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      To Peter, whose fascination with European history, and
particularly with Vienna, was an enormous help to me
in the writing
         of this novel.
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      CHAPTER ONE

      
      STEVENSON SQUARE WAS considered the most prestigious square in the town since it consisted of tall Georgian houses with large lofty rooms, a conservatory
         at the back and a side entrance leading down to the basement where the servants lived.
      

      
      Tall maples lined the square and although the gardens were small they were well kept, with short front drives, gleaming brass
         knockers on every door and well-scrubbed entrance halls.
      

      
      My grandparents moved into number four after their wedding and it was there they raised their family of three sons and one
         daughter. My father Robert was the eldest, then came Uncle William and Uncle Alec; their daughter Alicia was the youngest,
         but more of Aunt Alicia later.
      

      
      The three boys married. My father married Miss Elizabeth Starkey, who was visiting relatives at number seven and had been
         invited to attend my Uncle William’s twenty-first birthday party. Mother always said it was love at first sight.
      

      
      Uncle William went on to marry May Jarvison, whose father was the head clerk in the firm’s general office, and Uncle Alec
         did rather better for himself, marrying Jane Thornham, who was the only daughter of Sir John Thornham. The Thornhams considered themselves to be landed gentry and were
         not even remotely interested in anything that could be considered trade.
      

      
      Uncle William had two sons, Sydney and Simeon; Uncle Alec had a son, Gordon, and a daughter, Edith. My parents had three girls:
         Della, Ruth and me. I was christened Alexandra but everybody has always called me Alex.
      

      
      We lived across the park in Cromerton Road. It was my duty every Sunday after church to walk across the park to visit my grandparents.
         I was only just tall enough to reach the bell which had replaced the door knocker since it could be heard in the basement.
         In just a few minutes the door would be opened by Mrs Pearson. She was primed for my arrival and didn’t trust the maid Polly
         to instruct me to take off my shoes and put on my slippers before entering the drawing room.
      

      
      She would fix me with an eagle eye, saying, ‘There now, Miss Alex, take off those muddy shoes. Your slippers are here behind
         the door.’
      

      
      I would have given anything to be let off those duty visits which my sisters were excused from attending so that Della could
         do her homework and Ruth could practise the piano. They were always the same.
      

      
      Grandfather would be fast asleep in the big chair in front of the fire, snoring gently, an empty glass which had contained
         a hot toddy on the table near his chair, and Grandmother sitting opposite working on her embroidery. She would look up with
         a smile; I would dutifully kiss her cheek and go to sit on the soft leather pouffe close by.
      

      
      Conversation, if there was any, would be conducted in whispers so as not to wake Grandfather, and promptly at three o’clock Polly would come in carrying a tea tray on which rested
         a silver tea service, three cups and saucers, three plates and a large plate containing home-made scones.
      

      
      Grandmother poured the tea. I handed round the scones and Grandfather invariably said, ‘Good afternoon, Alex, how are you?’

      
      ‘Very well, Grandfather,’ I would reply.

      
      ‘Mmm. These scones are very good, are we agreed?’

      
      We were agreed, after which Grandfather resumed his sleep and Polly came in to collect the tray. She favoured me with a swift
         smile and I looked at the clock: another half-hour to go.
      

      
      I wonder if Grandmother ever noticed that I jumped to my feet with great alacrity when the clock struck four. It was her signal
         to rise to her feet, look in her handbag and extract from it three new threepenny pieces, one for me and the other two for
         my sisters.
      

      
      At the door Mrs Pearson would admonish me to go straight home, not talk to anybody and keep my feet out of the puddles.

      
      I was always under the impression that I was not a favourite with Mrs Pearson. I couldn’t sit still; I fidgeted while my two
         sisters invariably sat with their hands folded decorously on their knees, their expressions polite and vacant, while I responded
         to Polly’s swift smiles and listened too closely to grown-up conversation.
      

      
      The times when we were all together as a family usually fell at Christmas and on Grandmother’s birthday. Then we would all
         arrive clutching our gifts and the grown-ups would sit in the drawing room exchanging conversation and we would be relegated to the huge nursery upstairs to play games.
      

      
      My boy cousins were boisterous and I learned to give as good as I got; consequently we were friends of a sort, since my two
         sisters kept a discreet distance from their teasing. My cousin Edith wasn’t much fun. She always dressed beautifully and had
         received instructions from her mother not to get her dress soiled, to chat to her girl cousins Della and Ruth, who were really
         quite nice, but not to have too much to do with the boys or Alex.
      

      
      After the evening meal Ruth played the piano and Edith played the violin. I was really rather young to appreciate their talent
         but I was informed that they were both very gifted and could go far. I hadn’t the faintest idea what was meant by that in
         Ruth’s case, since she hated travelling, was invariably sick on the shortest journeys and as a result spoiled the day for
         the rest of us.
      

