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1

Park Town, North Oxford
November 1935

Jacob Linden came into the dining room where the girls 
were having breakfast, both wearing hand-knitted Shet-
land jerseys with wavy piecrust collars, Demeter’s a pale 
pink, Daphne’s racing green. It was a clammy, cold day 
and the branches of  the monkey-puzzle tree brushed 
against the tall sash ground-floor window in the breeze, 
making a ghostly scratching sound the girls no longer 
noticed.

‘Good morning, nymphs,’ he said in a cheerful tone. 
The girls looked up suspiciously. Fa didn’t usually talk in 
the mornings. Let alone to them. Jacob Linden laid a 
printed brochure by Daphne’s plate.

‘Schloß und Burg Marquartstein,’ it said in bristling Gothic 
script. Daphne moved her plate next to her cup and sau-
cer, then brushed her toast crumbs off the white linen 
tablecloth into a cupped hand. When her hand was out 
of  her father’s sight she splayed her fingers so the crumbs 
dribbled on to the large Persian rug under the dining-
room table, and only then gave her full attention to the 
document.
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On the frontispiece, there was a picture taken in 
 summertime of  a white-painted castle, slightly obscured 
by spreading deciduous trees. It had an east wing and a 
west wing, gabled roofs and three floors of  painted 
shutters. It was topped with a turret that ended in a 
pointy cupola, like the bishop in chess. A gravelled drive 
swept clear of  leaves led to wide front steps.

‘Das neue Schloß,’ it said. Below was another picture of  
another house, set halfway up a forested mountain. ‘Die 
Burg,’ it said. The next word made her spirits lift.

‘Koedukation’. Daphne didn’t need her German to 
know what that meant.

Boys.
She’d hardly ever met a boy, apart from the grocers’ 

lads in the covered market, who had chapped hands and 
cheerful voices despite early starts followed by long days 
in the cold selling root vegetables to dons’ wives. But 
they didn’t count. Nor did the endlessly recurring under-
graduates who came to Park Town to sit at Fa’s feet in 
the study to read out their pointless essays. Daphne 
thought it was so embarrassing when people read out 
loud, because then they used their reading-aloud voices.

Then she spotted that the pamphlet was in English 
underneath the German.

‘Old and New Castles Marquartstein, Oberbayern. A 
Country Boarding School for Boys and Girls. Recog-
nized by the Government. High School preparing for 
the University/ Formation of  Character and Mind in 
Communal Life/ Bodily Training/ Sport/ Handicrafts.’
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She turned the page. There were more sepia landscapes, 
showing different views of  the castle in all seasons. Photo-
graphs showed a class composed of  pupils of  both sexes 
in shorts and bare feet sitting on a wall in bleaching sun-
light; a view from the castle into the Achen valley, it said. 
The village, with traditional gabled wooden chalets with 
busy window boxes, exuded warmth and charm.

There were also photographs devoted to displaying 
the wholesome curriculum of  the school, which showed 
lusty boys and girls with pale musculature and fair locks 
lying on makeshift camp-beds in Alpine meadows (‘Rest 
after Dinner’ was the caption), canoeing, sitting at les-
sons at tables in the shade, climbing up stiff slopes with 
stout boots on, carrying rucksacks, always framed smil-
ing against a backdrop of  snow-capped peaks.

‘Can I see?’ said Demeter, grabbing it.
One daughter was named after a nymph and another 

a goddess but both had thick, curly brown hair with 
golden glints in it, and lively eyes.

When women asked why Demeter, aged eleven, was 
so much younger than Daphne, their mother, Winifred, 
would sigh even more than usual. Only if  pressed would 
she explain it was because she had ‘trouble starting 
babies’, at which point people would give knowing looks. 
The sisters were too young to know that some grown-
ups liked bed very much, and some not at all, and, in 
their parents, they had one of  each kind. No one would 
dream of  going on to say that Linden was the sort of  
fellow who liked bed so much that he would sleep with 
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other dons’ wives, and even his own students. It was not 
the sort of  subject that ever came up, not at one of  the 
Lindens’ famous dinner parties, at any rate.

Germany? Daphne thought again, her mind racing. It 
must be something to do with the trip to Oberammer-
gau, last year, when they’d gone to see the Passion play.

And that trip had been conceived at a dinner party, 
here in this very room; there had been ten or so grown-
ups present. Laurence Lowther, warden of  Merton, had 
been talking about how the Nordic races in Europe were 
superior. ‘All other nations are lesser breeds,’ he had 
explained in his silky way. Priscilla Lowther had gazed 
round the table, to check that her husband, who was the 
ranking academic present, held everyone’s attention.

Priscilla had shoulder-length blond hair, a gleaming 
forehead, a short straight nose, and was entirely beauti-
ful, apart from when she laughed and opened her mouth 
wide to show a band of  pink gum above her teeth. Then, 
to the girls’ delight, she looked like a neighing palomino.

