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Praise for Clara & Olivia


‘Clara & Olivia dances with historical details, with unease and atmosphere. You can feel the mist of the London canals, hear the ballet shoes touching the stage.’


Abigail Dean, author of Girl A


‘Ashe trained with the Royal Ballet School, and she is fascinating on the detail of the girls’ lives; on the pain and the bloodied feet that underpin the perfection of the dance, on, as Samuel says, “this mad life you all live, always on the edge of pain and exhaustion”. A wonderful, eye-opening debut.’


The Times


‘This unsettling tale… is set in 1933 in the poisonously competitive world of ballet… As the story follows the rehearsals for the ballet Coppélia, we receive a quick-fire education on how the ballet works and why it inspires obsession… An original thriller with a crafty plot.’


Daily Mail


‘This book was a joy to read from start to finish. Ashe’s writing is razor-sharp with a lyrical edge to it, and there were times when I wished I could write just as well. Rich, mesmerising and compelling, Clara & Olivia heralds the arrival of a bright new voice in literary fiction. This one will have the cash registers ringing.’


Awais Khan, author of No Honour


‘A spellbinding thriller, set against a fascinating background and so beautifully written.’


Frances Quinn, author of The Smallest Man


‘Lucy has created a mesmerising atmosphere in her debut novel. This story is one of dreadful, delirious ambition as well as the relentless drive for perfection – both as a woman and a performer – that cannot be sustained. Every violent act is a protest against this paralysing perfection. Beautiful.’


Sally Oliver, author of The Weight of Loss


‘Vividly rich and full of depth, Clara & Olivia is a compellingly chilling work by a debut author who makes storytelling look easy. An expertly crafted filmic depiction of gritty twin leads desperate to succeed in these dark streets while harbouring even darker motivations. A novel that entraps you within its web of sinister secrets; I pirouetted from page to page desperate to know what happens. This book has everything and I will be recommending it to everybody.’


Ashley Hickson-Lovence, author of The 392


‘Clara and Olivia is a delight, a book that is at times historical fiction, at times a love story to ballet, and at times even a bit of a thrilling whodunit.’


The Bookbag


‘Quite a debut, very assured and confident…a wonderfully told story which will appeal to a wide range of people because of the interesting characters and a strong plot threaded throughout.’


@emreadsthebooks


‘Haunting and richly evocative, Clara & Olivia takes the reader on a spellbinding journey through the 1930s London ballet scene, in which the beauty and elegance of the participants is the flip side of a destructive drive for perfection and darkly murderous obsessions. Lucy Ashe’s debut is absolutely en pointe.’


Lexie Elliott, author of How to Kill Your Best Friend


‘Lucy Ashe’s debut novel is a clever thriller set in a world which she knows so well, having trained at the Royal Ballet School and being a twin. It’s a story of sisterly love, ambition, and obsession… Take a bow, Ms Ashe.’


Historical Novel Review
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For my parents




STAGE NOTES


In May 1940, the British Council sent the Sadler’s Wells Ballet company across the North Sea to the Netherlands, a country yet to join the war.


After an enthusiastic first-night welcome at the Royal Theatre in The Hague, the mood darkened. Travelling to perform in towns close to the German border, the dancers started noticing signs of war creeping ever closer.


Then, in the early hours of the morning on 10 May, Germany invaded. The ballet company was stranded, and it took days of evacuations, and a slow, dangerous journey through the war-torn country, before the dancers finally found their way back home.




PROLOGUE


Thorns catch her dress. The girl ignores the sharp scratch against her wrist, the spike that digs its way beneath her skin. She runs fast through an arch of roses and beneath the heavy scent of summer jasmine, her cheek brushing the faded rot of lilac: she wishes the garden would consume her, grow tall and wild into one giant tangle of branches, roots dug hard into the ground. Tonight, she longs to hide inside a secret garden, to escape for one hundred years between thick forest walls.


She runs further into the garden. The sounds from the house fade until all that is left is the quiet echo of the wind against the trees, their trunks choked with ivy.


At last she feels safe, her breath gradually easing as she slows her legs and walks. There is a marble seat at the end of the path, its cold silver stone offering a steady glow under the moonlight. It seems to take her an age to reach it, her legs losing their strength now she is no longer running. When she finally collapses against the marble, her head swims. All evening she has been drinking, and her body is not used to the rising haze of champagne. She knows she should have been more careful, more alert to the dangers around her.


But tonight there was no one to watch over her, no fairy godmother, no mother at all.


Midnight. She can sense time shifting, the night ticking on towards morning. If she can just rest her head, close her eyes for a few minutes, she thinks she will find the strength she needs. She imagines a bedroom, an absurd image of pink silk and tasselled cushions. But instead all she has is a hard marble seat and potted topiary spikes. The summer air thickens around her as though a huge hand is pressing her down. No one can hear her whisper to herself, an incoherent muddle of sighs. Perhaps, she thinks, this is how Princess Aurora felt as the forest groaned and grew, the prick of her finger sending her to sleep.


A man appears at the end of the path, but she doesn’t see him. She is nearly asleep, shadows dancing beneath her eyelids, turning trees, shrubs, the red bloom of roses, the bulk of the man, into one eddying monochrome mess.


The man has seen her, though. He walks forward, silent as he pushes a rose away from his face, the thorns shivering into the thicket.


Music scratches in the distance, at the house or further away in the streets. There are people somewhere, a party, faint shrieks and cries that rise and fall as her eyelids droop. She tries to fight the weight of exhaustion that pulls her body down, but it is no use. The darkness of the garden, the trees that encircle her, the sweet scent of roses: they consume her like the swirling magic of an incantation, a fairy waving her wand.


