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Iris, Marianne, Eva and Clemency are the daughters of Sheffield manufacturer, Joshua Maclise. In the tumultuous years before the First World War, the sisters seek to fulfil their ambitions. Pretty, self-centred Iris dreams of a grand marriage, quiet Marianne meets the love of her life, and passionate Eva longs for independence. Only Clemency, caring for her invalid mother, remains tied to the family home.

Years pass and, her hopes of marriage dashed, Iris becomes a nurse in a London hospital. Marianne, living on a tea estate in Ceylon, finds first her happiness and then her life threatened by a cruel and ruthless man. When Eva falls in love with the Bohemian, Gabriel Bellamy, her dreams of a career as an artist falter. As the clouds darken and war changes the lives of all the sisters, Clemency fights to free herself from the bonds that confine her and to discover love at last.
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Part One

 The Confidante

 


 April 1936–August 1939




 Chapter One

Kay Garland met Miranda Denisov for the first time at a house in Charles Street in Mayfair. In appearance Miranda was strikingly lovely, with a broad forehead, high cheekbones and a full mouth. Her glossy, wavy black hair was parted to one side and tumbled over her shoulders, and her brilliant dark eyes contrasted with magnolia-pale skin. She looked older than her sixteen years. Though Kay, whose clothes were mostly home-made, and whose few items of jewellery had been inherited from her mother, knew little about such things, she recognized that Miranda’s dress was simple, exquisite, expensive and tastefully assembled. In manner, Miranda was pleasant and polite, if a little distant.

It was the second time Kay had been to the Charles Street house. She had applied for the post of companion to Miss Denisov after reading an advertisement in the ‘Situations Vacant’ column of The Times. Her friend, Brian, who worked in a second-hand bookshop in Charing Cross Road, had showed her the advertisement. ‘Gentleman seeks refined and well-educated English lady 18-20 years as companion to his daughter. Must be prepared to travel.’ Kay had never travelled further than the Isle of Wight. She longed to travel. She ached to travel.

The first interview had been conducted by the Denisovs’ housekeeper, Mrs Ingram, a pleasant Yorkshirewoman. Her questions had been searching and direct. Miss Garland was eighteen years old, was she not? To what standard was she educated – which school had she attended? Was she in good health? Was there any history of tuberculosis in her family? Miss Denisov’s mother, who had been English, Mrs Ingram explained, had died of tuberculosis.

Mrs Ingram had described to Kay her duties, should she be offered the post of Miss Denisov’s companion. She would be expected to accompany Miss Denisov to her various lessons and appointments, as well as being a travelling companion for her. She would not be required to go to evening functions, dances and formal dinners – Miss Denisov’s aunt, Madame Lambert, acted as chaperone on such occasions. Mr Denisov also required that the successful candidate improve his daughter’s English – an hour or two’s lesson each morning should suffice.

Now, a week later, Kay had been summoned back to the house to meet Miranda Denisov for the first time. The applicants had been whittled down to three, Mrs Ingram had told Kay as she showed her into the drawing room.

The room in which Miranda Denisov was sitting was splendidly furnished. The sofas and chairs had curled red-brown backs and arms, polished to a soft, burnished gleam. Blue and gold damask curtains hung in swags at the long casement windows. There were oil paintings on the walls and a beautiful Persian rug on the floor. A middle-aged lady in lilac chiffon was sitting on a sofa; she was introduced to Kay as Madame Lambert.

Introductions over, a few pleasantries were made. Then Madame Lambert peered at Kay.

‘You look very young, if I may say so, Mademoiselle Garland.’

‘Of course she’s young, Tante Sonya,’ said Miranda, a little impatiently. ‘If I’d wanted the company of some tiresome old stick,  I would have let Papa hire me another governess.’ Miranda turned to Kay, and for the first time smiled. ‘Tell me about yourself, Miss Garland. Where do you live?’

‘In Pimlico, with my aunt.’

‘You have a job, don’t you? Mrs Ingram told me. Don’t you like your job?’

Kay was currently employed as governess to the four children of a Mrs Harrison. Mrs Harrison did not believe in the compulsory education of children: children should only learn what they wanted to learn. Kay’s efforts to encourage Storme, Syrie, Lionel and Orlando Harrison to want to learn about the Wars of the Roses or compound fractions often left her ragged with exhaustion.

