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ONE


“Mrs. Fletcher, my lady.”


“Daisy, darling,” Lucy said languidly, not rising from the Empire chaise longue where she reclined. Her slender figure was draped in a peach silk negligée adorned with a froth of lace, oddly incongruous with her dark, sleek bob.


“Hello, darling.” Daisy pulled off her gloves. “It’s filthy out.” She trod carefully across the Aubusson. Her shoes were damp though she had only crossed the pavement from the taxi and had wiped her feet vigorously on entering the house. Even in St. James’s, the streets could not be kept clear of snow and slush.


“Too divine of you to come struggling through the knee-high drifts.”


“Not quite that bad, though I think there’s more to come. Three inches is a lot for London in March, and of course we have more up in Hampstead. It’s beautiful, but messy. Your note sounded urgent, darling. What’s up? Are you ill? You’re never ill.”


“I’ll tell you in a minute.”


The door to the boudoir opened again, to admit the butler with a tray of coffee and biscuits. As he arranged it on a low table

beside the chaise longue, Daisy looked round the room. Lucy had had the downstairs rooms of the Georgian town house done over in the latest Art Deco style, but here, in her private room, mellow antiquity reigned. It contrasted also with her strictly utilitarian studio and darkroom in the basement.


Over the satinwood bureau hung a photographic portrait of Gerald, Lucy’s husband. It was surrounded by the original photos she had taken for the book of follies she and Daisy had produced together. Daisy was sure the display was symbolic, but whether of the folly of men or the folly of women entrusting their lives to men, she had never asked.


The warmth of the central heating was supplemented by glowing coals in the grate. Daisy took her gloves and scarf, stuffed them in her pockets, and unbuttoned her coat.


“Aargh,” moaned Lucy. Clapping her hand to her mouth, she jumped up, sped to the door, and disappeared.


Daisy looked after her friend in astonishment and concern.


“I’m so sorry, madam,” said the butler.


“What’s wrong, Galloway? Lady Gerald looked awfully pale!” In spite of her usual exquisite maquillage.


“I’m afraid the aroma of coffee … discommodes her ladyship, madam. At present.”


“Nauseates her? Then why on earth did she order it?”


For a moment he gazed at the ceiling, as if seeking inspiration, before deciding to enlighten her. “Her ladyship is endeavouring to overcome her … discomfort by force of will, I believe, madam. I have heard her ladyship remark that it’s ‘all in the mind.’ ”


“Oh dear!” Daisy had to suppress a giggle. “How very Lucy. Take it away, please, Galloway, and bring tea. I suppose tea is all right?”


“Oh yes, madam. Very weak China, without lemon. On no account Earl Grey.”


“No, I remember when I was …” All too clearly. “Thank you, Galloway.”


“Madam will await her ladyship’s return?”


“Good heavens, yes.”


“Very good, madam.” He gathered up the coffee set and carried it off.


Daisy also remembered that when she herself was in the same condition, Lucy had told her it was all bosh, she was as healthy as a horse. As a result, she didn’t feel as much sympathy as she might have otherwise. She nibbled pensively on one of the ginger nuts the butler had left. Ginger was good for nausea.


Lucy’s return coincided with the arrival of the tea.


“Sorry, Daisy,” she said, sitting down as the butler unloaded his tray. “That will be all, thank you, Galloway.”


The butler bowed and once again departed.


“Darling, you’re preggers at last! Congrats.”


Lucy grimaced. “I apologise for any sarky remarks I made when you went through this misery.”


“It’s horrid, isn’t it? Let’s hope it’s as short-lived as mine was. Are you all right later in the day?”


“Yes, as long as I’m careful what I eat for lunch.”


“I bet Gerald’s thrilled.”


“In his quiet way.”


“Have you told your people?”


“Not yet. I’ll be seeing the parents soon. We’re having a big family gathering at Haverhill for my grandfather’s birthday. He’s very shaky, and it may be his last. Practically everyone will be there, though I do hope that loathesome little toad Teddy won’t have the cheek to turn up.”


“Your cousin Edward?”


“Second cousin, if you please.”


“Why, what’s he done to earn your ire?”


“What hasn’t he done! Obviously you don’t read the gossip columns. He was always a bit of a tick, but since he inherited most of Aunt Eva’s money, he’s been behaving like an unmitigated bounder.”


“Oh dear!”


“His latest exploit is getting himself cited in a breach of promise case. Not easy-come, easy-go Chelsea studio people, either, though I gather he frequents their company as well as the smart set. You remember the free-and-easy lot we used to know when we lived there.”


“How could I forget?”


“In fact, a thoroughly respectable girl hitherto, or so it’s claimed, in spite of being a foreigner. One can only be glad Teddy isn’t a Fotheringay.”


“Devenish, isn’t he? Yes, Angela’s his sister.”


“Have you kept in touch with Angela? Frankly, I don’t know what you see in her. I suppose she’ll be at Haverhill, with a dog or two in tow. Thank goodness I’ll have a good excuse for withdrawing from the maelstrom when I can’t stand it any longer.”


“You’re going to tell every one the news?”