She falls asleep.




ACT I




MAY 1945


Rosamund Caradon is surrounded by children. Keeping them close, she walks swiftly, a basket of treats for the train journey hanging from her elbow. Inside the basket are the eggs she collected earlier this morning from their garden hens, a task she had lingered over while watching the children run up and down the lawn for the very last time.


As they make their way onto the platform, Rosamund feels the basket press against her, little fingers clutching at the edge. It is Jasmine who peers inside, checking that the eggs, the packet of salt, the sandwiches, the mock marzipan balls of beans, rice and vanilla essence are exactly where they should be.


Jasmine is the youngest of the little crowd of children that Rosamund hurries further along the platform, but no one would think it from watching her, seeing how she bubbles with confidence as she hops among them. For she is Rosamund Caradon’s daughter. And as her daughter, she takes her hosting responsibilities seriously. Too seriously at times, Rosamund has secretly observed, smiling as her daughter instructs her playmates in the most complex of games and scenarios. The sadness of saying goodbye to the children is only heightened by her worry of how Jasmine will cope without this little army of girls and boys who provide her with endless entertainment and purpose.


Rosamund took in many children during the war, some lasting for less than a month before their parents called for their return, others staying for years. Since the winter of 1939, there has been a steady progress of tears and goodbyes, of children suddenly shy in front of their parents or itching to get back to the familiarity of city living. Rosamund remembers how one little boy hardly recognised the aunt who had come to collect him, hiding behind Jasmine and Rosamund until the poor woman convinced him that she was taking him home. The boy’s mother was working all hours at a London hospital, the aunt told Rosamund, but she could no longer stand the pointed questions from the other nurses about when her son was coming home.


Once war was over, everyone wanted to find some normality, to settle and fix their disordered homes. The reality, of course, was that it was impossible. Not with rationing and homes bombed and fathers not yet returned. How could any woman be expected to carry on as before, the aunt exclaimed as Rosamund busied herself in the kitchen making sandwiches for their journey. Rosamund had nodded sagely, thinking how empty the huge house was going to feel with all the children finally gone, just her precious Jasmine left to look after and protect. She would need work, an occupation to keep her busy, make her feel needed and in control of her day. The thought of vacant rooms and acres of empty gardens, silent hallways and the front lawn too smooth without the scuff of balls and cricket bats, made her breathless, as though all the life was being sucked out of her lungs.


The whistle of the train propels the children forward along the platform of Exeter St David’s, Rosamund gathering arms and hands and pushing them into the carriage. Each child has a small suitcase, Jasmine insisting on carrying Eliza’s as well as her own, her shoulders straining as she lifts herself up the steps and into the train.


‘Come on, Eliza. Time waits for no man.’ It is a phrase she has picked up from her grandmother, who lives with them at Gittisham Manor and likes to offer clipped words of instruction from her armchair in the front room. Jasmine encourages her friend up into the carriage, keeping the suitcase gripped tightly in her hand.


‘You’re going to need to give that back to her at some point,’ Rosamund says, charmed by the effort her daughter is making to look after her friend. Jasmine doesn’t reply, a mass of tangled blonde hair swishing as she marches forward and finds an empty carriage, the others following obediently.


Behind her is Eliza Matthews, nine years old and declared by Jasmine to be her best friend for life. She is followed by Julia Greene, a fourteen-year-old who goes nowhere without her ballet shoes at her side in a soft cloth bag. She brought a cut-out paper theatre with her when she arrived from London, and the children spent hours assembling its pieces and pushing pantomime characters and ballerina fairies in paper tutus around a colourful stage made of cardboard. Then there are the two boys, twin brothers Timothy and John Giles, who were desperately homesick when they arrived, only to become the sole evacuees to stay throughout the war, establishing routines and structures that had settled them and made Gittisham Manor feel like home. Rosamund worries about how they will adjust to London after nearly six years of country living. Her home in Devon is all space and greenery, wide lawns, sturdy old trees to climb, a labyrinthine wood to explore. The Giles brothers live in a tiny flat in Clerkenwell, surrounded by noise. When they boarded a train to the countryside in that first energetic wave of September evacuations, aged just six, London was all they had known. But their memories of London have faded now, replaced with Devon’s rolling hills.


The whistle cries out once again and the train starts its slow roll out of Exeter. There are people on the platform, waving with bright smiles as they send children back home to London. Rosamund knows those smiles will lose their certainty once they return to their kitchens and start to accustom themselves to the ordinary simplicity of life without the evacuees, these children that they have found ways to love, nurture, ease their homesickness. They have tried to discover common ground with those who had never seen the sea, never walked through a field of cows, never been the victim of the stinging nettles’ rash.


Pulling back from the window, Rosamund settles down to watch the children. She hadn’t really wanted to come with them to London, but Jasmine would never agree to waving them off from a platform edge when she could have her own adventure in the big city she has heard so much about. War kept her from it, and now, finally, at the age of eight, she is hurtling through Devon, Somerset, Wiltshire, Berkshire, all these counties she can name on a map, rattling them off like a song. London awaits.