‘Not very much,’ she admitted. ‘I’d love to do something different.’

‘What do you like to do? What sort of things?’

‘Dearest Miranda . . .’

Miranda ignored Madame Lambert’s interruption. ‘Tell me, Miss Garland.’

‘Well, I like playing tennis and cycling—’

‘Cycling! Oh, I’d love to ride a bicycle! Papa won’t let me – he says it isn’t ladylike.’

Impossible, Kay thought, to imagine Miranda Denisov, with her perfectly styled hair and her cream pleated woollen dress, whizzing through puddles on a bicycle, as Kay herself loved to do.

Kay went on, ‘And I love going to the cinema and the theatre – and reading, of course. I can browse for hours in a second-hand bookshop, can’t you? And, oh, I think what I like doing most of all is just talking – you know, those conversations that go on for hours and hours, late into the evening. There’s nothing nicer, is there?’

There was a silence. Kay began to feel a little anxious. ‘Answer their questions briefly and pleasantly,’ Aunt Dot had advised when  they had discussed the interview the previous evening. Perhaps, not for the first time, she had let her tongue run away with her.

Then Miranda said, ‘I think we shall get on very well, don’t you, Miss Garland?’

Kay felt a thrill of excitement. ‘Do you mean I’ve got the job?’

‘Naturally you have.’

Tant Sonya frowned. ‘Miranda, chérie, your father—’

‘Papa will like Miss Garland, I’m sure of it, Tante Sonya.’ Miranda dismissed her aunt’s concerns with a flick of the fingers. ‘And the others were so dull.’ There was something conspiratorial in her smile as she glanced back at Kay. ‘Yes, I think we shall get on very well.’

 


It was still raining when, shortly afterwards, Kay left the Denisovs’ house. Excitement bubbled up inside her as she hurried home to tell Aunt Dot her news.

Kay’s Aunt Dot worked for a women’s magazine, answering readers’ letters under the pseudonym of ‘Cousin Freda’. Many of her correspondents were women who had lost fiancés and husbands in the Great War. Some were poor and lonely. When Kay was younger, Aunt Dot had sometimes read out their letters to her. No matter what the problem, Kay had always recommended they get a dog. She had wanted a dog so much, but couldn’t have one because it would have been left alone in the house all day. Aunt Dot used to write back to her correspondents, telling them that work was a great balm to a troubled soul, and that affection and companionship could be found in friendship. Then she would take off her glasses and polish them, and sigh and say, ‘The poor soul. Loneliness is a terrible thing, Kay.’

Though Aunt Dot had never married, she had taken her own advice and had a great many friends. Suppers at the Pimlico house were lively affairs, with up to a dozen people sitting round the small dining table. Aunt Dot’s friends were all ages, and of varying  nationalities. There were her colleagues at the magazine as well as friends from the various societies promoting pacifism, socialism and the League of Nations that she supported. There were artists and novelists and poets, many of them poverty-stricken. There was the Austrian therapist and the proprietor of the Italian delicatessen and the French family Dot had met while nursing at Étaples during the war, who had moved to London in the early twenties and set up a little school where the pupils were required to speak only French on Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays. By the time Kay had left the school at the age of twelve, her French had been excellent. As well as old friends, there might be a woman Aunt Dot got talking to in a shop or a girl Kay had met on the top deck of a bus: they all came to Aunt Dot’s suppers.

Over the days that followed Kay’s interview there was a rush of washing, mending and packing. Miranda and the rest of the household were to leave for Paris next week, Mrs Ingram had told Kay. Mr Denisov was already in Paris; he expected his household to join him as soon as the business of Miranda’s companion had been settled. It was unlikely, Mrs Ingram had added, that they would return to London in the near future.

It was April, cold and blustery in London, but it would be spring, perhaps, on the Continent. Kay dug out cotton frocks, a light mackintosh, shorts, a bathing costume and rubber swim hat. Aunt Dot ran her up an evening dress on her sewing machine. A smart hat must be found in case the Denisovs expected Kay to go to church with them, and stockings and gloves must be darned.