‘Look at Hitler. He may not be entirely sound’  – 
Lowther emitted a cough, to show that he was well aware 
the leader was not entirely without stain politically – ‘but 
no one can deny he’s pulled Germany’s chestnuts out 
of the fire.’

It was all quite strange, Daphne had thought, to talk 
of  ‘lesser breeds’, as if  people were like dogs, some 
smaller and hairier than others. It was especially odd, 
talk like this, here at the Lindens’ house, in Park Town. 
Her mother was English back to the Normans but, on 
her father’s side, the Lindens had only been in England 
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since just before the war. Her father’s father, Tomas, and 
his wife, Lore, had arrived from Litau in Latvia, and they 
had all became citizens in 1911. Daphne supposed that 
Lowther was, in his way, paying her family a sort of  com-
pliment, but as with all compliments, Daphne had quickly 
realized – like ‘This essay’s better, much better’ or ‘Your 
hair’s looking nice and tidy today, Daphne’ – it contained 
an implied criticism.

Winifred Linden liked to serve the final course as if  
they were in formal Hall. Nesta, the cook, and Mosey, 
the maid-of-all-work, would array the fruit, cheese and 
nuts on a vast bobbled glass platter, a Lithuanian heir-
loom. One girl would take in the platter, and the other 
would bring the decanter, coddled with a white napkin 
round its neck like a tubercular child.

On that occasion, it had been the turn of  Daphne to 
hand it round, so she took it, as instructed, first to the 
woman on her father’s right.

‘Listening to Laurence, ha ha, I’m glad I don’t know 
any Germans, thank God, but the problem with Eng-
lishmen as opposed to Frenchmen,’ Priscilla was saying 
to Linden, then lowered her head and her voice, so she 
was looking at him from under her lashes, ‘is that they 
never make approaches.’ She pouted a little, as if  put 
out. ‘Is it because they’re frightened of  rejection?’

Linden gave Priscilla a contemplative look, as if  deciding 
something. ‘Far more likely, if  they’re Englishmen,’ 
 Linden said, and leant in very close so that only Priscilla 
and the  hovering Daphne could hear, ‘is that they’re 
frightened of  acceptance.’
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Priscilla pealed with laughter, and passed the port to 
the man on her left. The merriment emanating from the 
couple cast a slight pall over the rest, who were quieter, 
as they sipped from little port glasses, and picked at nuts 
and grapes. Daphne had successfully circumnavigated 
the table without dropping the historic plate, past Mr and 
Mrs Cayley, the Berridges and the Ropners, and was just 
waiting to serve her mother, hoping against hope not to 
drop the platter, when Priscilla spoke again.

She started explaining in a bright, determined voice 
that it was the tercentenary of  something in August of  
that year. ‘And I’ve decided that you, darling Winnie, 
should join us, in Oberammergau – for the Passion play. 
We’ve been invited. We really should go, you know. The 
first performance was in 1634 so it’s the three hundredth 
anniversary this year, 1934.’ She beamed across the oval 
table, covered for the occasion with another Lithuanian 
heirloom, a white damask cloth. Winifred hated being 
called Winnie. But this wasn’t the reason why in the next 
second she managed somehow to knock over the crystal 
decanter of  Saint-Estèphe that Laurence had presented 
on arrival for the Lindens from the legendary College 
cellars.

But Laurence, a former diplomat, met the disaster 
with the words, ‘Don’t worry, Winifred dear. 1930 was a 
very poor year for Bordeaux,’ and covered the unsightly 
plate, his Stilton stained with claret, with a deft con-
juror’s whisk of  his napkin.

In her confusion, Winifred had agreed to Priscilla’s 
suggestion, and regretted it instantly. Priscilla had placed 
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a proprietorial arm in triumph on Jacob Linden’s back, 
out of  sight of  everyone but Daphne. Then she had 
applied a significant pressure, as if  promising something.

‘And bring the girls, too,’ Priscilla had said, leaving her 
hand where it was, in prospect of  ownership.

This scene flitted across Daphne’s mind now, as she 
applied herself  to her egg while Demeter hogged the 
Koedukation brochure, and her father, Jacob Linden, 
 disappeared into the grey tent of  The Times, and it was 
followed by a further series of  scenes: Oberammergau. 
With the Lowthers. The Lindens. And ‘the girls’. That 
was when it had all started.

Or it was when the girls, at any rate, had realized it 
was going on.

It was on the first night, in that hot dark Gasthof, with 
mahogany covering the floor and ceiling, the house 
crowded with heavy carved furniture. Every surface had 
some sort of  white cloth on it, embroidered with flowers, 
or a doily, on top of  which sat some ceramic animal, cow-
creamer, candelabra, dried-flower arrangement, or a 
clock. At least the Gasthof was spotlessly clean, as prom-
ised in Lowther’s copy of  The Link.