      
      There were certain aspects of those visits to Stevenson Square that intrigued me, mostly concerned with whispered conversation
         between the grown-ups which without fail ceased whenever the younger element went near them.
      

      
      ‘Why are they always whispering about something?’ I asked Ruth, ‘and why do they always shut up whenever they find us looking
         at them?’
      

      
      She confessed not to know, and maybe she didn’t, but I was determined that one day I would find out even if it meant listening
         at doors.
      

      
      I didn’t much care for Aunt Jane. I considered her frosty and autocratic, and when I said as much to Della she said, ‘Oh well,
         she’s gentry, isn’t she?’
      

      
      
      ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ I asked.

      
      ‘Her father’s a baronet and her mother’s Lady Thornham.’

      
      We were never allowed to forget it, but I did like Aunt May. She was fun even if she did speak with a broader accent than
         the rest of the family. She dressed more flamboyantly, her hair was a bright shade of auburn and she was not in the least
         intimidated by Aunt Jane’s superior air.
      

      
      I remember most vividly the quarrel that began on Christmas morning and continued on and off for the rest of the day. Two
         days before Christmas had been the occasion of the works Christmas party for the workpeople and the office staff, followed
         in the evening by dinner for the managerial staff at the town’s most expensive hotel. Apparently Aunt May’s behaviour had
         given rise to much gossip and Aunt Jane was quick to raise the matter over lunch on Christmas Day in spite of Mother’s obvious
         attempts to silence her in front of the younger element.
      

      
      ‘What has Alec had to say about your disgraceful behaviour the other evening? Mr Jefferson was a guest; did you have to flirt
         with him all evening? It made me feel quite embarrassed.’
      

      
      Aunt May tossed her head saying, ‘I’ve known Jimmy Jefferson longer than I’ve known William. If you’re narrow-minded enough
         to read more into it than that, you’re very welcome.’
      

      
      ‘Setting all those tongues wagging, everybody was talking about it.’

      
      ‘Then they’re a lot of interfering old busybodies. You didn’t notice anything out of the ordinary, did you, Liz?’ she said,
         addressing my mother.
      

      
      ‘I wasn’t sitting anywhere near you,’ Mother said softly.

      
      
      ‘Well I was, and she made it so obvious,’ said Aunt Jane.

      
      ‘I’m a chatterbox,’ Aunt May said defensively. ‘I like to chat, it keeps the party moving along, and heaven knows it’s not
         easy with the Clarksons and with you, Jane. You never make much of an effort to chat to anybody.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t smother people with my attention,’ Aunt Jane retorted. ‘The poor man looked most embarrassed at times.’

      
      ‘Well if he did it’s the first time ever, because I’ve flirted with him on and off for years. Most people thought I’d have
         married him until William came along.’
      

      
      ‘Hardly a subject to trot out in front of your husband’s family as something to be proud of.’

      
      ‘That’s enough, Jane,’ Uncle Alec said testily.

      
      ‘Surely we’ve had enough scandal in this family with Alicia without you subjecting us to more,’ Aunt Jane snapped, whereupon
         Grandfather banged his fist on the table and in a voice like thunder stormed, ‘I’ve said before I’ll not have her name mentioned
         in this house by any one of you. When she walked out of this house she walked out of our lives.’
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry,’ Aunt Jane murmured. ‘I merely wanted to warn May that we’ve suffered enough from gossip; we don’t want any more.’

      
      Somehow a blight seemed to have descended upon the entire day. Uncle William and Aunt May left with their boys as soon as
         the meal was over and Aunt Jane sat sulking in silence until they departed a little later, much to my relief.
      

      
      Grandfather retired to his study and Grandmother said feelingly, ‘He’ll be like that for the rest of the day. Whatever possessed
         Jane to go on and on all over our meal? Surely she must have known there would be trouble.’
      

      
      
      We left in the early evening with Grandmother’s anxieties still troubling my parents. On our way home Ruth and I trailed behind
         and I whispered, ‘Who’s this Alicia they were talking about? Why does Grandfather not want to talk about her?’
      

      
      ‘I don’t know. I saw a photograph once of Grandfather and the family and somebody had been cut off the corner.’

      
      ‘Somebody young.’

      
      ‘Alex, I don’t know, but I shouldn’t think so. How can Grandfather be angry with somebody young like us?’

      
      ‘Why don’t we ask Mother?’

      
      ‘You ask her, I shan’t. She won’t want to talk about it anyway.’

      
      ‘I don’t like Aunt Jane nearly as much as Aunt May. She’s always so stuck up and unfriendly, and I think she’s jealous of
         Aunt May because she’s pretty and lively.’
      

      
      ‘Well, I’m not taking sides with either of them, and you won’t if you’ve any sense.’