When Kay gave in her notice to her employer, she had to work hard to suppress the gleeful smile that threatened to leap to her face. A few days later, leaving home for the first time to take up her position with the Denisovs, she felt a sudden pang, and hugged Aunt Dot tightly.

When she arrived at the splendid Mayfair house, she had to  remind herself that she was now part of the household. Mrs Ingram showed her to her bedroom on the second floor. The room was papered with sprigged wallpaper and furnished with a bed, wardrobe, a chest of drawers and washstand. Kay unpacked. Her clothes seemed to rattle around rather in the large wardrobe.

There was a tap on the door; Miranda came in. ‘There you are!’ she cried. She kissed Kay on both cheeks, then looked round. ‘Such a poky little room. Our Paris house is much nicer, you’ll see.’

‘I think it’s lovely.’

‘You can see the garden, I suppose.’ Miranda peered out of the window, down to a courtyard garden of clipped box and paving stone. She looked back at Kay. ‘I’m so pleased you’re here! Papa wanted to engage another governess for me, but I wouldn’t let him. I’m far too old for governesses. My last one always had a cold. Whenever she spoke, she sniffed.’

Kay laughed. ‘I must be an improvement on her. At least I don’t sniff.’

‘And the one before, Mademoiselle Fournier, used to rap my knuckles with a ruler whenever I got my lesson wrong. Sometimes she made them bleed.’

‘I promise I’ll never rap your knuckles. I don’t believe in corporal punishment. Neither does my Aunt Dot.’

‘Dot. What a funny name.’

‘It’s short for Dorothy. Aunt Dot was my mother’s younger sister. She brought me up after my mother died. My father was killed in the war, you see, before I was born.’

‘When did your mother die?’

‘When I was three,’ said Kay.

‘So I had my mother for six years more than you did. Do you remember yours?’

‘Only a little. She had fair hair like me. We lived in Hampshire. There were apple trees in our garden − I remember lying on the  grass and looking up at the blossom and thinking it looked like snow. What was your mother like?’

‘She was very beautiful. Would you like to see a photograph of her, Miss Garland?’

‘Kay – do please call me Kay. And I’d love to see a photo.’

Miranda led the way to her bedroom. In the large, high-ceilinged room there were two long sash windows framed with rose-coloured curtains. The walls were papered a deep bluish-violet and the room was scattered with chairs upholstered in rose-coloured velvet. Arranged on top of the chest of drawers were a great many dolls. More dolls sat on the end of the bed. They were the expensive, old-fashioned kind of doll, wax – or porcelain-faced, dressed in velvet and lace.

‘They belonged to my mother,’ explained Miranda. ‘She collected them when she was a little girl. Some of them are very old. Do you like them? Sometimes I like them and sometimes I hate them.’ She picked up a doll wearing a red cloak and hood. ‘Guess who she is.’

‘She’s Little Red Riding Hood, isn’t she?’

‘Sometimes.’ Miranda smiled. ‘But sometimes . . .’

With a quick twist of her fingers, she swivelled the doll’s head and the young girl’s face was replaced by the wrinkled features of an old woman. Another twist, and a third face appeared, a wolf, red-eyed, teeth bared.

‘When I was a little girl,’ said Miranda, ‘I used to be frightened of this doll. I was afraid that, at night, the wolf might come alive and swallow me up. So silly.’ She put the doll back on the chest of drawers and handed a framed photograph to Kay. ‘This is my mother. Wasn’t she lovely?’

‘Very.’ Kay studied the dark-eyed, wistful, haunted face. ‘You must miss her dreadfully.’

‘I didn’t see her all that often. Maman was always ill. Most of the time she was away, visiting a spa or staying at a sanatorium.’

‘And your father? He’s in Paris, isn’t he?’

‘Yes, you’ll meet him very soon.’

‘Do you travel everywhere with him?’

‘We all do. Papa likes everything to be just so.’ Miranda put the photograph back on the dressing table. ‘I’ve been longing to have someone to talk to. Tante Sonya just complains all the time. We’ll be great friends, won’t we, Kay?’ There was, Kay noticed, just a touch of anxiety in Miranda’s dark eyes.

‘I’m sure we will,’ said Kay.

 


A few days later, they left for Paris. They were to travel to France on the Golden Arrow, which left Victoria Station at eleven o’clock in the morning.

