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About the Book


The Shadow Child is a haunting story of love and loss that spans both the First and Second World Wars.


July 1914, the eve of the First World War, and fourteen-year-old Alix Gregory is holidaying in France with the wealthy Lanchbury family. She is looking after two-year-old Charlie Lanchbury when he disappears during a family picnic and is never seen again. Once a happy, carefree girl, Alix is blamed for the tragedy and cannot escape from the resulting disintegration of the family.


The war ends and Alix tries to pick up the threads of her life. Through her marriage and the birth of her son, Rory, she finds happiness, and through her meeting with the brothers Derry and Jonathan Fox, she finds love. Yet, living in her ancient and beautiful home, Owlscote, she is haunted by the loss of her baby cousin. As the years pass, and as the world descends into the horrors of war once more, the question remains: will Charlie Lanchbury ever be found?




To Ewen, Alexis and Dominic




PART ONE


A BIRTHDAY PICNIC



Picardy – July 1914




CHAPTER ONE



There were six tiny buttons on each of his boots. When she bent to fasten them, Charlie flung his arms round her head and cried, ‘Allie, Allie, Allie!’ and beat her with his fists. Charlie Lanchbury was two years old, and plump and adorable. Alix swung him up in her arms and covered his face with kisses.


She looked out of the window, down to the courtyard of the chateau, where Uncle Charles was handing Aunt Marie into the Daimler. Alix could see her three young cousins, Ella, May and Daisy, all wearing matching white muslin dresses tied with pink sashes. It was May’s, the middle Lanchbury sister’s, ninth birthday. The entire Lanchbury family – Uncle Charles and Aunt Marie, the four children, their Boncourt grandparents, and Alix herself – were to go on a picnic.


‘Stand still, Charlie.’ His red-gold curls were tickling her chin, making her giggle. She tried to straighten the rumpled tips of his lace collar, but he wriggled out of her grasp and tottered around the room, shouting, ‘’Ord! ’Ord!’


The afternoon sun gleamed through the window panes, marking bright squares on the polished wooden floor. When Alix picked up her sketchbook, a leaf of paper floated to the floor. It was a drawing of her father and mother standing on a quayside, huge handkerchieves pressed against their faces, their oversized tears forming a comical puddle round their feet. The sketch was entitled, ‘Mr and Mrs Gregory, seeing their daughter Alix off on her travels.’ It was signed AJG, her father’s initials.


Alix had hardly felt homesick during the entire two months of her holiday in France: she had been too busy, and too entranced by the difference of it all. It was her first holiday with her Lanchbury cousins; at fourteen years old it was her first holiday abroad. Yet, looking at the cartoon, she felt a sudden pang.


Crawling around the room on her hands and knees, she peered beneath tables and chairs.


‘Help me find your sword, Charlie, or we’ll be late.’


She discovered the toy sword hidden inside a box of wooden bricks. Charlie jumped up and down with excitement, and toddled across the room to her. ‘’Ord,’ he said, and beamed, a wide smile patched with tiny pearly teeth.


‘Sword,’ Alix corrected him gently, and, pulling the ribbon from her own dark, curling hair, she tied it round the middle of his velvet-covered stomach, and fixed the small wooden sword inside. He held out his hands to her, and she carried him to the window. All around them, as far as the eye could see, the fields of northern France shimmered in the midday heat. Alix hugged Charlie’s small, warm body against her own. Then she grabbed her hat and ran outside into the sun.


In the motor-car, she kept her sketchbook and pencil in the pocket of her dress. The book was almost full, only a few empty pages left. And all sensible drawings, nothing like the pictures that had got her into such trouble at school. Her stomach still lurched at the memory of being summoned to Miss Humphreys’s study and seeing, spread out on the headmistress’s desk, her cartoons of the members of staff at Ashfield House. Miss Turton, the hockey mistress, red-faced and stout-calved; Miss Bright (history) peering over her pince-nez. Her teachers’ most prominent characteristics magnified and mocked. Her drawings, scribbled in the margins of rough books or on the pages of autograph books, made the other girls laugh; they traded lemon drops and bull’s-eyes in exchange for a cartoon. Miss Humphreys, though, had not laughed. Retribution had been swift and unrelenting. Alix had not even been allowed to say goodbye to her friends.


The most awful thing – and Alix, no longer noticing the pale gold of the passing French countryside, gave a small sigh – the most awful thing had been the bewilderment and disappointment on her parents’ faces when they had arrived to take her away from school. She had hated herself for letting them down. The second most awful thing had been her realization that she herself must have left the sketchbook in the school cloakroom. Added to the mislaid galoshes, dancing tunics and fountain pens that had haunted her brief career at Ashfield House was that final, self-incriminating carelessness.


A few weeks after her ignoble exit from school, Alix’s mother had received Uncle Charles’s letter. ‘So kind of Charles and Marie,’ Beatrice Gregory had said. ‘They’ve offered to take you to France with them. They take the four children there each summer to stay with Marie’s family.’ Mrs Gregory had frowned. ‘I’m not sure … fourteen is so young … and we really should look for another school. But Nanny Barnes is unwell, you see, so she can’t go.’ Some of the strands of grey hair that escaped incessantly from Mrs Gregory’s coiffure fell over her creased brow. ‘Marie asks it as a favour. You would be expected to help with your little cousins, of course, Alix. I’m not sure …’


The motor-car driven by Robert, the Boncourts’ stable-boy, jolted on the cobbled road. Charlie wriggled on Alix’s lap as she remembered the promises she had made to her mother. I’ll be as good as gold, I’ll take care of all my belongings, and I’ll never argue or complain. She would have promised anything to be permitted the adventure of travelling to France.


She had kept her promises, by and large. She had only once stuck out her tongue at Ella, when Ella, inspecting the contents of her suitcase, had said, ‘Cotton gloves, Cousin Alix! We always have kid or lace. Mama says that only governesses and ladies’ maids wear cotton gloves.’ And she had only lost her temper once, when she had overheard Aunt Marie whisper to Mme Boncourt, ‘Alix’s father is a schoolteacher. Beatrice Lanchbury married beneath her – frightened that she would remain an old maid, I suppose.’


Now the Boncourts’ chateau and its surrounding fields were far behind them. The level plains of Picardy were sheened with ripening corn and dotted with poplars. Heat gathered in the motor-car’s open-sided cab.


Five-year-old Daisy whined, ‘Are we there yet?’


‘Course not, silly,’ said Ella.


‘I’m hungry.’ Daisy’s face crumpled.


‘There’ll be plenty of nice food at the picnic, dear,’ said Mme Boncourt comfortingly. ‘Though I always think French food is so rich for little tummies. Such a pity Nanny couldn’t come. Nanny made such lovely rice puddings and egg custards, didn’t she?’ Mme Boncourt, who was kind and vague and fat, beamed at Alix. ‘You are enjoying your little holiday, aren’t you, Alix dear?’


Alix thought of the Channel crossing and the golden sands of Le Touquet, where they had stayed for the first three weeks, and the sleepy French villages, and the verges embroidered with scarlet poppies and blue chicory. And she pictured the splendour of the Lanchburys’ lives – Aunt Marie’s exquisite silk gowns, and the servants who waited on their every need. And the motor-car, of course. Until last month she had never travelled in a motor-car.


‘It’s been wonderful,’ she said vehemently. She hugged Charlie closer to her, breathing in the clean, soapy scent of his skin, kissing the top of his head.


Alix drew the picnic table, and the servants setting it out. She began to draw Robert and the nursemaid Louise, who were half hidden beneath the trees, but Charlie threw himself onto her lap, seizing her pencil and jabbing at her sketchbook.


‘’Nake.’


‘Snake? Charlie wants to draw a snake?’ Alix guided the pencil, clutched in his chubby fist. Sinuous curves crawled over the paper.


‘’Nake,’ he said again, and pointed at the trees. ‘Over dere.’


‘You saw a snake? Over there?’ Alix stood up, dusting fragments of dried grass from her skirt. ‘Let’s go and see.’ She held out her hand to him.


Pink and white flickered among the green and black of the forest as May and Daisy, ahead of them, darted through the trees. The conversation of the adults, sitting in the shade, retreated into the distance, the timbre of their voices curiously flattened, as if the tall trees or the summer heat itself smothered their words.


‘… could visit dear Amelie in Paris.’ Mme Boncourt’s voice.


‘But the harvest …’ M. Boncourt, unlike his wife, spoke in French.


‘Of course, Felix. I had forgotten. Of course we must wait for the harvest.’


‘The Kaiser’s army may not do so.’ Mr Lanchbury paused in his pacing of the boundaries.


‘Really, Charles.’ Mme Boncourt gave a little laugh. ‘I don’t think things have reached quite that pass.’


‘Of course you don’t. I have always thought, belle-mère, that you make optimism into an art form.’


Charlie tugged Alix’s hand, pulling her deeper into the woods. Distantly, Uncle Charles added, ‘I should like to have left tomorrow. We must return to England early in view of the …’ and then he was out of earshot, and Charlie was whispering, ‘’Nake, Allie, ’nake.’


She shivered when she saw the coiled shape in the dried leaves. Then, looking again, she laughed and said, ‘It’s only an old snakeskin, Charlie. See, there’s nothing there.’


Squatting beside her, he poked the sloughed-off skin with the tip of his sword, overturning it. Gently, Alix pulled him away. ‘Leave it, Charlie, leave it alone. Let’s find your sisters, shall we?’


