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Prologue

21 July 1981

Mayfair, W1

Deep in the discerning matronly bosom of Mayfair, Full Moon Street hid the last remaining secret of London society. Between buzzy, chaotic Soho on one side and the discreet gentlemen’s clubs of St James on the other, Full Moon Street’s elegant Georgian townhouses rose behind curled iron railings, while, high above the pavement, pigeons perched on tight-packed rows of red chimneypots. Four storeys below, at Number 34, was the only surviving finishing school in London.

The Tallimore Academy for Young Ladies had occupied the same double-fronted townhouse since 1880. It had once been the place for England’s oldest families to send their daughters for a year of pre-marriage-market polishing – Tallimore girls had a reputation for never letting a conversation die over dinner, no matter how curmudgeonly or drunken the guests, and maintaining a cheerful attitude and ramrod deportment well into old age.

Now, one hundred years later, enrolment was well down from the Academy’s post-war heyday, but a steady trickle of jolly blond girls still tottered in for the year’s course in minding one’s house, family and manners. Lately, the trickle had become a stream, thanks to Lady Diana Spencer, the most famously finished girl in England, and the Tallimore Academy was enjoying something of a mini-revival.

Although the boarding girls didn’t stumble down for their full English breakfast till eight, every morning at twenty to seven, Kathleen Connor, the cook, opened the front door to collect the milk. This morning – 21 July 1981 – was no different, except Kathleen discovered, to her annoyance, that the milkman had ignored her note requesting orange juice, and left a box of Cooper’s fine cut marmalade instead.

‘Fine cut? I’ll give him fine cut,’ she grumbled to no one in particular, and started to scoop up the milk-bottles, stuffing them in the ample crook of her arm, when a distinct cough from the box almost made her drop the lot.

Kathleen stared into the marmalade box, uncharacteristically lost for words. One of her most secret, heartfelt prayers seemed to have been answered, in the oddest fashion.

She looked up and down the street, in search of the box’s owner, but the pavement was deserted, the only sound a distant rattle of traffic already crawling down Piccadilly.

Meanwhile, the box coughed again. Kathleen could restrain herself no longer.

‘Jesus, Mary, Joseph and all the saints!’ she breathed, crossing herself as she bent to pick it up.

Upstairs, in the morning room, Lady Frances Tallimore was tapping her red lips with a silver fountain pen.

How best to comfort a girl suffering an unfortunate eyebrow wax? So far, all she’d come up with was a photograph of Marlene Dietrich and a vague memory that a drop of castor oil speeded up regrowth. Or was that eyelashes? Frances made a note to check with Nancy, the Academy’s matron. Nancy knew all sorts of useful little nuggets, most involving malt vinegar.

The finishing school had been in her husband Pelham’s family for generations – ironic, really, since Pelham himself had the social ease of a penguin who’d stumbled into the lion enclosure, much like every other Englishman she knew. Frances wasn’t the principal – that was Miss Vanderbilt, who had been correcting the girls’ tea drinking technique since before colour television – but Frances had wanted to be involved from the start. She was eager to pass on some of the mysteries of modern life that her own finishing school had failed to explain, like how to extricate yourself from a blind date. Or make an instant supper from five eggs and a kipper.

Though Frances always said that she pitched in for the sake of the family business, she loved her mornings at the Academy, particularly the giggling atmosphere that fifteen or so teenage girls carried round like their clouds of perfume. The Tallimores had one child – a son, Hector – and Frances would have dearly loved a daughter, but to her great sorrow, the Hon Hector was her lot. She was pragmatic, though, and Frances’ silver lining now was to be a sort of wise aunt who could offer some proper advice to the rich but neglected teenagers who were sent to Full Moon Street for finishing off. Some of them, she thought sadly, were barely started.

There was a knock on the door, and Kathleen appeared, as she always did at nine o’clock. Frances noted that she wasn’t bearing the usual tray of morning coffee, but was clutching a box of marmalade.

Behind her, bobbing up and down nervously, was Nancy. From the anxious way she kept glancing into the box, Frances assumed, with a sinking heart, that either Harrods’ delivery system had broken down badly, or else one of the girls had let her cat have kittens again.