Kay and Miranda shared a first-class compartment with Miranda’s Tante Sonya. Tante Sonya was wearing a fur coat and a pink velvet hat trimmed with feathers. She shivered and complained of the cold.

Sitting in the carriage, Kay found it hard not to run her palm over the deep pile that covered the seats, and to refrain from picking up the sugar bowl and touching with her fingertip the crest surrounded by the words ‘Pullman Car Company Limited’. As the engine drew out of Victoria Station, she saw first the sooty warehouses and sidings and then the backs of the houses, with all that was usually hidden – dustbins, lines of washing and small brick-built lavatories – exposed to the view of the passengers on the train. Then London slipped away and was replaced by the rise and fold of the green Kent countryside.

The engine slowed as the train made its way into the port of Dover. And then there was the intoxicating excitement of boarding the ferry and feeling the bob and swell of the sea beneath the deck. A steward showed the Denisovs to their private cabin. With a moan, Tante Sonya lay down on a bunk. ‘We’re going on deck,  Tante Sonya,’ said Miranda quickly and, taking Kay’s arm, whirled her out of the cabin.

They stood at the rail, watching the coastline of England shrink away. The sea glittered and the gulls soared. There was a stiff breeze and Kay was glad of her scarf and duffel coat. Miranda, at her side, was wearing a coat of soft blond fur. She had put up the collar round her face.

During the crossing they explored the ferry. They drank coffee in the dining room and discussed the other passengers, making up names and occupations for them. Towards the end of the voyage they went back on deck. Kay’s first glimpse of France was little more than a grey blur on the horizon. Then, slowly, coast, town and harbour formed from the mist. As she stepped off the boat, there was a moment of disorientation when the harbour itself seemed to sway, like the sea. With delight and disbelief, she thought, this is me, Kay Garland, in a foreign land, at last. During the railway journey through the flatlands of the Pas de Calais, everything enchanted her, from the red-tiled roofs of the houses in the villages to the shop signs – boulangerie, tabac, épicier – so much more exciting, she was convinced, than baker, tobacconist and grocer.

Cars met them at the Gare du Nord and drove them to the Denisovs’ house in the Eighth Arrondissement. The house was tall and grand, with wrought-iron balconies. Inside, it was furnished in a similarly dark and luxurious manner to the house in Charles Street. Kay’s bedroom on the third floor of the house was decorated in pale green and white. Looking out of the window, down to the road, she heard the hooting of car horns and watched the people hurry by. She felt a yearning that was almost painful in its intensity: she longed to explore the streets of this unknown and magical city.

But first, she must write to Aunt Dot and tell her of her safe arrival. She took out a piece of notepaper and wrote the date,  10 April 1936, and then the Denisovs’ address, with the word ‘Paris’ triumphantly underlined three times.

That evening, at dinner, Kay met Miranda’s father for the first time. Konstantin Denisov was physically imposing, a tall, well-built man with a broad chest, powerful shoulders and thick neck. His voice was deep and strong, and he addressed Kay in good but heavily accented French. Miss Garland must dine with the family when they did not have a social engagement, he said; it would be a privilege to have a native English speaker with whom to converse. Mr Denisov admired the English, who were an adventurous and practical people. It was important to him that his daughter have good English – the language had, after all, been the native tongue of his wife, Miranda’s mother. He loved England, would have liked to have lived in a little house in the English countryside and grow apples and keep pigs. Sadly, business kept him most of the year on the Continent.

Dinner with the Denisovs was not at all, Kay discovered, like suppers at home. There were no friendly dolings-out of stews or pies, and no noisy but good-tempered arguments about politics or the latest books. The discreet service of the food and the array of china, glass and silver made Kay unsure, suddenly, that her table manners were quite up to scratch, uncertain that the brown velvet, puff-sleeved evening dress that Aunt Dot had made for her was smart enough. She was thankful that her feet, which she disliked because they were rather long and thin, like the rest of her, were hidden beneath the dining table.

Konstantin Denisov directed the course of the conversation. They all fell silent when he spoke. Once or twice, Kay became aware of his hard, intelligent, calculating eyes on her. During dessert, Konstantin’s secretary, Luca, came into the room to tell his employer that a telephone call had come through, and Konstantin left the table. In his absence, Tante Sonya and Miranda seemed to relax.

