and came to cast his eye over the war memorial in the square. His son’s name is up there now at his request.’

  Phoebe felt a stab of alarm at this news. Had he come to see his granddaughter too?

  ‘Was her ladyship in the house?’ she enquired as calmly as she could.

  ‘Oh, aye, bounding in, nearly knocking our visitor over. He was quite taken with her and promised to send her a birthday present.’

  ‘That won’t be necessary. I hope she behaved in front of him.’ Phoebe did not want Sir Lionel coming to spoil the party, or his daughter, Verity, who looked at Phoebe down her
  long nose as if she was a bad smell. The family had been shocked by their son’s revelation that he had a child who must be provided for. Verity had stormed out of the lawyer’s office in
  disgust at this news. Sir Lionel had been the only one to be concerned for her welfare. Now he was coming to check on her.

  ‘So is everything arranged for tomorrow? You’ve invited the Laird twins, I suppose?’ she sighed. ‘I’d’ve preferred to have her to myself apart from Flora from
  school.’

  ‘It’ll just be the boys; there’s been a falling-out with the girl. I’ve made sure Marthe’s got her dress ironed or that wee divil will wear her kilt again and
  it’s covered in mud.’

  Phoebe climbed the stairs to the second floor, to the Nursery bedroom with its adjoining living room. Caroline was sitting by the fire.

  ‘You’re late. I waited and waited.’

  ‘I’m sorry. Come and give me a big hug and let’s see if you’ve grown.’

  Caroline jumped up and stood by the door. Marthe found a ruler and placed it over her head and made a mark. ‘A whole inch since Miss Phoebe was here last. I think she will be tall like
  you. Was her mother tall?’

  They never mentioned her late brother, Joe, killed on the roads in the blackout, or his fiancée, Beryl Poole, in Caroline’s hearing as a rule. It made sense to make them
  Caroline’s deceased parents. They were family, after all. There were no false photographs – she had drawn the line at that – but trust Marthe to keep bringing this up. A girl
  needs to know about her mother, she had once hinted. But tonight Phoebe ignored her, unwilling to tell any more lies. ‘She gets her height from my side of the family, it appears. Come, let me
  read you a story.’

  ‘Will you tell me the one about Brown Carrie and Fair Carrie? I can nearly tell it in Marthe’s language.’

  ‘I don’t know that one. I’ll find something else.’ Phoebe turned to the bookshelf. She didn’t like the idea that Marthe and Caroline shared a language, but what did
  she expect if she hired a foreigner?

  ‘No, I want that one.’

  ‘Where is it then?’ she said, feeling tired and hungry.

  ‘I’m afraid it’s in my head,’ Marthe replied. ‘My mother told it to me. It’s a famous folk tale in our country. I can tell it to her, if you like.’

  Phoebe was disappointed that nothing was quite as she’d hoped about her arrival. She poked the fire, feeling out of sorts. The news of Sir Lionel’s visit had unsettled her. Was
  Arthur’s sister, Verity, in the district too? What if they both turned up tomorrow? Now Marthe was taking centre stage, spinning some tale about two little girls, sisters with the same name
  as Caroline. One Carrie was fair and pretty, the darker sister, plain and pock-marked, so much so that their stepmother wanted to scald the pretty one to make her more like her favourite ugly one.
  The sisters ran away to a lake and were carried on the back of a swan but grew too heavy for him. He asked one of them to drop off into the water and it was the ugly one who offered to drown.

  Then the fair one was left to weep for her sister by the shore until the dark one rose from the water, unblemished and beautiful. When the stepmother caught up with them she was ashamed of her
  actions and they all lived happily ever after . . . ‘She laid down her life for her sister and as a reward she’s as beautiful on the outside as she always was on the inside,’
  whispered Marthe, seeing that Caroline was fast asleep. ‘It is always what is inside that matters, yes?’

  ‘Of course,’ said Phoebe, feeling strangely challenged by this folk tale. What was she really like this inside, dark or fair?

  She watched Marthe put the child to bed and turn out the lamp. ‘She likes the curtains and the door open so she can see the hills in the morning,’ the nursemaid smiled as she tidied
  away clothes and toys from the floor.