He padded ahead of her through the trees. We must return to England early, Uncle Charles had said. Suddenly, Alix longed to be home again, showing her father her sketchbook, telling her mother about the vast, airy rooms of the Boncourts’ chateau, crammed with gilt and velvet furniture, and describing to her Aunt Marie’s gowns, with their froth of lace and baby ribbon that whispered as she walked. Alix knew that if she had been walking through these woods with her father he would have told her the names of the tiny white flowers that quivered in the undergrowth, and he would have recognized the song of the bird that perched in the highest branches of the trees. He would have known which snake had sloughed off the skin that had alarmed Charlie, and he would have shown Alix how to draw a picnic table whose legs appeared to be made of wood, and not rubber.


The only horrible part about going home would be leaving Charlie. Charlie had been Alix’s principal charge during her eight weeks in France. He had attached himself to her on her very first day with the Lanchburys, kneeling beside her on a bench on the deck of the steamer, watching the boat’s white wake stain the steel-grey waves. In the hotel at Le Touquet Charlie had refused to sleep unless Alix tucked him in; on the long train journey to Amiens he had sat still only when Alix had hugged him on her lap and told him stories. She loved him with a fierce, unexpected passion; she had never cared much for dolls, and she had thought, somehow, to find her two-and-a-half-year-old cousin equally dull. But she had discovered that it was a delight just to hold him, to feel his weight in her arms, and to press his fine, silky curls against her face when she bent to kiss him.


After the picnic (ham and jellied chicken, apple tarts and a vast, pink birthday cake), Alix helped the girls make daisy chains. Ella, May and Daisy lay on the grass, pressing their thumbnails into the green, juicy stalks. Charlie played around his mother’s skirts, poking with a plump, dirty finger at the ladybird that climbed laboriously from blade of grass to clover leaf.


Mme Boncourt held out a hand so that her husband could help her from her chair. ‘I must go home, Marie dear. It’s so hot, and I’m feeling quite faint. I’ll travel in the dogcart with the servants. I’ll not spoil your day.’


‘Maman—’


‘Hush, Marie. I prefer to travel in the dogcart. Motor-cars are such nasty, dirty things.’


The servants were arranging the hampers and rugs in the dogcarts. Uncle Charles, tossing Ella’s ball smoothly from one hand to another, said lazily, ‘If you are to go home now, belle-mère, then be sure to take that wretched nursery-maid with you. She does nothing but flirt with the stable-boy.’


‘Charles. Little pitchers—’


‘Alix will look after Charlie, won’t you, Alix? We’ll have a game of cricket. Find some sticks, Ella, for stumps.’


‘It’s past their bedtime …’ A vague gesture of a white-gloved wrist. ‘We should go home, Charles.’


‘Nonsense, Marie. On such a glorious evening?’ Uncle Charles jammed the sticks that Ella had found into the grass. ‘Alix, Daisy and myself in one team. Ella, May and Charlie in the other. May shall bat first because it’s her birthday.’


The dogcarts carrying the servants and the Boncourts and a sulky Louise disappeared down the lane. The cartwheels sent up clouds of dust. Uncle Charles bowled, and May lashed out with the bat. The ball soared into the undergrowth, and Charlie clapped his fat hands together, and Ella shouted, ‘Run, May, run!’


Uncle Charles bowled again and again. The little girls’ feet pattered on the hard ground. The sun slid towards the treetops, a burning globe. The ball, hurtling down from an overbright sky, slipped between Alix’s palms.


‘Butterfingers,’ said Uncle Charles sharply.


The click of ball against bat marked the passing moments. The trees became black silhouettes against a darkening sky. Charlie, supposedly fielding, had crept back to his mother and was sucking his thumb. Every now and then Aunt Marie reached down and silently pushed his hand away from his face, but after she had sat upright again the thumb slid back into his mouth. Soon, Alix thought, Uncle Charles would notice that Daisy had become red-faced and tearful, that Ella’s sullenness had turned to aggression, and that even May’s sunny disposition had begun to falter. Yet the ball continued to rise up into the air, and Uncle Charles continued to harangue them to run faster, try harder.


The last wicket fell. ‘Bowled,’ said Uncle Charles, smacking his hands together. ‘My team’s game, I think.’


Dark shadows licked the grass. The Lanchburys gathered up bat and ball and discarded hats and gloves. Daisy’s pink sash trailed greyly in the dust, and Charlie, when his mother pulled him to his feet, quivered with weariness. Walking back to the motor-cars, Ella and May argued.


‘It’s my turn to go with Papa,’ hissed Ella.


May showed her teeth. ‘It’s my birthday. Papa said.’


In the back seat of the Boncourts’ car, Alix cradled Charlie in her lap while Daisy huddled against her. The wheels jolted on the baked earth. Charlie’s lids drooped slowly over his cornflower-blue irises. A languor had seized them all.


Fields and streams drifted by. Oil-lamps gleamed in cottage windows, and the last rays of the sun lit with gold the flowers in a roadside shrine. I shall remember this evening for the rest of my life, thought Alix. I shall remember the scent of the dust and the grass, and the way the poppies on the verge bend and sway as the motor-car passes, and I shall remember the way Charlie smiles as he dreams.


Reaching a village, they stopped. Faces flickered in the dim light, staring curiously into the car. Charlie sat up, blinking. Ahead of them, the Daimler had also come to a halt.


Aunt Marie approached the car. ‘Papa says that you had all better get out. The motor-car …’ She drew away, her white glove slipping from the rim of the door, one hand to her face, fingertips fluttering against her veiled mouth.


They clustered together on the cobbles. May cocked her head to one side. ‘I can hear music,’ she whispered. There was the distant sound of fiddles and drums. ‘Papa, I can hear music.’ She ran to the corner of the street, peering into the darkness.


‘The radiator’s overheated,’ said Mr Lanchbury. ‘We must wait for it to cool down.’


‘Papa, there’s a fair …’


Not quite in rhythm with the music, Uncle Charles tapped the rim of his straw boater against his thigh. ‘A fair, you say? We may as well go and see.’


‘Papa!’ May clapped her hands together.


‘Charles … it’s so late … and a little country fair …’


‘You may remain in the motor-car if you wish, Marie.’ Charles Lanchbury began to stride down the narrow alleyway.


The journey from the picnic glade seemed to have revived them. May skipped, and even Ella smiled. Reluctantly, Marie Lanchbury followed after them, Charlie scampering beside her.


The street debouched into a small square. In the centre of the square a bonfire burned, illuminating both the market stalls and the people gathered beside them. Dancers pirouetted around the bonfire and in one corner of the square a carousel was turning. May, clutching one of Alix’s hands, ducked through the press of bodies, heading towards the dancers. Daisy’s small paw gripped Alix’s other hand. Looking back, Alix saw Charlie, half hidden by his mother’s silk skirts, hypnotized by a juggler’s soaring coloured hoops.


‘Beautiful,’ said May. The word was a sigh of delight. Her rapt gaze focused on the gypsy dancers.


‘Allie, Allie, Allie!’ Charlie cannoned into her knees, almost knocking her over. Alix scooped him up in her arms.


Ella, running after him, said, ‘He wants you to see the monkeys.’


‘Monkeys?’


‘There’s a man with two little monkeys. You hold the monkey and he plays a tune, and you give him some money.’ Ella, head down, forced a path across the square.


The monkeys’ tiny, sad faces peered out from beneath knitted bonnets. May and Ella cradled them like babies as the hurdy-gurdy turned, a melancholy drone. Charlie stroked a wrinkled paw with his own plump finger. Alix handed a few coins to their owner, who slid them into a greasy leather purse.


Next to the organ grinder was a sweet stall. Charlie tugged Alix’s hand, begging for a lollipop, but she shook her head.


‘I’ve no money left, Charlie. There’s your mama – run and ask her.’


On the stone steps in front of the mairie, Alix sat down and took out her sketchbook. Fragments of the Lanchburys’ conversation drifted over the shouting and laughter of the crowd and the jingle of tambourines.


‘… must not touch my gown with such sticky fingers, Charlie. I said …’


‘It’s not fair. She has more than me. And she held the prettiest monkey.’


‘… fail to see why we must mingle with such people. It’s not like you, Charles. I realize that you wish to …’


‘I want to be a ballerina. When I grow up I’m going to be a ballerina.’


Alix wanted to be an artist when she grew up. She had confided her ambition to no-one yet, knowing that she must choose the right moment to persuade her parents to let her go to art school in London.


When her sketchbook was full she stood up. Every page was crammed with drawings. Looking around, Alix realized that she could no longer see the Lanchburys. As the night closed in, the fair had become insubstantial, made of shadows. It had started to rain, a fine drizzle that gave the cobbles a gleaming, oily sheen. Uncoiling inside her was the fear that the Lanchburys had forgotten her, that they had driven back to the chateau without her. Alix tried to recall where they had left the motor-cars. Down that side street, surely … or had it been along that alleyway? She began to run. The rain stung her eyes. Then a hand grabbed her wrist and she spun round. An old woman jabbed at the lines of her palm with a calloused fingertip. Alix heard a gabble of words, but could not in her panic recall any French.


‘She wants to read your palm, Cousin Alix. She’s a fortune-teller.’


‘Ella.’ Alix felt dizzy with relief. ‘Where were you? I was afraid I was lost.’


‘The others are going back to the motor-cars. Papa sent me to fetch you. He’s very cross. He says that it’s late and you must hurry.’ Ella glared at the old woman. ‘Allez vous en, won’t you? Pas de l’argent. Allez vous en.’