Over the next few days, Kay became more familiar with the Denisovs’ routine. Konstantin Denisov’s servants and employees were a cosmopolitan collection – an English housekeeper, a French chef, a German chauffeur, an Italian secretary. Though Konstantin Denisov himself was Russian, the household generally spoke French.

In the morning, Konstantin had usually left for his offices by the time Kay and Miranda rose at eight. Tante Sonya, who breakfasted in bed, came downstairs at ten o’clock, yawning and still somewhat déshabillée. Then there was an hour in which Kay taught Miranda English while Tante Sonya arranged the flowers and spoke to Mrs Ingram about menus. Miranda’s English was already almost unaccented, so they passed the time reading Shakespeare together. As well as French and English, Miranda spoke fluent German and had a reasonable command of Italian and Russian.

At one o’clock they lunched with Tante Sonya, either in a restaurant or at the Denisovs’ house. Afternoons were taken up by paying calls, shopping, tennis, and ballet lessons. Miranda adored her ballet lessons. If her father was displeased with her he refused to allow her to go to them, which made her miserable.

At four o’clock they had tea with Tante Sonya. Once a fortnight a hamper from Fortnum and Mason in London, containing Dundee cake, Cooper’s Oxford marmalade and Tate and Lyle golden syrup, arrived at the Denisov house. After tea, Miranda rested for an hour and then they changed for dinner. At half past eight, Kay dined with the family. If Konstantin, Miranda and Tante Sonya were going out for the evening to a champagne dinner or a ball, one of the maids brought Kay a tray of supper in her room.

Tante Sonya owned a lapdog called Frou-Frou, who peeked out from the flurry of silk and chiffon his mistress wore during the day. In the evenings, Sonya became dramatic in black or crimson satin. In front of Konstantin, Tante Sonya was always respectful and anxious to please. Any lapse in the household she tried to cover up.  But when Konstantin Denisov was not in the house, Sonya lounged on her favourite sofa, Frou-Frou and a box of chocolates to hand, occasionally licking her forefinger to turn a page of a magazine. Miranda’s requests for a walk or a visit to the shops were turned down with a weary, ‘But I’m so tired, chérie,’ or, ‘My poor head aches so badly.’ From the beginning, it was obvious to Kay that Miranda had little affection for Tante Sonya. And though Tante Sonya called Miranda ‘dear’ and ‘darling’ and pressed little kisses on her, she quickly became irritated if Miranda dawdled or answered back.

A week after Kay arrived in Paris, she had just returned to the house after slipping out to post a letter when from the drawing room she heard Konstantin shouting. His voice was interspersed by Tante Sonya bleating timorously, ‘But Kostya, my love!’ Then there was a crash and a shriek.

Looking up, Kay saw that Miranda was leaning over the balustrade, listening. Kay ran upstairs. Miranda put a finger to her mouth, hushing her. Below them, the drawing-room door was flung open. Miranda grabbed Kay’s hand, whispering, ‘Quick, they mustn’t see us,’ and hurried Kay up the next flight of stairs.

‘What’s happened?’ asked Kay.

‘The Coreils – une famille très snob – have turned down an invitation to dinner. Papa blames Tante Sonya.’ Miranda sounded pleased. ‘He’s furious with her. I hope he throws her out on the street.’

‘But Miranda,’ said Kay, shocked, ‘she’s your aunt.’

Miranda opened the door to her bedroom; they went inside. ‘No, she isn’t,’ she said. ‘She’s not a proper aunt. She was my father’s mistress once, a long time ago, that’s all.’

Kay stared at Miranda. ‘His mistress?’

‘Yes, she was his lover.’ Miranda sat down on a little gilt sofa. ‘Hard to believe, isn’t it? She’s so fat and ugly and foolish. But yes, she was his mistress. She was married when my father first met  her, to the unfortunate Monsieur Lambert. The poor man died a few years later – you can’t blame him, can you, married to her. Death must have come as a relief. Of course, she doesn’t share Papa’s bed any more. He has another mistress now. Conrad tells me she’s very pretty.’ Conrad was the chauffeur. Miranda laughed. ‘Don’t look so shocked, Kay. Hadn’t you guessed?’