As the girls had established with a cursory glance 
when bored on the little train from Murnau to Oberam-
mergau, The Link was even more boring, if  that were 
possible, than The Times. There seemed no point to it at 
all. At least The Times had Court and Social pages, and 
small ads and, best, the Invalids  column. They would 
read aloud to each other choice entries in the soothing 
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tones of  a ward sister bringing hope to an anxious 
 relative. ‘The Brazilian ambassador was stated last 
night  to be a little better’; ‘Mr R. S.  Hudson is on the 
high road to recovery after his recent operation for 
appendicitis.’

The Link, however, didn’t even have Deaths on the 
front page. Deaths were thrilling, a reminder of  all the 
people who’d just done the one thing that no single per-
son reading the announcement had yet done, but all of  
whom would. The Link just had endless articles about 
understanding. When Daphne steeled herself  to ask 
Laurence what understanding was – she was encouraged 
to initiate adult conversation whenever possible  – Fa 
jumped in.

‘It means not minding whatever Germany does,’ he’d 
said on the train, with his eyes closed.

When they’d arrived at the Gasthof, it smelt all lemony, 
as if  recently cleaned in their honour, and the astringent 
aroma was overlaid with a meaty waft from the kitchen.

Frau Mayr showed them up to their rooms. The 
Lowthers were at one end of  the corridor, in a large 
double room with a lumpy bed covered with an embroi-
dered counterpane, a large wardrobe and a view of  the 
church. The Lindens were in two smaller rooms down 
the corridor.

There had been nothing to do until supper.
Daphne and Demeter threw their cases on their sin-

gle beds and opened them, Frau Mayr having bustled off 
to show the Lindens the bathroom they should use, and 
which one was for the Lowthers.
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‘We will serve the evening meal at seven o clock,’ 
she said, popping her nose into the girls’ bedroom. She 
darted them a bright look. ‘We are eating Klopse,’ she 
said, as if  they would be pleased.

‘What’s Klopse?’ asked Demeter after she’d left, launch-
ing herself  on the bed and opening Daphne’s copy of  
Modern Girl. ‘I do hope it’s not hooves, ’cos that’s what it 
bloody sounds like.’

‘Don’t worry,’ said Daphne, unpacking. She moved a 
china shepherdess from her dressing table to make room 
for her Pond’s cold cream and hairbrush. ‘And don’t 
swear! Look on the bright side. It can’t be as horrid as 
farmhouse mould.’

Dem looked anxious, and so she might. Nesta, their 
cook, had made the mistake of  asking Demeter to read 
out the ingredients of  farmhouse mould so she could 
make a shopping list, and the first item in the recipe was 
‘one cow’s heel’, and Demeter had almost fainted. She 
put down her copy of  Modern Girl, and her eyes started 
filling at the prospect of  Klopse.

‘Come on, Demeter,’ said Daphne, ‘it’s almost supper-
time. Go and have your bath, stop worrying, and leave 
the water in.’ Demeter was half  out of  the door. ‘Oh, and 
could you run and get the Izal, will you, from Mother’s 
grip? She’s down the corridor, past the Madonna and 
Child, last door on your right, I think.’ Dem clattered off. 
‘On your right,’ shouted Daphne after her.

The meal had started with a golden, parsley-flecked 
noodle soup, which was so delicious, even Dem could 
eat it.
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Everyone had talked about this play they’d all come to 
see, which was going to go on for seven hours, and 
talked again about how there’d been a plague in Swabia 
and Bavaria, the place where they were now, and how 
the villagers had sworn to perform the Passion tragedy 
faithfully once every ten years if  the plague stopped, 
which it did.

The Lindens believed in exposing their daughters to 
adult conversation, but this didn’t stop Demeter from 
sometimes saying the first thing that came into her 
mouth.

‘I’m Demeter and I’m ten,’ she said, to the Mayrs’ 
son, Kaspar. Then a strange expression chased across 
her face, her eyes widened and darted, as if  she’d just 
remembered something important.

‘Fa?’ She leant forward and called down the table. The 
Lowthers ignored her and carried on talking. ‘Fa?’ Dem-
eter called again, louder.

The party was sitting at a large round table, its dark 
wood cloaked in a white cloth. It was decorated sweetly, 
with little posies of  fresh white daisies and carved can-
dlesticks and napkins in gaily painted wooden rings. The 
children sat at one end, Kaspar in his uniform, as he’d 
been to an Appel.

The grown-ups sat at the other end. In the middle, 
their hosts, the Fräulein and Herr Mayr, sat opposite 
each other, presiding over the steaming tureen. Candle-
light shone on ruddy cheeks, and the glasses and silver 
sparkled on the table. Winifred was crumbling dark bread 
with her left hand on to her side plate, and gazing ahead.
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Jacob looked questioningly at his younger daughter. 
He avoided looking at his wife, who never put a brave 
face on things. ‘Fa!’ Demeter called again.

This time, everyone fell silent, and spoons floated 
mid-air.