The rain became heavier. Alix could see Uncle Charles’s hat, bobbing above the crowd, drops of rain drumming against the brim. Aunt Marie was surrounded by villagers, a flicker of ghostly-pale silk. Alix’s thin cotton dress clung damply to her shoulders, and for the first time that day she felt chilled. The villagers surged around the motor-cars, curious fingers reaching out to touch them. May and Ella’s shrill cries soared above the chatter and laughter.


‘’S not fair! It’s my birthday!’


‘I’m the eldest! I should go in Papa’s motor-car!’


‘Papa said—’ A scream. ‘You pinched me! Cousin Alix – Ella pinched me!’


‘Beastly little girl—’


A louder howl. ‘She stamped on my foot! Ow, ow!’


‘Good God, you two are not fit to leave the nursery.’ Uncle Charles’s cold voice cut through the rain. ‘As for you’ – he turned sharply to Alix – ‘don’t just stand there. See to them.’


‘Go with your mama, Ella,’ said Alix quickly. ‘May can come with us.’ Ella, triumphant, threaded through the crowds towards the Daimler.


Alix steered May towards the Boncourts’ car. May beat at her with her fists. ‘Not fair!’ she howled. ‘’S my birthday!’ Rain plastered May’s hair to her scalp, and her pale blue eyes were furious.


‘Oh, May!’ Alix wiped the tears from the little girl’s eyes. ‘We’ll have a nice time,’ she coaxed. ‘We’ll play I Spy.’


May flung herself face down on the back seat, threw her hands over her ears, and sobbed. Alix peered around the inside of the car. No Charlie. Just Robert, in the front seat, smoking a cigarette, his eyes half closed, humming to himself.


Suddenly anxious, Alix touched Robert’s shoulder.


‘Robert, where’s Charlie?’


Robert shrugged. ‘In the Daimler, I expect, mademoiselle.’ He stubbed out his cigarette, climbed out of the car, and turned the starting-handle.


There was the sound of small feet on the cobbles. Alix spun round. Daisy scrambled into the seat beside her. ‘Not going with Ella. Ella’s horrid.’


‘Daisy, where’s Charlie?’


Daisy, her thumb in her mouth, mumbled, ‘With Mama,’ and curled up next to her sister. Back in the driver’s seat, Robert pressed the accelerator, and the engine roared. Rain battered the cobbles; many of the passers-by had begun to run to escape the downpour. Kneeling up, Alix peered through the darkness and the rain. Her fingers touched the door handle. She could not, among the milling crowds, see Charlie. And the Lanchburys’ Daimler was already driving fast out of the village, forcing its way through the throng, its rear window a black, opaque mask.


Robert, too, began to head out of the village. Raindrops pounded against the roof of the car, and May sobbed noisily. Without Charlie, Alix’s arms felt empty. Daisy had slid into the footwell and was already asleep. Alix’s eyes, too, had become heavy. When she closed them, random scenes from the day fluttered behind her lids. The drive through the sunsoaked countryside. Charlie, brandishing his toy sword in the wood. The monkey, with its lost, sad eyes.


May’s tears had died away, replaced by slow, hiccupping breaths. Though Alix would have liked, like Daisy and May, to sleep, she did not seem able to. Though she ached with exhaustion, disjointed images continued to flicker through her mind. Whenever she began to drift off to sleep, something – the cry of a bird, the alteration in pitch of the engine as Robert changed gear – woke her. When the motor-car drew to a halt, she opened her eyes, expecting to see the lit windows of the Boncourts’ chateau. But instead, through the curtain of rain, she caught sight of a railway-engine, wheels and pistons churning, a long line of carriages tagged behind it, heading along the track that crossed the road ahead of them.


Robert spoke. Alix blinked, shaking her head.


‘Soldats,’ he repeated. ‘Soldiers.’ He gestured to the carriages. Through the endless passing windows, she glimpsed the bright reds and blues of the French uniforms.


‘Soon, I am a soldier,’ said Robert proudly. ‘I shall fight for my country. No more driving. No more cleaning stables.’ He threw back his head and laughed.


The train continued on its way, a long black and yellow serpent heading north. Alix could not see the Daimler. The road was empty.


At last, she fell into a deep, dreamless sleep. Parking in the forecourt of the Boncourts’ chateau, Robert had to shake her shoulder to wake her. Sleep sucked at her, trying to claw her back. She glimpsed Charlie’s toy sword, abandoned in the footwell of the car, and picked it up. She saw the Daimler, parked on the gravel. May and Daisy, stumbling with exhaustion, trailed beside her into the chateau. Alix ran upstairs, sword in hand. The nursery was dark, the nightlight unlit. She sensed as soon as she stepped into the room that it was empty, yet still she glanced inside the cot, and saw the plumped-up pillow, the turned-back sheet, and the nightshirt, neatly folded.


For the remainder of the night, for the remainder of her life, the conversation with Aunt Marie echoed inside her head.


Where’s Charlie? I wanted to kiss him good night.


Charlie? Charlie was with you.


No, Aunt Marie. Charlie went … and then the first glimmering of dreadful possibility, and the scratchy sound of her own voice repeating, Charlie went with you. Charlie went with you.


They were in the drawing-room. Aunt Marie had taken off her hat and veil. The gilt mirror reflected the dawning fear in her eyes.


‘Ella was with us.’ Marie Lanchbury pressed a bell. Her hand shook. ‘Only Ella. You are mistaken, surely, Alix.’


When Louise came into the room, Aunt Marie spoke to her. Louise shook her head. ‘I was going to bath the girls, madame.’


‘No, Louise. You must bring them downstairs immediately. And you must fetch Mr Lanchbury.’ Marie Lanchbury’s small, tapering fingers clasped and unclasped the pearl brooch she wore at her throat. ‘In the village … the village with the fair …’


The room filled with people. The three girls, Uncle Charles, the Boncourts. No Charlie. In the blink of an eye, the turn of a head, Alix knew that she must see him, clutching May’s hand, or peering out from behind Grand-père Boncourt’s legs.


Their voices echoed, staccato and disbelieving.


‘Left behind?’


‘The village …’


‘What nonsense. How can he have been left behind?’


‘Where’s Charlie? I want Charlie!’


‘Such a cry-baby, Daisy …’


‘He was in the other motor—’


‘No, Charles, no!’ Marie Lanchbury’s voice rose in a shriek. ‘He was not in the other motor! That’s what I am trying to tell you!’


A silence. Then, ‘Bon Dieu.’ Mme Boncourt sat down heavily.


‘He’s not in the house?’


A whisper. ‘I believe not, Charles.’


‘Who saw him last?’


‘In the village … He liked the bonfire …’


‘Bonfire?’


‘There was a fair, Maman. It was very crowded … dreadful people …’ Marie Lanchbury’s voice jerked and shook. ‘Gypsies, Charles. There were gypsies!’ Her twitching fingers returned to the brooch, ripping it from the fabric. ‘Gypsies steal children, don’t they!’ She broke off, staring at her husband. ‘Charles – Charles – you must go back – you must look for him …’ Her words became incoherent, choked with dry sobs.


‘Charlie was with Alix,’ said Ella. ‘She took him to see the monkeys.’


Where’s Charlie? Charlie was with you. Their faces turned to her, and their eyes focused on her, as they waited for her to speak. The room was silent except for Aunt Marie’s rasping, spasmodic breathing.


Memories entangled. Gripped by a rising panic, Alix could not recall their order. A plump finger stroking a monkey’s wizened hand. A paper cone, and sugar round Charlie’s mouth. Before the monkeys? After? She muttered, struggling to clear her thoughts, ‘I was drawing … I sat down on the steps …’


‘Drawing!’ Uncle Charles took a pace towards her. ‘You were drawing …’


‘But Charlie … where …? Tell us, Alix!’


‘I couldn’t see anyone. I got lost. Ella found me.’ She spoke in short, sharp, frightened gasps. ‘We went back to the motor-car.’ She screwed up her eyes. She must remember. Had she seen Charlie in the crowds, hurrying back through the rain? Had she glimpsed him, a flash of blue and white and copper curls, among the people milling round the cars?


She pressed her clenched fists against her forehead. ‘Ella and May were arguing. Ella went in Uncle Charles’s motor-car. I told May to get into Monsieur Boncourt’s car.’ Suddenly, she looked up at them. ‘Daisy came – yes, that’s it, Daisy told me that Charlie was in Uncle Charles’s car.’


‘Daisy?’ Mr Lanchbury glared at his youngest daughter. His voice was harsh. ‘Daisy? Is that true? Did you tell Alix such a thing? Did you tell her that Charlie was in the Daimler with us?’


Daisy’s thumb was in her mouth. Her eyes were dark and frightened, her hair a tangle of silver. She shook her head.


There was a peculiar sound. A low, unnerving moaning. Aunt Marie’s eyes were wide and staring as she rocked to and fro. Her fingers clawed at her hair, pulling tortured clumps from her neat coiffure.


Alix flinched as Uncle Charles turned towards her. No-one had ever before in her entire life looked at her like that. Such cold loathing.


‘You can’t even admit your carelessness, can you? You try to pass the blame to your little cousin. You promised to look after Charlie. Don’t you remember? You promised to look after him.’ Charles Lanchbury addressed his wife. ‘I shall go back to the village immediately. Charlie must still be there. Don’t worry, Marie – I shall find him.’