Rosamund has another reason for accompanying the children on the train journey back to London. Her family has a flat in Chelsea, two neglected storeys of tired walls and dated furniture that no one has had the energy or inclination to refresh. Her brother Matthew lived there for years, filling it with books and newspapers, piles of notebooks scratched with his attempts at poetry, dusty playbills and signed photographs from actors and opera singers. He left when war began, moving into a cottage in Somerset with two other bachelors and washing his hands of responsibility for anything to do with the London flat, with Gittisham Manor, with his mother and her endless expectations. He knew that his parents had always judged him, resented how he refused to marry and provide the next generation of men to preserve Gittisham Manor and its acres of farmland. When their father had died two years before the war, Rosamund considered spending some time in London, but life in Devon took on new meaning when Jasmine arrived. Her father was dead, but her husband was gone too, his absence forcing a realignment of what she wanted from her life. Without him, she was nervous of leaving her home in the countryside, of forging her way through unknown and unfamiliar streets.


Alberic’s death frightened her, how sudden and unnecessary it was, how easily avoided. He had been at a weekend party in London, a dull event that he felt duty-bound to attend, he’d said before he left: old school friends who insisted they met once a year for stodgy food and a giddy dose of nostalgic reminiscing. Driving too fast on his way home, Alberic Caradon was killed, his car overturned in a grass ditch, the towering monoliths of Stonehenge impassively watching from across the nearby fields.


Rosamund knows it is time to face London again. Not just for herself, but for Jasmine too. While Rosamund would prefer to keep her safe within the high woodland walls of the Otter Valley, she knows that Jasmine is already outgrowing the smallness of her world. The villages of Devon will not contain her for much longer. Now war is over, there is nothing left to stop them from getting on the train and starting a new adventure. She just wishes she could bring her ancient dog Felix along with them, but it isn’t possible. He has stayed behind in Devon, moving from one sunlit spot to another.


Her London lawyer visited the flat last month, reporting back that it had been miraculously saved from bombing while much more loved and cared-for homes on the same street stood in ruins. This was a sign, Rosamund thought, that she must open the flat, flush out its dust and dirt, and start making it into a modern home where she and Jasmine could carve out whatever sort of life they desired. Looking at Jasmine now, her loud chatter as she hands out the sandwiches much earlier than is necessary, Rosamund feels torn between her desire to keep her daughter with her always, protected by the familiar fields of her estate, and her acceptance that this will not be enough. If she could, she’d hide away with Jasmine forever, never venturing beyond the tree-lined border of their home.


Just as the children have settled after the excitement of those first lumbering lurches of the train, a face looms into view at the door. Rosamund inhales and tries to avoid the gaze of the intruder. She wants this compartment for herself and for the children, her last opportunity to take on such a vast maternal role.


A woman is standing in the doorway, peering uncertainly inside. When the train staggers, she catches herself against the door, her fingertips pressed white on the wood. ‘Is there space for one more?’ the woman asks. The children stare up at her, momentarily diverted from organising their bags and sandwiches, the two boys already trying to search for a pack of cards hidden in the midst of their suitcase. Jasmine bares her teeth, smiling at the woman a little aggressively, Rosamund thinks.


‘Please,’ says Rosamund, gesturing to the spare seat opposite her. She cannot risk pretending it is taken, not when Jasmine’s disarming honesty would likely have her blurt out the truth. But she wishes they could have the space to themselves without worrying about whether their games are too loud and chaotic. The woman has, however, chosen this carriage when there must, surely, be quieter ones further along the train: so she will have to put up with them and their chaos.


The woman places her suitcase on the luggage rack, rising high on her toes as she does so. When the train rocks this time, she is steady, her weight shifting gracefully as she slips into her seat. Leaning back, she stretches her legs out in front of her. Rosamund is struck by the agility of the woman’s feet, the way they arch over and push against the leather soles of her heeled sandals. She is young, maybe in her mid twenties, with slim shoulders and hips and a neat waist over which she wears a pretty polka-dotted blue belt that matches her dress. Her hair seems impossibly soft, a light brown wave that bounces against her shoulders.


Rosamund looks down at her own untidy fingernails, the faint smudge of soil beneath them, and closes her hands in her lap. She wishes the woman would go to another carriage. Already the pressure to conform to London fashions and standards is making her anxious, and she finds herself thinking that this young woman has no business looking so pretty and polished when Rosamund is wearing the same old skirt she has patched up many times now. Her mother, back at the manor house, had pursed her lips in disapproval when Rosamund came down this morning, ready for her London trip. A disappointment again, Rosamund knew, her refusal to dress up, fashion her hair smartly, to spend more money on herself than strictly necessary. Rosamund prefers to buy clothes for her daughter – and maybe fresh summer bedding for the garden now that war is over and she doesn’t need to feel guilty taking up precious vegetable space with flowers.


‘Are they all yours?’ the young woman says to Rosamund, gesturing at the children with a little laugh.


‘I sometimes wish they were,’ Rosamund replies, forcing herself to be friendly. The last thing she wants to do is make polite conversation with this pretty young woman. In her final few hours with these children that she has grown to love, she doesn’t want a minute stolen.


‘Returning home, are they?’ The woman’s voice is gentle, and Rosamund can tell she is genuinely interested. But it doesn’t stop her from feeling irritated.


‘Yes. I took in a lot of evacuees. My home is big, you see, with lots of space for children to play. There have been many coming and going throughout the war. These are the final few.’


‘Do you live in Exeter?’ the woman asks, reaching into her handbag and pulling out a small needle case.


‘No, a village about half an hour away. Gittisham.’


‘Oh, Gittisham is lovely. How lucky for the children,’ the woman exclaims, setting the sewing kit open on her lap. ‘I live not far from there. Ottery St Mary. Well, at least my parents live there, and I return when I can. My home is London now.’


‘We took the children into Ottery St Mary a few times. And it’s where I do my shopping, there or Honiton, if I can’t face driving all the way into Exeter.’