Though this was a guesthouse, there were no other 
guests present. Frau Mayr broke the silence. ‘Edeltraut! 
Herein! ’ she barked.

A girl in plaits emerged, and Frau Mayr rattled out 
instructions regarding the main course.

‘What is it, my child?’ Linden asked. He was in an 
expansive mood, on his third glass of  Bocksbeutel, with 
a fruity Silvaner on its way, Priscilla at his elbow and his 
whole family at his command.

‘No . . . it doesn’t matter,’ said Demeter, head bowed.
‘Yes, it does matter,’ said Linden. ‘If  you want to stay 

up to supper, you must sing for it, same as at home. 
So pipe up, Demeter.’

‘Yes, do kick on, young lady,’ said Lowther.
‘Well, when I was looking for the Iz . . . something –’ 

Demeter hesitated. She knew there was something 
unmentionable about Izal, the toilet paper, as there was 
with almost everything to do with the body. ‘And I got 
lost.’ She paused. ‘I couldn’t find the right door, and I by 
mistake opened the door when you were with Mrs 
Lowther,’ she blurted. ‘I saw you.’

Jacob stared at Demeter. Winifred Linden’s mouth set 
in a line and she gazed across the lit candles into the 
middle distance, but a telling red flush stained her neck 
and upper chest. She had been mistaken, she realized, 
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to assume that not even Jacob would be so cruel as to 
make love to Priscilla on a family holiday, during the 
Long Vac.

‘Oh, how sweet, did you, darling?’ laughed Priscilla 
Lowther. She shook her head and gazed round the table 
with an indulgent expression, as if  little children must be 
humoured.

Priscilla Lowther sipped her wine. She was looking 
more refulgent than ever in the candlelight. She had 
twisted her liquid blond locks into a French knot, and 
she was wearing a cream silk blouse, so everything about 
her was creamy, sheeny: her skin, her hair, even her neck 
gleamed golden. Winifred’s coarser brown hair was 
pinned back above her ears and she was wearing the 
same clothes she’d been travelling in. After they’d 
arrived, she’d lain down in her clothes on the bed, Jacob 
had slipped out of  the room and she’d fallen asleep, so 
she hadn’t changed for dinner.

‘I had a headache earlier, and your papa helped me. 
I’m feeling much better now, thank you, now I’ve had a 
little rest.’

She nodded and smiled at Jacob Linden from beneath 
perfectly arched brows, as if  such a bold display of  eye 
contact between the two of  them would be quite enough 
to dispel any suspicion of  impropriety. ‘Well,’ she sighed, 
‘isn’t it lovely, to be here?’

She tilted her glass towards the Mayrs in a toast so the 
yellow syrupy wine sparkled in the crystal glass in the 
candelight. The grown-ups followed suit, and Kaspar 
raised a pewter tankard. Priscilla had glossed over things 
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so brilliantly it was as if  Demeter’s contribution had 
never taken place.

Daphne pinched her little sister’s arm tight.
‘What did you see?’ she whispered, smiling as Kaspar 

passed his bowl up for seconds, even though the other 
bowls had been removed by Edeltraut, the maid in a pina-
fore with her plaits wound tight above her head. She moved 
her leg without thinking as she passed her bowl on and 
realized that it was now touching Kaspar’s leg, and moved 
it away, but not before Kaspar had responded eagerly to the 
pressure. She shifted her thigh. She had felt an astonishing 
tingle of  electricity between them – and she wondered if  he 
had felt it too. She was wearing a knee-length frock that had 
ridden up, so her leg was slightly sticking to the wooden 
chair. It was August, and very hot. The windows in the din-
ing room were small, and no breeze could in any case steal 
past the shutters and curtains.

‘You must tell me.’
Demeter shook her head.
‘It’s fine,’ said Daphne. ‘You see . . . I saw them, too’ 

she lied.
She hadn’t; she’d been in their own room, but she 

didn’t really need Demeter to explain. At the words ‘I 
saw you,’ it all fell into place. It had been going on for 
months. Since the dinner party at least, if  not before. 
That’s why Winifred had stopped talking and started 
crying in her bedroom.

‘Were they . . .?’ she asked.
Demeter gulped. Then she stared into her plate and 

nodded, before looking up, eyes brimming.
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‘Don’t worry, D.,’ she whispered, tucking her napkin 
back so she didn’t spill Klopse – whatever Klopse were – 
down the clean front of  her dress. ‘They’re all  . . .’ she 
struggled to find the words that would explain the 
behaviour of  Jacob Linden and Priscilla Lowther to 
Demeter, and failed.

‘Give that back to me now,’ she snapped at Dem, and 
held out her hand for the brochure.

Only the day before, Daphne had been offered a 
place  at St Anne’s College, Oxford, to read Modern 
 Languages. She knew that she’d been expected to win 
an  award to Somerville, but still. Not everyone who 
was expected to win a scholarship to Oxford always did.