Kathleen seemed flustered, chewing her lip and flushing pink to the roots of her jet-black hair. ‘Sorry to interrupt, but I think you ought to see this, Lady Frances. I found it on the doorstep.’

Kathleen placed the box on her desk and Frances found herself looking into the round, blue eyes of the most beautiful baby she had ever seen. She knew at once she was a little girl, just a few days old: the pink mouth curled up at the edges and her eyes were thickly fringed with pale golden lashes. Before Frances knew what she was doing, she had lifted the baby out of the box, and was cradling the warm weight in her arms, marvelling at the peach-down softness of her pearly skin.

The baby didn’t make a sound, but gazed up with serious eyes, the colour of navy blue school shirts. Frances’ own eyes brimmed with tears, and her heart flooded with a fierce, protective yearning. The baby was dressed in a clean cotton romper suit and wrapped in a pashmina, with her fragile fingers opening and closing like sea anemones. Her feet were, Frances was relieved to see, covered with pink cashmere socks, and from her heavy contentedness, she’d obviously just been fed.

‘Hello,’ she murmured, stroking the porcelain cheek with the back of her finger, taking care not to graze her with her diamond rings. ‘Where’s your mummy, darling?’

Frances cupped a tiny foot in her hand and squeezed, transfixed, as the baby sent invisible tentacles of love into her heart, wrapping round so tightly she could hardly breathe.

‘We’ve called the police!’ wailed Nancy. She flapped across the room, and hovered over the box like a mother hen in support tights. ‘But it’s dreadful! Poor wee mite! Just that blanket, in this weather, with those filthy pigeons everywhere! I don’t know what sort of irresponsible—’

‘It’s good cashmere, that scarf. And there was a note,’ said Kathleen, more matter-of-fact. ‘Whoever left her isn’t coming back, if you ask me.’

But Frances was only half listening. The scarf had fallen back to reveal a fine covering of red-gold hair curling around the baby’s delicate ears, and by then she was absolutely lost. This tiny vulnerable scrap needed her, and she wasn’t going to let her down! Not like whoever had left her there, helpless and alone on the doorstep of a strange house.

Kathleen was speaking again. ‘... tried to find Lord Tallimore, but the man at his club says he’s not there. I gave a message to telephone at his earliest opportunity.’

Nancy stepped forward to take the baby from her arms, but Frances turned slightly, unwilling to break the spell. ‘Pelham’s busy this morning,’ she said.

Kathleen and Nancy exchanged a look. Frances knew they knew exactly where Pelham was: trying to find Hector. They’d been part of her family for too long not to read between the lines. When it came to Hector the lines were drawn pretty far apart, just to fit everything in.

Even Frances had to admit that Hector was getting to be the sort of junior cad she warned the girls to avoid at all costs. Handsome, charming, utterly irresponsible and not to be trusted in moonlit gardens. It didn’t help that some of her charges already had wild crushes on Hector and his circle of young earls and millionaires’ sons who fell in and out of the gossip columns and rehab clinics as often as they were in and out of the casinos and cocktail bars of Mayfair. They were getting to be quite notorious, and it gave Frances insomnia. It wasn’t how he’d been brought up. It wasn’t what she wanted for him. And yet she still hoped he’d grow out of it.

Or find a girl who’d make him grow out of it.

‘I’m expecting Lord Tallimore back this afternoon, with Hector,’ she added, more confidently than she felt. Hector had had been AWOL for a week now, and so had his two best friends, Rory and Simon. Last time Hector had gone missing, Pelham had had to spring him from a police cell in Venice. The Daily Mail was delighted to print that the Hon Hector Tallimore had been arrested in full dinner dress, complete with a tutu.

‘What will Lord Tallimore say?’ wailed Nancy. ‘What will it look like, abandoned babies on the step! They’ll think it’s one of the—’

‘Nonsense,’ said Frances, briskly. ‘The poor soul who left this baby knew this was a place where young women are well looked after, and she was quite right. Nancy, we’re going to need some supplies, so perhaps you’d be so good as to pop to Harrods for the necessaries? Did you say there was a note, Kathleen?’