“Not likely! Not at this stage. Mother, of course, and she can tell Father if she wants to. And Tim, I expect. They’re the only people who’ll notice if I disappear from the festivities now and then. Or at least, the only ones whose opinions I care for. Speaking of opinions, what do you think of this?” Lucy looked down at her lacy negligée with a frown.


“Is it the latest thing?”


“Darling, I never wear the latest thing, I wear the next thing.”


“You don’t give a straw for my opinion on fashion, so you won’t take any notice, but I wouldn’t have said it’s really your style. The peach colour suits you, though.”


“The lace suits the way I feel, fragile and in need of cosseting.”


“Gerald will cosset you whatever you wear, darling. If you look too fragile, he may go all male and bossy and try to make you give up photography.”


“I can’t work in the darkroom, anyway. The smell of the chemicals is as bad as coffee. Worse!”


“With any luck, it won’t last long. Are you going to keep up the photography after the baby’s born?”


“Of course. Daisy, how did you find the twins’ nanny? I suppose I must start thinking about that sort of thing.”


“You haven’t got a faithful family retainer on either side who will be devastated if she isn’t asked to be Nurse?”


Lucy pulled a face. “Not one I would want in charge of my child.”


“Mrs. Gilpin was personally recommended to me by a friend whose children were too old for a nanny. She’s very good with the twins.”


“But …?”


“I didn’t say ‘but.’ ”


“I heard it coming.”


Daisy sighed. “But she tries mercilessly to boss Alec and me, not that we knuckle under. She disapproves of parents visiting the nursery whenever they please or taking the babies for walks. Children should appear in the drawing room briefly at teatime.”


“The way we were brought up.”


“Yes, and truth to tell, my mother being the way she is, I’m glad. But Alec and I enjoy playing with them.”


“And you don’t mind battling Nanny,” Lucy said dryly. “You’ve kept her on in spite of her attitude.”


“She’s very good with the children. And good or bad, like other servants, nannies aren’t so easy to come by in 1928 as they were in 1908.”


“I don’t suppose you could pass yours on to me. I expect her style would suit me.”


“The twins are only just three. Though we are thinking of sending them to the local Montessori kindergarten school … If I were you, I’d start asking friends and family for recommendations.”


“What a frightful bore. No doubt as soon as I break the news, everyone will start giving me advice.”


“I escaped a lot of that because I already had Belinda when I got pregnant. People sort of assumed I must know about childraising.”


“Oh yes, your little stepdaughter. How is she?”


“Honestly, darling, you are hopeless. She’s not a little girl now, she’s fourteen and long since away at boarding school.”


“Don’t tell me that. It makes me feel old. Thirty! Are we really thirty this year?”


“It does sort of creep up on one.”


They fell silent for a moment, contemplating with dismay the approach of middle age.


“Does having a fourteen-year-old daughter make you feel older?” Lucy enquired, not without a hint of malice.


“Only when people comment on it. Which reminds me, I’m going to be in charge of a sixteen-going-on-seventeen-year-old for a week during the Easter hols. I’m sure that will make me feel old, but no one is likely to presume she’s my own.”


“What? Who?”


“Geraldine and Edgar’s brood, all of them.”


“Those West Indians they adopted? The black family? Are they adopting them legally or just informally.”


“Legally. The case is wending its way through the courts.”


“How on earth did you get yourself landed with them at Easter?”


“I offered. Cousin Geraldine wants them to see the sights of London. As she’s never lived in town and rarely visited, she asked my advice about what to see.”


“I hope she’s not expecting you to give the girls advice on fashion!”


“No fear! They’re a bit young to be worrying about that anyway. Anita’s sixteen and Dolores just fifteen, I think. We’ll be taking them to the zoo and the museums and the Changing of the Guard, that sort of thing. Kew Gardens, perhaps. Which reminds me, have you ever been to the Crystal Palace?”


“No, never. Its heyday is long past. Queen Vicky may have frequented the place in the early days, and our sort of people went on going to concerts there, but it was going downhill even before the war. The Army using it for training didn’t help, of course. There was a bit of a revival when the Imperial War Museum moved in, but they moved out again a couple of years ago. It’s strictly hoi polloi now, from what I’ve heard.”


“But neither a haunt of vice nor a desolate ruin?”


Lucy laughed. “Not to my knowledge. I daresay the children would enjoy a visit and you’ve never worried about consorting with hoi polloi.”


“The thing is, my American editor wants an article about it, and Belinda is very keen to go. She’s often seen it from Hampstead Heath, as one can on a clear day. One of her friends told her it was fun. It sounds to me like the sort of outing that would be more fun with companions.”


“As long as you don’t expect me to accompany you,” Lucy said with a shudder.


“Not likely! I meant the young people, though I wouldn’t mind another adult to keep me company. Hmm, Sakari might like to bring Deva along.”


“Your Indian friend? No doubt another brown face or two will make your cousins feel more at home.”


“I should hope they’ll jolly well feel at home in my house with or without Sakari!”


“In your house? Won’t they be using the Dalrymple town house?”


“Legally, Mother has the use of it, you know. As soon as Geraldine broached the possibility of borrowing it, Mother decided she had long-laid plans to spend April in town. Typical of Mother. She claims there isn’t room for all of them.”