‘Mummy, we’re going to play I Spy,’ calls out Jasmine from the window seat, her voice cutting through the conversation. The woman seems to jump, turning quickly towards the children.


‘Of course, darling,’ Rosamund replies, smiling apologetically at the woman.


‘Oh, please do,’ the woman says. ‘Such a fun game for a long journey. Perhaps I can join in?’


‘If you want. But don’t feel obliged to continue if it gets boring.’ Rosamund remembers how, before Jasmine arrived, she had longed to be able to play a game of I Spy with a child of her own, watching families enviously on the bus journeys into Exeter when her parents wouldn’t let her take the car. She tries to warm to the woman, doing her best to find sympathy for this obvious desire to interact with the children. It is a feeling she understands well.


Jasmine leads, finding a myriad of details to spy, a bright infusion of colours and shapes: the red of the seats; the brown leather of a suitcase; the black and white pattern of a cow as the train rushes by. Even Eliza’s blue sailor’s collar gets a mention, her loud and surprisingly low laugh rumbling through the carriage when she realises. When it is the woman’s turn, she stumps them all with the letter ‘B’. They try everything: the banana in Timothy’s lunch bag, waiting to be eaten, belts, bags, the floral brooch on Rosamund’s collar, the billows of steam from the train engine that occasionally drift past the window. Finally, it is Julia Greene who works it out.


‘Ballet shoes!’ she exclaims, noticing the pale pink of her own ballet slippers poking their toes out of her bag. A frayed silk ribbon has escaped and the dusty sole of the shoe is turned up towards the seat.


‘And I have my own, too,’ says the woman. She pulls out from her bag a pair of brand-new pointe shoes. From the reaction of the children, they could be a pair of magic rabbits drawn dramatically out of a hat. The satin shines brightly, so different to the scuffed ends of Julia’s. At once all attention is on her, the children forgetting their game and staring intently at this woman who has suddenly become much more interesting. ‘I need to sew on the ribbons and darn the ends before I reach London,’ she says, winding a long pink ribbon round and round her hands.


‘Are you a ballerina?’ asks Jasmine, standing and going right up to her side. Rosamund can see how desperately her daughter wants to reach out and touch the shoes.


‘Yes. At Sadler’s Wells. I have been dancing all through the war.’ She waves her arm as she says this. It is a graceful port de bras but it makes Rosamund wince, the warmth she was trying her best to feel gone once again. This will be it now for the rest of the journey, the girls plying this ballet dancer with questions, perhaps an impromptu barre class in the corridor, endless admiration. ‘You can hold them if you want.’ The woman passes her shoes to Jasmine, who turns them over in her hands, delicately stroking the satin as though it were a precious pet. Julia has risen to join her, and the two boys are watching with a failed attempt at indifference. They are at that age now where a pretty young woman will capture their interest. Rosamund has noticed them growing and changing, in that awkward space between childhood and puberty. At times she feels some relief that they are returning home before she has to navigate them through the uncomfortable passage towards early adulthood.


‘Julia is a ballet dancer too,’ Jasmine announces proudly.


‘Yes, I gathered as much from the ballet shoes. Where do you dance?’ she asks Julia, her face lighting up with curiosity.


‘I’m a student at Sadler’s Wells School. At least I was until my parents finally decided it wasn’t safe for me to stay in London last year. I’ve tried to keep up with ballet class in Devon, but it isn’t the same without a teacher.’


‘Oh, she dances every day,’ interrupts Jasmine. ‘We set up a ballet studio in the library and used the back of the chairs as barres. Julia taught us all how to dance.’ Jasmine performs a little arabesque, her leg stuck out awkwardly behind her. The woman smiles and claps her hands. Rather too generous, Rosamund thinks. While Julia is a talented dancer, working with focus and commitment every day to maintain her flexibility, poise, balance, grace, Jasmine is more enthusiastic than accurate in her ballet training. She prefers to throw herself energetically across the room, coming dangerously close to knocking books from their shelves with her wild bouncing arms. Her long blonde hair, always an impossible bird’s nest of tangles, refuses to be tamed into a neat bun on top of her head, wisps of white flying in all directions. Eliza would join in with the ballet classes too, moving solidly through the exercises without any grace to speak of but a charming and unembarrassed strength. Timothy was reluctant to get involved, but John gradually migrated from his position as observer on the armchair at the corner of the room, to timidly mimicking the exercises, to finally taking his place behind a kitchen chair. Julia had coached him kindly and patiently, lifting his elbows when they drooped, showing him how to rotate his legs from the hips, how to get his heels firmly down on the ground when he jumped in petit allegro. He found strength through ballet, the pursuit to master every exercise distracting him from sudden bursts of homesickness.


‘When will Sadler’s Wells open again as a theatre?’ Julia asks. She has been longing for information, writing long letters to her friends and to her parents, desperate to know when her ballet training will resume along with its promise of performance and a dancing career. The little paper theatre and its pantomime characters that they had assembled in the hall was not quite an adequate replacement for the real lights of the London stage. She continues, the nostalgia for those missed ballet lessons rekindled. ‘When I left last year, only the school was still in residence at the theatre. Up there on the top floor, Miss Phillips and Mr Sergeyev kept the studio open every morning. There could have been bombing all night but we’d still turn up to class. I suppose you were with the ballet company on tour and at the New Theatre?’