      
      Actually, at ten years of age I don’t think I had a lot of common sense. I had feet that danced when they should have walked.
         I had a happy-go-lucky nature that was rarely otherwise and saw the funny side of most things even when they should have been
         taken more seriously.
      

      
      The fact that Aunt Jane and Mrs Pearson despaired of me didn’t matter. I was young and loved life, and I was happy in that
         house across the park with friends at the school I attended close by.
      

      
      My school reports said that I was a bit of a dreamer, not destined to be academic. I loved the dancing lessons and strangely
         enough I enjoyed history connected with the royal houses of Europe and the intrigues of court romances which Mavis Longworth passed on to me and which I read under cover of the bedclothes.
      

      
      In my heart I expected this happy-go-lucky life to go on uninterrupted but that was not to be. It came to an abrupt end on
         the death of my grandfather from a heart attack, sitting at his desk at the works. He was sixty-nine and I think the day of
         his funeral will live in my memory forever.
      

      
      The huge black hearse was pulled by four coal-black horses, their coats gleaming like satin, their heads adorned by waving
         black feathers, vying with an array of brass fittings.
      

      
      Grandfather would have been delighted with the spectacle as well as with the dozen or more carriages that followed him to
         the graveyard, all bearing respected citizens of the town.
      

      
      The streets were lined with men clutching their caps in respectful silence, women in tears and wide-eyed children. Most of
         the men had been employed in Grandfather’s engineering business and many of them could not remember a time when he had not
         been the man in charge.
      

      
      I sat with my family in the first coach in something of a daze. Grandfather had always seemed a remote figure in spite of
         my Sunday visits, and my thoughts on that morning were concerned with those visits and how long they would continue now that
         Grandmother was on her own.
      

      
      While we clustered round the large ornate tomb in the parish church graveyard I looked around me with interest. Grandmother
         leaned heavily on my father’s arm while we stood behind them. My mother and the aunts wore deepest mourning. The boys were
         in their Sunday best dark suits and the girls wore grey, all new and bought for the occasion.
      

      
      
      Mrs Pearson and Polly wept copiously and catching my interested stare Mrs Pearson frowned; I should have been weeping and
         suffering some form of distress in accordance with my loss.
      

      
      The banquet after the funeral was much to my liking. It was held in the town’s most salubrious hotel and was attended by local
         dignitaries and a great many business associates. Aunt Jane’s family were there in force and Ruth whispered to me that the
         boy chatting to Della was destined to be the next Sir John Thornham after his father.
      

      
      At that moment the boy caught my eye and he smiled, a smile that was to haunt my dreams for many years.

      
      Ruth whispered to me, ‘He’s very handsome, isn’t he? Look at Della, she’s thrilled to bits to be talking to him.’

      
      ‘Why isn’t it Edith he’s talking to?’ I asked.

      
      ‘Well, they’re cousins, aren’t they, that wouldn’t do at all.’

      
      At that moment I wished I was older. I had never felt inadequate before, hadn’t cared; now it seemed I suddenly cared too
         much. But I was not left long to contemplate matters; the mourners were moving away and Mother said, ‘I think we’re leaving
         now, dear, so keep close to me; we’re taking Grandmother home. There are many things to be sorted out.’
      

      
      ‘What sort of things?’ I asked.

      
      ‘Well, what she’s going to do now that she’s on her own. Do hurry up, Alex, your father’s waiting at the carriage.’

      
      When we eventually pulled up outside number four Stevenson Square it seemed that the rest of the family were to join us and
         once inside the house Mrs Pearson and Polly were already banking up fires and pulling back the long velvet curtains that had
         been drawn across the windows.
      

      
      
      Aunt Jane said, ‘Perhaps the children should go up to the nursery so that we can talk.’

      
      ‘A fire hasn’t been lit in the nursery,’ Grandmother said. ‘It will be very cold up there. They can stay here if they promise
         to be good. There are books to read and they can all sit in the window space.’
      

      
      Books were produced, and magazines, but I was more interested in the conversation going on behind me.

      
      ‘Have you thought seriously of what you are going to do now, Mother?’ Father was the first to ask.

      
      ‘I’ve thought of little else since your father died. This house is very large but I don’t want to move,’ she replied.

      
      ‘It’s far too large to live here on your own, Mother, even with Mrs Pearson and Polly. Don’t you think you should look for
         something smaller?’
      

      
      ‘If I look for something smaller it won’t be here in this town. Your father liked this house, and the Favershams have a standing
         that demanded we lived here. Now I shall have no connection with the works apart from the income I derive from them. However
         I am not going to have people saying circumstances have driven me to look for something more modest.’
      

      
      ‘Would they say that, Mother? Surely people would have the sense to see that the house is unsuitable for an elderly lady living
         on her own, besides which it’s nobody’s business but yours.’
      