‘It’s been decided. No daughter of  mine will go to 
Oxford as a commoner,’ confirmed Jacob Linden, from 
behind his paper.

‘But Father,’ Daphne protested. Linden laid his paper 
down and looked at his daughter.

‘It’s for the best, believe me,’ said Linden in a pleasant 
voice which meant he wasn’t going to change his mind. 
‘You’re only seventeen,’ he went on. Daphne knew what 
he was going to say next, about how her mind was a 
sponge.

‘At this age, your mind is a sponge. Now is the time to 
learn the language properly. Your French is already very 
good. You could bring your German up in few months, 
and then you’ll get an award.’

Daphne thought of  her best friend, Betsy. Betsy 
 Barton-Hill lived in Suffolk, and her father was a land-
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owner. He never told Betsy that her mind was a sponge, 
because Betsy’s mind was empty and even her father 
called her an abject fool. And Betsy was going to the 
Lucie Clayton Academy of  Charm, while she was going 
to have to go to Germany and learn German.

It was so unfair.
‘Just for one term,’ Jacob Linden said, helping him-

self  to more coffee from the silver pot. It kept the coffee 
wonderfully hot, and the stream of  dark liquid steamed 
in the morning light. ‘Or term and a bit. I need to look 
at the dates. It’ll be like a holiday, a long Sommerferien for 
you,’ he went on, taking a slice of  toast from the silver 
toast rack and scraping butter along it with the butter 
knife. Demeter carried on eating her porridge with milk 
and white sugar, quite tepid, which was how she liked it. 
Winifred, as ever, was having her breakfast upstairs on a 
tray in bed. ‘Here, I’ve finished with this. You can read 
the leaders.’

Fa made Daphne read the Times leaders every day, as 
preparation for the Oxbridge entrance exam, and had 
forgotten his daughter had already sat them. He passed 
Daphne the paper, folded to expose an advertisement at 
the bottom of  the page.

Come to Happy, Friendly GERMANY 
where your £ buys more of everything . . .  

from Sea-bathing to Winter Sports!

It was an advertisement from the German Railways 
Information Bureau. It continued:
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Everybody is busy building Germany’s prosperity –  

yet everyone has time to be genuinely courteous,  

friendly and helpful to visitors.

Daphne let out a big breath that sounded like a sigh.
‘It’s not as if  there’s going to be a war,’ her father said. 

She glanced at him sharply, because it wasn’t that she 
was worried about, even though he’d taken them to see 
a terrifying film called The Shape of  Things to Come. This 
showed what happened after war was over. Everyone 
was crouching in caves. Daph and Dem had had night-
mares for weeks.

‘One war is enough,’ Jacob Linden continued, with 
confidence. ‘Our chap, wet though he is, will never allow 
it to happen again. Not even the Hun want to live 
through two wars.’

Daphne’s eye lingered over the sterling sign in the 
Times advertisement; it had sown suspicion in her mind. 
She wondered whether she was being posted to  Germany, 
to this Marquartstein place, because the pound went fur-
ther there. But she wondered whether she was also going 
because – she could hardly bear to think this –

‘Oh no, the last thing you need worry about is that 
there will be a war. There won’t. Anyway, you’ll be fine 
over there. You’re English.’ Linden spoke with tremen-
dous assurance, and his hooked nose disappeared into 
his coffee cup, as if  it was all settled. He placed great 
faith in the nationality of  his daughters and wife, who 
had an immunity he could not claim. To Linden, a Jew 
whose father had been born in Moscow and whose 
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mother was Lithuanian, being English was a bulwark 
against all threats.

Daphne listened to this, her stomach tight. She felt 
frozen. She was being sent to Germany because her 
mother couldn’t bear the sight of  her after what had 
happened with John.

‘Germany is just the place for you,’ her father contin-
ued. ‘Remember how much you loved Oberammergau? 
How moved you were, by the villagers, the hundreds of  
them, joining together in Christ, to bring the Passion 
play alive again?’

Her parents were getting rid of  her on the cheap, 
Daphne thought. There had to be some human sacrifice 
after baby John had died, exactly a year after their return 
from Oberammergau. She should have known it would 
be her.

Daphne flicked back to the week she’d spent in Ober-
ammergau with the Lowthers: the forced visits to 
freezing-cold Rokokokirchen to peer at ill-lit frescos, or 
to  wood-carving workshops to watch bearded men 
grunting as they fashioned ox and asses, or to the damp 
grottoes in the florid excrescence of  that so-called pal-
ace called the Linderhof  – experiences that she had 
found difficult, tiring, boring, even uncomfortable, at 
the time, but which seemed golden, almost magical, in 
restrospect. Indeed, the trip to Oberammergau had been 
recorded in the Linden family annals as a comparative 
triumph.

‘My dear girl, there is nowhere better for languages, 
for music – and the opera in Munich is world renowned. 
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You will be safe there. The Germans are practically 
cousins. I envy you. How I wish I was your age again, 
with everything before me!’