‘Yes,’ the ballet dancer replies, full of animation. ‘The rest of Sadler’s Wells quickly became a soup kitchen and shelter for people who lost their homes in bombing. We had to find a new home after that, though much of the time we were touring around England, getting used to a different theatre or community hall or even a makeshift stage in an aircraft hangar every few days. I will be glad when we have a space to call our own again.’ She has taken her shoes back now and is measuring out a stretch of pale pink thread, slipping it through the eye of the needle as she talks.


‘What is your name?’ asks Julia. ‘I might have seen you perform.’


‘I expect you have. I was in the school too, back in the thirties. I joined the company in the spring of 1936. It was wonderful making that transition from the studio at the top of Sadler’s Wells to company class and rehearsals.’ She looks up from the ribbons she is sewing onto her shoes. ‘My name is Briar Woods. It’s lovely to meet you all.’


Rosamund watches as Briar speaks brightly with the children, telling dynamic stories about ballet during the war: tales of silk tights drying on the luggage racks of trains as they sped across the country; the parcels of sugar that would arrive in their dressing rooms from fans willing to give up their precious rations to keep the dancers fed; the bored troops sitting through performances of Les Sylphides when all they wanted was a music hall number.


But it is Jasmine she seems to smile at the most, her eyes flicking to her even when she is talking to Julia. It is as though she wants to check how the girl is reacting to her, like an actor reading reviews after a show. Perhaps, Rosamund thinks a little cruelly, she is missing the attention of the stage, impatient to get back to performances after a holiday in dull Devon. There is something about Briar Woods that disturbs Rosamund, something she finds hard to define. It could be the way she has centred herself among their group, ruining Rosamund’s previous vision of the day. She has taken over, commanded the attention of everyone as she sits there so prettily with her shining pink pointe shoes and neat sewing kit. Rosamund’s sewing kit back at home is entirely different, she thinks with a grimace, a chaotic mess of threads, all sensible useful colours of black, brown, dark green, navy. In the first war, when she was just a teenager, she had worked tirelessly with her mother to knit for victory, the two of them recruiting women from the nearby villages to sit in an assembly line of wool and patterns, knitting all sorts of warm clothes for the troops. Pink darning thread for the ends of pointe shoes is a luxury this country cannot afford, she decides, and yet here is this young woman, Briar Woods, telling wide-eyed children about how pointe shoe makers were given special permission during the war to use all the satin and leather they needed.


‘Because art and beauty were essential during the war,’ Briar is telling them, her soft brown hair shaking gently as she speaks. ‘The country needed something to remind them that culture still existed, that we could do more than fight and survive. Ballet was proof that life carried on.’


With tight lips, Rosamund tries not to laugh. She is thinking of her own war, of transforming bedrooms into dormitories, the endless laundry, the children who woke screaming for their parents, the struggle to make rations stretch out and feed all the mouths she had volunteered to take in. But she also knew she wouldn’t have had it any other way. The war had given her purpose and direction, a purpose that she felt, with a sudden burst of righteousness, was much worthier than Briar’s. While the pointe shoes were pretty, they would be useless if worn outside digging flower beds, replacing roses with onions. Looking at the children now, though, and remembering how happy Julia’s ballet lessons had made them, she tries to soften her heart. Briar is just a child herself, an innocent in her blue polka-dot dress, her supple hands moving quickly over the shoes.


Reaching up, Briar tucks a smooth strand of hair behind her ear. Rosamund can’t help but mirror her, patting down her own hair, a pointless attempt to tidy the wild bun already tumbling out of the pins she battled with this morning. She did make an effort for today’s journey into London, despite what her mother thinks, wearing her best hat from the milliner’s in Ottery St Mary and changing out of slacks into a navy pleated skirt and white blouse. She is more comfortable in woollen jumpers and boots, wide-legged slacks that rise high around her waist. With long legs and a strong, lean frame, her default look is a classical statue drowning in gardening clothes, thick jumpers tucked carelessly underneath overalls. And yet today she is even wearing a brooch, a spray of lilacs and jasmine that she found in a jewellery shop in Exeter; it was a gift to herself eight years ago when her daughter arrived and changed her world.


As the train speeds closer to London, the city slowly growing around them, Rosamund feels her stomach knotting with nerves. She is saying goodbye to Eliza and Julia at Paddington, where their parents will be waiting to collect them, but John and Timothy are staying with her all the way to their home in Islington. She is uneasy about seeing where they live, how reluctant she will be to watch them replace their idyllic country existence for a tiny home in the city. When the billeting officer had handed the two boys to her at Exeter St David’s all those years ago, she had warned Rosamund that they would be wary of the countryside. So many London parents had to be convinced with a bombardment of persuasive rhetoric that their children would be safer in the countryside than in the city.


And now they are to be returned, two little boys with not a single item in the suitcase the same as when they left.


At Paddington, Briar helps the children with their bags as they exit the train, refusing to leave them alone. The children are delighted, looking up to her by now as a goddess from another world. But for Julia and Eliza, when they catch sight of their parents waiting anxiously for them at the end of the platform, their attention shifts. Eliza runs into the arms of her parents, her suitcase skidding away from her as she reaches them, while Julia offers a cooler embrace to hers. It appears she is yet to forgive them for sending her away from the city where her ballet dreams could be fulfilled.


‘Come and watch a rehearsal soon,’ Briar offers to Rosamund as they say goodbye under the domed roof of the station. The dancer presses her hand warmly. ‘If you give me your address, I can write to you with the details as soon as we have a rehearsal I think Jasmine would enjoy.’


It is impossible to refuse, not with her daughter poking her in the waist, even handing her a pencil from her satchel, a firm look fixed on her face. Rosamund hopes her sigh isn’t too obvious – she recognises that look, a little girl who knows her own mind. For a brief second, she thinks she will be saved by the lack of a piece of paper.