“Bosh!”


“Absolutely, darling.”


“More room than in your house.”


“No, actually. We have plenty, even if Geraldine changes her mind about leaving them entirely to my care.”


“She’s not coming to lend a hand?”


“She’s very good with the children, especially the boys, but she’s also a magistrate and active on all sorts of local committees, as well as the parish council.”


“Good heavens, how exhausting!”


“She’s thriving on it. She’s really found her feet and her niche. And of course Mother says such behaviour is beneath the Viscountess Dalrymple.”


“What does the Dowager Viscountess say about the African horde moving into Fairacres?”


“They’re Trinidadian, not African. In any case, you know I stopped listening to Mother’s tirades years ago. Though I gather it’s reawakened her grievance about Edgar’s inheriting Fairacres, just when I hoped she was coming to terms with that. But that’s Mother for you. She still carries on about Alec being a policeman, though we’ve been married for nearly five years. She’s not going to change.”


“I expect not. I remember you telling me years and years ago that Gervaise was the son and heir, Violet was the good daughter, and you were the naughty daughter. I wouldn’t be surprised if all your unconventional notions come from knowing that whatever you do, she will disapprove.”


“Darling, you sound just like Sakari!”


“Sakari?” Lucy raised delicately painted eyebrows. “What do you mean?”


“She’s a glutton for self-improvement. She’s always going to lectures and psychology is one of her favourite subjects.”


“Has she told you the same, that you’re still rebelling against your mother?” Lucy asked, sardonic but interested.


“Hardly. She’s never met Mother and I’m still sufficiently filial not to talk about her with anyone but you and Alec.”


“How wise.”


“As for unconventional, you’re a fine one to talk! Who signed up as a Land Girl when she could have found a nice, comfortable job in a ministry?”


Lucy groaned. “And regretted it. I must have been mad.”


“And then set up as a photographer in a Chelsea studio instead of immersing herself in the fashionable world. And refused to stop working when she married.”


“All right, all right! I concede, at least to some extent. It’s a frightful bore not being able to work in the darkroom at the moment. The fumes are altogether too much for my poor tum.”


“I’m not surprised. I have a vivid memory of the smell of your shed in the garden in Chelsea.”


“One gets used to it. I daresay I shall even grow used to being a mother.”


“You’re welcome to come and practise on mine, and on Geraldine’s brood while they’re here.”


“Thanks, but no thanks! Be honest, darling, weren’t you the least little bit put out at suddenly finding yourself with a horde of negro cousins?”


“It wasn’t really so sudden. I’d known for ages that a great-great uncle—or whatever he was—had gone to the West Indies, so it was always a possibility. Besides, when we met them at Christmas, I liked them. Which is more than you can say for your cousin Edward.”


“True,” Lucy admitted with a moue of distaste. “Very true.”




TWO


Daisy’s stepdaughter, Belinda, came home for the Easter holidays. The gales that had swept across the country the previous day died down during the night. In the morning it was still blustery, but the sun shone.


Sakari, as had become customary, had offered her car and chauffeur to pick up Belinda along with her own daughter, Deva, and their friend Elizabeth, at Liverpool Street station. After breakfast, Daisy rang up her friend on the telephone to make sure the arrangement stood. Though Sakari usually had the use of the Sunbeam tourer, occasionally her husband, a high official at the India Office, had unexpected need of it.


“Do not worry, Daisy, Kesin will meet the train on time and deliver Belinda to you.”


“Oh, good. I’ve been meaning to ask you whether you and Deva would like to come to the Crystal Palace with us one of these days. ‘Us’ being the new cousins from Fairacres. I told you they’re coming to stay with us in a few days’ time.”


“The children from the West Indies? I shall be interested to meet them.”


Daisy had sudden qualms. “I’m told the Crystal Palace has gone downhill since the days when Queen Victoria used to pop in now and then. Belinda very much wants to go and I promised to take her, but perhaps you—”


Sakari chuckled. “My dear Daisy, I have already visited it, more than once. The exibits are most instructive, though the display of Indian culture is by no means extensive considering the size and variety of my country. They do however give one a starting point for further studies.”


“It sounds interesting for the older girls. I’m afraid it may not amuse the younger boys.”


“For children it is excellent. When they grow restive, they can safely go out to run and play in the gardens. Deva and I will certainly go with you, if we are able to arrange a mutually convenient date.”


“I’ve got a feeling I may be grateful for the presence of another adult. Thanks. I must run now, darling. It’s such a beautiful day I want to take the twins out on the Heath in case it rains later.”


“Let us hope that March will go out like a lamb,” said Sakari, with her usual pleasure at the opportunity to use an English idiom.


Daisy went down to the kitchen for her daily consultation with Mrs. Dobson, the cook-housekeeper, then up to the nursery to see the twins. As always, her arrival brought a frown to Nanny Gilpin’s face.


However, Daisy had long since won that struggle. Her own mother had visited the nursery so seldom as to make each occasion a terrifying ordeal, to Daisy, at least, if not to her brother and sister. Still worse had been the brief and strictly regimented visits to the drawing room after tea. Daisy’s children were not going to regard their mother as a stranger.


