

  

     

  




Author’s Note


In January 1906 Frank Marriott’s streamlined Stanley Steam car recorded 127.66 m.p.h. on Daytona Beach. In the same year at the Olympia Motor Show Rolls-Royce presented a new six cylinder 40/50 car that was to win everlasting fame as the Silver Ghost.


Henry Ford’s amazing Model T, produced in 1908, sold fifteen million cars before it was dropped in 1927.


The race in 1908 from New York to Paris was won by Roberts and Schuster in a six cylinder American car, the Thomas Flyer. They took one hundred and seventy days.


 




  CHAPTER ONE ~ 1907


Susanna walked down the back stairs and, moving along the passage, entered a sitting room that was seldom used.


This was her way of approaching the drawing room, for she knew that if she went down the front stairs Hibbert, the butler, would insist on announcing her.


If there was one thing that made Susanna really shy it was to walk into the drawing room where all her mother’s friends were gossiping round the tea table.


At the sound of her name there would be a silence and all eyes would be turned towards her as she advanced into the room.


She knew only too well how unprepossessing she looked, far too fat and ungainly even in her new gown, lacking the small and elegant waist that was part of the beauty that made her mother acclaimed wherever she went.


Lady Lavenham was one of the famous beauties who made people stand on their seats in Hyde Park to watch her and who was described in every newspaper as one of the most beautiful women in England.


What they really meant was that she was one of the most beautiful women in the King’s circle and therefore envied by everyone else in Society.


Susanna knew that it was a cross for her to bear that her second daughter was not beautiful but decidedly plain.


Susanna would stare at her reflection in the mirror and wonder what she could do about her round, puffy pudding face in which her eyes, nose and mouth seemed much too small.


Her hair too, instead of being the shining gold of her mother’s or the attractive darkness of her father’s, was an unimpressive compromise between the two.


When she had looked at herself for some time, she would invariably go to the drawer where she kept a box of chocolates and nibble away until the cloying sweetness of them made her feel slightly better.


It was only by eating that she could somehow recompense herself for her mother’s sharpness and her father’s disappointment.


Her sister May had been so different. She had been slim and lovely long before she emerged from the schoolroom as a debutante.


“May is as beautiful as you were when I first met you,” her father would often say and only Susanna was aware that it brought a little frown to her mother's white brow because she disliked rivals of any sort even if it was her own daughter.


But one thing was quite obvious that there was no thought of any rivalry where Susanna was concerned.


As she crossed the sitting room now and entered the writing room that adjoined the drawing room, she could see a reflection of herself in several gilt-framed mirrors and realised that she looked dumpy.


That was exactly the right word!


‘Rather,’ she told herself with a flash of humour, ‘like a cottage loaf!’


Her waist was pulled in tightly to try to make it seem smaller, so that her body bulged above and below it.


The dress she was wearing, of oyster crêpe trimmed with pleated frills of silk round the hem, would have made May look like a young Goddess, but on Susanna it merely appeared dowdy.


‘There is nothing I can do about it,’ she told herself defiantly.


She felt a sudden longing for the small meringues and little pink-iced cakes that she knew would be part of the elaborate tea in the drawing room and she quickly crossed the room to the communicating door.


As she turned the handle very softly, she heard her name mentioned.


“At which Reception are you presenting Susanna?” a voice enquired.


“Oh, the first,” her mother replied. “It’s a tiresome bore, so the sooner I get it over with the better.”


“After that what plans have you made for her, Daisy?” someone else asked.


Lady Lavenham laughed, a tinkling laugh that her admirers described as sheer music.


“Marriage, of course,” she replied, “and quickly!” 


“You are quite right,” the first speaker approved, whose voice Susanna recognised as that of Lady Walsingham, “and who have you in mind for her? Another Duke?” 


There was a little burst of laughter at this, before Lady Lavenham responded coolly,


“But of course.”


Susanna realised that, holding onto the ornate doorknob, her fingers were stiff.


Lady Walsingham now asked, 


“Which Duke? Do tell us, Daisy, who you have in mind.”


“And I hope you will all help me,” Lady Lavenham replied, “I will be frank and tell you that the only Duke who is eligible at the moment is Southampton.”


There was a little shriek following the almost breathless hush as Lady Lavenham spoke and then Lady Walsingham said,


“But my dear Daisy, Hugh Southampton has not a penny to his name!”


“Exactly!” Lady Lavenham replied. “That is why he will be delighted to marry Susanna.”