But Briar has thought ahead, it seems, drawing an old theatre ticket out of her bag. ‘It takes me forever to throw out anything,’ she says, laughing lightly as she hands Rosamund the paper. It is a ticket for Casse-Noisette at the New Theatre in 1941, a small cream and red booklet with flimsy pages packing in names and advertisements and instructions for what to do if the air raid sirens start during a performance. Rosamund writes down her address, the London flat in South Kensington, squeezing the words in around a cast list of Uncle Drosselmeyer and Clara and Snowflakes. Briar takes it, reads it, then tucks it away inside her bag.


When Briar finally disappears, hugging Jasmine for far longer than Rosamund is happy about, she feels herself start to relax. All the charm and smiles and stories of the ballet: it had felt like a performance, an unnecessary and self-indulgent one when Briar could surely have found peace and quiet in another part of the train. And yet she had chosen their carriage, where she could show off her ballet shoes and throw her pretty arms and legs about for a delighted, captive audience.


As they climb into a taxi outside the station, she tries to rationalise it, to push away her unease. Her nerves have been on edge all week, the anxiety of saying goodbye to the children, the journey into London away from the safety of her home, returning to the place she associates with her husband’s death, the cruel city that for all she knew would be unrecognisable, a wreckage of war.


But there is something else worrying her. And she knows what it is. She is certain that she has seen Briar Woods before.




DEVON, 1937


Rosamund Caradon surrounded herself with dormant branches of lilac. This morning, right after she had settled her mother into the little parlour that looked down to the lake, she escaped out of the house and into the grounds. Her dog, Felix, led the way, knowing instinctively where she was going. She often felt herself drawn to the walled garden, the most beautiful spot on the Gittisham estate, south-facing, a slight slope that caught the sun, flower beds interlaced among small trees, pebbled walkways that led to wrought-iron garden furniture, wooden benches, a birdbath in mottled stone, trellises that climbed the rust-red walls.


Dressed in her oldest green jumper and the pair of brown slacks passionately hated by her mother, Rosamund moved purposefully through the sleeping garden, Felix always close by. She tied back the dark leaves of the summer jasmine that had fallen from its trellis before moving on to tidy the yellow blooms of the hardy winter variety that climbed over a sheltered reading spot by the old wall. It was the lilacs that always seemed to draw her attention the most, however, and she studied the dead and rubbing wood, exposed now the flowers had gone, her hands moving swiftly to keep herself warm. Every now and again she jumped up and down on the spot, the large dog at her side prancing excitedly from paw to paw. A strange sight she must make, she thought, the younger mistress of Gittisham Manor dancing around her resting lilacs on a chilly January morning.


This had always been a special place for Rosamund, ever since the end of the Great War, nearly twenty years ago now, when she had been Rosamund Hampton, unmarried and eager for change. Her lilacs and her jasmine, the two shrubs she liked to care for herself, had become a labour of devotion, almost like the children she longed for but which never arrived. The rest of the garden, a huge estate of rolling grasslands, the lake with its pockets of wild flowers lining the water, an orchard at the back of the house next to the potting sheds and glasshouses, rows of vegetables fighting for space between her mother’s roses, the orangery beyond the huge cedar trees: all of this she was content to leave to the gardeners. It was the lilac and jasmine in the walled garden that were hers alone to nurture.


Every time one of her plants struggled, Rosamund felt a deep sense of failure. In her more rational moments, she realised that this was silly, her way of coping with the sadness of her past. Then she could shift the blame firmly to her parents: her father, who had never understood her; her mother for saying nothing, a silent, terrible judgement. But her father was gone now, a Christmas Eve death a few weeks ago. His heart had failed, the doctor said. Raymond Hampton, aged sixty-seven, collapsed in the stables on Christmas Eve just before teatime. It was Rosamund who found him as the darkness was starting to settle over the Devonshire hills. Raymond’s favourite horse was peering down anxiously at her master, nudging his face with her muzzle.


Rosamund had felt lighter since then, managing her mother’s persistent neuroses with a firm but gentle spirit and gradually pushing her father’s heavy influence out of her life. Her lilacs, dormant though they were, seemed filled with hopeful anticipation. It would be a good year for them, she thought, as she ran her fingers along the wood.


Mid-morning, she broke for tea, finding a sheltered seat underneath an arched trellis of hibernating jasmine. She poured from the flask she had brewed that morning, not so much evidence of organisation but so that she could avoid returning inside and facing the demands of her mother. Felix settled himself at her feet, the weight of his body warm against her boots. He shed fur everywhere he went, great bundles of gold in the flower beds, the hallways, the bedrooms. Rosamund brushed him regularly, the two of them seated outside on the grass. It was not a job her mother would ever agree to take on herself. Felix was her second dog. When Flick had died five years ago, at the age of twelve, Rosamund waited a year before deciding she had mourned long enough. She went back to the farm adjacent to her garden and bought another puppy: Flick’s great-great-grandson, she liked to think. Mr Gilbert, one of the farmworkers, who was retired now but still training working dogs, had a home full of retrievers and collies. The old man’s son and grandson had both died from war injuries; his dogs filled the lonely gaps of his cottage. It was only from him that Rosamund would think of getting a dog.