Kay shook her head.

‘I expect you think I’m hateful, the way I talk about Sonya, but she only pretends to like me. She knows that if my father were to guess how much she detests me, he would send her away and then she’d have nowhere to go. We only put up with each other because we have to. When I leave home to be married we’ll never speak to each other again.’ Miranda frowned. ‘I hate her because she’s always spying on me. She pokes her nose into my business. She listens when I talk on the telephone, sometimes she opens my letters. Once, I caught her reading my diary.’

‘Perhaps that’s just her way,’ suggested Kay. ‘Perhaps she only wants to make sure you’re safe.’

‘No, I don’t think so. She hopes she’ll find out something bad about me, then she’ll tell my father. She thinks then he’ll like her better than me. I told you she was a fool. Sometimes she takes money from my purse.’

Kay was appalled. ‘Are you sure?’

‘I can never remember how much money I have so it’s hard to be certain. But she’s always complaining that she never has enough money, and sometimes my purse is empty. I don’t suppose my father gives her very much. Why should he? She doesn’t do anything useful. And she’s so mean. Whenever my father’s away she wears dreadful old stockings, full of darns. Once, when her horrid little dog broke a vase, Sonya told my father that one of the servants had done it. My father dismissed him. Wasn’t that wicked of her? And I get so sick of being stuck inside the house. “But I’m so  tired, chérie . . . I have a headache, my love.”’ Miranda’s imitation of Tante Sonya’s whining complaint was uncannily accurate.

Kneeling up on the sofa, Miranda gazed out of the window. She gave a discontented sigh. ‘Oh, I’m so tired of this house! Shall we do something exciting tomorrow, Kay?’

‘What were you thinking of?’

Miranda smiled. ‘Tomorrow I’ll take you to meet my friends.’

 


Miranda’s friends lived in the Rue Daru. Miranda had first met them at the Cathedral of St Alexander Nevsky, where she and Tante Sonya sometimes worshipped. The cathedral’s ornate towers were topped with golden spheres; the representation of the saint on the frontage was made of gold and coloured tesserae. Many Russian émigrés had made their home in this district of Paris, after their world had come to an end in 1917 with the overthrow of the Tsar.

Her father despised his fellow exiles, Miranda explained to Kay as they made their way from Miranda’s dressmaker to the Rue Daru. He thought them backward-looking and pitiful, stuck in the past. If Tante Sonya were to find out about her visits to the Rue Daru, she would put a stop to them immediately. But Miranda had learned, over the years, to steal an hour or two’s freedom each day. Tante Sonya was very idle, and could sometimes be persuaded to allow Miranda to remain unaccompanied at the dressmaker’s or ballet lesson. Tante Sonya might be strict about the time she would meet Miranda when the lesson or fitting was over, but was too stupid to realize that the dressmaker’s might be rushed through in half an hour, or that Miranda might tell her a ballet lesson was to last two hours when in fact it only took one. Miranda had used those stolen hours to get to know the people from the Rue Daru. ‘Madame Baranova gives a party every Wednesday afternoon,’ she told Kay. ‘They’re such fun. People sing and play music and tell stories, and the food is  delicious.’ Miranda tucked her hand into Kay’s arm. ‘It will all be so much easier now that you’re here, Kay.’

Alexandra Baranova was the wife of a general who had fought in the armies of the Tsar. The drawing room of Madame Baranova’s flat was not at all large, yet Kay counted more than thirty guests, sitting on the sofas, chairs, floors and window sills. Heavy crimson velvet curtains, worn bare at the folds, hung at the tall windows. On side tables and mantelpieces were cobalt-blue ceramics and lacquered boxes bearing pictures of smiling girls in colourful folk dress and photographs of little boys in sailor suits and doe-eyed girls in pie-crust collars and long white skirts. The room had a faded elegance, an alien charm.