Alix knelt on the window seat, pressing her face against the pane. During the uncountable moments of waiting the house had fallen silent. She leaned against the glass, unmoving. Her hair had fallen over her face, but she did not flick it back. She knew that Charlie would be found. Why should he not be found? Someone in that great crowd of people would have noticed a small child, lost and alone. Someone would have taken care of him. She felt calm; there was just a peculiar ache beneath her ribs. When Charlie came home it would go.


She flickered between sleeping and waking. She saw a little boy, stumbling through woodland. His face was stained with tears, and his clothes were muddy and torn. Branches reached out to him, and the high canopy of leaves knotted overhead, excluding the sky. Naked roots tripped his small feet. Dark pools, slippery-edged, lay beside the path.


If Charlie is found, God, I’ll never be naughty again. I’ll never draw silly pictures, and I’ll always be obedient. I’ll go to church every Sunday. If Mother says I can’t go to art school, then I won’t fuss. I’ll stay here quite still until Charlie is found. I shan’t move at all. I shan’t sleep. If I don’t move, then he’ll be all right. Gentle Jesus meek and mild, look upon a little child … Her fingertips pressed against the glass. Every beat of her heart said his name.


She heard the sound of car wheels on gravel, and saw the motor-car, a blaze of light, drive into the forecourt. A word echoed through her head: please, please, please, please …


Everything seemed to be happening very slowly. Uncle Charles was climbing out of the Daimler. There was no child in his arms. Uncle Charles had driven, Alix told herself, so Charlie must be with Robert. But Robert’s arms were empty too. So Charlie was asleep in the back of the car. Please please please. The two men walked into the house.


Alix slid off the window seat. Her legs felt stiff, and her heart made its alarming drumming noise. She walked slowly down the wide, curving stairs, holding the banister.


Uncle Charles’s voice. ‘Nothing, I’m afraid. Not a sign.’


Grand-père Boncourt cursed.


‘I’ve spoken to the gendarmes. I’ll go back at dawn – scour the countryside … it’s so dark now … We must find him, Felix. I thought it best to—’ Uncle Charles, looking at the stairs, broke off.


Alix walked down to him. She touched his sleeve. ‘Let me come with you, Uncle Charles. Please let me come.’ The cloth of Uncle Charles’s jacket was rough beneath her fingers, and there was a strange feeling in her head, as though the bones of her skull were pressing too close together. ‘I know Charlie … I know the sorts of places he might go … He may have gone into the woods … did you look there? He may be hiding … he likes to hide. Take me with you. Please.’


Charles Lanchbury’s mouth twisted into a grimace. When he turned round, Alix’s hand fell away from his sleeve. Afraid that he might hit her, she took a step back. But instead, stooping beside her, he spoke.


‘You promised to take care of him. We should never have entrusted our son to someone like you. Never.’ His warm breath caressed her face.


Alone in the empty nursery Alix moved among Charlie’s belongings, the tips of her fingers lingering on the cheek of a rag doll, on a toy engine’s carved funnel. She glimpsed in the unshuttered window her own reflection: her crumpled dress, her blotched face, her wild hair. You promised to take care of him. In a corner of the room she curled herself into a ball, her forehead pressed against her knees, her arms folded over her head. Her grief, her guilt, suffocated her. When she closed her eyes, in the moment before she gave herself up to the darkness, she saw a small child running through a forest, his bright red-gold curls like small, dancing flames, dimming as the woodland closed round him.
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CHAPTER TWO



Their footsteps sounded unnaturally loud on the polished wooden stairs. Neither Derry nor his father spoke as they followed the blue-uniformed nurse. The silence of the place made Derry want to tell raucous, distasteful jokes, or to run through the dimly lit corridors, shouting. Churches always had a similar effect on him. The odour of disinfectant that permeated this building reminded him of the scent of incense.


As if she had read his mind, the sister looked back and said disapprovingly, ‘It’s the patients’ rest hour. You wouldn’t normally have been allowed to see Lieutenant Fox at this time of day, but as you have travelled some distance …’


At the end of the corridor, she opened a door. Derry caught a blurred glimpse of a man lying in bed, a dark-haired nurse standing beside him. He imagined weeping abscesses, blackened extremities, and his stomach lurched. He heard the sister say: ‘Why are you here, Gregory? And why are the blinds up? The patient is supposed to be resting.’ With a whirr a blind was flicked down and the room darkened.


‘My fault, sister,’ said Jonathan placatingly. ‘My wretched leg was giving me gyp, so I asked Nurse Gregory if she could do anything.’


‘Miss Gregory, Mr Fox,’ corrected the sister, but her voice had softened slightly. ‘Very well.’ She said to the younger nurse, ‘When you have finished here you may clean the sluice room.’


‘Yes, Sister Martin.’


‘Half an hour, gentlemen, and then the patient must rest.’ Sister Martin left the room.


Derry shut the door behind her. Miss Gregory pulled up the blind and the pale winter light washed back into the room.


Jonathan said, ‘Her bark’s worse than her bite,’ and Derry thought he detected a sceptical raising of Miss Gregory’s eyebrows. She had interesting eyes, a dark, censorious green.


‘How terrific to see you both,’ said Jonathan. ‘Father … Derry …’


‘How are you, old man?’


‘I’m very well, Dad.’


Mr Fox touched his elder son’s shoulder. ‘How’s the leg?’


‘Much better. Better every day.’


‘I brought you some grapes. They’re from Mrs Winstanley’s hothouse. Most generous of her …’


Derry made himself look properly at Jonathan. The wavy golden hair, the tanned face and smiling blue eyes (Jonathan, of course, would manage to smile when his leg had almost been blown off) were all unchanged. The blankets were folded back: Derry forced himself to look at his brother’s wounded leg. It would be bearable, he told himself, if he viewed it with scientific curiosity. The green-eyed nurse had gone back to her work.


He asked, ‘Have they got all the bits of shrapnel out? What if some of it ends up stuck in the middle? Do they just leave it there, or do they cut—’


‘Derry,’ hissed his father.


‘The doctors always try to remove all the debris. Or the wound may become infected.’ Miss Gregory’s voice was low and scornful.


‘I was unconscious when they did most of it,’ said Jonathan. ‘Out like a light. Lost a day and a half.’ He frowned. ‘Odd to know that it’s all over. I keep thinking I’ll have to go back. Every morning, when I wake up, I have to remind myself that it’s over.’


‘You did your bit.’ Cautiously, Nicholas Fox patted his elder son’s shoulder. ‘I’m proud that one of my sons was able to do their bit. Your king and country are proud of you, too, Jonathan.’


Derry went to the window and, leaning against the sill, looked out. Fallowfield nursing home had, before the carnage of 1916, been someone’s palatial country home. Velvety green lawns, now patched with ploughed squares growing rows of vegetables, extended as far as the open countryside of the South Downs. Beneath dank and dripping trees small groups of soldiers gathered, some in bath chairs, others on crutches. This entire great house, he thought, was populated by men who had done their bit.


The green-eyed nurse tucked the blankets neatly around her patient. ‘Does that feel any better, Mr Fox?’


‘Infinitely better. You are an angel.’


Miss Gregory’s features softened. Then she left the room.


Derry let out a breath. ‘Are they all like that? Harpies, I mean?’


‘She’s very sweet. Her—’


‘“Her bark’s worse than her bite,”’ repeated Derry. ‘If you’d been born in a different age, Jon, you’d no doubt have said the same of Lucrezia Borgia … or Bloody Mary … or …’


Jonathan smiled. Nicholas Fox said sharply, ‘Do be quiet, Derry, if you have nothing sensible to say.’ He pulled a chair over to Jonathan’s bedside. ‘Tell me about France, old chap. Tell me everything.’


‘I’m a bit tired, actually, Father. I’d love you to talk to me. Where’s Mother? Couldn’t she come?’


‘Your mother hasn’t been too well, I’m afraid.’


Jonathan looked anxious. Mr Fox hastened to reassure him. ‘The doctors don’t think it’s too serious. A return of the trouble she had last year. But she sends her love.’


‘And you must send her mine.’ Jonathan lay back on the pillows. Beneath the tan, his face was pale and strained. ‘Tell me about home, Father. How’s business?’


‘I keep busy. Campkins still appropriates many of the more profitable cases, I’m afraid.’


Campkins was a rival firm of solicitors. Jonathan made suitable noises.


‘I have always believed that they have undue influence,’ added Mr Fox. ‘Reginald Campkin’s elder brother was Sir Lionel Fripp’s land agent. Though, with Ronald gone, Reginald may find it hard to take on as much work as us. We may hope for a more equitable balance, perhaps.’


‘Ronald Campkin died at the battle of the Lys,’ explained Derry.


‘Three daughters …’


‘Might give you the edge, Dad.’


‘When you are well, Jonathan …’


‘Poor old Ronnie … never too bright, but …’


‘The business could do with a younger man.’


‘… dashed convenient of him to have stuck his head in front of that sniper.’


There was a short, shocked silence. Then, ‘Derry!’ cried Mr Fox.


‘I could do with some fresh drinking water,’ said Jonathan quickly.


‘Why will you’ – Nicholas Fox’s face was purple – ‘why will you persist in deliberately misinterpreting me?’


‘I only meant,’ said Derry innocently, ‘to point out that if one gloats over Mr Campkin’s lack of business prospects, one must necessarily also appreciate the efforts of the German sniper who finished off his son.’


Nicholas Fox rose to his feet. Jonathan gestured to the flask on his bedside table. ‘Do you think …?’