Looking around her, she imagined how her garden would look in the early summer, the lilac blooming around her. She had many varieties, a paintbox of colour. There were the snow-white flowers of ‘Madame Lemoine’, her new addition of ‘Madame Felix’, with its erect little panicles, the cream-yellow flowers of the ‘Primrose’ variety, the pink and mauve clusters of ‘Belle de Nancy’, and the magenta conical trusses of ‘Charles X’. It was ‘Katherine Havemeyer’ that she looked forward to the most, with heart-shaped leaves and lavender-purple flowers that would fade to a soft lilac-pink. This year would be the best they had ever been. She was sure of it.


Rosamund wiggled her toes, feeling the thick wool of her socks press against the leather boots. Coming out here always made her think of the end of the war. She had been eighteen years old and everything had shone with hope and the promise of change. Her brother was to be on his way home from France before long and her father was already safely back at Gittisham, a broken leg returning him to England a month earlier. Rosamund and her mother had made little attempts at tidying up the library, slowly nudging it towards its pre-war state of books and calm. It had been their own war office for the past few years, reams of wool, knitting needles, sewing machines, rolls of brown paper ready to package up their offerings of socks and thermals, hats and sweaters. They had set up a day nursery in the second parlour, Rosamund’s old nanny returning from retirement to run a chaotic crèche for the young children of local women who wanted the freedom to join new offers of employment. From early in the morning until the end of the working day, the house would be full of the noise of children and women, Rosamund doing her best to keep track of everyone coming in and out while her mother fretted about the muddy little footprints traipsed through the hall. With her father home from France, it was not so easy for everyone to relax into their work, Raymond appearing every now and again in the door of the library, casting irritated looks at the scraps of wool that littered the smooth wooden floor. It was always a relief to hear the uneven clatter of his crutches fading away as he disappeared back to the sitting room where he had reluctantly agreed to spend his days.


War ended, and her life changed. A deep sadness refused to give her peace.


Rosamund finished her tea and stood, looking down across the garden and towards the line of trees at the edge of her land. She could not see the farm, but that had been a comfort these past eighteen years, protecting her from the pain of memory.


A bird screeched above her and dropped down with startling speed towards the woods. She shivered, wrapping her arms into the sleeves of her jumper. It was impossible to settle today, too many memories surging roughly at the edges of her mind.


When she returned inside, her mother was asleep and the house quiet. They had just one permanent maidservant now, as well as a groundskeeper, the other staff coming in from nearby villages when they were needed to help with laundry and gardening and the odd occasion when her mother decided to entertain. Today, the house felt empty, a hollow shell with no life or noise. How different it could have been, she thought.


Rosamund tiptoed past the parlour and up the stairs to her mother’s bedroom. Felix seemed to sense not to follow her this time, instead padding towards the kitchen, where he could sleep next to the warm Georgian range. In her mother’s bedroom, the curtains were still drawn, a thin crack of light spilling in and illuminating the heavy mauve fabric on the bed. Wilted grey coals lay cold in the grate, the fire long gone out, and a damp cool air chilled the room.


With nervous hands and a thumping heart, she opened the wooden box at the foot of her mother’s bed. It was a mess of papers, notecards, old shopping lists, fragments of dried lavender flowers falling between crumpled letters. It seemed that her mother never threw anything away, instead storing it inside the carved oak of this box in case she ever needed a notecard from a grateful guest fifteen years ago or the receipt for a pair of gloves she had discarded years previously. Rosamund rummaged through the chaos, unsurprised by the indifferent confusion of her mother’s filing. It didn’t take long before she found what she was looking for.


There, hidden among the mess, was a series of tiny navy diaries. There must have been nearly forty of them, one for every year since her mother had been married. She picked through them, reading the dates embossed in gold on the front covers. Finally, she found the one she wanted: the year was 1919. Taking it out of the trunk, she ran her finger over the date, the leather surrounding the numbers soft and worn. She flicked through the pages of the diary, searching for any clue or sign to direct her.


She needed to make a decision.


And it was to those months after the war had ended, that time in her life when everything changed, that she returned as her guide now.


Maybe, she thought as she gazed at the faded words on the page, it wasn’t too late for her. She longed for a child, but she knew there was no hope for her to have one of her own. Her body had refused for so many years, and now it was too late. When adoption had finally established a legal framework eleven years ago, she had thought about it, bringing the conversation around to the topic every few months, a gentle nudging of her husband for him to accept that she simply could not conceive. He had nodded, given little signs of agreement, of possibility, but never any more than that. Rosamund wasn’t convinced that he minded whether he had a child at all. The thought of adoption was simply too complicated for him to take the necessary steps. Alberic Caradon was not a driven man, but apart from this apathy towards starting a family, that had suited Rosamund. Perhaps it was why she had been attracted to him in the first place. It had been the summer of 1922, a season of too many parties and lunches and trips to the shops. They had met at a dance in London, drawn together by their shared desire to escape from the endless rounds of bouncing conversations neither of them felt equipped to navigate. Alberic proposed to her three weeks later, and soon they were married and living together at Gittisham. They found excuses for missing most of the dinner party invitations that came their way, much to the frustration of Rosamund’s mother, and soon the number of cards coming up the drive with the postman dwindled to a satisfying trickle. Together the two of them gave each other permission to hide from the world, from society, moving among their garden and estate, happy with the simple security of their life. All except Rosamund’s desire for a child, a constant pressure that felt like a cloud forever pressing against the corner of the sun.


When Alberic died, it was as though many doors were slamming shut in her face all at once. She had been numb for months, afraid of venturing outside of the grounds of Gittisham, a walking ghost barely finding the energy to tend to her garden. He was gone, and all hope of a child with him.


But perhaps there was another way.


The abbreviated name of a woman: Mrs A. That was all. But there was an address too, a scribbled few words for a house in Exeter.