      
      ‘I do agree with Robert,’ Aunt Jane said adamantly. ‘The house is too large for you, Mother-in-Law, unless one of us moves
         in with you, or we exchange properties.’
      

      
      For a long moment there was silence then Father said, ‘What are you suggesting, Jane?’

      
      
      ‘Just that. That one of us moves in here, your family, our family or William’s family, although I hardly think May would enjoy
         living in Stevenson Square.’
      

      
      ‘Why not?’ Aunt May snapped.

      
      ‘Haven’t you always said the houses in the square were pretentious and far too old-fashioned? I assumed you preferred something
         more modern.’
      

      
      ‘Well I do, but my saying that shouldn’t exclude us. After all William is a son just as your husband is.’

      
      ‘Well, Alec and I would not object to moving here. My brother and his wife have recently bought number nine and they’ll be
         moving in in the spring. It would be nice to be close.’
      

      
      I was watching my mother’s face, filled with doubts, looking round the room in search of inspiration, but it was Grandmother
         who said, ‘Your father always said that he would like Robert and Elizabeth to move in here either when one of us died or if
         we moved out of the area. Now one of us has died, but I don’t want to move away, and the house is big enough for all of us.
         What do you say, Robert?’
      

      
      My father looked at Mother for some sign of agreement or otherwise, and quick to follow up her suggestion Grandmother said,
         ‘It would be ideal, Robert. There is a grand piano for Ruth, and there are five bedrooms. Mrs Pearson will stay on, as will
         Polly, and you would be able to take on other domestic help to cope with all of us. I wouldn’t be a problem, you’d hardly
         know I was here.’
      

      
      Father looked across the room at us. Ruth was all smiles as she thought about the Bechstein grand and Della too seemed happy,
         obviously thinking about John Thornham who would be living across the square. I, it seemed, was the only dissenting voice. I loved our smaller house across the park, I loved my friends and the school, now Uncle William was saying,
         ‘It all sounds cut and dried to me. The rest of us are not going to have any say.’
      

      
      ‘This isn’t something I’ve arranged,’ Father said testily. ‘Mother’s suggestions have come as a surprise to me, but all the
         same, Mother, Elizabeth and I have to talk about this, and we do need to consult the children.’
      

      
      ‘Of course, Robert, but do try to remember that this house has been our pride and joy. It has reflected our standard of living
         and you were all happy enough to be brought up in it. I’m sure when you’ve had a chance to talk it over you’ll see the solution
         is an ideal one.’
      

      
      We talked over every aspect of it that evening and I soon became aware that I would have no influence on the outcome. To live
         in Stevenson Square was tantamount to living in the best the town could offer. It would open all sorts of doors into the future,
         and at the end of it the right sort of marriages, which were not readily available for three daughters.
      

      
      Only two people resented the move. I was one and Aunt Jane was the other. She would dearly have liked Stevenson Square for
         her own family, and Aunt May was delighted with her jealousy.
      

      
      Our house was quickly sold to a local councillor and his family and in no time at all we were installed at number four. I
         had my own bedroom, which was chilly and far too large, I was enrolled at the same school my two sisters attended and we got
         two more servants, Mrs Cloony the cook and Jenny, who promptly got under Polly’s feet so that the rows they had were endless.
      

      
      
      Grandmother had her own sitting room and kept herself very much to herself, and at the end of the first month I had to admit
         that perhaps life in Stevenson Square would not be as bad as I had pictured it.
      

      
      Although I had been a constant visitor to the house for years I had never really known any of Grandfather’s neighbours. Now
         they were calling to be entertained to afternoon tea when we were at home or they would leave visiting cards and Mother would
         invite them back. There was only one boy of my age, Harry Stevenson, the great-grandson of the man who had built the houses
         round the square. He had little conversation beyond his model railway, was small, rather pompous, and unfortunately spotty.
      

      
      Aunt Jane’s brother and his wife called but to my disappointment their son was not with them. They explained that he was in
         his last year at Oxford and I do not know who was the most disappointed, Della or me.
      

      
      It was a funny sort of year. We had Cousin Edith for three weeks so that her parents could go to Madeira after Aunt Jane’s
         appendix operation, and it was from Edith that I learned a little more about Aunt Alicia.
      

      
      I was vastly intrigued but kept the information to myself. This wasn’t difficult since Aunt May was providing the family with
         more of her indiscretions, even though they were largely light-hearted.
      

      
      Life in Victorian England was very staid and proper. We had a queen on the throne who was a total recluse after the death
         of Prince Albert, whom she had adored. We were proud to be British; there was a great sense of dignity and stability about
         an Empire upon which the sun never set, and our heroes were men of achievement, men who had done great things to make our country even stronger. I could not believe that it would
         ever change.
      