  Phoebe looked away, knowing she wouldn’t have done this. There was so much she didn’t know about Caroline’s routine. Tears filled her eyes, and she was unsure whether they were
  tears of guilt, shame, love or confusion. Perhaps it was all of these feelings that darkened her heart . . .

  The trip into Glasgow next day was a great success. They took the train First Class into the city and went to Miss Cranston’s tearooms on Sauchiehall Street for soup and
  cakes. Phoebe always loved to dine here among the startling décor, the tall-backed chairs, the wonderful wall murals and fancy cutlery. The waitresses wore identical outfits. It was like a
  theatrical production. Nairn and Niven Laird wriggled but managed not to spill anything, and then Marthe supervised them all onto the green and yellow tram as a treat. They went to the Fossil Grove
  to admire the stone tree trunks, and then it was back to town, to the Argyll Arcade and Henderson’s Jewellers so Caroline could choose a pretty gold watch with a white leather strap.

  ‘But I can’t tell the time, Aunt Phee . . . Can I have a bangle instead?’

  ‘You’ll soon get the hang of it,’ Phoebe insisted, hoping she liked the expensive gift. Then they made for the picture house, sitting at a table to watch the latest Charlie
  Chaplin film and having tea and ices. Chaplin really was a fine actor and his face looked so sad that Caroline sat clutching Marthe, and Phoebe was suddenly overwhelmed with jealousy for their
  closeness.

  As the party arrived back at Dalradnor, Phoebe stiffened at the sight of a large car outside the front door. It was not the one she’d ordered from the garage; she recognized it, though.
  The two boys jumped out to examine the shiny black monstrosity and the chauffeur offered to run them down the lane when they’d finished looking. Caroline wanted to go with them, but Marthe
  pushed her into the hall.

  ‘It’s time for you to have tea. We have a visitor.’

  Phoebe held back to compose herself, wondering why Sir Lionel had come again.

  Nan Ibell was bustling round them. ‘Tea’s laid out in the dining room. Go and wash your hands, young lady, and greet your guest.’

  Phoebe walked in, praying he’d be alone and, to his credit, he was. It was such a relief. Lionel had always shown sympathy towards her, and it was close to the anniversary of
  Arthur’s death as well as being Caroline’s birthday. Why shouldn’t she seek some solace in the fact that he too would see that her child was growing more and more in looks like
  her father?

  ‘Sir Lionel, it is good of you to call again. I’m sorry I missed you yesterday. As you can see, we’ve had a busy day in town, but do stay for the cutting of Caroline’s
  cake. Caroline, here is Sir Lionel come to see you again. Isn’t that kind?’

  ‘Did you bring it?’ She bobbed a curtsy with her smile.

  ‘Bring what, young lady?’ He put on a face of mock surprise.

  ‘It’s my birthday today,’ she said proudly. ‘I’m seven now.’

  ‘So you are, and I thought I’d better bring something.’

  ‘Where, where is it?’ The minx was searching round the room for a box. ‘I got a watch. Aunty Phee gave me this . . . I chose it in a shop.’ She held out her wrist so it
  could be admired.

  ‘Oh, that’s a fine watch. Now where did I put that penny whistle for you?’ He was teasing her, seeing her impatience. ‘Oh, it’s there in the basket, I think.’
  He pointed round the back of the leather armchair by the window to a wicker basket. ‘Can you open it for me?’

  Caroline rushed to the basket and opened it with a screech. ‘Oh, look! Marthe, Aunt Phee, look, look, come and see.’ She lifted up a small furry creature, a sleepy little puppy just
  a few months old. ‘For me, it’s for me?’

  Sir Lionel’s face was a picture of gratification as he nodded. ‘Now you have to care for him, take him on long walks and teach him how to behave. His name is Cullein, hero of the
  clans. He’s a Cairn terrier so he won’t grow very big but he’ll be very fast. I think seven is old enough to know he’s not a toy but a real living thing. Don’t you
  agree, Miss Faye?’

  ‘Phoebe, please,’ she muttered, knowing he was asking her approval after the event. The clever old man had won the child’s heart with such a thoughtful gift, so very
  appropriate for an only child. He’d got it so right and she’d got it so wrong. Who wants a watch when you really want a bangle, when you can have a puppy as a friend and playmate? Why
  hadn’t she thought of that herself?