Daphne managed to raise an eyebrow.
‘It’s only for a term, my darling, then you can spend 

the rest of  the time – there’s a very good place I know – 
with a Gräfin.’ He looked a little misty for a moment. 
Daphne knew what that meant.

‘Maybe one of  your schoolfriends  –’ Jacob Linden 
paused. He wasn’t very good at names. He knew the 
name of  one of  Daphne’s friends, the sexy one, who 
lived in Suffolk. As a specialist in Roman philosophy and 
law, he could quote large chunks of  corpus juris verbatim, 
but it took a second to pluck a name, especially a girl’s 
name, from his overstocked cerebellum. ‘Maybe Betsy, 
er, Barton-Hill’ – his voice sounded uncertain, but he’d 
got the name right, so Daphne allowed him to con-
tinue – ‘could travel out and join you. Term starts in a 
couple of  weeks, and then you could stay with friends 
over Christmas, and be in Munich early in the New Year, 
in January sometime anyway. Terribly exciting to be 
there in the Olympic year, old girl, eh? I could call her 
people today.’

Daphne let out a breath, and felt cheerful. Betsy. Now 
there was a thought. If  Betsy came to Munich, that 
would change everything.

Her world up to this point had been Oxford, where 
children learnt Greek paradigms before breakfast. The 
scraping sound of  scales on quarter-size violins drifted 
out of  windows even on sunny days, when children 
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should be in the parks, or smelling the cherry blossom in 
Norham Gardens and Fyfield Road, or watching the 
undergraduates glide down the Cherwell in punts drink-
ing cheap wine and puffing stagily on cheroots. Daphne’s 
world was contained by the high, long-walled lanes and 
bosky streets, her life conducted to the sound of  organ 
voluntaries drifting from chapel to quad and the rhythm 
of  the Michaelmas, Hilary and Trinity terms and orches-
trated by a bereft mother who found daily life unbearable.

Her life had been none of  the things an English girl-
hood should be: jolly, outdoorsy, loud, playful, with 
japes, like apple-pie beds, and pillow-fights, and constant 
teases. It had not been bouncy at all.

She would miss Nesta and Mosey. And Dem. She 
watched Dem eating her egg, with love. At least baby 
John had died, so she wouldn’t have to miss him too, 
she  thought, wondering if  that was an awful thing to 
think.

‘And then, after Munich, you can hold the St Anne’s 
place as a fall-back, but you can sit Oxford entrance 
again,’ Jacob Linden continued. ‘You’ve plenty of  time.’ 
He picked up their cat, Antigone, from the top of  the 
radiator, which was emitting only the faintest of  heat, 
and stroked her vigorously, pressing a forefinger down 
from her head to the base of  her spine and tail in one 
firm movement while making a special crooning noise 
intended to heighten the cat’s pleasure.

Daphne picked up the brochure and looked at it more 
closely, as if  gazing into a crystal ball. Her father stepped 
into the passage, his napkin still tucked into his shirt.
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‘Ma! ’ he roared.
Betsy was so lucky to have brothers and Sir Bache 

as  a  father, thought Daphne. Fa didn’t care about her 
marriage prospects in the slightest. She flipped through 
the pages again. Fa wanted to send her away to a school 
where you had to wear a sort of  swimming costume 
made of  clinging cotton – in other words, leaving very 
little about the place called ‘between the legs’ to the 
imagination – and prance about in high meadows, what-
ever they were, and do housework, i.e. Hauswirtschaft, 
and learn how to mend and darn and iron.

But then again . . .
Boys. And Betsy.
Father’s roar had, as intended, winkled Winifred from 

her bedroom. Demeter was sent upstairs to the nursery 
to read.

‘It’s all been agreed, dear,’ said Linden, after his wife 
had made a silent entrance and sat down.

‘Daphne will not be taking up the offer of  the place 
at  St Anne’s, as she wants a proper chance to go to 
 Germany to improve her German. She wants to reapply 
next year for Somerville, of  course. After all, she’s only 
seventeen.’ Daphne looked at her mother, hoping she 
would scotch this crazy scheme.

But Winifred had stood up, and was looking out of  
the window.

‘Mother?’ Daphne said in a meaning way. There was 
the sound of  a front door slamming on the other side of  
Park Town.

They were, for once, supposed to be discussing her 
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future. But her mother was gazing out of  the window, 
her much-admired violet eyes – especially striking when 
brimming with tears – trained on the garden path of  the 
house opposite.

This was the Garfield house. Like the Lindens’, it was 
of  rather noble, Georgian appearance, its grey ashlar-
stone façade lichened green by exposure to the damp air 
of  the river. The Lindens and the Garfields lived oppo-
site each other on the approach road to the Park Town 
crescents, which faced each other across an ovular 
 communal garden, which meant that, if  you looked at 
the layout on a map of  Oxford, their road resembled a 
picture in a basic biology textbook of  a vagina opening 
up into a womb.