      
      Our new neighbours were local dignitaries, aldermen and councillors in the town, as well as high-up civil servants and factory
         owners. They held dinner parties and banquets to which my parents were invited and for the younger element there were parties
         and charabanc trips to the seaside. I grew so tall Ruth’s hand-me-downs were now too short for me and I had to be given a
         whole new wardrobe.
      

      
      Contrary to all my misgivings, growing up in Stevenson Square was something far better than I had expected and I was learning
         more about my family from new friends than I ever learned from the family itself.
      

   



      
      
      CHAPTER TWO

      
      THERE WERE TIMES after school when a few of us would wander into the centre of the town to go to the museum or into the library where Mr Jefferson
         was the librarian, and it was there on a miserably wet afternoon in spring that we observed my Aunt May tripping lightly across
         the cobbled square to enter the library doors. Inside there was no sign of her, but we heard the sound of laughter coming
         from Mr Jefferson’s private office and I did not miss the exchange of glances between his assistants.
      

      
      Stephanie Anderson giggled and in answer to my look of annoyance she said, ‘Everybody’s talking about your aunt, Alex, she’s
         such a flirt.’
      

      
      ‘She’s very nice,’ I defended her.

      
      ‘I’m not saying she’s not. She’s awfully pretty, but Mother says she’s got quite a name in the town.’

      
      I was resentful. I thought about Aunt Jane’s condemnation of her antics, I thought about my mother’s embarrassment whenever
         the family was threatened, and I leapt to her defence.
      

      
      ‘She’s known Mr Jefferson for years, they’re old friends. Why shouldn’t she call to see him when she’s in town?’

      
      
      The girls looked at me in pitying silence, and it was only on our way home that Stephanie said, ‘I’m sorry I’ve upset you,
         Alex. I really didn’t mean to but I thought you’d know.’
      

      
      ‘Know, know what?’ I demanded.

      
      ‘That she’s talked about.’

      
      ‘That’s because she’s pretty and very nice. Men admire her. I admire her—I’d like to be like her.’

      
      Beatrice Roper said vindictively, ‘Well, you’re in with a good chance, you’ve two aunts who caused an awful stir in the town.’

      
      ‘Which aunts? Aunt Jane would never cause any scandal. She’s far too circumspect.’

      
      ‘Not your Aunt Jane, silly. Your Aunt Alicia.’

      
      ‘What do you know about my Aunt Alicia?’

      
      ‘Only what I’ve heard Mother talking about. Don’t you know?’

      
      ‘I don’t know what you mean.’

      
      ‘Oh well, then, it’s not for me to tell you.’

      
      I didn’t like Beatrice Roper but I was intrigued and when I passed her words on to Ruth my sister simply said, ‘Mother and
         Father never talk about her, Alex, and you shouldn’t either. Has Mother told you we’re invited to a party at the Thornhams’
         on Friday evening? John is home, it’s his birthday.’
      

      
      ‘Are we all invited?’

      
      ‘Of course. Mother and Della have gone shopping, she’s to have a new dress.’

      
      ‘Why Della, why not us?’

      
      ‘Because I shall wear the new one I had at Christmas, and you’ll probably be wearing that blue one you had for your birthday.’

      
      Up in my bedroom I stepped into the blue dress and hated it. It had a round neck adorned with a ruched frill and the skirt flounced above my ankles. I was thirteen but I had no shape
         and I looked about ten. The colour suited my blonde hair and blue eyes but there was nothing graceful in the stiff taffeta
         and I thought about the dress Della would be choosing, something elegant and grown-up. I didn’t want to go to the party looking
         like some Victorian doll but I desperately wanted to see John Thornham again.
      

      
      It was even worse on the night of the party. Della looked very beautiful in peach satin and Ruth too seemed suddenly grown-up
         and pretty. I decided that nobody was going to look at me, certainly not John Thornham, who would be surrounded by older more
         beautifully dressed girls.
      

      
      I spent most of the evening sitting on the stairs with the Stevenson boy who went on and on about his model railway and invited
         me round to see it in action. He seemed taller and a little less spotty, but I was dismally aware of the laughter below us
         and the music from the next room.
      

      
      John Thornham spoke to me once and that was to ask if I was enjoying myself and did I like living in Stevenson Square. I answered
         yes to both, then with a brief smile he walked away to ask his cousin Edith to dance.
      

      
      Aunt May was enjoying herself as usual, surrounded by a group of men she was entertaining with her conversation, and Ruth
         whispered, ‘Look at Aunt May, she’s not danced with Uncle William once, and look at Aunt Jane’s face filled with disapproval.’
      

      
      I desperately wanted to be like Aunt May: vivacious, pretty and popular with the men. Her dress was bright scarlet with a
         low neckline and she wore red poppies in her hair; I looked down at my blue taffeta and wished I was dead.
      