The three-year-olds were sitting at the table, drawing with coloured crayons. Nana, sprawled under the table at their feet, raised her head and thumped her tail in greeting.


“Good morning, Miranda. Good morning, Oliver.”


They pushed back their chairs and jumped to their feet. “Good morning, Mummy.” Both glanced at Nanny, waiting for her grudging nod before rushing to fling themselves into Daisy’s arms.


This was Nanny’s kingdom and Mrs. Gilpin granted few concessions to modern notions of parenthood. Nor to modern notions of nannyhood, come to that. The hems of her striped dresses had crept up to mid-calf but her waistline had defied the vagaries of fashion by remaining at her waist, and she still wore her hair in a bun, with a stiff white cap skewered to it by a jet-knobbed hat pin. She insisted on the nursery maid, Bertha, wearing a cap, too.


She pursed her lips as Daisy and the twins exhanged hugs and kisses.


“Mummy, come and see my picture,” said Miranda.


“Manners, Miss Miranda!”


“Please will you please come and see my picture, Mummy?”


“Mine too,” Oliver chimed in. “Please, mine too.”


“Show me, chickabiddies.”


Daisy admired Miranda’s Snow White, without a body but with wings in place of ears.


“Because snow flies through the air, doesn’t it, Mummy? ’Member when it snowed outside? She’s flying away from the wicked queen.”


Oliver’s train consisted of clouds of steam. “You can’t see the engine, Mummy, ’cause there’s too much smoke.”


“Speaking of trains, guess who’s coming home today.”


“Daddy!” cried Oliver.


“Daddy may.” Alec had been sent to Leeds to assist the local force. “If we’re lucky. Someone else—”


“Bel!” Miranda jumped up and down with excitement. “Sister Bel’s coming home!”


“That’s right, Belinda.”


Oliver frowned in thought. “Why because?”


“Because it’s the end of term. The beginning of the Easter holidays.”


“Bel coming on a train?”


“Yes, darling.”


“I go to the station to see the engines.”


“Not today.”


“Why because?”


“Because Mr. Kesin is fetching her.”


“Why because, Mummy?”


“Because Deva and Lizzie are coming home too. Bel will be home by lunchtime. We’ll go to see the trains another time, I promise. Now, we’re all going to walk to the Heath, to feed the ducks.”


At the magic word, the dog sprang up, scampered to the door, and whined.


“We’ll take Nana to the Heath,” said Miranda.


“I want to see trains,” Oliver insisted, pouting.


“Now now, Master Oliver, you’ll do as your mother says, and with a smile, if you please! Come and change your shoes and get your coat and cap on.” As she buttoned Oliver’s coat and the nursery maid helped Miranda with hers, Nanny added in a tone of faint disapproval, “You will be taking the dog, madam, I suppose?”


“Of course.”


“Then you’ll be needing an extra pair of hands.”


“Certainly, but there’s no need for you to stir, Mrs. Gilpin. Bertha shall come with us.”


Daisy’s walks with the twins and Nana always turned into a romp, very unlike the sort of sedate promenade the nurse considered proper.


“I going to ask Mrs. Dobson for bread to feed the ducks,” Oliver announced.


“That’s a good idea, darling. We’ll stop at the kitchen on our way.”


When they reached the Heath, each twin clutching a brown paper bag of bread crusts, Daisy stopped to look out over the city. For once a propitious breeze had cleared away the usual haze to an approximation of Wordsworth’s vision of London “all bright and glittering in the smokeless air.”


“What are you looking at, Mummy?” Miranda asked.


“The view. Everything.”


Both children stared solemnly into the distance.


“The view is a long way away, isn’t it?”


“Yes. I do believe that glint on the horizon must be the Crystal Palace.”


“Why because?” Oliver demanded.


“Because it’s on a hill and it’s all made of glass, so the sun reflects from it. Can you see that shining spot in the distance? It’s one of the places Bel wants to take the cousins when they come to stay.”


“I go too.”


“I don’t think so, sweetheart. It’s not really a place for small children. Have you ever been, Bertha?”


“No, madam, but I always wanted to.”


“Well, we’ll see.” Daisy saw Oliver’s lower lip begin to quiver and remembered that to a small child We’ll see generally signifies No. “Let’s go and feed the ducks,” she said quickly. “I bet they’re hungry. I’ll race you down to the pond.”


When they returned to the house, Bertha took the twins up to the nursery to have their lunch, followed by a nap. Daisy retreated to her small office at the back of the house to get her notes in order for an article about Audley End House for her American editor. She wanted to get it finished and posted before the holiday hordes arrived.


Belinda burst in a few minutes later. “Mummy, I’m home!” She kissed Daisy. Her bobbed hair still took Daisy by surprise though Bel had had her ginger pigtails cropped off months ago, at Christmas.


“Hello, darling. Lovely to have you home again.”


Bel perched on the corner of the desk. “What are you writing about?”


“An upstairs coal cellar.”


“No, really.”


“Really and truly. It’s at Audley End House. You remember I went to see the house after last time I visited you at school.”