  You don’t know your own daughter, that’s why you’re peripheral to her world here. You are just the aunt who pops in now and again and then disappears. Why are you bemoaning
  your lot? You chose this for yourself. Now you must pay. Pin on your smile and get on with it. This is Caroline’s special day, not yours.

  They processed into the dining room by candlelight. There was a beautiful iced cake waiting, with seven candles on it. Caroline sat bemused, clinging onto her new friend for dear life.

  For Phoebe, the day was ruined. She felt like a child with her nose up against the window, looking through the glass into something to which she was no longer party. She took a deep breath and
  sat down: time to play the hostess, time to pin on a smile.

  ‘Isn’t this wonderful, all of us together? What a wonderful end to the day . . .’
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  Callie couldn’t wait for the summer holidays to begin even though it was turning out to be a time of sad farewells. The Laird family was moving to a bigger farm in the
  Borders, and Marthe was going to visit her family in Belgium for the summer. Callie was to spend the whole time with Aunt Phee, travelling down to the south of France with her friends. They would
  cross the Channel to Boulogne to tour Paris, then take a train right down to a place called Nice on the Mediterranean. Mrs Ibell was busy sewing cotton dresses and sunhats, putting liver salts in
  her trunk in case the foreign food didn’t suit her. Marthe was escorting her on the train to London to meet Aunt Phee, then taking a steamer across to Ostend. In preparation, they had studied
  their journeys on the map on the Nursery wall. Marthe spoke good French and made Callie practise some of the phrases from her language book.

  Marthe was packing her own suitcase and not saying much at all. A letter had come from Aunt Phee with all their instructions, but when she read it, Marthe had started to cry and stared out the
  window, holding the new skirt she had made herself in the shorter style that showed off her slim legs. Her hair was bobbed and Callie thought she looked very pretty.

  ‘Are you sick?’ Callie rushed to hug her.

  ‘No . . . just sad.’

  ‘Why?’

  ‘Sometimes things have to end . . . But I’m being silly. Come on, let’s find some of your books to put in the trunk.’

  Callie wondered if Marthe had found a boyfriend who might carry her off somewhere far away from Dalradnor.

  It was up to Tam and Nan to see that Cullein got his walks because they couldn’t take him across the sea. Callie knew she’d miss him badly. Perhaps Sir Lionel might call in on his
  annual holiday and check she was looking after Cullein well. He never brought his wife or daughter, which always upset Mrs Ibell. ‘It’s a gey queer state of affairs is that . . . they
  stay not five miles from here with the Balfours, and have never called in here all the years I waited on them until now . . .’

  Callie liked the old gentleman. He brought her comics to read and sweeties in a pokey hat cone with half a crown hidden at the bottom for her to save or spend as she liked. He always looked sad
  when he said goodbye. With the twins leaving, who would she play with when she got home? She was always falling in and out with girls who teased her for being Orphan Annie. It wasn’t her
  fault she had no brothers or sister or parents. There were lots of girls in the school who had lost their fathers in the Great War. Aunt Phee lost her fiancé. She kept a picture of him in a
  silver frame in her bedroom. He had a uniform on, and he was Sir Lionel’s son, too, with his name on the war memorial. Aunt Phee was always very sad when she looked at his picture.

  At last, the day came for the train journey down to London. It was a hot and dusty drive to Glasgow Central Station but she loved the bustle of the porters with their luggage, the crowds on the
  platform waving off the travellers, the big paper stall where they bought a Girl’s Own and a Fry’s Five Boys for the journey. There was so much to see out of the window as the
  train rattled its way south. Marthe brought out sandwiches and a Thermos at Carlisle, and they played hangman and noughts and crosses. Then at Lancaster Marthe got out her knitting and made Callie
  read her book and try to nap. At every station, Callie asked if they were nearly there and Marthe laughed and said, ‘Be patient.’ Then they talked in Flemish just for the fun of it, but
  soon Marthe grew serious.

  ‘Never forget it, make it your secret language. No one else will understand you. That could be fun one day.’

  Callie smiled and nodded. She was quite good at understanding Marthe, even when she spoke quickly.

  Suddenly the green fields turned to brick houses and factories, chimneys and tunnels, and they drew into Euston Station at long last. At the end of the platform, Aunt Phee was waiting, waving.
  She looked quite different from the last time Callie had seen her, with a permanent wave in her short hair and a little beret clinging onto the side. She wore a short cotton shift dress that came
  just to her knee, with silk stockings and heeled shoes with straps across her foot.