There was another hush before someone enquired tentatively,


“Are you telling us that Susanna has money?”


“Of course she has, ” Lady Lavenham replied. “I thought you knew that her Godmother, a most tiresome woman, left her a fortune.”


“How exciting! I had no idea,” Lady Walsingham exclaimed and the other ladies round the tea table joined in with cries of astonishment.


“Poor Susanna will need every penny of it,” Lady Lavenham went on. “We all know that Hugh Southampton needs a rich wife, so what could be more convenient?”


“What indeed?” someone added. “Really, Daisy, you are a genius. But then you always have been.”


There was a note of envy in the speaker’s voice because Lady Lavenham’s elevated position in the Social world had inevitably made her a number of bitter enemies.


“It’s not fair,” they had often complained, “that she is not only beautiful and has married the charming Charles Lavenham, who, being such a good shot, is persona grata in the sporting world, but she is also amusing enough to captivate the King and to have married her first daughter, May, to the Marquis of Fladbury, who on his father’s death will be the Duke of Haven.”


But dear Daisy’s second daughter was undoubtedly so fat and plain that she would be a brake on the meteoric ascent of her mother to the social pinnacle that no one could depose her from it.


To have learnt now that the ugly duckling was an heiress was too much!


Most of the ladies were thinking privately that the Duke of Southampton, whose ancestral home was crumbling around his ears and who owed money in every direction, would be only too delighted to sell his title for a wife who was rich and English.


He had, as they well knew, been taking a critical look at some of the American heiresses crossing the Atlantic in the hope of acquiring a distinguished husband.


The only ones who were even passably tolerable had preferred more important Dukes or rather their mothers had preferred them.


It was understood in the strange unwritten code of Edwardian Society that a mother’s job was to marry off her daughter as soon as she left the schoolroom into the highest Society position obtainable.


What the daughter felt was of no consequence whatsoever. 


Susanna, listening at the door, could hear her sister May repeating over and over again,


“I cannot marry him, Susanna, I cannot! I hate him and when he touches me I feel sick inside.”


Susanna remembered May sobbing her heart out night after night.


No one, except herself, would listen to what she said and dressed as a bridesmaid Susanna had followed her up the aisle of St. George’s Church, Hanover Square, and heard her take her marriage vows in a weak tearful voice.


She too had disliked her brother-in-law from the moment she had seen him. However red-faced he was from the quantities of claret he consumed, he was acclaimed by everyone, including her father, as a fine sportsman and a first class shot, and no one would have found it credible that May might have other ideas for a husband or find the Marquis repulsive.


When May had come back from her honeymoon, white-faced and dull-eyed, she was, for the first time in her life, uncommunicative with her younger sister.


Susanna had told herself then that never, never would she be forced into matrimony with any man. But she knew now, as she listened to what was being said, that it was not going to be easy.


Lady Lavenham ruled her husband and her children with a rod of iron. As it happened she had had very little interest in her daughters, finding them boring when they were small and gauche and tiresome when they were older.


She was pleased, when following two unwanted daughters she was able to present her husband with a son and heir. But that, she said firmly, was the end of the family.


Henry was now at Eton, a handsome little boy remarkably like his father, and in the holidays his mother, as a special favour, often took him driving with her in Rotten Row.


It was a treat that occasionally she had accorded to May, but it was something that had never happened to Susanna.


She was well aware that it was because her mother thought her plain and unattractive and would never admit that anything connected with herself should be anything but perfect.


This meant that she was ashamed of her second child and Susanna therefore was kept more in the background even than May had been.


Children were expected not to be either seen or heard.


When they were small, at five o’clock they were brought downstairs by Nanny and taken into the drawing room for exactly half an hour.


Their mother’s guests enthused over them and they would be given a sweet biscuit. Then they were supposed to sit quietly in a corner until Nanny collected them and took them upstairs to the nursery.


It was an ordeal that had made Susanna embarrassed even when she was very small and it was an inexpressible relief when, as she grew fat and plain, her mother said two girls in the drawing room were too many and May was to come down alone.


“It’s not fair,” May would protest furiously upstairs when Nanny made her change into one of her best dresses, “that I go downstairs and Susanna stays up here.”


“You know the answer to that,” Nanny would reply sharply. “You obey your mother and make her pleased with you, otherwise you’ll be sorry.”


“I will not be sorry, I should be glad if she does not want me,” May retorted, but she had been taken down regardless.


Susanna had been quite content to stay behind in the nursery. 