“I hope you took a photo. I’d like to see it. But now I have to go and see the twins before their nap. Nanny will be livid if I disturb them once she’s put them down. See you at lunch.” She raced out, then, a moment later, she popped her head round the door. “Mrs. Dobson said Daddy’s away. Do you know when he’s coming home?”


“I don’t, darling, but he’s been gone several days, so soon, I expect.”


“Goody. And the cousins are coming on Monday?”


“Yes. Truscott’s driving them up to town from Fairacres.”


“I can’t wait to show them London! I’m going to make a list of places to go. Do you know, they’ve never been to a zoo?” She disappeared again.


Daisy hoped for sunshine. The zoo in the rain was dismal. If bad weather curtailed outside activities, she was going to have to cope with a houseful of bored children.


The second post brought a letter from Geraldine. She had decided to come up to town after all. Daisy’s thoughts flew to bedrooms. Where on earth was she to put her? One could hardly offer Lady Dalrymple a child’s room. Bel would have to sleep in Alec’s dressing room, then the older girls could have her room, and …


Daisy’s blank gaze caught her mother’s name farther down the page.


Geraldine had had it out with the dowager viscountess, who had been forced to concede that there was plenty of room in the town house for her successor and two of the children. Anita and Dolores naturally had very different ideas from Ben and Charlie about what they wanted to see in London. The girls’ choice would be museums, St. Paul’s and Westminster Abbey, a concert perhaps, and hat shops. The boys would like to visit the zoological gardens, the Tower of London, and Madame Tussaud’s, and to witness the Changing of the Guard. Which—Geraldine wondered—would Daisy prefer?


Daisy turned the question over to Belinda, who, after serious consideration, voted in favour of Ben and Charlie.


“You see, Mummy, next year I’ll be older and I’ll probably want to do the same things as Anita and Dolores. I mean, I’ll start caring about hats and things. But I had such fun with Ben last summer, before the others came, I don’t want him to think I don’t like him anymore. By next year, he’ll probably be like Derek and not want anything to do with girls.” Her cousin Derek’s defection when he started at Harrow was a sore point.


Daisy wondered whether her stepdaughter regarded the mayhem of last summer at Fairacres as just part of the fun, but she only said, “I’ll write and tell Geraldine right away.”


“I’ll take it to the letter box. Maybe Nanny Gilpin will let Bertha and the twins come too, and we’ll take Nana. You know, Mummy,” she added, “I bet Grandmother Dalrymple will be relieved to have the girls instead of the boys.”


“I shouldn’t be surprised,” Daisy agreed, laughing. “But I shouldn’t be surprised if she decides not to come while they’re here after all.”


Unexpectedly, Alec came home that day in time for dinner. He listened to Belinda’s plans to entertain the cousins.


“It sounds as if you’re going to keep them busy, pet. Daisy, if you’re going to the Crystal Palace, you’d better avoid the days, usually Saturdays, when they have football or motor racing. Those events often bring out the rowdies.”


“I’ll check their schedule, darling.”


“I wish you could come too, Daddy.” Belinda was a bit of a worrier; Daisy blamed the years her martinet mother-in-law had had the upbringing of the child.


“I’ll see what I have on at work, but I doubt it.”


“Let’s invite Uncle Tom and Mrs. Tring, Bel,” Daisy suggested. DS Tring, Oliver’s godfather, had been Alec’s right-hand man for years. Since retiring, he had regained his youthful step and his joie de vivre. “I expect they’d enjoy it.”


“Oh yes, do let’s. No one would dare to be rowdy with Uncle Tom there. I’ll write to them after dinner.”


The Trings accepted. The days that suited them also suited Sakari. Daisy and Belinda started to make plans.


“Though there won’t be nearly enough time to do everything,” Bel said with a sigh.




THREE


Belinda sat in the windowseat in the living room. She had a book in her lap but her attention was on the cobbled sweep enclosing the communal garden. A blustery wind tossed the trees and cloud shadows raced across the grass. At last her patience was rewarded. Lord Dalrymple’s new green Wolseley Landaulette turned into Constable Circle and proceeded up the slope at a stately pace.


Dropping her book, Belinda sprang up and hurried to Daisy’s study. “Mummy, they’re here!”


“Oh, good, just in time for tea. I’ll be there in a minute.”


Belinda sped back down the hall. She opened the front door just as the car pulled up at the foot of the steps. When she was halfway down, Ben jumped out of the front, where he had been sitting next to the chauffeur, Truscott.


Charlie, a year younger and therefore relegated to the back seat, hopped down a moment later. He was quite a bit smaller, as well as younger, not having yet had what grown-ups called a “growth spurt.” The European side of his ancestry showed more than Ben’s, lighter skin and wavy rather than tight-curled black hair.


They both called hello and waved to Belinda as she ran down the last few steps, but they turned to thank Mr. Truscott before coming to meet her. It was lucky they had good manners, Bel thought, or Aunt Geraldine wouldn’t have adopted them. Ben would have returned to Trinidad after last summer and Bel would never have seen him again.


She crossed the pavement to join them as the chauffeur climbed out, a bit stiffly. “Hello, Mr. Truscott. Thank you for bringing Ben and Charlie.”