  ‘Look at you, like a boiled lobster in that kilt. Couldn’t you have put something thinner on the girl?’ she snapped at Marthe.

  ‘It was cool when we left, and better to save her new clothes for her holiday,’ Marthe said, looking cross.

  ‘I suppose so. Come along, we’ll get a taxi.’ Phee turned to Marthe. ‘What time’s your boat train? Might as well say goodbye here; I’ll take over now. You
  might want to freshen yourself up.’

  Callie felt she was a parcel being passed across. ‘Can’t Marthe come with us?’ she asked, but Phee ignored her.

  ‘Better to split up now. I’ve got tons to do before we leave tomorrow. Well, Marthe, have a lovely holiday . . . and a safe journey. Oh, Kitty says to send her best regards to all
  your family and hopes everyone is settled back home now,’ she added.

  Marthe bent to kiss Callie. ‘Be a good girl and have a wonderful time. I shall miss you.’ Her voice was trembling.

  ‘We’ll call for you on the way home, won’t we?’ Callie turned to Phee, seeing Marthe looking upset.

  ‘Of course, if there’s time. I’m sure we’ll pay a visit.’

  ‘I wish you were coming with us.’ Callie clung to her tightly. Marthe was the most important person in her life, the one true fixture both night and day. ‘I don’t want
  you to go,’ she said in Flemish, and Marthe whispered in her ear, ‘Don’t worry . . . I will always be there for you.’

  ‘Don’t make a fuss,’ Phee interrupted them. ‘Marthe has her own life to lead. She doesn’t want you making a scene in public. You’ll see her again . .
  .’

  Callie waved and waved as Phoebe drew her away until Marthe was lost to her in the crowds. Suddenly they were out in the bright sunlight among crawling traffic, honking horns, drays, buses,
  cars. It was like Glasgow but three times as busy, with people rushing up and down the pavements. Where did they all come from? Sitting in the taxi as if they were in a bubble, Callie gazed out at
  the buildings towering above her, and people staring out of bus windows. She felt very small amongst all this rush and bustle.

  Aunt Phee, however, sat back, looking relaxed. ‘Are you excited?’ she smiled.

  ‘A bit,’ Callie replied, feeling shy. ‘Where are we staying?’

  ‘In my apartment off Marylebone High Street. You’ll love it. I’ve made up your bedroom in the latest style. Tomorrow we’ve got an early start for Dover to catch the
  ferry. Sailing to France, just like I did when I went to war with the concert party.’

  ‘But my French isn’t very good,’ Callie said.

  ‘You’ll know more than me, and everyone speaks English. I want to show you all the wonderful places. We’re going to have such a wonderful holiday together. A special holiday to
  remember.’

  Callie said nothing, wishing she was safe back by the loch, chasing sticks with Cullein. She ought to feel excited but she didn’t. Instead she had a sick feeling in the pit of her tummy
  that nothing would ever be the same again.
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  Phoebe couldn’t sleep. The responsibility of making sure Caroline had a good holiday lay heavy on her chest. It was hot and noisy outside. She felt ashamed of pointing
  out how the little girl looked in that shabby kilt and blouse, like a country mouse come up to town. That would have to change now Marthe was out of the way. They’d have time to get to know
  each other much better in the next four weeks.

  Everything was planned: suitable clothes for the beach and sun, walks and swimming parties with Maisie’s friends. Even Billy was going to call in with his latest protégé, and
  he was good with children. Caroline would blossom in the sunshine, lose that pale face. Her time would be filled with visits to châteaux and cathedrals, vineyards and gardens. Plans for her
  education were already in hand.

  Miss Cameron’s Academy had been fine for her early years but now the child needed a more formal structure to her day in a good boarding school, one where she’d meet the right type of
  girl, get a decent grounding in the basics before being finished abroad. She must have every opportunity to take her proper place in Society, eventually making a suitable marriage, unhampered by
  the shame of her birth. There was no reason yet to break the secrecy of her true identity.