Kay was introduced to soldiers, poets and musicians. A prince spoke to her of his childhood in Russia: the crunch of snow beneath his boots in winter and the butterflies dancing above fields of waving golden corn in the countryside around the family’s dacha in the summer. Once, he had been on a wolf hunt: his father had lifted him on to the front of his saddle and had ridden with him through forests where every branch was heavy with snow and the sun showed only as a white diffused disc set low in a pearly grey sky. He and his wife had once lived in St Petersburg, in a house surrounded by a garden of lime trees and lilacs. They had escaped Russia after the Revolution, during the turmoil of the civil war. Along with many other Russian exiles, they had settled first in Berlin, paying their bills by the sale of the princess’s jewellery, which they had smuggled into Germany, sewn into the lining of her coat. In those days you could, the prince told Kay, live well in Berlin if you had gold or foreign currency. The city, always free-spirited, had been full of lively – if impoverished – theatres, art galleries, concert halls and cabarets. They had been surrounded by friends, so they had not felt alone. In Berlin, one had been able to buy Russian newspapers as well  as Russian books. Not any more, the prince added sadly; Berlin had changed.

In the mid-twenties, when Germany’s economy had begun to recover and Berlin had become too expensive, they had moved to Paris. Not long after they had arrived in France, the princess had died. ‘I think,’ the prince explained to Kay, ‘that when we were living in Berlin, my wife was able to believe that one day we would go home. After we moved to Paris, she gave up hope. The doctor told me she died of influenza, but I have always believed she died of a broken heart.’

He asked Kay whether she missed London.

‘A little,’ she said, ‘but I always wanted to travel.’

The prince smiled sadly. ‘So did I, when I was young. Travel is a great pleasure when you know that at the end of it you can go home.’

At three o’clock, they ate cheese pastries and cherry tarts and drank tea, which was served in the Russian way, in a glass, with a spoonful of jam. Then there was a hush while a man with a black beard played the piano and afterwards a young woman recited a poem. Then Madame Baranova begged Miranda to sing. In a light, tuneful voice, Miranda sang a French song while the bearded man accompanied her. They were all so charming and interesting and so very kind to her, but Kay thought that a layer of sadness ran through them like a streak of black basalt through granite.

It was Alexandra Baranova – Shura to her intimates – who told Kay more of Konstantin Denisov’s history. Konstantin had been cleverer than most, said Madame Baranova. He had seen in time which way the wind was blowing and he had invested in foreign businesses, so that, come the Revolution, he had not been, like so many of his compatriots, left destitute. Along with other Russian émigrés, Konstantin had moved to Berlin after the end of the Great War. During the Inflation, when pretty young Berliners were  prostituting themselves for the price of a hot dinner, Konstantin Denisov had bought up an entire street of houses. A few years later, he had sold them for ten times what he had paid for them, and in doing so had made himself a very rich man.

 


It quickly became clear to Kay that Miranda, though indulged from birth with every conceivable luxury, had been very lonely. Miranda was waited on hand and foot but was rarely allowed a moment to herself. Everything must be done under someone else’s watchful gaze. In some ways, Miranda was young for her age – those dolls, and her ignorance of how to buy a train ticket or toast a slice of bread or sew on a button. In contrast, Kay had been trained to be independent from the earliest age, had walked home from school and let herself into an empty house and made her own tea since she was nine years old. She knew her way around London, had worked for her living since she had left school. Yet Miranda was far more worldly-wise. At sixteen years old, Miranda had known what a mistress did and how she came to do what she did. With her father’s business acquaintances – men two or three times her own age – Miranda was charming, confident, and a little flirtatious. Miranda’s duplicitous, sophisticated world startled Kay, and sometimes shocked her.

The Denisov household was ruled by Konstantin Denisov. It was Kay’s first exposure to absolute authority. Konstantin kept a close eye on his businesses and an equally close watch on his household. He was powerful, quick-witted and changeable. An ill-chosen phrase, a badly timed frown or smile, could alter his mood in a moment: charm and magnanimity turned to the wolf’s snarl. There was a coldness at the centre of Konstantin Denisov that made Kay wary of him. It did not hurt him to hurt other people. Ruining a competitor or forbidding Miranda a treat was all the same to him, a necessary step to gain advantage or draw someone back into line.  Most people would have balked at giving an old employee the sack or reducing a member of their family to tears. Not Konstantin. Kay never detected a scrap of regret or pity in Konstantin.