Derry tucked the flask under his arm and left the room. He was at the end of a long corridor. Some of the doors leading off the corridor were open, and some were shut. As he walked, he tried not to glance through the open doorways. Yet his gaze seemed dragged to them, and besides, whatever he saw was unlikely to be worse than the horrors that he imagined. Hearing moaning, he walked faster.


The place was a maze of narrow passageways and twisting flights of stairs, and he soon realized that he was lost. White-capped nurses scurried by, looking stern and purposeful. A fur-coated woman was pushing a patient in a bath chair: her son, presumably. The man’s legs were covered with a blanket – no, leg, Derry corrected himself; the blanket dipped horribly where the second leg should have been. He flattened himself against the wall, allowing room for the bath chair to pass, and then went on, searching for a bathroom, a kitchen, anything with a sink and a tap. He found himself longing for fresh air; glancing out of a window he imagined walking across that frost-tipped lawn and filling the flask from the fishpond. Then, hearing running water, he peered round a door. Not another sickroom, thank God. Some sort of washroom.


He opened the door fully, and saw Miss Gregory standing beside a large sink.


‘I wasn’t sure what a sluice was …’ Derry saw a towering column of chamber pots. ‘But I guessed it was probably something unpleasant.’


Her snapping green eyes focused on him. ‘Can I help you, Mr …?’


‘Fox,’ he reminded her. ‘Derry Fox.’


‘Yes.’ She frowned. ‘No. 17’s brother.’


‘Is that how you think of them? As numbers?’


She turned her back to him, and plunged her hands into the soapy water. ‘That way,’ she said, ‘when they die, I don’t mind so much.’


He looked at her. She was of average height but rather thin, with sharp, bony shoulders, and red hands and wrists – from the hot water, he supposed. Her thick, wavy dark hair was tucked under an unflattering cap.


He asked curiously, ‘Why are you Miss Gregory and not Nurse Gregory?’


A newly washed chamber pot thumped onto the draining board. ‘Because I’m a probationer, not a trained nurse.’


‘Is that why you get this sort of job?’


‘My, what a lot of questions, Mr Fox.’ Her sleeves were rolled up, and he saw the muscles stand out in her skinny arms as she scrubbed at the china with a brush. ‘But, yes, that’s why I get this sort of job.’


‘Why don’t you train to be a nurse, then?’


‘Because I’m not old enough.’


‘Ah,’ he said. ‘Another one.’


She paused for a moment, drying her hands on her apron, and then she turned and looked at him. ‘What do you mean, “another one”?’


He shrugged. ‘Like me. Too young for it.’ He took a packet of cigarettes from his pocket and offered it to her. She glanced at the door, and then nodded. He lit two cigarettes, handing one to her, and explained, ‘I was eighteen in May. Call-up’s eighteen and a half – November. A month ago, just as the war ended. I think that our generation – yours and mine – is always going to be insignificant. A sort of just missed generation. You know, not quite witnessing events of world-shattering importance.’


She inhaled her cigarette and said, ‘So?’


‘So we’ll probably never know quite what to do with our lives, and we’ll probably never come to anything much.’


‘Does it matter?’


‘It does,’ he said mildly, ‘to me.’


There was a silence. He felt that she was assessing him. Then she said, ‘Did you want to be a soldier?’


‘It’s not that. I should have been very bad at it, I expect, and they might not have taken me anyhow because I had pneumonia as a child. And besides, it would have meant following in big brother’s footsteps, and I think I’ve had just about enough of that.’


‘Don’t you like your brother?’


‘Of course I do. He’s kind and honourable and brave and generally everything a man should be.’


She stubbed out her cigarette in a saucer, and turned back to the sink. ‘You make that sound like a disease.’


‘Not at all.’


She held out her hand. ‘Give me the flask.’


He watched her carefully fill it with water. Handing it back to him, she said, ‘You should be proud of your brother, Mr Fox. He’s in pain all the time – did he tell you that? He never complains, and he never loses his temper. You should be proud of him.’


At dusk, walking around the grounds of the nursing home, Alix remembered what Derry Fox had said to her. We’ll probably never know quite what to do with our lives, and we’ll probably never come to anything much. And she had said, and meant, Does it matter? and he, with a blink of night-dark eyes, had replied, It does to me. When he had left the room, she had reflected that these days she thought little about anything other than her aching back and her sore feet, and the impossibility of getting through her work in the allotted time, and the importance of avoiding Sister Martin.


A twig snapped behind her, and she looked round. She smiled.


‘Captain North.’


‘Miss Gregory.’


Captain North had been a patient at the nursing home for almost two months. He was tall and thin, with gentle eyes and brown hair that had begun to grey at the temples.


He glanced at the book Alix held in her hand. ‘Were you sketching? I won’t interrupt you.’


She shook her head. ‘I thought I might, but the light’s not good enough.’


‘What are you drawing? Those hideous rhododendrons?’


They were standing at the edge of the shrubbery. She smiled. ‘They’re not very picturesque, are they?’


‘I suppose they’ll look splendid in the spring, when they’re in flower.’


‘I don’t think that either of us will be here in the spring, will we, Captain North?’


‘I suppose not.’ He looked at her. ‘What will you do?’


‘I’ve no idea. I’ve really no idea.’ We’ll probably never know quite what to do with our lives. Derry Fox’s words remained with her, unsettling her.


‘You look cold, Miss Gregory,’ he said. ‘Shall we walk?’


She strolled beside him through the trees. Sister Martin, if she saw them, would be disapproving. Fraternizing with the patients, Miss Gregory. She could make a country walk sound akin to prostitution. Sister Martin’s opinion, Alix reminded herself, might not matter much longer.


They headed up the slope through the woods. Alix slowed her habitual quick footsteps so that Captain North would not become tired. When they emerged from the trees and stood on the ridge, she saw the wide sweep of the South Downs, and beyond the sea, the first stars dappling its waters.


‘I never know,’ he said thoughtfully, ‘which view I prefer. The woodland, or the water.’


‘Oh, the sea,’ she said. ‘The sea. I hate the woods. So dark and dreary.’


He looked down at her. He had a kind, patrician, intelligent face. Shrapnel scars pitted one side of his jaw.


‘Now that, Miss Gregory, is the first time I have ever heard you express any strong opinion about anything.’


She did not reply. After a while he said, ‘I beg your pardon. I didn’t mean to offend you.’ Another short silence. ‘Would you let me see your sketchbook? I used to draw myself, you see, but this wretched arm …’


The right sleeve of his jacket was pinned emptily across his breast. Alix felt ashamed of her moodiness. She offered the book to him. ‘Of course. But they’re not very good, I warn you.’


He turned the pages. There was just enough light left to see. Some sketches were pencil, some pen and ink.


‘These are quite splendid. The summer house … you’ve caught the shading of the statuary very well. And this tumbledown cottage.’ He paused. ‘Who taught you perspective?’


‘My father,’ she said. ‘He taught me everything.’


‘He must be a very talented artist.’


‘He was,’ she corrected him. ‘He died six months ago.’


‘I’m sorry.’ He glanced at her. ‘You must miss him a great deal.’


‘I don’t really have time to miss him,’ she said, and, reclaiming her sketchbook, began to walk again. ‘I’m always busy.’


‘One makes oneself busy, doesn’t one?’ Captain North had quickened his pace to draw level with her. Below them, the full moon was perfectly mirrored in a circular dew pond. ‘I lost my father in 1914, and my elder brother last year. Since then, even when I’ve been on leave, I’ve tried not to let myself have time to think.’


She heard his breath rattle wheezily in his chest as he struggled to match his pace to hers. She stopped, one hand on his remaining arm to steady him.


After a while he said, ‘That’s the trouble with this place. Far too much time to think.’


Beneath her palm, she felt him trembling. ‘We should go back to the nursing home, Mr North,’ Alix said gently. ‘It’s late, and Sister Martin will have my guts for garters.’


That night, she dreamed of him again. She was dressing him: the velvet tunic with the lace collar, and the matching velvet knickers. Six tiny buttons on his boots. When she knelt down to push the buttons through the eyelets, the leather seemed to melt through her fingers. She reached out to him, but he retreated, just as he always did, dissolving into the shadows until he was no more than a red-gold curl, and a flicker of silver sword …


She sat up, clawing for breath. Her room-mate groaned irritably, ‘Oh, for God’s sake, Gregory, put a sock in it, won’t you?’ and turned onto her side, pulling the blankets over her head.


When her panic had subsided, Alix climbed out of bed. She knelt at the window, pulling back the curtain, resting her forehead against the cool glass. She rubbed at her lids with her fingertips, but they were dry. She didn’t cry for Charlie. She hadn’t cried since 1914.


Since she had begun to work in the nursing home, Alix had realized that back then she had had some sort of breakdown. She recalled the same symptoms in her fourteen-year-old self as she now saw in the shell-shocked soldiers at Fallowfield. Nightmares of a particularly unpleasant kind, that insinuated themselves into one’s waking hours. The patients saw dismembered corpses and fallen comrades, all the horrors of the trenches in the green lawns and quiet gardens of the nursing home. Alix herself had, four years ago, glimpsed little Charlie Lanchbury everywhere. Shadow children had hidden behind the trees in the garden, and had flitted through the crowds in the market place. In the park, she had seen him, over and over again: a flicker of sunshine through the trees, the gentle rhythmic movement of a swing. Yet whenever she had reached out to him he had dissolved, shimmering into invisibility.