  Lionel Seton-Ross was keeping his end of the bargain. His financial advisers continued to ensure Arthur’s fiancée and his daughter were financially secure. Phoebe never touched a
  penny of any future inheritance coming from Arthur’s estate; the house in Scotland was the only gift she’d accepted. Everything must come to Caroline. She kept herself in London through
  her work in the theatre.

  Times had changed for the former Gaiety Girl. She was still young but there were prettier girls on display now in the new fashion style, and she was too curvy to model. Her heyday was over, but
  she found a niche playing character parts: northern maids and matrons with broad accents. She got laughs for her Yorkshire plain speaking, and there were some film parts coming. She now had an
  agent who kept her name to the fore. It was not what Phoebe Faye might have dreamed of, but the musical comedy theatre was long gone. Her new acting roles paid the rent and bills, and kept her in
  smart outfits and work when so many were jobless and hungry. It was all a far cry from her humble beginnings in Leeds. Her looks, voice and stage personality had shone from an early age, bringing
  her to the attention of the great impresario George Edwardes. She’d lost her broad accent by the time she’d arrived at King’s Cross Station, but now she was using it to secure
  film parts.

  If she found herself ‘resting’ she helped Maisie Gibbons with acting and singing classes in the stage school, mostly stage expression and lyrical interpretation. She was glad
  Caroline had not shown one iota of interest in the theatre. It was all dogs, ponies, scuffed knees and country pursuits. Caroline was destined for better things, and giving her this taste of
  continental cuisine and customs was the first step in her further education.

  Phoebe smiled, thinking how at eleven she’d been living in a back-to-back house in Hunslet, carrying her dancing pump bag and music to auditions, earning shillings for each performance,
  unaware of the privileged world her own daughter was now growing up in.

  Let no one say she wasn’t giving her the best of everything in life. ‘Deeds not words,’ she sighed, thinking of Emily Davison flinging herself at the King’s horse in
  front of her, and Arthur in his grey topper, chewing game pie on Derby day. At least his daughter would never face hunger and hardship in a world war that blighted so many lives. There were no
  spare men left for Kitty or Maisie and their friends to marry once the war was over. ‘Oh, Arthur,’ she sighed, unable to sleep in the heat of the night. Why must all the decisions be
  left to me? Why did you have to leave me? She lay back, and for the first time in years let herself relive every moment of that precious weekend together in 1916.

  1916

  Phoebe was finding it a strain waiting in the wings for her entrance, knowing Arthur was watching the show. Once the curtain calls had been taken and the applause had died
  down, she made a dash for the dressing room to change into her prettiest outfit and her rose velvet cloak with the swan’s-down trimmings. She must look perfect: not too theatrical, not
  recognizable as one of the Gaiety postcard girls, just a girl out on the town with her soldier boy.

  He was waiting at the stage door in uniform.

  ‘Let’s walk, get some fresh air,’ she suggested. It was starlit frosty night and her breath was like smoke. They strolled to Trafalgar Square and down Piccadilly towards St
  James’s, and then he guided her down into Jermyn Street where he’d booked a late supper in the Cavendish Hotel.

  Phoebe had been here before as a guest of the proprietor, Miss Rosa Lewis, who was once a confidante of the old king and famed for her delicious cuisine. Mr Edwardes, the Guvnor, introduced the
  girls from his theatre and some of them were given supper and a chance to cheer up officers on leave. Nothing inappropriate, of course, but they did lend sparkle and glamour to the dining room.

  ‘I’ve got a billet here. My father’s a friend of Miss Lewis and she always looks after us when we’re in town.’ Arthur smiled. ‘It’s much more private
  here than in the other restaurants. I want us not to feel we have to join another crowd.’

  They were guided to a quiet table behind a screen of jardinières in the long panelled dining room. It was busy but there was no one in she knew. Phoebe felt herself relaxing and suddenly
  ravenous.

  ‘The food is exquisite here. Miss Rosa supervises everything herself. Upstairs are about a hundred rooms, and some have permanent guests. She’s so kind to chaps who are hard up and
  on leave. I heard she finds ways for the rich old men to pay extra on their bills so she doesn’t have to charge serving soldiers a bean . . . I always feel at home here. But enough about
  me.’ He grasped her hand. ‘I thought you were magnificent tonight. It’s a really good revue and that Leslie Henson is a hoot . . . How are you? You look tons better than when I
  last saw you in France. You’d lost so much weight.’