Kathleen fished a folded piece of writing paper out of her apron pocket and handed it over.

‘Well, the mother had a fountain pen at least,’ Frances observed. ‘Please look after my baby. I want her to grow up to be a proper lady. Thank you,’ she read. ‘Polite and to the point.’

‘The bee, Kathleen,’ whispered Nancy, urgently. ‘Show her the bee!’

‘It was fastened on this.’ Kathleen produced a kilt pin from her apron. ‘I took it off for her own safety.’

‘Poor wee mite could have had her eye out!’ exclaimed Nancy, then clamped her mouth shut under Kathleen’s glare.

Frances frowned as she examined it. It was a common-or-garden kilt pin, and attached to it was a gold charm, in the shape of a diamond-studded bee. An expensive one, definitely.

‘No name?’ she said, turning the paper over. ‘That’s very odd. You’d think a mother would want her little girl to have a name, at least.’ She looked down at the baby, who was making the occasional mewing noise. ‘We can’t have an angel like you without a name, now can we?’ she said, softly, tracing the faint golden eyebrows with her fingertip. ‘What will we call you?’

The smell of lavender, bleach, and shortbread was getting stronger. Frances looked up at the two middle-aged spinsters, hovering closer as they’d hovered for most of her life, and she could tell that they were yearning to cuddle the baby too.

They were the two kindest women Frances knew. Between us, she thought wryly, the poor desperate mother couldn’t have picked three women keener to love an unwanted baby.

‘What do you think?’ she asked. ‘Something royal? After Lady Diana, maybe? With the Royal Wedding in the morning, after all!’

‘No. Elizabeth,’ said Kathleen at once. ‘After our own dear queen.’

‘I don’t know if she’s quite an Elizabeth,’ mused Frances, unable to tear her eyes away from the baby’s face for more than a moment. ‘She’s too pretty for such a long name. She’s...’

Not Lizzy, or Bessie. Or Beth.

‘Betsy?’ suggested Nancy.

‘Betsy,’ Frances repeated, in a whisper. ‘Yes, I think she is. Bee for Betsy.’

The baby blinked her navy blue eyes, and for a fleeting moment, Frances thought she opened her mouth into a smile. Frances didn’t know who’d brought Betsy to the Tallimore Academy, but she made a silent promise that from now on, even if someone came to take her away, it would be her home.


1

The only truly waterproof mascara is an eyelash tint.

‘If you want a sneaky cry at weddings and funerals, dye your lashes.’ That was probably one of the best tips Franny gave me, out of the thousands she passed on over twenty-seven years.

Other pieces of useful advice included, ‘sun screen now saves face lifts later’ and ‘never trust a man with a ready-made bow tie’.

I stared blankly out of the window at the red London bus idling next to our taxi. For once, I didn’t mind the clogged-up traffic on the Brompton Road, because it gave me time to pull myself together between leaving the church and arriving at the memorial tea, where I’d have to hear how elegant and inspiring my mother was, all over again, this time while juggling canapés and a wine glass.

Tears prickled treacherously along my lashes. They weren’t the same miserable tears I’d cried six months ago, when Franny’s headaches turned out to be a tumour, but they were sad ones, because now it was real: I’d never feel her elegant, comforting presence behind me at memorials again. Franny always knew what to say, the kind word to murmur at the right time. She handled awkwardness gracefully.

I blinked hard, knowing that at least I wouldn’t be given away by telltale panda eyes. I hadn’t had time to buy a new outfit for the memorial service, but I had made time for a lash tint. I could almost see Franny’s familiar smile that twisted up one corner of her mouth. I knew she’d know. It was one of her lifelong quests: the unsmearable mascara that would let you cry at Red Arrows flypasts without anyone knowing.

That thought really set the tears off. Oh, nuts.

A hand clamped on my knee and shook it. ‘Betsy? Betsy, will you pack in that stiff-upper-lip bollocks? It’s us! If you can’t let your nose run with your best friend, when can you?’

I turned my face back into the cab, swallowing my tears. ‘I’m fine! Honestly!’