It had been the same when they were at Lavenham Park in Hampshire.


When they were in the country, they were much happier being free from the constraints that were inevitable in London.


They could ride their ponies, play hide-and-seek in the shrubberies, steal peaches from the kitchen garden and be hardly aware of the large house parties their mother gave, except sometimes they would peep over the banisters when the King had arrived.


Once there had been three Kings staying in the house at the same time and, despite the fact that they felt it was patriotic to admire King Edward, it was inevitable that they should find the dark handsome King Alphonso of Spain the most attractive.


But it was impossible for the children, although far away in the nurseries on the third floor of the West wing, not to realise what a commotion there was when the King was a private guest.


Supplies of his favourite aubergines, ginger biscuits from Biarritz, bath salts and cigars were all ordered in abundance.


One room in the house would have to be converted into a private postal and telegraph office. And at Lavenham Park the lines had to be brought ten miles cross-country.


The King’s entourage included equerries, valets, his secretary and grooms and in the shooting season, loaders, horses and dogs as well.


Whether there were three Kings or not staying at Lavenham Park, Susanna when she watched her mother’s guests going down to dinner thought that it always appeared to be a Royal procession.


Her mother with her tiny waist and her tulle-encircled shoulders would be ablaze with diamonds from a huge tiara on her carefully waved hair to the sparkling diamond buckles on her satin evening shoes.


The ladies who followed her were just as magnificent if not so beautiful.


As it was inevitable that every gentleman who stayed with them should bring a valet, so every lady brought a lady’s maid carrying in her hand a large leather jewel case emblazoned with its owner’s coronet.


When King Edward VII was staying in the house, the diamonds, the tiaras, necklaces, brooches, earrings and bracelets seemed to encase every lady guest almost like a coat of mail.


Everyone in the household, even in the nursery, knew that the King expected women to glitter and his sharp reprimand when the Duchess of Marlborough had appeared at dinner wearing a diamond crescent instead of the expected tiara lost nothing in the telling.


Susanna had watched May put on the Haven jewels when she came home with her husband soon after she had married.


The tiara of emeralds and diamonds, which seemed almost like a crown, had a necklace to match it and a colossal bow brooch that May pinned in the front of her bodice.


“You look like the Queen of Sheba!” Susanna had exclaimed.


Then she had seen the unhappiness in her sister’s eyes and knew that no jewels, however magnificent, could compensate her for what she had to endure from the proximity of the Marquis.


“Are you very – unhappy, May?” she whispered.


May had not looked at her sister, she had only stared in the mirror as if she saw, not the reflection of herself but a picture of the years ahead.


For the moment Susanna thought that she was not going to answer. 


Then she said in a voice that was curiously old,


“I cannot talk about it, Susanna. There is nothing to say, nothing I can do, so please don’t ask me any questions.”


It seemed to Susanna after that, as if May was avoiding her until she had driven away with the Marquis in his smart travelling carriage.


She had kissed Susanna goodbye and her arms had seemed for the moment to cling to her sister as if she could not bear to let her go.


Although neither of them said anything, Susanna knew that it was an agony for May to leave home and drive away with the man she hated but she now belonged to.


‘That must never happen to me,’ Susanna had thought then.


Now standing at the drawing room door, she felt as if what she was hearing was the strike of doom.


She closed the door very very softly, then turned and walked back the way she had come up the back stairs to her bedroom which adjoined the schoolroom on the third floor.


In London the nursery had been renamed the schoolroom when Nanny left and was replaced by a Governess.


While Nanny had always seemed to be a fixture, Governesses changed frequently, owing to the fact that they disliked Lady Lavenham and she found them incompetent and never restrained herself from saying so.


“I can tell you, my Lady,” one of the Governesses had said in Susanna’s hearing, “that the Countess of Bressington was very satisfied with me for the ten years I was with her.”


She went and so did the two Governesses who followed her. Then, as far as Susanna was concerned, a miracle occurred.


Miss Harding was a teacher, tactful enough to placate Lady Lavenham, who could engage a pupil’s interest and stimulate her mind.


May unfortunately had only a year with Miss Harding before she married, but Susanna was taught by her for over two years.


To her Miss Harding had been a revelation because she had not only been able to answer all the questions that had puzzled her but directed her curiosity into the right channels so that she could find the answers for herself.


Lady Lavenham was not in the least interested in her daughters’ education, except that they should learn to speak French and Italian fluently.