“My pleasure, Miss Belinda.”


“I hope you and your family are well.” She had often heard Daisy enquire after their well-being. Truscott had been in the family since Daisy’s father first bought a motorcar. “My mother said Mrs. Dobson is expecting you for tea in the kitchen. She’s made a cake specially.”


“Thank you, Miss Belinda, I shan’t turn that down.” He headed for the boot. “I’ll just bring in the suitcases.”


“We can carry them,” said Charlie. “You drove a long, long way. You must be tired.”


“You’re a good lad, Master Charlie. It’s all in the day’s work. Suppose you carry the small bags and I’ll bring the big ones?”


“Hello, Ben.” Daisy came down the steps. “Hello, Charlie. How nice to see you both again. Bel, will you take them up to their room and show them where to wash? Good afternoon, Mr. Truscott.”


“Afternoon, Miss Daisy.” The chauffeur handed the boys a couple of satchels and touched his cap. “You’re looking very well, if I may say so.”


Daisy stayed chatting to Mr. Truscott, while Belinda took her cousins into the house and upstairs.


“Mummy thought you’d like to share a room, but if not, one of you can move. There’s plenty of space.”


“Let’s share.” Charlie sounded anxious.


“That’s all right with me,” Ben said good-naturedly.


Bel showed them their bedroom and pointed out the bathroom and the lav. “I’ll come back in ten minutes and we’ll go down to tea.”


“I hope Mrs. Dobson baked a cake for us, too,” said Ben.


“A big one. And lots of little ones.”


“Good. Hurry up and wash, Charlie. Hands and face, and don’t forget to brush your hair.”


“You think you can order me about, just ’cause you’re a year older,” grumbled Charlie, but he went off to the bathroom.


The day of the Crystal Palace outing was sunny and warm. Belinda was glad, because her cousins were less interested in the contents of the building than the maze and the statues of prehistoric monsters, which were in the park.


Besides the Trings and Deva and Aunt Sakari, the twins were to go with them, along with Nanny and Bertha. When Daisy had told Mrs. Gilpin she was considering taking the twins, with Bertha to help look after them, Nurse Gilpin had said grudgingly that she herself had never seen the Crystal Palace and would quite like to. Bel thought privately that Nanny would be a frightful wet blanket, but after all, she’d be stuck with Mirrie and Oliver and so unable to interfere with other people’s fun.


“How will we all get there?” Charlie asked. “By tube?” They had taken the Underground to the zoo the day before, and the boys had been just as impressed by it as by the animals.


“No, it’s too complicated with so many people, ’specially with Nanny saying the twins have to leave at midday to come home for lunch and their nap. Aunt Sakari’s going to bring her big car—”


“What kind of car?” Ben wanted to know.


“It’s red. A Sunbeam tourer, I think. Mummy was going to drive her car—it’s a Gwynne Eight—but Aunt Geraldine said she’d send Mr. Truscott with the Wolseley. Uncle Tom and Mrs. Tring live quite near the Palace, so they’ll get themselves there.”


“Uncle Tom’s a detective, like Uncle Alec?”


“That’s right, only he’s retired now.”


“And he’s not our uncle, silly,” Ben pointed out. He had met the sergeant the previous summer. “He’s Mr. Tring to us and don’t you forget it. And Aunt Sakari is Mrs. … Mrs. what, Bel?”


“Mrs. Prasad.” She noticed that Charlie looked worried. “But neither of them would mind if you made a mistake. They’re nice.”


The two cars arrived on time. Mrs. Gilpin and Bertha, wearing identical black capes and black felt hats, packed the twins into the Dalrymple Wolseley. Belinda and Daisy joined Sakari, who was alone in the back of the Sunbeam.


“I bring a disappointment, Belinda. Deva has come down with a feverish cold. She is not fit to go out.”


“Poor Deva! I hope she gets better quickly. My father couldn’t come either. He’s gone away again, to Bristol.”


Though sorry for Deva, Bel didn’t really mind her absence. She was a good friend for quiet times, but keeping up with Ben and Charlie called for plenty of energy.


The boys, having been introduced to Aunt Sakari, vied to sit beside Kesin in the front.


“Two may come,” the chauffeur said good-naturedly. “You sit still, yes?”


They passed through the centre of London in a stately procession. The Wolseley led the way, as Kesin knew the route. Sitting on a fold-down seat, facing backwards, Belinda couldn’t see where they were going, only where they had been. She could hear the boys commenting on the passing scene but she had to twist round to see what they were talking about. It was very frustrating.


After crossing the river, they drove on for what seemed like ages and ages. The close-packed city streets gave way to bigger houses with proper gardens. They turned right, then left, then right again, until Belinda was sure they were going in circles. Did Kesin really know the way? Truscott, with the twins aboard, followed trustfully.


Another turn, then Charlie said, “Golly!” in an awed voice, and Ben said, “Gosh! Look, Bel!”


On the left side of the car was a wall of glass, stretching as far ahead and up as she could see. Through it, dim shapes were visible but she couldn’t make out what they were.