He was given to violent outbursts of anger. Once, Kay saw him hurl a porcelain figurine at a mirror, breaking both. Another time he struck his secretary with such ferocity that Luca ricocheted against the wall and slid to the floor, stunned. When Tante Sonya tried to calm him, fluttering and apologizing, Konstantin was insulting and cruel. Miranda, white-faced and silent, would try to hide during her father’s rages, but when, on occasion, Konstantin caught sight of his daughter tiptoeing out of the room, he directed the full force of his temper at her.

After his fury subsided, Konstantin appeared relaxed and satiated, as if he had found release. He used his unpredictable temper to exert his control over his household, to keep them nervous, on edge, anxious to please, jealous of whoever was the current favourite. The Denisov household was one of conspiracies and deceptions, of men made jobless and homeless after a sudden fall from favour.

Towards her father, Miranda was invariably polite and respectful. She tried to entertain, to distract, to amuse. Sometimes Konstantin responded to her, calling her his little dove. His gifts to his daughter were indulgent, sometimes unpredictable − a bracelet from Asprey, a watch from Cartier, a companion with whom to spend her days. At other times, when Miranda misjudged her father’s mood, he rebuffed her spitefully. ‘What do you want, what are you trying to get from me?’ he would snarl. ‘I know your tricks. You’re like all women, you must think I’m a fool, not to see through your games.’ When her father jeered at her, Miranda wept. When he complimented her, she became cheerful and light-hearted. How odd, thought Kay, to be afraid of someone and yet to love them too. Once, she would not have thought that possible.

Miranda was at her best in company, where her father liked to  show off his beautiful daughter. At the dinner table, she exerted herself to amuse the financiers and industrialists her father invited to the Denisov house. She had to judge it finely. Flirt, but never too much or her father might tell her she had behaved like a whore. Fail to bewitch and he would accuse her of sulking. No wonder she longed for a friend. No wonder that often, at the end of a long evening, she would creep upstairs to lie on Kay’s bed, careless of how she crushed her expensive Vionnet frock, tearful and exhausted. Tell me about your school, Kay. Tell me about Aunt Dot. Tell me about Brian’s bookshop in Charing Cross Road. Kay’s voice, speaking of the tranquil and the ordinary, seemed to soothe her.

Miranda’s adventures – confided to Kay, and then, as they came to know and trust each other, carried through in Kay’s company and with her connivance – were an attempt to carve out a life for herself away from her father’s watchful eye. They were also a reckless gesture of defiance. Miranda took after her father in some ways. Both could be ruthless, both were strong-willed.

Kay’s position in the household was anomalous, in some hinterland between servant and family friend. She sometimes wondered whether Konstantin Denisov had expected, when he had bought his daughter a friend, that they would become attached to each other. And because it seemed to her that Konstantin was interested only in what concerned him – the making and keeping of money – she thought he hadn’t noticed.

Silly of her: Konstantin Denisov noticed everything.

 


Two months after the household’s arrival in Paris, they left for Prague. A month in Prague, and then on to the Côte d’Azur for a fortnight’s holiday. Then back to Paris. Travelling, always travelling. Their length of stay in each town or city was unpredictable. Sometimes they had a week’s notice of their departure, but at other times Kay and Miranda would return from an afternoon’s  shopping to find the house in uproar, maids running up and down stairs with towers of folded clothing while the manservants carried out trunks to the waiting cars. Their removals were dictated by Konstantin’s affairs. His various investments – property, coal, grain, banking – spread their tentacles across the Continent. A rumour of problems or opportunities in London or Berlin would send them packing their bags. A hint of financial instability in an Austrian bank and they would be on the train to Vienna.

They were never alone for long as they walked in the park or sat at a table beneath the awning of a café. Miranda would study them from a distance, the boys, her eyes covered by dark glasses, her head tilted to one side. ‘Pas mal,’ she might say, with an air of approval. Or, ‘No, no, he won’t do,’ and then her gaze would drift away, searching. The boys were handsome and charming, shy or exuberant. They were students from the university or soldiers on leave or clerks from government offices, banks and businesses. They gave compliments, offered cigarettes and cups of coffee, as they smiled their winning smiles and flashed their beautiful eyes. A procession of them, in city after city as the Denisovs roamed around Europe, the fleeting encounters punctuated by laughter, just for fun, never serious. All forgotten by Miranda as soon as the household packed its bags and moved on.

Until Olivier.
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