Lord Lavenham often said that he found it a bore when he was staying at Sandringham to be obliged to converse both in French and English at the same time during a meal, changing from one language to the other, perhaps even in the same sentence.


But it was second nature to Lady Lavenham, who was determined that her daughters should not be deficient in this if in anything else.


Otherwise she was completely indifferent to what else they learnt or did not learn, except that they should be good housekeepers and be able to add up the bills and write a cheque.


This was something she never did herself as she employed an extremely efficient secretary to do it for her, but she told her daughters,


“If you have no wish to be cheated by inefficient servants or crafty ones, then you must understand money.”


In this Lady Lavenham was different from many of her contemporaries who merely understood how to spend money and do so with considerable success!


Susanna, however, had rebelled at finding herself restricted to nothing but arithmetic and French and Italian verbs.


She had started by being interested in history, but then she had realised that literature could be enthralling not merely in the novels that were the fashion of the moment or the insipid short stories that appeared in ladies’ magazines.


When she was reading, she could forget the disappointment she was to her father and her mother and her own reflection in the mirror.


It was Miss Harding who taught her about art and made her appreciate the pictures that hung on the walls of her home and those that they could admire in the National Gallery.


She had never realised before that her mother knew little of such things and was more concerned with the plants in the conservatory and the hothouse flowers that decorated the drawing room than the family treasures that had been accumulated by the Lavenham ancestors.


To Susanna it was a new world.


She and Miss Harding searched the bookshops for volumes that contained reproductions of pictures to be found in the great Galleries of Europe such as the Louvre in Paris and the Uffizi in Florence.


Every time she found a picture she particularly liked, Susanna began to feel that it was a treasure that belonged to her and that she owned it in a way that was impossible to explain in words.


Then most unexpectedly at the beginning of the year Lady Lavenham had told Miss Harding that she would be expected to leave in three months’ time.


Without waiting for an explanation from her Governess, Susanna had rushed downstairs to her mother’s boudoir in a manner that she had never done before and burst in on her.


“I hear, Mama, you have given Miss Harding notice!” she cried. “Why? Why must she go? I cannot lose her!”


Lady Lavenham was lying on a chaise longue wearing one of the clinging chiffon tea gowns that were the fashion for every lady in the afternoon.


It was a relief, Susanna understood, for the wearer to take off the tightly laced corset that pulled in her waist.


She was too innocent to know that the tea gowns had been invented for a very different reason.


She was, however, aware that when her mother was in London, the King and sometimes other gentlemen would call for an intimate hour when no one under any circumstances was to disturb her.


Fortunately, as they were in the country, Lady Lavenham was alone and the house party was not being expected until the following day.


“Kindly do not burst in on me in that rough manner,” Lady Lavenham said in an icy voice that usually made her daughter tremble.


At the moment Susanna was too upset to feel anything but indignation.


“Why have you told Miss Harding to leave, Mama?” she enquired.


“You are being rather more stupid than usual,” Lady Lavenham replied. “Your hair is untidy and I can see there is a spot of ink on your dress.”


“I asked you a question, Mama!”


“Then I suppose I must explain it in words of one syllable,” Lady Lavenham replied, “that as you are over eighteen, in fact almost too old to be a debutante, were it not that you were in mourning last Season, you are to be presented.”


Susanna looked at her wide-eyed.


“But does that mean Miss Harding must leave?”


“But of course. You would hardly want a Governess when you are ‘out’ and I presume, boring though it will be, I shall have to chaperone you everywhere.”


There was no doubt from the way she spoke that Lady Lavenham would find the task unpleasant. 


Then she added sharply before Susanna could speak,


“For Heaven’s sake go upstairs and make yourself look more presentable. God knows how I will ever get you off my hands looking as you do now.”


For a moment Susanna stood staring at her mother. Then, as the blood rose crimson in her cheeks, she turned and walked from the boudoir.


Upstairs she went into her bedroom and sat on the bed feeling as if unexpectedly her whole world had fallen about her ears.


It was foolish of her but she had forgotten that she would have to make her debut and would be taken, as May had been, from ball to ball and from Reception to Reception. She knew that she would hate every moment of it.


How could she do anything else knowing that her mother was ashamed of her? That no man unless he was forced to do so would dance with her?


Foolishly it had never struck her that because she was to ‘come out’ she would lose Miss Harding.


She had been happier these last two years than she had been in her whole life, but she knew now that she might have realised that she was living in a fool’s paradise because she ought to have made her debut the previous summer.