A moment later the cars pulled up. Ben and Charlie immediately tumbled out, jumping over the running board straight to the pavement. Charlie stood staring up in awe at the towering entrance arch. Ben, after a glance upward, came to open the rear door, while Kesin descended in a more dignified manner and went to open the other door.


“You get down first, Belinda,” said Sakari.


Bel did, wondering whether she—or she and Ben—ought to try to help Sakari out. She was rather a large lady, almost as large as Mrs. Tring, whom Belinda saw approaching along the pavement with Uncle Tom. Luckily Truscott hurried from the other car to offer Sakari a strong arm.


Uncle Tom was biggest of all, and his blue and green checked suit did nothing to disguise his size. As he raised his bowler to the ladies, revealing the hairless expanse of his head, Charlie whispered an awed, “Gosh!” He hadn’t met ex–Detective Sergeant Tring before.


Ben grinned. “You’d better behave yourself, young ’un, or Sergeant Tring’ll be after you.”


“Don’t tease,” said Bel. “It’s all right, Charlie, Uncle Tom is really nice, and he’s not a policeman anymore, anyway.”


The twins arrived, holding hands, the other two little hands firmly grasped by Mrs. Gilpin and Bertha.


Miranda broke away, ran to Belinda, and hugged her round the waist. “I want to go with Bel,” she announced.


“We’re all going together,” said Daisy. “You may hold Belinda’s hand until we’re inside. I’ll go first to buy the tickets.”


“I sent Kesin yesterday to get them.” Sakari delved into her capacious handbag and triumphantly produced a sheaf of papers and a roll of tickets. “Here’s a pamphlet for each of you, with plans of the building and the park.”


“Mrs. Prasad, you’re a wonder,” said Uncle Tom.


“I have the guidebook if you desire further information, Mr. Tring.”


“We need not all stay together,” said Daisy. “We ought to have a rendezvous.”


“I suggest the north end of the nave,” said Sakari, “at the Monti Fountain, which you will find on the plan. The fish in the fountain will keep the little ones amused if they tire of running about.”


“It sounds ideal. We’ll meet there at a quarter past noon. Truscott is coming back to fetch the twins and Mrs. Gilpin at half past. Let’s go in.”


It was early, not much past ten, and few people were queuing for tickets. Sakari handed her roll to the attendant at the gate, who counted everyone off as they went through.


The hall they entered was huge, almost as high as St. Paul’s dome but all glass. The sun shone through the roof, though not as brightly as Belinda would have expected. She decided the glass hadn’t been cleaned for while. It must be an awfully difficult job, and scary with nothing underneath but glass.


Enough sunlight came in for all sorts of plants, big and small, to grow along the sides of the hall, among a multitude of statues.


Ben was studying his map. “Here’s the Monti Fountain. Let’s start there and go right round all the stuff and end up back there.”


“I want to see the monsters,” said Charlie.


“They’re in the park,” his elder brother informed him, studying the plan. “We’ll go outside this afternoon.”


“Why not now?”


“Because I bet later there will be more people, so it won’t be so much fun inside. We’ll see the monsters after lunch.”


“Come on,” Belinda urged. “Let’s not waste time arguing.”


“There’s a Navy gallery upstairs, Charlie. Our dad was in the Royal Navy, Bel.”


“Look, there’s a round and round staircase over there.”


“Spiral,” said Bel and Ben simultaneously.


“Does it go to the Navy?”


“Yes, look at the map.”


They had all reached the place where the nave that ran end to end of the palace crossed the central transept. Bel told Daisy their plans. “Is that all right, Mummy?”


“Of course. You’ve got your watch on? Keep your eye on the time.”


Ben and Charlie at once ran off to the left along the nave. Hurrying after them, Bel glanced about. On her right was the Opera House, not in use at ten on a Wednesday morning, and then the Italian Court, which was closed off, with a notice saying it was open to Crystal Palace Club members only. On her left was the Egyptian Court, the entrance guarded by gigantic statues wearing funny-looking false beards like the ones she had seen at the British Museum.


In fact there were statues all over the place. Bel passed the Renaissance and Mediaeval Courts on one side, Greek (closed for renovations) and Roman on the other. Through each entrance she saw vistas of rooms within rooms, full of statues and pillars. Between the Alhambra and Byzantine Courts, according to the pamphlet, she caught up with the boys.


They were gaping at a fountain, or rather at its pedestal. Or was it a plinth? Bel wasn’t sure. Whatever it was called, the lower part seemed to be all bosoms.


“They’re naked!” Charlie blurted out.


“Hush!” hissed Ben.


“Nude,” Belinda said firmly. “When it’s art, they’re called nude. Lots of old statues are nude. Stop staring.”


Ben looked down at his guidebook. Charlie, unabashed, asked, “Have they got heads?” and crouched to peer up under the shroud of greenery hanging from the upper basin of the fountain. “Yes,” he said, satisfied. “I wonder—”


“There’s a gallery with telescopes.” Ben’s sweeping gesture took in the upper reaches of the palace. “Up on the top level. Let’s go there first. It sounds more interesting than all these courts.”


“All right, how do we get there? Where are the stairs?”


“Look. See this circle thing on the plan? In the corner there, behind the … um … Al-ham-bra Court. Would that be stairs?”