  ‘We seem to dash from one hospital show to another, from one camp to the next. You know what it’s like, too tired sometimes to eat. When we met in Calais I thought you looked as if
  you’ve come from hellfire corner.’ She didn’t mean to bring up the war but he still looked strained.

  ‘I’m afraid a week with my parents is never restful. Mama can be very demanding. Wouldn’t let me out of sight, kept pressing these silly girls to sit next to me at the dining
  table.’

  ‘She means well, wanting you to have pretty company,’ was the best Phoebe could offer, feeling sick at the thought of this matchmaking. ‘And your sister . . .?’

  ‘Verity came up for a day, grilled me for information, kept talking about poor chaps from Eton who’ve gone west . . . Poor girl, there aren’t going to be many of her sort left
  if this goes on much longer. It’s a slaughterhouse out there, and now there’s the gas attacks . . .’ He paused, then visibly rallied. ‘No more war talk – I just want
  to look in your face and forget all that stuff. I can’t believe how fate brought us together again. I never did understand why we stopped seeing each other.’

  Phoebe sipped her wine. ‘It seemed the right thing to do when your mother—’

  ‘Mother spoke to you? When?’ He leaned forward, clasping her hand even tighter.

  ‘On Derby Day, when we met them for lunch. She said if we got serious, you’d have to resign from the Guards.’

  Arthur banged down his glass. ‘How dare she interfere? Why didn’t you tell me then?’

  ‘I couldn’t, and then there was that terrible accident with Miss Davison and the racehorse. I couldn’t think of anything else after that.’

  ‘I’m sorry. All the time we’ve wasted, all the letters I might have had from you . . . It would have been better if I had resigned and joined another regiment. There are hardly
  any Guards officers left after Mons and the Marne.’ Arthur shook his head. ‘My mother lives in another world and it’s one that will never return. This bloody war is stripping all
  the old hierarchy away. We’ve lost so many heirs and titles and school chums, good soldiers in all ranks. You’ve seen where they end up: in some moribund tent coughing their guts up or
  in a surgical ward praying for a quick release from pain. Phoebe, I’ve missed you so much. I’ve tried to find other girls to fill your place but it was always you at the back of my mind
  when we were . . .’

  Phoebe found herself crying. She didn’t want to make a scene. ‘I think I’m going to faint,’ she whispered. ‘It’s very warm in here.’

  ‘Don’t worry, we can go to my suite and dine there, if you don’t mind.’

  She nodded and he guided her up the stairs and along a creaking corridor to his room on the second floor. There was a brief point of hesitation when she knew it would be wiser to decline and ask
  for a taxi, but she waved away caution. What would be would be. They needed time alone together. There was an urgency to this night that must not be denied.

  He opened the door into a pretty sitting room lined with sporting prints and chintzy curtains. There was a dining alcove and a bed room, where Phoebe put her cloak. The bedroom was strewn with
  Arthur’s clothes and it smelled of pipe tobacco and Penhaligon’s Hamman Bouquet, a favourite scent of the stage door johnnies. Arthur had taken as much care in his toilette as she had
  done.

  They sat together as supper was set out for them. Phoebe sipped her champagne, not tasting anything but the bubbles up her nostrils, aware of a tension growing between them so that when the door
  was shut, she just fell into his arms and sobbed. ‘I’m sorry, I thought it was the best for you to let you go.’

  He touched her lips with his little finger and she felt the cool gold of his signet ring on her cheek. ‘You are here now and that’s all that matters. This is the best moment of my
  leave. You’ve no idea how I’ve longed for this. I used to walk past the theatre hoping I’d see you. I wrote but you never replied. Let’s not waste time over what
  could’ve been. We have now and we have this time alone.’

  She kissed him slowly, tentatively at first, and then the flood-gates of longing just overwhelmed them both. It was as if a rushing wave engulfed them with an urgency to get closer, to feel
  through the layers to raw skin, to act out for real all those false clinches that Phoebe knew so well onstage. The supper lay cold on their plates as they clung together, tearing off shirts and
  dress layers, loosening stays, so they lay almost naked on the bed, exploring each other, smiling into the huge gold mirror adorning the wall so every movement was heightened by the sight of each
  other’s responses. There was a tenderness and then a roar of passion that could have only one ending. She clasped him as he entered her, wincing at first, but riding his powerful thrusts with
  excitement as the feelings inside her body erupted into a burst of sensations.