      
      Over breakfast next morning the party was talked about. Della talked about John Thornham to the exclusion of everything else,
         but Mother advised her to be very circumspect and not read too much into his attentions too soon, and pouting prettily Della
         said, ‘He likes me, Mother, I can tell. He danced with me more than any of the other girls.’
      

      
      ‘I know, dear, but don’t be too readily available.’

      
      ‘Not like Aunt May,’ I snapped. ‘They were all talking about Aunt May.’

      
      ‘Alex, don’t say such things! You’re far too young to be talking like that and don’t let your father hear you.’

      
      ‘Isn’t John Thornham going back to Oxford?’ Ruth asked.

      
      ‘Yes of course, but when he gets his degree he’s coming back to work in the family firm, and he told me he expects to see
         much more of me then,’ Della said brightly.
      

      
      ‘So John is going to be a solicitor,’ Mother said.

      
      ‘I suppose so.’

      
      ‘Well, we’ll have to see that you do well at school, have the right sort of clothes and the right sort of conversation, Della.
         John Thornham’s family will expect nothing less from the girl John marries.’
      

      
      I wanted the conversation to end; I had no appetite for my breakfast and I wasn’t too fond of my sister Della.

      
      There were many changes during the next six years. Queen Victoria died on the 22nd of January in 1901 and we had a king on
         the throne, her son Edward. Suddenly life seemed more colourful, music more tuneful.
      

      
      
      A change more close to our family life came when Grandmother elected to leave the square to make her home near to an old friend
         who was now living in Torquay. Nothing my father said could dissuade her since her friend was writing long enthusiastic letters
         proclaiming how much more Torquay had to offer than the staid, time-worn interests of Stevenson Square.
      

      
      My parents helped her to find a suitable property and we visited whenever it was possible. She seemed entirely happy there
         with a new circle of friends and appeared more youthful than she had for years.
      

      
      Ruth was the one who caused my parents the most disappointment. They had expected her to do great things with her music and
         her reports from the College of Music she attended were excellent, but then Ruth fell in love with a boy she met while travelling
         to the college, a very handsome boy who worked in one of the city stores, the shoe department to be exact, and all thoughts
         of becoming a musician were swept from her mind.
      

      
      There was nothing wrong with the boy, who was good-looking, very polite and adored Ruth, but it was the loss of her music
         that my parents deplored.
      

      
      Father found him a job in the works office; he was bright and intelligent so that promotion could be expected at some future
         date.
      

      
      They opted for a quiet wedding, preferring the money instead, and we were all delighted when Grandmother came up for a week’s
         holiday to enable her to be there. Aunt May looked predictably glamorous on the arm of Uncle William and Aunt Jane gave us
         all the benefit of her disapproval from the moment she stalked into church to the moment she left the house after the reception.
      

      
      
      Nothing of that could dampen the enthusiasm of the couple exchanging their wedding vows. Ruth was very happy to be Mrs Atherton.

      
      My parents bought them a small house at the other side of the town and Ruth settled down to domesticity. The year after they
         married Sally was born and although she had caused my parents so much disappointment they realised she was happy with her
         life and they adored the baby.
      

      
      Della’s wedding to John Thornham was an entirely more elaborate affair and one that caused me despair, particularly when I
         was expected to act as a bridesmaid.
      

      
      For too long I had cherished a hope that he would care for me as I grew older, and there had been that one occasion on my
         fifteenth birthday when he had kissed me and I had clung too tightly to him so that I did not miss the sudden awareness in
         his eyes when he released me.
      

      
      After that I never missed an opportunity to chat to him, laugh with him, dance with him until Della said peevishly, ‘You embarrass
         John, Alex, always fussing round him. Why don’t you leave him alone?’
      

      
      Mother too remonstrated with me and John was avoiding me. I was too young. Compared to Della I was a girl with no shape, little
         dress sense and my conversation was childish. On the day of their wedding I acted my part but at the reception I was sulky
         and in so much pain I pleaded a terrible headache and was excused from the festivities.
      

      
      John’s parents had moved out of their house across the square and Della and John moved into it. That meant they were our neighbours
         and I did my best to avoid seeing either of them. John went into his father’s law firm and Della entertained her friends to afternoon tea and garden parties; Mother commented that they seemed to be entertaining the entire town but
         they could obviously afford it.
      

      
      Another incident happened during my growing up period, but this was of a rather more sad nature. Uncle William died from a
         heart attack at the age of forty-six and when Sydney left university he went into the family firm to take his father’s place.
         Aunt May was devastated. We saw her every day with tears rolling down her cheeks, sobbing her heart out, while Aunt Jane eyed
         her with the utmost disdain, saying privately that it was guilt that had brought on this overdone show of grief.
      