‘No, you’re not. You’ve been wobbling your lip for the last five minutes.’ Liv’s words were brisk but her voice was gentle and concerned. ‘You’re meant to cry at these things. The whole point of memorial services is to let everyone have a good howl. It’s good for the soul. Then the women can repair each other’s make-up as an ice breaker after, and get on with the hilarious memories. I’m sure you told me that.’

Liv was balanced on the taxi jump seat opposite me, her long legs arranged like Bambi’s, and a mixture of concern and proudly smudged mascara all over her beautiful face. Apart from the lack of a lash tint, Franny would thoroughly have approved of Liv’s outfit. The dress code had been ‘celebratory’ and Liv was wearing a sunshine yellow miniskirt and a selection of perfectly chosen accessories, including gloves and a gold sequinned beret on her straight blond hair, as her tribute to Franny’s devotion to the Tallimore Academy finishing school and its ‘Hats for All Seasons’ lesson.

It made my simple blue coat and shift dress look rather sober in the grudging January light, but I’d barely had time to think about what to throw on before the taxi came for me that morning. I didn’t have Liv’s panache for accessorizing, or her wardrobe.

There was a discreet cough from my left, but I didn’t turn my head, because that would mean looking at Jamie, and I wasn’t sure whether that was a good idea. I hadn’t known Jamie was coming along today. If I had known, I might have distracted myself with hours of worrying about what to wear. And done something about my puffy eyes, at least. I angled my head so he couldn’t see my dark circles.

‘What my darling sister means is that after everything that was said about Lady Frances, you’d need a heart of pure concrete not to be weeping like a burst drain,’ said Jamie. ‘Even I cried when you read out that letter she sent you at school, about making friends with bullies by complimenting them on their shoes. And you know what a heartless bastard I am.’

Liv wiped under her eyes with a finger, and smeared her mascara. ‘It was such a lovely service,’ she sniffed. ‘It was like Franny was there. Those lilies she loved, and that Bach solo and everyone in beautiful little hats with veils...’

‘Here,’ I said, reaching into my bag, glad of the distraction. ‘Have a handkerchief.’

‘But what about you?’

‘I’ve got two.’ I waved mine, a big white gent’s hanky. ‘Always carry two: one for you and one for a friend.’ I managed a watery smile. ‘A top tip from the Academy.’

‘Franny told you such useful things.’ Liv’s face disappeared into the hanky. ‘I wish I’d grown up in a finishing school.’

‘So do I,’ said Jamie.

‘Shut up, Jamie,’ said Liv, blowing her nose with a trumpeting sound. ‘No one in their right mind would let you into a finishing school. It’d be like letting a fox loose in a hen house.’

‘A fox?’ I could tell by his voice that he was joggling his eyebrows. ‘Why, thanks!’

I risked a sideways glance. I hadn’t really expected Jamie to come to the memorial service – in fact I’d thought he was in New York, working – but he’d arrived with Liv, looking devastating as usual in a dark suit, his blond hair cut slightly shorter than I remembered but still falling into his eyes. When he brushed it away from his handsome face with a tanned hand, my stomach still flipped over, memorial service or not.

It was a habit, I told myself. My stomach had flipped over at the sight of Jamie O’Hare’s floppy hair since I was fourteen years old; if only he was as easy to knock on the head as nail biting.

‘I meant I wished you’d grown up in a finishing school, you plum,’ said Jamie. ‘It’d have done you good to have learned some manners. And how to arrange flowers and...’ He turned to me and gave me such a charming smile that I forgot to look away and disguise my puffy face. ‘What exactly did they learn at the Academy? I’m afraid my knowledge of finishing schools is limited to, um...’

‘Dodgy DVDs and his own private fantasy world,’ Liv finished. ‘You knocker.’

‘They learned how to dine with royalty, and talk to anyone, and arrange flowers,’ I said, promptly. The Academy and its fairytale lessons had been such a big part of my childhood, it merged in places with storybooks. ‘They used to rehearse proposals, too, accepting and declining without hurting anyone’s feelings, that sort of thing. What to wear to the opera and to Ascot.’