  They lay sated with lovemaking, tired but satisfied in the strangest of physical ways. Phoebe looked at her lover in the lamplight. This was what it was all about, this coming together, this
  physical loving, and it was the most natural thing in the world to be doing with him. Why had she denied herself all this pleasure? Why had she denied what she had sensed from their very first
  encounter at Miss Lily Elsie’s wedding all those years ago? But no matter. Now they were one. This beautiful man would be in her life from now on. She’d not be parted from him again. He
  was sleeping and she covered him with the fallen counterpane, crept in beside him and curled into his shape. No going back now.

  Later, they lay together in the bath, soaking and soaping each other, laughing as if they had all the time in the world to enjoy discovering new ways to please their bodies. When breakfast came,
  she noted there was enough for two people. Wrapped in his dressing gown, she sat brazenly in the open, waiting to be served: eggs, ham, toast, fruit and freshly baked rolls, coffee in a tall silver
  jug, a feast for hungry lovers.

  ‘So what are we going to do today?’ Arthur smiled. ‘I think we’ll go and buy a ring, don’t you?’

  ‘Perhaps I ought to go to rehearsal and change out of my evening clothes first?’

  ‘You will come back later? It’s my last day.’

  ‘I know, I know, I’ll do my best.’ She was thinking on her feet. What could she skip to be with him? If she went back to the flat in Little Portland Street there’d be
  questions and more questions. Perhaps she could purchase a few items and find a special chemist she’d heard about, who sold douches and such stuff. She mustn’t take any chances.

  It was a different woman who walked out of the Cavendish than had walked in. They were a couple now. No one could change that. She knew she wasn’t going to spoil his last day. She was
  going to do something she’d never done before: she’d call in sick and miss a performance – surely they owed her this one break – yet it went against all her principles.

  As they strolled along the street she realized that Arthur now came before her career. If she did marry him, he’d be in the foreground of her life, not the backdrop. It was a strange and
  sudden turnaround in her thinking. Perhaps it was seeing the scar on his shoulder where a bullet had grazed him. He’d been saved by his leather jerkin, he said. She could’ve been
  visiting him in hospital, or worse. He’d been lucky. The man beside him had got a bullet in his eye, piercing his brain.

  Phoebe made the phone call from a public telephone, crying off with a stomach upset that might hazard her performance. She sent one of her postcards to her flat, telling the girls she was going
  to visit Arthur’s family at last. They walked through St James’s Park, seeing much of it was made into allotments or used as training ground. Feeling the chilly air on their faces, they
  made for Bond Street and Fenwick, where he bought her a warm coat with matching fur Cossack-style hat and muff. They strolled around the shops and turned towards the Burlington Arcade, where they
  lingered at the windows of the jewellers’ shops. Arthur found the exact shop he was seeking and marched in.

  ‘We want an engagement ring,’ he announced.

  ‘Arthur!’ Phoebe held back. ‘You haven’t asked me yet,’ she said blushing.

  ‘But you will, won’t you?’ he pleaded.

  The startled assistant hovered over the table, waiting for her reply.

  ‘Please wait.’ Phoebe tried to get her thoughts in order. ‘You have to do this properly . . . your parents, my family . . . I don’t want you to rush into anything you may
  later regret . . . Please.’

  ‘I can’t wait. Come on, sit down and choose something pretty.’

  Phoebe didn’t know where to put herself. ‘Can we please discuss this in private?’ she asked, making for the door.

  ‘Are you refusing me?’

  ‘No, of course not.’ She smiled. ‘But a surprise would be nice. It must be your choice.’

  ‘Right then, you go outside like a good girl and I’ll find something I think you’ll like. By rights you ought have something from the family, but we haven’t time for
  that.’

  Phoebe edged backwards out of the door, feeling foolish, wondering how this had all come about. Within minutes he was out carrying a package. ‘If it’s the wrong size, that’s
  your fault. So let’s find a place to celebrate. The Ritz . . . on this occasion.’

  So, by luncheon, Phoebe found herself sitting in the ornate gold dining room with its icing sugar plastered ceiling, surrounded by other diners as Arthur brought out his choice and handed it to
  her.
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