      
      Indeed as the months wore on Aunt May came to our house less and less until in the end it was Father who said, ‘May seems
         to have recovered remarkably well. Sydney tells me his mother is enjoying a holiday in Bournemouth with Jimmy Jefferson.’
      

      
      ‘Doesn’t Sydney mind?’ Mother asked.

      
      ‘What if he does? We all know May has only ever done what May wanted. She’s a widow; I suppose she’s every right to please
         herself.’
      

      
      ‘I know, dear, but it’s only months since William died.’

      
      Father merely smiled, and I thought about the laughter we heard issuing from Mr Jefferson’s private office at the library.

      
      Aunt Jane thought it was scandalous, and at our usual Christmas gathering was not afraid to say so, to which Aunt May retorted
         that since Uncle William had elected to leave her an income rather than a lump sum and that most of his money would go to
         her boys, then she obviously had to think about herself.
      

      
      After Aunt May had departed to attend a musical evening at the City Hall Aunt Jane commented, ‘William evidently knew what he was doing; she’d have gone through her money like wildfire. At least this way the boys get their proper share—no
         doubt her behaviour over the years prompted him to take that step.’
      

      
      I still liked Aunt May. I saw her many times in the town, beautifully dressed in spite of her so-called reduced income, always
         affable, greeting friends with her pretty smiles and laughter, treating me to afternoon tea in one of the local cafés she
         favoured.
      

      
      ‘You know, Alex,’ she said one day. ‘I really did love your Uncle William but he was happy spending all his time in the garden
         or down at the cricket club, it never entered his head to do what I liked, you know, the theatre and the music halls. Your
         parents are happy because they like the same sort of things, and your Uncle Alec does as he’s told.’
      

      
      She made me laugh. She was audacious and pretty and I made up my mind that one day I would ask Aunt May to tell me about Alicia.
         I often looked in the photograph albums and found several where somebody had been cut out of the picture.
      

      
      I desperately wanted to ask Mother who that person might be but somehow I believed it would be Aunt Alicia who nobody wanted
         to talk about.
      

      
      It was the occasion of my eighteenth birthday and as I stepped into my new party dress I asked myself silently where the years
         had gone. I was the daughter who stayed at home and went shopping with Mother, entertained her guests and learned how to be
         a good wife to some man who would with luck one day ask me to marry him.
      

      
      If I’d been born in less salubrious surroundings I would have found myself a job in a shop or factory, but I’d been educated for better things and instead I learned embroidery, how
         to paint pretty watercolours, serve the right sort of food on the appropriate crockery, and know which wines went with what.
         I learned how to dress and how to dance, while attending the local academy, and I now had a shape.
      

      
      I was tall and slender, my hair was a vibrant strawberry blonde and I had no difficulty in finding dancing partners of the
         right social background whenever I attended functions my parents thought it right and proper for me to attend. All in all
         most people thought I was a very fortunate girl; none of them was to know that I was totally bored with the sameness of my
         existence.
      

      
      There was constant activity going on in the house and guests were beginning to arrive for the party. I could hear the sound
         of their vehicles as they drew up and all around the square lights shone out of the windows and people were coming out of
         their doors to walk across to us.
      

      
      All our neighbours had been invited, even grumpy old Mr Stokes and his wife who lived at number ten. Mother said nobody must
         be left out and before I turned away from the window I saw Della leaving their front gate. I knew that she would look beautiful,
         she always did, and I would see her dancing with John, gazing adoringly up into his eyes, and my heart would be sick with
         jealousy.
      

      
      I took a last look in the mirror and was not displeased with what I saw. The dress was lovely, my favourite colour of blue;
         it swirled round my feet in rich silken folds, showing off my creamy shoulders and emphasising my slender waist.
      

      
      Mrs Pearson came into my bedroom to view the finished result and from her expression was not entirely pleased. As fast as she pulled up the bodice I pulled it down again, until
         in despair she snapped, ‘Really, Miss Alex, you are supposed to be a well-brought-up young lady with a sense of decorum. A
         married lady could show off her décolletage, but a young unmarried girl must be seen to be modest.’
      

      
      ‘The dress looks prettier like this, Mrs Pearson,’ I protested.

      
      ‘Well, have your own way, you always have, but you’ll not find your cousin Edith wearing a bodice like that.’

      
      Silently I agreed with her. Edith was a faithful copy of her mother, inclined to be plump, stiff and unbending, and men never
         flirted with Edith, nor she with them.
      

      
      Mrs Pearson gave me a hard look and left the room in something of a huff; in the next moment there was a little tap on my
         door and Ruth came in. She was wearing a pink taffeta dress that I recognised as having once been Della’s and seeing my half
         smile she said, ‘You recognise it, don’t you, Alex.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, but you look lovely in it, Ruth.’