Except for those visions, she could remember little of the months that had followed her return to England. She had survived because she had learned to shut away her memories of that summer behind a closed door in her mind. Her parents had colluded in her forgetting. Her father had forced her to accompany him on long, exhausting walks; he had insisted she learn the name of every flower, tree, and bird, and with gentle but stern discipline he had made her draw every view, every building. She had realized after a while that he was trying to put other memories into her head, to fill the void that Charlie had left. Her mother had only once referred to the summer’s dreadful events. ‘You mustn’t reproach yourself, Alix. You were too young for so much responsibility. We’ll put it behind us. We won’t speak of it again.’ And they had not. The name of Charlie Lanchbury was not mentioned in the Gregory household. But Alix had wept bitter tears over her mother’s words, understanding that she, like Charles Lanchbury, thought her to blame.


Other scars remained. She was warier now, less trusting. Least of all was she able to trust herself. She was content to clean her chamber pots and scrub her floors because you couldn’t make mistakes at that. Half the money she earned she sent home to her mother. The Lanchburys and the Gregorys had neither spoken to nor seen each other since 1914. Charles Lanchbury blamed his sister’s daughter for the loss of his only son, and in consequence he had neither attended Aylwyn Gregory’s funeral nor lifted a finger to help his impoverished widowed sister. The chain of blame and loss was forged ever lengthier: Beatrice Gregory now survived on the pittance she earned by taking in dressmaking, and on whatever Alix could spare from her wages.


Now, she saw Charlie only in her dreams. Looking out of the window to the darkened lawn below, Alix made herself look back, filling in the gaps. She remembered little of the journey home from France to England, only the horror in Aunt Marie’s eyes, and the bewilderment in the little girls’. Aunt Marie had not spoken throughout the entire journey. The loss of her son had broken her, reducing her to frozen, faltering helplessness, so that without her maid’s assistance she could not have alighted from the train at Calais, but would have remained in the corner of the carriage, motionless, staring into her own inner darkness.


Uncle Charles had sent his family home because France was about to declare war on Germany. He himself had remained in France to search for Charlie, enlisting, he had explained as he said goodbye to his mute wife, the help of both the gendarmerie and the local population. But within a few weeks the Boncourts’ chateau, the woods in which they had picnicked, and the village with the fair, had been trampled and broken by the Kaiser’s invading army. Uncle Charles had returned to England without his only son. Hope had died then, and Alix had lain in her bed, curled in a ball, not speaking, not eating.


In the course of the last four years the Great War had blasted to mud and shell-holes the golden fields of northern France. Country folk had been forced to leave their farms and villages as warring armies had criss-crossed the plains of Flanders and Picardy. If there had remained any trace of Charlie – a scrap of lace caught on a branch, perhaps, or a six-buttoned boot abandoned in a ditch – then war would have long since erased any such clue.


Alix glanced at her watch. Five minutes past four. Less than an hour before the rising bell. She crept back into bed, pulled the blankets over her head, and sank immediately into a dreamless sleep.


After breakfast, Sister Turner took her aside.


‘Special duty for you today, Gregory. No. 17 had a bad night – doctor’s worried about him, thinks someone should sit with him.’


‘Now, sister?’


‘Now, Gregory. Run along then.’


‘What’s wrong with him?’


Sister Turner’s plain, kind face creased into a frown. Jonathan Fox was everyone’s favourite.


‘They’re afraid the leg is infected. He may lose it, you see.’ She turned to go.


The blinds were drawn in room No. 17. Alix rolled them up six inches, enough to see clearly the patient lying in the bed. Jonathan Fox was awake, his eyes glittering feverishly, his face pale beneath the red stains along his cheekbones. Alix wrung out a cold flannel and placed it on his forehead, and said gently: ‘Well, Mr Fox, so you’re causing us all trouble again.’


He focused on her. ‘Don’t scold me, please, Miss Gregory. I’ve been scolded enough.’ His voice was a hoarse whisper.


‘I’m afraid you’re to be punished. I’m to sit with you today.’


His mouth curled into a smile. ‘What a delightful punishment.’


She perched on a stool beside his bed, and pressed the cool flannel against his hot face. He said after a while, ‘Talk to me, won’t you? I know it’s a bore, and that I must be pretty dull company lying about like this, but I would like you to talk to me.’


‘Don’t you want to sleep?’


‘Can’t, I’m afraid. My head’s full of such nonsense. Keeps me awake.’


‘I expect you’re a bit delirious, Mr Fox.’ Alix racked her brain for something to talk about, and then she began to describe to him the meadows and woods that surrounded her Suffolk home, so that he could walk in his mind’s eye with her through cool, leafy copses, and hear the rattle of the mistle thrush, and scent the rain on the damp beech leaves.


After a while he slept, and she fell silent, watching him. His long, dark gold lashes cast spiky shadows against his hollow cheeks. His hair curled in wet tendrils against his sculptured cheekbones. She wanted to stroke the damp locks back from his forehead, but she was afraid of waking him. She wondered how old he was … twenty … twenty-two, perhaps? No more, she thought.


After an hour or so he opened his eyes. ‘Still here, Miss Gregory?’


‘I’m afraid so. I told you, Mr Fox, you’re to endure my company for an entire day.’ She fetched a cup and straw from the bedside table.


‘Jonathan,’ he said, as she helped him sit up. ‘Please call me Jonathan.’


‘Then you’re to call me Alix.’ She put the straw to his mouth. ‘Though if you use my Christian name in Sister Martin’s presence, she’ll probably dismiss me on the spot.’


After he had drunk, she read to him. She thought he looked a little better; he even ate a few mouthfuls of lunch. But as the afternoon wore on, he began to shift on the pillow, unable to find a comfortable position. When the nurse came to dress his leg, Alix noticed that his wound was red and inflamed.


When they were alone again, Jonathan said, ‘You’re frowning, Alix.’


‘I was thinking about my mother’s birthday,’ she lied. ‘I can’t think what to give her.’


‘Mothers are tricky, aren’t they? I never seem to get it quite right. I gave my mother a terrarium – have you seen them? Dashed peculiar things, like little glasshouses, with half a dozen plants in ’em. But it made her asthma worse. Had to give it to the maid.’ Jonathan’s fingers plucked restlessly at the sheet. ‘Tell me about your family, Alix.’


‘There’s just me and my mother,’ she said, and smiled. ‘It was nice to meet your father and a brother yesterday, Jonathan.’


‘It was good of them to come,’ he said. ‘Quite a long haul.’


‘Where do they live?’


‘Andover.’ Jonathan attempted to smile. ‘I’m glad I wasn’t sharing a railway carriage with Father and Derry on the way home.’


Alix recalled the friction she had sensed between father and younger son. ‘Don’t they get on?’


‘They just rub each other up the wrong way. Some people are like that, aren’t they? They don’t mean anything. Derry’s great fun once you get to know him. He just likes to fool about sometimes.’ Jonathan looked fretful. ‘I wish Mother had been able to visit. She’s not well, Father said.’


Alix glanced at him sharply. She wondered whether Jonathan’s anxiety about his mother had contributed to his relapse. She tried to reassure him. ‘You mustn’t worry about your mother, Jonathan. You must concentrate on getting well yourself.’


‘She’s always been delicate. We try not to disturb her, but it must be awful for her when we’re all at home – three clumping great men, making a lot of noise and bother.’


‘I’m sure your mother doesn’t find you any bother at all.’


‘I’m supposed to take after her.’ Jonathan tried to sit up, reaching a shaking hand towards the bedside table.


‘Let me.’ Alix opened the drawer.


‘The wallet … there’s a photograph …’


She handed him his wallet, and he took out a small snapshot. ‘Look, she’s beautiful, isn’t she?’


Alix looked down at the photograph. She thought that although Mrs Fox was indeed beautiful – fair hair, like her elder son’s, piled on top of her head, and well-shaped, light eyes – there was a petulant droop about her mouth that marred her appearance.


‘She’s lovely.’ Alix propped the photograph against the lampstand so that Jonathan could see it from the bed. ‘You and your brother aren’t at all alike, are you?’


‘Dad’s father was Italian … I suppose that’s why Derry’s dark. Dad changed his name, of course … he’s a solicitor, you see, so it’s better to be plain and English. Gives people confidence.’ Jonathan’s words were fast and indistinct. ‘I’m supposed to join the family firm when I’m better … Derry, too, though I can’t quite see it. Too dull for Derry, family solicitor in an English country town. Not sure he’d stick at it. Wants to make his name, you see. Me, I don’t care for that sort of thing any more. At school … at school it was fun being head of house and captain of cricket and all that rot, but now I don’t seem to give a damn.’ He glanced quickly at her. ‘Sorry. My language …’


Alix took his hand in hers, stroking it, hushing him. After a while, he whispered, ‘You won’t let them take my leg off, will you?’ and she looked at him, her heart pounding, hoping that she had misheard him.


But he said again, ‘I couldn’t bear it … hobbling around like a cripple. You won’t let them take my leg off, will you, Alix?’


She found herself shaking her head, giving him the reassurance he craved, which was not hers to give. Eventually his eyes closed, and she sat watching him for a long time, not daring to move, certain that if she shifted as much as a muscle she would wake him.


Captain North said, ‘I saw you from the window, Miss Gregory. I was looking for you. Can you spare me a moment?’


Alix was sitting outside the nursing home, perched on the edge of the terrace, her cloak wrapped around her as she watched the rain drip from the branches of the yews. She had gone off duty half an hour previously, and had needed some fresh air.


They walked to the summer house. The small wooden building was circular, beamed with rustic, bark-covered branches. Cobwebs slung their grey trapezes between the rafters. Sleepy spiders, undisturbed for years, took days to traverse the conical ceiling.