It had been impossible because her grandmother had died and they had been plunged into deep mourning that made her mother look exquisitely lovely while she herself resembled a fat crow!


But now at eighteen and a half she would emerge on the Social world and she was intelligent enough to realise that from her mother’s point of view as well as her own, it would be a disaster.


The idea was so horrifying that Susanna sought for a bag of sweets that she had bought from the village shop and stuffed several of them into her mouth at once.


‘I shall look awful and feel worse,’ she told herself, ‘and when Miss Harding goes there will be no one to talk to and no one to be interested in anything I think or want to discuss.’


Then, as if everything moved with the smoothness of one of the new Express trains, plans were made to open the London house, to leave the country and for Miss Harding to say ‘goodbye’.


The night before she left, Susanna had cried until she could cry no more.


“What shall I do without you?” she sobbed. “You are the only person who has ever been kind to me, the only person who has treated me as if I was real. When you are gone, there will be no one!”


“Quite frankly, Susanna,” Miss Harding had said in her quiet voice, “there is little more I can teach you.”


Susanna had been so surprised she stopped crying and stared at her Governess, the tears wet on her cheeks.


“It is true,” Miss Harding said. “You must realise by now that you are very intelligent, far too intelligent for the life you will live.”


“But I shall – have to – live it,” Susanna answered. 


“I suppose you must,” Miss Harding said with a sigh, “and there is no alternative for a girl born into your position in life. But it need not stop you from thinking, reading and from developing.”


“For what?” Susanna asked bitterly.


“For yourself,” Miss Harding replied.


She paused for a moment as if she was choosing her words carefully and then she said,


“Some people are completely happy with the Social round, the excitement of giving a bigger and better dinner party tomorrow than the one they attended yesterday, but I think you are different.”


“I hope – so,” Susanna murmured.


“I am sure you are,” Miss Harding said, “and I therefore think, Susanna, that you will always find new horizons for yourself. If you cannot do actually all you want to do, you can at least, do it in your imagination.”


Susanna clasped her hands together.


“But – you will not be here to – help me.”


Miss Harding paused a moment before answered,


“I have always believed that when we need something very much, and I am talking spiritually and not materially, someone is there to guide and help us. If it is not a person, it is books, music or prayer, we are never left entirely alone.”


Susanna was still for a moment and then she said,


“I understand what you are saying to me, but it will be hard, very hard, and I am not likely to find anyone to help me amongst Mama’s friends.”


Miss Harding thought the same thing, but she knew that it would be disloyal to say so.


Instead she replied, 


“You have to believe in yourself, Susanna. You have to find your own way, choose your own direction and, because I know you so well, I know that eventually you will not fail yourself.”


“Or you,” Susanna added quietly.


“I shall be thinking of you,” Miss Harding said, “and let me tell you, I have never had a pupil whom I have loved more or of whom I have had such high hopes.”


Her words brought the tears into Susanna’s eyes again, but now they were not tears of despair but of delight because no one had ever given her such words of praise before.


When Miss Harding had left, Susanna had cried again because she could not control her own unhappiness. She felt as if she was starting another life that she knew nothing about.


Lady Lavenham had taken her to London earlier than was normal because Susanna had to be provided with a new wardrobe.


Every morning they drove to the shops and spent what to Susanna seemed long weary hours choosing materials, having fittings, buying shoes, gloves, sunshades, hats and lingerie in a way that made her feel as if she was being fitted out for an expedition that might last for twenty years.


“I must try at least to make you look presentable,” her mother had said sharply, when Susanna had suggested that she had too many gowns.


Then she had added,


“Your father has said I can spend as much as I like, so you might as well try and be grateful even though unfortunately we cannot alter your face or your figure!”


Every moment she spent alone with her mother made Susanna feel more insignificant. She could see the difference between them reflected in every shop window.


The intonation in the voices of her mother’s friends when they met them in Bond Street or in the shops would have been humorous if it had not been so hurting.


“Daisy, darling!” they exclaimed. “How exquisite you look, like a breath of spring. Oh! Is this Susanna?”


There was always a pause before the last three words. A pause Susanna knew meant that they were surprised and even a little shocked at her appearance.


She knew too that the dressmakers thought dressing her to be a waste of time except that the bills mounted higher and higher in their efforts to try to make her appear attractive.


They laced her into boned corsets until she could hardly breathe. She would try on bodices, embroidered, frilled or ruched, but whatever the trimming the effect was the same, she would merely look fat.


Hairdressers came to the house to try out new arrangements for her hair.
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