Tomorrow, she said to herself. Tomorrow.




MAY 1945


This is the first time Rosamund has been back to London since her husband died, since before the war. It feels alien to her now, the polluted haze of Euston Road dimming the scene like a smudged painting. Already she feels the pull of the crisp Devon air, the clean lines of rolling green hills, the trees that encircle her home, old Felix sleeping for hours in the cool of the entrance hall. She can sense the tension rising around her neck and into her jaw, the noise of the city working its way insidiously beneath her skin. But she cannot go home yet: there is work to do.


Their taxi driver is oblivious to other vehicles on the road, surging forward with great spurts of acceleration. After the sadness of leaving Eliza and Julia with their parents at Paddington, Rosamund watches Jasmine and the twin boys closely, wishing she could delay the next period of separation. And she is worried one of them will be sick, but they are fixated by the view outside the window, their eyes following the bold advertisement banners on the sides of buses, the mass of people hurrying along the pavements, the groups of workmen clearing rubble into trucks and wheelbarrows. There are signs of war everywhere: piles of broken stone are dumped below damaged buildings; the empty shell of top-floor rooms lie open to the sky, windows cracked and roofs destroyed.


They pass King’s Cross station, a steady stream of buses entering and exiting its forecourt, and move onwards towards Clerkenwell. Rosamund can sense the two boys fidgeting beside her. She cannot imagine how they must be feeling, whether they will recognise the people they left when they were just six. Their mother had written to her when war ended, giving a new address a few roads away from her old one, asking Rosamund to delay her sons’ return for another week. As a community midwife, she needed time to reorganise her rota to allow her to become a mother once again after six years of rushing from patients’ homes, to hospitals, to air raid shelters, to the temporary maternity centres set up on the edges of London. Her husband, she wrote to say, was still not returned from a prisoner-of-war camp and she did not yet know when he would be back. Rosamund had been a little confused by the letter: did this woman not realise her sons were no longer six years old? They were nearly teenagers, perfectly capable of walking themselves to school and finding amusement at home without their mother. Perhaps she believes time simply paused for her sons during the war, that they will turn up at her doorstop barely three feet tall, round cheeks and soft arms. How surprised she will be to see two boys probably nearly as tall as her, their long legs and wiry bodies, their love of running, of stories, of digging the garden, John’s strong legs as he performs jetés, glissades, échappés, even a tour en l’air, through the library of an old country manor. Rosamund has promised John she will speak to his mother about ballet lessons; but she isn’t hopeful. This is not going to be a priority for a woman trying to move quickly through packed London streets to deliver the relentless roll call of babies.


But when they round the corner and start driving down Rosebery Avenue, Rosamund feels a spark of hope as she notices Sadler’s Wells Theatre on the right-hand side, a giant poster for Benjamin Britten’s Peter Grimes looming down in gloomy monochrome from the building wall. With the theatre and Sadler’s Wells School just a few streets from the boys’ home, perhaps John will find a way to attend class.


They are such gentle boys, always looking out for one another. There was a brief time when Rosamund thought she might have twins of her own, but it was not to be. Saying goodbye to these two is difficult after six years of watching them grow even closer to one another, Timothy guarding his twin brother with protective zeal. She vividly remembers a day when another boy teased John for practising a tour en l’air in the garden. Timothy’s usual calm vanished, and he chased the bully into the lake. Rosamund had to have words with them all, finding a sternness she did not really feel.


Their mother is waiting outside her terraced house when they arrive, her eyes flitting anxiously from one direction of the road to the next, unsure from where they will be arriving. Rosamund feels the tension in her neck dissipate when she sees her. She knows she should be less judgemental, more open-minded to the way other people live. But it is a relief to see that Mrs Giles looks neat and respectable, has made an effort with a window box of flowers off her front room, and has two tiny kittens wrapped up in a basket at her feet. An offering to her sons, an acknowledgement that it is not going to be straightforward assimilating back into London family life.


Jasmine cries in the taxi from Clerkenwell to Chelsea. But her tears dry quickly, and she finds new amusements and new London sites to occupy her. She has become used to children coming and going around her these past six years, but Timothy and John were with them the longest. They are older brothers to her now. She made them promise to write to her regularly, even pressing a set of hand-decorated notecards into their suitcases when they left Gittisham. Now there are no excuses, she told them with a with a look of strict expectation on her face.


The taxi leaves them on a tired street in South Kensington, wartime rubble still clogging the pavements. When they get inside, somehow surprised that the key even fits in the lock, the flat is a mess, dust choking the furniture and a heavy musk settled over every room. Jasmine shows no dismay at all, though. She sets into action immediately, refusing her mother even a second’s rest as she starts rushing around the flat, sending up plumes of dirt from the upholstery.


Rosamund lets her select the room they will start clearing first, their base until they can tackle the rest of the flat. They empty the room of everything except the bed and a few heavy pieces of wooden furniture, carrying piles of linen, old suits left lingering in the wardrobe, books stacked underneath the window ledge, into the second bedroom before shutting the door on the chaos. Jasmine finds a broom and eagerly sweeps the floor, screaming in delight when she sees a dead mouse underneath the bed. Her mother just about gets to her, citing all sorts of concerns about dirt and disease, before Jasmine picks it up with her bare hands. This, she thinks, is a side effect of growing up in the countryside. Dead mice are nothing in comparison to mucking out stables and chasing each other with worms. Rosamund cleans every corner of the room, bringing down the curtains to thrash forcefully. Even then she is not happy, bundling them up to take to the laundry.
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