“Another spiral staircase. But let’s go through the Alhambra Court.”


“What’s Alhambra?” Charlie asked.


“I don’t know. What does it say, Ben?”


“It’s a palace in Spain that was built by the Moors.”


“Who are the Moors?”


“People from Morocco,” said Belinda. “That’s in Africa.”


“Our mother’s people came from Africa, didn’t they, Ben.”


“Yes, and France. Come on.”


Belinda loved the Alhambra Court. It was very colourful, with bright patterned tiles and mosaics, sweet-scented flowering plants, and fountains. The central fountain was surrounded by four giant statues of lions, greatly preferable to embarrassingly nude women, though Bel didn’t think they were as good as the ones in Trafalgar Square.


The boys admired them, but they didn’t let Bel linger. They all sped across the first hall and turned right in the second, scarcely even glancing at the elaborate pillars and arches. An opening led into a passage, at the end of which an iron staircase circled upward.


When they reached it, Bel saw another passage at right angles, running behind the Alhambra. Ladies and gents conveniences opened off it, she noted. It was always useful to know where those were.


She hurried to catch up with the boys, round and round and up and up two dizzying flights.


The top gallery, high up under the glass roof, ran through big iron hoops. When Belinda looked along its length, it was like looking through a telescope backwards, narrowing into the distance. In the spaces between the hoops, real telescopes were set up to give a view through the glass wall over the whole of London, all the way to Hampstead Heath. No one else was up there yet, so each of them bagged one. Belinda explained how to find St. Paul’s dome, and once they’d spotted it, she directed them to other landmarks she recognised.


“Golly,” Ben exclaimed, “London is enormous!”


“I bet it’s as big as the whole of Trinidad,” said Charlie.


“Maybe.” Ben didn’t like the idea, Belinda could tell.


“I shouldn’t think so, but we can look it up in Mummy’s encyclopaedia when we get home. Let’s look over the rail and see if we can see the others. Hold on tight, Charlie.”


From their height, even the biggest statues looked like toys and the people Lilliputian. Mrs. Gilpin and Bertha in their uniforms with the twins, coming out of one of the courts opposite, were unmistakable, but Bel didn’t see any of the others.


“I feel sick,” Charlie announced.


“You’re just giddy,” Bel assured him. “Sit down for a minute, and when you get up don’t glance down. Keep looking right across to the other side. Then we’ll go down the steps and you’ll be all right.”


The lower gallery had the naval museum. Ben and Charlie were thrilled.


“As well as our dad being a sailor, Uncle Frank works in the dockyard,” Ben explained. “We used to spend quite a lot of time there.”


“He’s our stepfather.”


“I remember him. I met him at Fairacres last summer.”


There were models of all kinds of ships in all stages of construction and paintings of great sea battles and storms at sea. The boys were fascinated. Belinda found it quite interesting, but gradually she drifted away from them into the next section of the gallery.


It was full of statues and pictures from India. She had learnt a bit about Hindu gods and goddesses from Deva, so it was fun identifying them—blue-faced Krishna with his milkmaid lover Radha, elephant-headed Ganesh, Hanuman the monkey-god. She happened upon a statue of the Buddha with the most beautiful smile she’d ever seen, and then became absorbed in a display of miniature paintings in brilliant colours.


“Bel, where are you?” Two pairs of feet thudded towards her.


“Here.” She emerged into the main aisle.


“Are you ready to go down?”


“Are we late?”


“No, a bit early.” Ben glanced round the Indian stuff. “Do you want to stay longer?”


“Come on!” Charlie was already starting down the stairs at the end.


“We’ve hardly seen anything on the ground floor,” said Bel. “Let’s go.”


They were halfway down when Charlie said, “Is that your nanny, Bel?”


The woman in a nursery nurse’s uniform was hurrying—almost trotting—towards the stairs, along the wide passage behind the courts. She wore a black cape and black hat but her head was bowed, so Belinda couldn’t see her face. When she passed below, her hat looked different from Mrs. Gilpin’s. Not that Bel had looked at Nanny Gilpin’s hat very closely. She was pretty sure, though, that it was the winter one, made of felt, with a black silk rose on the band and a rose carved in ebony on the end of the hat pin. The one passing below was shiny straw and the brim was broader.


“I don’t think so. No, here comes Mrs. Gilpin now. Without Oliver and Miranda. How odd! I wonder where she’s going.”


“Let’s follow her,” whispered Ben, close behind her on the next step up. “Like we did last summer.”


Privately, Belinda thought she was too old to play Red Indians. She reminded herself that her cousins were her guests and she didn’t want to be a wet blanket, as Derek was to her nowadays. “All right. But I bet she just goes back to the twins.”


The stairs were in a corner. The first nanny had turned left, towards the nave, and so did Mrs. Gilpin. Belinda had the impression she was following the unknown woman. There was no other way to go, though, so she was probably imagining it.


This passage wasn’t crowded with statues and plants. In fact it was mostly bare except for pictures on the walls. Luckily the children were all wearing rubber-soled plimsolls; they wouldn’t make any noise if they were careful. They waited till the two nannies were about halfway to the nave and then crept after them.
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