‘How to be a princess, basically,’ sighed Liv.

‘Sort of,’ I agreed. ‘I think there was some useful stuff too. Franny was quite keen for the girls to have things to talk about, in between the proposals and flowers. The girls were there to be finished, you know. Polished up.’

‘Turned into the perfect wives?’ asked Jamie, with a leading wink.

‘Nnngh,’ I agreed, as my brain registered that his knee was almost touching mine and conveniently went blank.

It said something about my distracted state of mind that I hadn’t already mumbled something moronic to Jamie. Whenever I saw him normally I acted as if I was suffering from an incapacitating hangover; Liv, who had no idea how I felt, always mistook it for supreme indifference, something she felt Jamie didn’t get enough of in the general scheme of things.

Now, for instance, my face was grinning, but my brain was pretty much white noise.

‘And it’s still going now?’ he went on, gamely making conversation to haul us through this sticky moment. I admired people who could do that, but then Jamie had to be sociable professionally. ‘What sort of finishing do the girls get these days? Do they still do curtseys?’

Guilt at my long absence jerked me into focus. ‘I haven’t been back in years...’ I began.

‘Before you ask,’ Liv interrupted, leaning over to rap his knee with her clutch bag, ‘they don’t learn how to mix cocktails while waxing their own bikini lines, so if you’re coming along to the reception to check them out, you’re going to be disappointed. We all know what your ideal woman is. And you won’t find her type here.’

I glanced between Liv and Jamie as the penny dropped. I’d wondered why he’d been at the service – though it was lovely of him to pay his respects to a woman he’d rarely met, Jamie was very busy. He and his friend, Howard, owned a company that arranged parties for the sort of clients who were mad enough to demand special cocktails to be served at their Shih Tzu’s third birthday party – and rich enough to pay for them. But when Liv put it like that... He wanted to see inside the Academy for potential conquests and/or posh waitresses. My heart deflated a little.

‘That is not what my ideal woman... oh, forget it, Liv,’ said Jamie, seeing my crestfallen face. ‘I came because I know how much Franny meant to Betsy, and I happened to be in London this week. I’m glad I did.’ He turned to me, and said, with the grave charm that kept a stream of Olympic skiers and party girls swooning in glossy heaps all over London’s hottest nightclubs, ‘She was obviously a real lady of the old school, and if it’s any consolation, I think she passed on a great deal of that to you.’

I blushed, and Liv coughed, hard, to disguise a snort.

The trouble with Jamie’s famed charm was that it was hard to take him very seriously off duty. Besides, it wasn’t true. Franny had done her best to pass on a lifetime of hints and tips, but I just didn’t have her natural grace. That wasn’t something any finishing school could teach; it was something you were born with.

The traffic began to move again and I grabbed the chance to stare out of the window so he couldn’t see my expression. We were moving up Knightsbridge now, getting nearer Mayfair and the tall townhouses near the Academy, and my heart began to thump in anticipation of the moment when I’d have to get out of the car and not have Jamie’s leg pressing against mine.

I mean, face the other guests at the reception.

‘He’s right, for once, Betsy,’ said Liv. ‘You are like her.’

‘That’s really sweet of you to say,’ I squirmed. ‘But Franny was gracious and chic and had fabulous parties and knew everyone. I never know what to say and I’m still doing my holiday job after five years, even though I’m a university graduate.’ I sighed, not wanting to go down that particular route. ‘She just knew how to make people feel better about themselves. That’s proper manners.’

‘But you’re...’ Liv began.

‘I’m not,’ I said flatly. ‘I wish I was.’

‘She didn’t manage to teach you how to accept a compliment,’ said Jamie. He nudged me, until I turned back and had to look at him. His greyish eyes twinkled with a sad sort of friendliness, and I wished he’d been paying me the compliment under happier circumstances. I managed a small, non-stupid smile, then readdressed my attention to the traffic lights on Piccadilly, so he couldn’t see the gormlessness that broke through.