      
      ‘I was so pleased when she offered to give it to me. I like to spend any spare money I have on the baby; she’s so beautiful
         and she needs things more than I do.’
      

      
      ‘I suppose Della’s wearing something quite expensive and flattering.’

      
      ‘Of course, and looking very beautiful. Aren’t you coming down? I think everybody has arrived.’

      
      So we left the room together and I quickly became surrounded by well-wishers and the air was filled with laughter and music.

      
      Mother said, ‘You have a great many presents, Alex, all in the morning room. When you’ve opened them I suggest you spread them out on the table so that people can see them.’
      

      
      Indeed I was both touched and overwhelmed by the gifts I received, from expensive family presents to small tokens of affection
         from the servants. Helping me to set them out Ruth said, ‘I’m feeling very envious, Alex. I had the money instead, because
         it seemed more important when Paul and I had a house to furnish.’
      

      
      ‘But you did get presents, Ruth. I bought you a bracelet and I know Mother and Father bought you a gold watch.’

      
      ‘That’s true, but it was nothing like this. I remember when Della was twenty-one the gifts were all over that huge table in
         the Town Hall, and yours will be too when you come of age.’
      

      
      At that moment Della and John came in to the room. Della placed a gaily wrapped package in my hand and with a bright smile
         said, ‘I had nothing to do with choosing your present, Alex. John selected it—I thought that would please you more.’
      

      
      When I stared at her in some confusion she said, ‘Open it, Alex, and tell me what you think. Here is John: you can tell him
         yourself how much you like it.’
      

      
      The velvet box contained a gold necklace with one single sapphire hanging from it, a stone that sparkled under the lights.
         With a little laugh Della said, ‘I thought you’d be wearing blue. Here, let me fasten it for you.’
      

      
      I thanked them both and as my eyes met John’s I felt that between us was something personal, a new awareness that spoke volumes.

      
      ‘Do hurry up and join us, you two, everybody’s wanting to get on with the dancing and that three-piece orchestra Mother’s managed to get hold of from the George Hotel restaurant is straining at the leash,’ Ruth called.
      

      
      I thought about Aunt May, who had found Mother’s choice of an orchestra rather hilarious: three plump middle-aged ladies,
         piano, violin and cello as she called them.
      

      
      It was later in the evening when Mother asked me to tell everybody that a buffet was laid out in the dining room. I was on
         my way into the conservatory when I met John and his swift sweet smile lit up my day. Taking hold of my hand he said, ‘I remember
         that you gave me a warm embrace on your fifteenth birthday, Alex, yet I think this evening you’ve been avoiding me.’
      

      
      I would have pulled away but he drew me closer into his embrace then he was kissing me as ardently as on that other time and
         only stopped when a man’s voice behind us said, ‘Well, well, that’s what I call a happy birthday kiss.’
      

      
      John released me and, while I stood there blushing furiously, he merely smiled, saying, ‘Alex is young, beautiful and eighteen.
         I thought she deserved to be kissed like that. Are you going to sample the buffet, Edgar? I think we’ll find our wives in
         there.’
      

      
      Strangely bemused, I had no appetite for what was laid out in the dining room. Instead I went up to my bedroom and stood staring
         out of the window. A thin mist hung around the square, lingering on the trees and the lines of parked cars, and my foolish
         young heart agonised about a future where John loved me and because he was my sister’s husband there was nothing we could
         do about it.
      

      
      I sat on the edge of my bed hugging my knees and it was Mother coming in search of me that brought me back to earth.

      
      
      ‘Alex! What are you doing here? This is your party, everybody is asking for you and toasts are waiting to be drunk. Have you
         eaten anything?’
      

      
      I shook my head.

      
      ‘Why? Aren’t you feeling well? You were perfectly all right a little while ago.’

      
      ‘I’m too excited to eat, Mother. It’s a lovely party, I’ll come down with you now.’

      
      ‘Well, just let me look at you; you’re rather pale.’

      
      ‘Honestly, I’m all right, Mother.’

      
      I moved towards the door and doubtfully she followed me.

      
      The people assembled in the dining room, greeted me with cries of welcome and standing with his arm around my shoulder Father
         proposed my health and a future filled with nothing but joy.
      

      
      The three-piece orchestra was well received; the three ladies had eaten well and were anxious to show off their accomplishments
         on their different instruments and everybody was anxious to dance or listen to them.
      

      
      I danced with Father and a good many other of our male guests but I wasn’t asked to dance by John, who danced all the time
         with Della. It was just after midnight when Mother said, ‘Mr Jefferson is putting on his overcoat, Alex, and I don’t know
         where your Aunt May is, so do be a dear and see if she’s in the conservatory. Be very discreet—you know what Aunt May is like.’
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