‘So cold …’ she said, clutching her elbows.


‘I’ll light a fire. Here, take my coat.’ As he shrugged off his greatcoat, Captain North took a notebook from his pocket. ‘I thought you might like a look at this. It seems only fair after you let me see your sketchbook.’ He draped the coat around her shoulders, and then stooped in front of the stove.


Huddled on a bench, Alix turned the pages of the book. Images flashed before her eyes: a string of beads of pale shell, a vase ornamented with chevrons and waves, an eagle grasping a stag. She was transported from the cold, musty summer house to a different world. Here was a great stone building, pyramidal in shape, steps rising endlessly to its pointed apex, and there columns soared from rocky outcrops, and statues gazed proudly from ancient walls. She turned another page, and then snapped the book shut.


He glanced back at her. ‘I say. They’re not that bad, are they?’


She smiled. ‘They’re marvellous.’


‘A bad day?’


‘I had to special Mr Fox.’


‘That young chap – the yellow-haired chap? Didn’t he make it?’


‘They are afraid he may lose his leg. And when I looked at these … and saw how beautifully you draw … I realized how awful it must be for you.’


He put more sticks into the stove, and the flames roared. ‘What I mind,’ he said, ‘is not being useful any more.’ He stood up, dusting his hand against his greatcoat. ‘I’m an archaeologist, you see. I mean – I was an archaeologist.’


‘You found these things? The beads … the eagle …?’


‘The shell beads and the relief are from a site in Mesopotamia where I worked just before the war. We called it the Eagle’s Nest, after the copper eagle. We’d been digging for months and finding nothing and then we began to make these marvellous discoveries. But the season ended, and then, of course, war broke out.’


‘Will you go back?’


‘Someone will. Not me. What would be the point?’ He touched the empty sleeve of his greatcoat. ‘My patron’s trying to persuade me to set up another expedition next year, but I’ve refused him. I will not be a burden. I will not be a dead weight.’


Leaning against the window sill, Captain North took out his cigarettes and lighter. Alix, watching him fumble one-handed with the cigarette case, half rose to help him, but stopped when she caught the look in his eye.


‘I can’t dig any more, can I?’ he said. ‘And I can’t draw. And one needs to be able to draw – cameras areso cumbersome, and besides, they can’t capture the detail. Drawing’s not a common skill. It’s not easily replaced.’ He fell silent for a moment. Then he said, ‘I’m sorry – how tedious for you, after your tiring day. Smoke?’


He held out his cigarette case to her. Alix shook her head, but picked up the sketchbook again, and opened it at its final page.


‘Tell me where this is, Captain North.’ She looked down at the picture once more. The house, old and rambling and mysterious, was backed by woods and meadow.


‘That?’ When he smiled, his whole face lightened. ‘Oh, that’s Owlscote.’


The Foxes always went to the Winstanleys at New Year. Derry noticed that this year numbers were rather thin on the ground: influenza, or fear of influenza, he guessed. Bubonic plague might, Derry reflected, have kept the Foxes away. Nothing less.


They drank sherry and fruit cup in the drawing-room, and then a gong sounded, calling them to the dinner table. The food was dreadful, but he didn’t mind that, he never thought about food much. Boarding school had taught him not to mind lousy food. That first the hors d’oeuvres (unrecognizable things sharing a cocktail stick with a prune), and then the fish course (a fragment of smoked haddock, curling at the edges), were served on a silver salver by a uniformed manservant irritated him far more.


He amused himself by guessing the Christian names of the various guests. The gentleman opposite with a nicotine-stained moustache (‘Let me introduce you to Mr Farrell, who has just moved into The Beeches’) was obviously a Horace. And the woman with the black pearls at the far end of the table, who had a faintly exotic air, must be called something foreign. Christina, or Kezia, or Natalia.


After cheese and fruit, the women left the table, and Derry, seeing that otherwise he would become entrapped with his father and Horace and dreadful Mr Winstanley, said loudly, ‘Fishbone,’ and pointed to his throat, and dashed out of the room. Then he wandered around the house, which was large and overfurnished and damnably cold. At the back of the house was a conservatory. Condensation trailed down the inside of the windows. Derry opened a door and stepped inside.


A wall of damp heat struck him, and he coughed. A bored voice said, ‘Close the door, won’t you, darling, or this place will be as deathly as the rest of the house.’


He saw the woman with the pearls. Christina or Kezia or Natalia. He shut the door.


The conservatory was vast and fecund. A narrow stone path wound between banks of flowering shrubs and fruit bushes. ‘Like Eden,’ he said, looking around.


‘It reminds me of home.’ She was smoking, backed by a mass of cloudy blue flowers. ‘Lima.’


‘Peru?’


She focused on him.


‘Geography’s my favourite subject,’ he said facetiously.


She exhaled a stream of smoke and held out to him her cigarette case. ‘Gasper? Or aren’t you old enough?’


‘I’m eighteen,’ he said, accepting a cigarette.


Her brows rose slightly. With a flick of her lighter she lit his cigarette. He could not guess her age, he was no good at ages. Slightly older than Mother, he estimated from the faint crêpiness about her throat and the small meshes of lines to the corners of her eyes.


‘I always imagined South Americans to be dark-eyed,’ he said. Hers were speedwell-blue.


‘I was born in England. But I married a businessman who worked in Lima, and lived there all my married life.’


‘Is your husband dead?’ She was wearing black.


‘Last May.’ She touched the string of black pearls she wore round her neck. ‘Rather Gothic, don’t you think?’


‘Splendidly.’ He asked curiously, ‘What was he like? Was he interesting? Do you prefer to be a widow, or not?’


Her brows lifted again. ‘Such questions. Most people confine themselves to muted expressions of condolence. Still’ – and she stubbed out her cigarette in a plant pot – ‘since you ask, he was not in the least interesting, he was very dull. But because of him, I’ve seen interesting things.’


‘Places or people?’


‘Both. He was absent from home a great deal, so I was able to have an interesting lover. Don’t look so shocked, my dear – what’s your name, by the way?’


‘Derry,’ he said. ‘Derry Fox.’


She smiled. ‘My name’s Sara Kessel. I was born Sarah, but that’s rather dull, isn’t it? I became Sara when I married. It’s important to reinvent oneself every now and then, don’t you agree?’


‘Absolutely,’ he said fervently. Though it irked him that recently he hadn’t been able to decide what to reinvent himself into.


‘As for your last question …’ Her eyes narrowed, chips of blue between darkened lashes. ‘In some ways it’s better to be a widow than a wife, and in other ways it’s worse. One has control of one’s own finances at last. I’m not in the habit of giving advice to young men, Derry, but if I were to do so, then I would tell you to become financially independent as soon as possible. Financial independence means freedom, you see. On the other hand’ – she began to walk along the stone path; Derry followed her – ‘on the other hand, one needs an escort, and people have a habit of taking pity on one and expecting one to appear at appallingly dull social occasions. Such as this evening.’


‘It was excruciating,’ he agreed. ‘My father adores Mrs Winstanley because she’s related to landed gentry. But she always makes me think of a teacake.’


‘A teacake?’ She paused, one hand resting on the trunk of a peach tree.


‘You know – yellowish complexion, little dark eyes like currants, little dark mouth.’


‘A teacake …’ she murmured. ‘I hadn’t thought.’


He was suddenly anxious. ‘Mrs Winstanley isn’t a bosom friend of yours, is she?’


Mrs Kessel shook her head. ‘A bosom friend? No. Not at all.’ She glanced up. ‘Pick me a peach, won’t you, Derry? They’re too high up. I can’t reach.’


He found a foothold in the peach tree’s twisted trunk, and reached up and pulled off a ripe peach. He handed it to her, and she bit into the velvety flesh, and closed her eyes, and said, ‘Mmm. Divine.’ A small dribble of peach juice trailed down her chin. He watched, fascinated.


‘Bite?’ she said, and held out the fruit to him.


He bit where she had bitten. ‘Like Eden,’ she said softly. Then the door opened.


‘Sarah? Sarah, are you there?’ Through the vegetation, Derry glimpsed Mrs Winstanley.


‘Yes, Marion,’ called Mrs Kessel. ‘Over here. I’m just coming.’ Then she whispered to Derry, ‘My sister-in-law – Marion Winstanley is my sister-in-law.’


He felt his face go hot. A square of card was pressed into his hand. ‘When you are next in Town, and fancy a teacake,’ she added, and left the room.


Jonathan Fox caught Alix Gregory as she came out of the sluice.


‘I’m leaving today,’ he told her. ‘Given the all-clear by the quack.’


Her face broke into a smile. ‘I’m so pleased, Jonathan.’


‘Leg’s still a bit stiff, but I’ll be A1 in a few months.’ He delved into his greatcoat pocket. ‘I wanted to give you this.’ He took her hand, and pressed the small parcel into it.


‘You shouldn’t …’ Her pale skin reddened.


‘I know it’s against the rules and all that, but I wanted to say thank you. I couldn’t have borne hobbling about on a peg-leg. You pulled me through, you know.’


‘Nonsense,’ she muttered. ‘Such nonsense.’ But she looked pleased.


He watched her untie the string. He felt a momentary pang of anxiety for her, and he wondered what would happen to her when this place closed down. It was already, in the early February of 1919, half empty.


‘Oh, Jonathan, it’s lovely!’ She cradled the tiny penknife in her palm.