The Linden house, number twelve, faced an identical 
row of  large, detached and semi-detached houses. These 
houses were considered among the best in Oxford. Just 
the words ‘Park Town’ immediately called forth six- 
bedroom family residences with gardens front and back, 
nurseries upstairs and nannies who took only an after-
noon off a fortnight.

Priscilla Lowther was walking out from the Garfield 
house in a belted Burberry and a headscarf. Her slim 
ankles exuded the burnished gleam of  the finest Wol-
ford stockings. Being very pretty and married to the 
head of  a college, and not being dumpy and dowdy and 
a mere don’s wife, with sad hair in a grey bun, gave Mrs 
Lowther a certain confidence in her standing in Oxford 
society, and she revelled in it.

But now, not long past nine o’clock in the morning, 
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Priscilla Lowther was leaving Josiah Garfield’s house, 
which was strange.

Josiah Garfield was the world’s leading authority on 
early Christianity, and provided endless fodder for the 
feverish fantasies of  the Linden girls. He was a fellow of  
All Souls, and had the bushy eyebrows and burning gaze 
that suggested a mind on higher things – as if  daily life, 
with its meals and family and servants, was merely an 
irritating distraction. This lofty mien seemed almost to 
be compulsory, Daphne had noticed, among the dons, 
as if  any concession to creature comforts implied pos-
session of  a ‘second-class brain’. Having a second-class 
brain was about the worst thing anyone at the University 
could say of  anyone.

The Linden girls thought Priscilla Lowther was 
 unimaginably glamorous, but dangerous. There was the 
business in Germany, for a start, with their father. They 
didn’t know that Priscilla was also very unusual: she got 
what she wanted and, unlike so many women, once she’d 
got it, she then proceeded to enjoy it.

As Daphne watched Priscilla stalk down the path, she 
felt pleased for her mother and sorry for her father. Per-
haps Priscilla had tired of  her father and had taken up 
with Garfield, whose name often appeared in The Times. 
Could it be, Daphne wondered, because they  – the 
Lowthers – didn’t have children?

Daphne had no idea why some women could have 
children and some women couldn’t. It was a total  mystery, 
even after her Little Talk with Mother.

Daphne remembered the Little Talk quite clearly. 
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It was the last time she remembered her mother being 
happy.

Her mother had been heavily pregnant, her skin plumped 
and pink. She had started the baby quite soon after they 
returned from their holiday in Germany, to the girls’ 
 surprise.

Mother had been resting, lying lustrous on her bed, 
and Daphne sat on the chaise longue upholstered in 
blue-and-cream toile de Jouy at the end. ‘Mother?’ 
Daphne had asked. Distracted and embarrassed, she 
shifted from the chaise longue to the stool at her  mother’s 
glass-topped dressing table. She lifted the glass stoppers 
on her scent bottles, sniffed and replaced them, played 
with the powder-puff and looked at her mother’s reflec-
tion in the three-way mirror. ‘You know you’re having a 
baby . . .’ She paused.

Winifred struggled to sit upright, and looked over at 
her elder daughter. She was wearing a violet empire-line 
woollen dress that matched her eyes, and lisle stockings, 
and her slim feet rested under a pale pink cashmere rug.

‘Ah,’ she said. ‘Well.’ She seemed to be lost in thought. 
What Winifred was thinking was that this was probably 
a good moment. Jacob had asked her when she was 
going to tell the girls and, specifically, Daphne, the facts 
of  life. Winifred had replied, ‘When they ask, dear.’

‘Have you talked to them about solitary gratification, 
Winifred?’

‘No I haven’t, Jacob. Do you really think it necessary?’
‘Maybe not,’ sighed her husband. ‘Let’s leave it till 
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they ask, as you say, if  you think that’s right. You are 
their mother, after all.’

And so far, they hadn’t, until now.
Winifred spent a few moments rearranging the special 

pillow behind her back, an oyster satin one, edged in 
antique lace the colour of  old people’s teeth. ‘You’ve 
been . . . in bloom for how long now, dear?’

Daphne counted backwards. ‘Three years. Maybe two. 
Two and a half.’

‘Of  course, of  course,’ said Winifred. She stared out 
of  the window for a moment. The curtains were open, 
and all she could see was grey Oxford sky, the spiked 
bosom of  the Radcliffe Camera and the spires of  the 
colleges in the distance. Oxford was always colder than 
London. She wished they lived in St John’s Wood.

‘The important thing to remember, dear,’ Mother had 
said, ‘in your twenties, maybe sooner, you will meet 
someone, and you may want to marry him. And if  you 
and your husband love each other very much, then, well, 
you can have a baby.’

Winifred Linden felt this conversation was going well. 
Contraception was available only to married women. 
Therefore, the only sensible thing to do was to tell the 
girls that intercourse was impossible until they had rings 
on their fingers.