‘Anyway!’ said Liv, slapping her tiny, tanned knees. ‘We’ve done the sad part, let’s concentrate on remembering the good bits! Let’s talk about the way Nancy and Kathleen used to throw duchess parties for you when you were little and Franny would lend you her tiara and fur coat!’

‘Really?’ Jamie cocked an eyebrow and something melted inside me. ‘Any chance of doing that... Oh, excuse me.’ He reached inside his suit pocket and took out both his phones, then answered one. ‘It’s work. Hello, Jamie O’Hare speaking. Lily! Hello! Yes, the ice sculptor should be with you any minute; the question is, are you ready for him?’

Liv rolled her eyes at me. ‘When you turn your social life into your job, I suppose the fun never stops. Or the work never starts, whatever.’

I rolled my eyes back. We’d turned down Full Moon Street now, and were only moments away from the reception.

‘Are you OK?’ she mouthed, all concern, and I nodded bravely.

‘Let’s stop here,’ I said. ‘I’d like to walk.’

Jamie leaned forward to talk to the driver, phone still clamped to his ear. I could hear the distant honking of Chelsea panic. ‘Can you drop these two lovely ladies here, please, then take me back to Cadogan Gardens, mate? Cheers.’ He sat back. ‘Sorry, I can’t stay for the bunfight, I’ve got a hostess in distress with an engagement party at seven. Themed round Dirty Dancing. You don’t want to know what I’ve had to arrange.’

‘You came to the most important part,’ I said. ‘Thanks.’

Jamie smiled and rubbed my upper arm. ‘My pleasure.’

Liv was busy getting out and paying the driver, and for a second or two, my eyes locked with Jamie’s as his hand rested on my coat sleeve, and I thought he might say something else. Or the conversation fairy might help me out with a witty comment. But the silence stretched, and then Liv’s hand grabbed mine and we were walking down Full Moon Street, towards the Academy.

Although I’d often been back to the mews cottage where my adoptive grandmothers, Kathleen and Nancy still lived, I hadn’t set foot inside the Tallimore Academy itself since I was twelve years old – for various reasons. Their cottage was warm and cosy, full of cakes and impenetrable nannyisms about ‘not being at home to Miss Rude’, whereas the big house was much more imposing altogether. An old chill of anticipation fluttered in my stomach when I spotted the familiar brass plaque next to the red door.

I’d felt the same flutter as a little girl, walking down the street after my afternoon turn around Green Park with Nancy. There was always something intriguing to spot in the upper windows of the Academy, some romantic lesson in the mysterious grown-up world awaiting the shrieking Sloane girls I saw streaming in every morning, with their padded jackets and long hair.

In winter, the four-storey facade was like a living advent calendar with a different scene behind each lighted square: blond girls waltzing together in the old ballroom where moulded plaster vines were picked out in gold above glittering crystal chandeliers, and on the floor beneath them, the Social Dining class, struggling with a plateful of oysters and seven different glasses.

On very hot summer days, the sash windows at the front were opened, and Nancy and I would catch the sounds of a piano being hammered and enthusiastic singing as we walked down the street. Not that we ever went in through the red door; we took a side alley two houses down that ran into the mews behind the street, and from there let ourselves into Kathleen’s kitchen, where table manners were more rigidly enforced than they were in the class. Both Kathleen and Nancy were well into their sixties when I arrived, and were fond of the ‘elbows off, napkins on, plenty of prunes and early nights’ approach to child-rearing.

Now I thought about it, I’d had a very Bridehead Revisited sort of childhood, though it had seemed perfectly normal at the time...

I was jolted out of this daydream by Liv nudging me.

‘I said, did it take you long to get everything arranged, Betsy?’ she asked, in a tone that suggested I’d probably done everything in an hour. I had a reputation for organising which, to be honest, wasn’t one hundred per cent deserved.

I shook my head. ‘I didn’t do very much, really. I did offer, but it’s been so busy in the shop, and Lord T insisted that he’d manage it all himself. In fact, he specifically told me not to take time off work and come down.’ I paused, wondering now if I’d done the right thing. ‘I thought it was best to let him, you know, keep busy.’