‘For sharpening your pencils, you know. Girls never seem to have a decent knife.’


‘So sweet of you.’


He heard footsteps coming down the corridor, and said, on a sudden impulse, ‘Write to me, won’t you, Alix?’ He scribbled his address on a piece of paper and thrust it into her hand. ‘Please.’


As Jonathan left Fallowfield, the sun and blue sky gave the illusion of spring. As he climbed into the cab, he reflected that his anxiety had not only been for Alix, but for himself also. He had not spent more than a fortnight at a time at home since he had joined up towards the end of 1916. The nursing home had become more familiar to him than the drawing-rooms and gardens of the house in which he had been born. He had, after one and a half years of active service, become unused to family life, to civilian conversation, to women. Especially women. There had been no women at Fallowfield, only dragons or chums. Sister Martin had been a dragon, but Alix Gregory had become a chum.


On the train to London, Jonathan sat back and watched the countryside speed by, and tried not to think of anything. At Victoria, people jostled him, and his leg ached. He caught sight of Derry, standing by the barrier, and waved, and let the crowds carry him along the platform towards his brother.


‘Where’s Father?’


‘Couldn’t make it. Something came up at the office.’


Jonathan held out his hand; Derry ignored it and embraced him. ‘I’ll take your rucksack.’


Jonathan thought that Derry looked awful, worse than him probably. Dark shadows beneath his eyes, and a cough that he tried unsuccessfully to stifle.


‘It’s all right. I can manage.’


‘Shall we lunch in London, or are you impatient to get back to the family bosom?’


‘We’ll lunch here, I think.’ They headed out of the station.


They ate in a café on Vauxhall Bridge Road. Or rather Jonathan ate, and Derry pushed pieces of sausage and potato around his plate. This irked Jonathan after a while, so he said: ‘What’s wrong? Aren’t you well?’


‘Oh, I’m fine, fine. Apart from this stupid cough.’ He smiled absently. ‘People tend to dive for cover as soon as they see me – they’re afraid I’ve got influenza.’ He looked at Jonathan. ‘I’m trying to make a decision, you see.’


‘Tell me.’ The waitress cleared their plates away; Jonathan ordered jam roly-poly.


‘A friend suggested I call when I was next in Town.’


‘Is that all?’ Jonathan felt relieved. ‘Go ahead. You don’t need to hold my hand. I’m perfectly capable of getting home by myself.’


‘Oh, I know. Head of house … Thingummy Prize for all-round manliness … medals. I do understand that a little train journey won’t worry you, Jon.’


‘Then go and see him.’


‘Her.’


Jonathan poured custard over his pudding. ‘Anyone I know?’


‘Mrs Winstanley’s sister-in-law.’ Derry tapped at the edge of the table with a small square of card. ‘I met her at New Year.’


‘Decent of her to invite you.’ Jonathan looked at his younger brother. ‘You don’t have to go, Derry. I know you find that sort of thing rather … dull.’


‘I don’t think it’ll be dull, Jon.’ He grimaced. ‘Just a bit terrifying.’


‘Terrifying? Tea and scones and reminiscences?’


‘The thing is,’ said Derry, ‘the thing is, I think that she’ll expect me to go to bed with her.’


Jonathan dropped his spoon. The waitress, clearing the adjacent table, paused, straining to listen.


‘If someone offers you a bite of a peach and talks about the Garden of Eden, that’s what they mean, isn’t it?’


Jonathan didn’t know what Derry was talking about. He said quietly, ‘Derry, I think you’ve got the wrong end of the stick. For heaven’s sake … Mrs Winstanley’s sister-in-law …’


‘Sara. Her name’s Sara. Rather nice, don’t you agree?’ Derry’s eyelids lowered. ‘And it’s not that I mind – she was perfectly charming – it’s just that I might feel rather out of my depth. I mean, it’s one thing with a girl one meets in a pub – one knows the rules, after all – but with someone like that … well, it could be rather terrifying, couldn’t it?’ He clutched his stomach, and added plaintively, ‘That’s why I can’t eat. I can never eat when I’m nervous. I’m afraid I’ll be sick.’


Jonathan quickly pushed a glass in front of him. ‘Have some water. That’ll do the trick.’ He sighed. ‘Derry, I’m sure that you’ve got this all wrong. But if you don’t want to call on this woman, then don’t. It’s quite simple.’


Derry sat for a while in silence. One long finger ran round the edge of the visiting card, crushing and fraying the corners. Suddenly he stood up.


‘No, I must go. You have to make the most of opportunities, don’t you? If I don’t go, then I’ll always wonder what might have happened. And I couldn’t bear that.’


After her interview with Sister Turner, Alix walked aimlessly through the nursing home. Fallowfield had begun already to acquire an unfamiliarity, the smallest sounds echoing in the vast, empty corridors, wheelchairs and bedsteads heaped gleaming and unused in side rooms.


She was supposed to return immediately to her duties, but she paused at Captain North’s room, rapping on his door with her knuckles.


Edward North opened the door. ‘Any news?’


‘A week’s notice.’


‘I’m sorry. Come in, Alix.’


As the number of patients at Fallowfield had declined, Alix and Edward North had been thrown increasingly into each other’s company.


She shut the door behind her. ‘Sister Turner said that they intend to close Fallowfield by the end of the month.’


‘I was given my marching orders yesterday.’


‘They’ve found places for some of the nurses in other hospitals, but there’s nothing for me. Girls who can scrub chamber pots are two a penny. Sister Turner was quite kind – I explained that I have to earn my living, and she suggested other jobs I could do.’


‘What other jobs?’


‘I could be a paid companion. I could work for a gentleman who was wounded in the war. Someone who needs someone to look after them – not nursing care, exactly, but to help them wash and dress, that sort of thing.’


‘It sounds … dreary.’


‘It would be work,’ she said firmly. ‘I thought I should start looking at newspaper advertisements.’ Alix patted her pocket. ‘Sister Turner’s written me a reference.’


There was a silence, and then he said, ‘Could you meet me at the edge of the woods after lunch, Alix? There’s something I’d like to say to you.’


They had fallen into the habit of walking along the Downs together; she sketched a little, he enjoyed the fresh air and the open spaces.


‘I’m supposed to be on duty.’


‘You already have your reference.’


Alix smiled. ‘Yes, I do. Very well, Edward. After lunch.’


When she had finished washing up the last of the pudding bowls, Alix threw her cloak around her shoulders before she ran outside. Hurrying through the damp pine needles that carpeted the wood, she caught sight of Edward North standing on the ridge, silhouetted against the puffy white clouds that darted across the horizon.


Hearing her footsteps, he turned and smiled and held out his hand to her, helping her up the last few feet of the slope.


‘Are we walking to the dew pond or to the cliffs?’


‘The dew pond, I thought. Too blowy for the cliffs.’


She took his arm. The long grass brushed at her legs, soaking the hem of her grey dress. Eventually he said: ‘When we spoke this morning, Alix, about your future, you didn’t mention the possibility of marriage.’ He glanced at her. ‘You’re young and pretty. Isn’t there anyone?’


‘I’m afraid not,’ she said lightly. ‘Not a lovelorn suitor in sight.’


Gulls soared overhead, shouting raucously as they headed for the coast. ‘I’ve often wondered,’ he said, ‘did you lose someone in France?’


She stiffened. ‘What do you mean, Edward?’


‘I don’t mean to pry. Only I’d like to know … and you sometimes seem unhappy, that’s all.’ He sighed. ‘I’ve lost people myself so I recognize the symptoms.’


They had reached the dew pond. Staring down at the circular dark waters, she took a deep breath. ‘You’re right, I did lose someone in France.’ She stopped, unable to continue. She would never, ever tell anyone about Charlie. If she told Edward North, then he would look at her as Uncle Charles had done, judging her, utter contempt chilling his eyes.


‘You don’t have to tell me about it,’ he said gently. ‘I just needed to know … that much.’ They began to walk round the circular rim of the pond. ‘Most women want marriage and children, you see.’


‘Not me,’ she said fiercely. ‘I shall never want children.’


He frowned. ‘Never,’ she repeated.


‘In that case’ – and she saw him rub his forehead with his fingers – ‘in that case, I have a proposition to make to you. No … a proposal.’ He closed his eyes for a moment, and then, opening them, said, ‘I wondered whether you would consider marrying me.’


Alix heard herself gasp. She had, over the past few months, become fond of Edward North. But as a friend, nothing more. Her heart hammered against her ribs.


She began to speak, but he put up a hand to stop her. ‘Please hear me out, Alix. Let me explain. I know I’m not much of a catch.’ He grinned wryly. ‘One-armed and my lungs shot to pieces by mustard gas. I’m hardly the answer to a maiden’s prayer.’


‘It’s not that—’


‘It’s best to face up to these things, don’t you agree? I’m crippled and I wheeze and I’m thirty-five years old. Whereas you are young and whole and healthy.’ His eyes were fragments of granite, and the wind whipped the ends of his scarf against his thin face. ‘You must understand that I’m not suggesting a conventional marriage. I’m not such a fool as to think you should want that. I’m proposing a marriage in name only – a marriage of convenience, I suppose.’ He looked at her. ‘Do you understand me, Alix?’


When she did not reply he said brusquely, ‘There would be no children. No possibility of children. I wouldn’t expect you to share a bed with me.’


‘Oh.’ She looked away from him, her face hot, staring down to where the dark water licked the grass.


‘That’s why I needed to know whether you wanted children. This is … a business proposition. Lord Maycross has written to me again.’
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