‘So, darling  . . .’ she said, unsure how to continue. 
Winifred’s own sex education had comprised one single 
event, which was when her own mother had given birth 
to her little sister, Margaret. Winifred, who had been 
amusing herself  on her own in the nursery, had rushed 
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down when called. In her mother’s dressing room, she 
had been shown not the newborn babe but the placenta, 
redly filling a white kidney dish to the brim prior to being 
weighed by the midwife. Winifred had shuddered. She 
could not eat liver under any circumstances.

‘Does that answer your concerns? I hope I’ve never 
shirked my duty in preparing you girls for  . . . mother-
hood, have I?’ she appealed to her older daughter. ‘I’m 
glad you raised this, very glad, actually.’ She wondered if  
this was the moment to mention . . . solitary gratification.

Daphne sat very still. She couldn’t believe that was it. 
Even the nuns had told her more than that about ‘rela-
tions’, after Sylvie Fulcher had been expelled for being 
found in a bush with a boy and her underwear – a pair of  
pilling navy gym pants – had been found in a puddle. 
They’d done human reproduction in the next biology 
lesson. They’d also dissected a frog in science, which 
left  indeterminate body parts smeared on a glass tile 
from which the girls were instructed to draw their own 
 conclusions.

To crown this, in the final term of  school the girls 
were treated to a talk about birth control in which they 
were told that it was permissible to take your tempera-
ture with a thermometer to determine whether your 
ovaries had released an egg. It was possible to tell this 
because, according to the nuns, body temperature went 
up very slightly when the ovary was releasing, or had 
recently relinquished, an egg. Daphne had listened 
 carefully.

‘Of  course, at your age, you will meet men, young 
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men – and all I want to say to you is this. There is a ter-
rible danger of  going too far.’ Winifred held her daughter’s 
gaze for this bit, so violet eyes locked with hazel.

‘If  you go too far, then a girl can get herself  into the 
most terrible trouble. Remember that girl at school? 
 Sylvia someone? It really can ruin your life, that sort of  
thing. It is paramount, at all times, whatever the circum-
stances, to remain a lady.’

Daphne went over and adjusted her mother’s pillows, 
as the satin one had slipped down. It was hopeless trying 
to talk to her.

Winifred patted her arm, confident that her daughter 
knew everything that she needed to know. She knew that 
the best protection she could offer her daughters was to 
persuade them that intercourse could happen only 
between man and wife. She sank back on to her pillows, 
relieved that the girls were too young to be told. It did 
not seem to be necessary at this point to tell her daugh-
ters anything about childbirth, let alone marriage or 
getting old.

It was one of  the things that mothers could never tell 
their daughters. There was no question of  Winifred tell-
ing them that their husbands would find passion 
elsewhere, as Jacob had with Priscilla Lowther, inter 
many alia. There was no point.

The girls would find out how awful it all was for them-
selves, eventually.

And now, they all gazed out of  the window, talk of  
Daphne’s future forgotten. They watched Priscilla’s 
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hourglass shape in the mac turning left at the pillar box 
towards the Banbury road. It struck Daphne that Pris-
cilla Lowther didn’t seem to care two hoots whether she 
had children or not. She seemed perfectly happy enslav-
ing distinguished diplomats and professors, one after 
the other.

It began to rain, hard.
Daphne glanced at her father. She felt of  no more 

consequence to her parents than a child’s glove impaled 
on a railing.

Her parents left her in the dining room to get on with 
their lives. She didn’t see them again till breakfast time 
the following day, though she’d heard her mother crying. 
Daphne didn’t imagine for a second that her mother was 
weeping over her, and her imminent departure.

She was weeping over the baby that had died, upstairs 
in the night nursery, at the age of  three months. Mosey 
had said that John had gone to sleep in Jesus, but that 
didn’t make it any better: her mother was still weeping 
over him.

They knew that, after that, they couldn’t expect any-
thing to be the same again. And it wasn’t. The Park Town 
house felt like a mausoleum, entombing them all in their 
mother’s grief, a place where the baby had died and was 
now waiting to receive the rest of  them.

It was a wet and windy morning in the middle of  the 
Michaelmas term at Oxford. The pavements were wet, 
the high street a sea of  scarves and umbrellas, the coffee 
shops full of  steaming undergraduates hunched over 
toasted buttered teacakes. The trees in the University 
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parks had already shed their burden of  leaves, to brace 
their branches against the raw Oxfordshire skies.

But Daphne was already in the mountains, wearing a 
belted jacket, heavy trews and long woollen socks turned 
down neatly below the knee, and perhaps the red knitted 
tam she’d spotted in Boswell’s on top of  her curls, speed-
ing down a slope in the glittery sunshine and high, tonic 
air, in search of  hot chocolate while young men called 
Franz and Werner and Hans  – she very much hoped 
anyway – panted in her wake.

She knew she would have to escape, and go to Ger-
many. Her mother blamed her, and her father didn’t 
even know her age.

Daphne was eighteen.
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