Keeping busy was my personal therapy when things were bad. Right now, my flat and the shop were absolutely gleaming, with every account filed and shelf spotless. A couple of days after Franny’s funeral I’d even arrived early and polished the windows, to the amazement of the assistants. I’d used vinegar and newspaper. That was one of Nancy’s Good Housekeeping tips, not Franny’s.

‘Probably for the best,’ Liv agreed. ‘I suppose there’d be people at the Academy to help? The headmistress?’

‘Mm,’ I said, distracted by the middle-aged ladies with ‘good legs’ already heading towards Number 34 like honey-blond bees: obviously old Tallimores from their confident sashay in high heels.

‘And there’s always Kathleen and Nancy,’ she went on. ‘I can’t imagine they’d stand by and let him undercater a party. You know what Kathleen’s like,’ Liv went into a terrible impression of Kathleen’s Lancashire solidness, with her hands on her non-existent hips, ‘If a party’s worth having, it’s worth having wi’ lots of sandwiches. A cake shared is a pleasure halved. Better to feed the birds after, than starve the guests before.’

Kathleen and Nancy communicated entirely in pithy sayings, most of which I now suspected them of making up to suit the occasion.

‘At least there’ll be plenty to eat,’ I said. ‘That’s one thing you can be sure of. That and the three hundred thank-you notes Lord T will get in exactly twenty-four hours’ time.’

We were nearly outside the house, and as we approached, our pace slowed as we tried to pretend we weren’t looking at the famous Doorstep of the Abandoned Child.

Over the years, Franny, Nancy and Kathleen had told the story about the Cooper’s marmalade box left on the Academy’s front step so many times that it was sometimes hard to remember it was actually me inside it. Obviously, I had no memory of it myself, and what I’d really wanted to hear wasn’t what had happened, but how excited and delighted they were to find me there, and how Franny had sent to Harrods for nappies.

I’d told the tale quite often myself at school, admittedly with a few elaborations involving cloaked figures and tearstains on the blanket, and there were times when I’d even made myself cry with second-hand pathos, along with everyone around me. But as I got older, and started thinking more deeply about why my mother might have left me, and where she might be now, I wasn’t sure it was healthy to feel so detached. The simple truth was that I wanted to feel something – but there was nothing there, except the little bee pendant that I wore every day around my neck on a gold chain Franny had given me.

I tried to feel a flicker of something now, seeing the front doorstep where the box had been wedged against the bootscraper, but all I could see was tatty ivy clinging to a frontage that needed a lick of paint.

‘Head up, shoulders back, chest out,’ said Liv, as she rapped the lion’s-head door knocker. ‘Just remember the happy times, OK?’

It wasn’t quite so straightforward as that though, I thought. Much as I loved Franny and the graceful, white-shouldered vision of high-society elegance she represented, there were other memories attached to the Academy for me. Painful ones that I thought I’d put to one side, but which were now rising up inside my chest like acid reflux.

The red front door was opening. The nostalgic smell of polish and high ceilings and fresh flowers rushed out to meet me, making my head spin with recognition.

‘Betsy?’ Liv’s voice sounded far away. ‘Are you all right?’

I took a half-step back away from the black-and-white tiles of the entrance hall, but then I saw a familiar face and my manners took over. Without thinking, I stood up straighter, pulled my shoulders back and put on my best smile.

Lord Pelham Tallimore, my adopted father and the official host, stood at the door, his wiry frame thinner than normal in his dark Savile Row suit. He’d put a crimson silk hankie in the top pocket, in a melancholy attempt to comply with the cheerful dress code, but his face was grey and tight with strain beneath his white hair.

I wished I could hug him, but the only time Lord T voluntarily submitted to having anyone put their arms round him in public was when his tailor took his chest measurement. His expression, though, softened when he saw me, and I smiled, hoping he’d read the hug in my eyes.

‘Betsy,’ he said, reaching out for my hands, ‘and Olivia, how lovely. Come in.’

There’s an irony, I thought, as he kissed my cheek and welcomed me inside. Me, being welcomed into the Tallimore Academy by the very man who’d decided, nearly a decade ago, against his own wife’s wishes, that it wasn’t appropriate for me to attend.
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