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About the Book

As the twentieth century draws to a close, Esme Reddaway knows that she must uncover the truth. A truth that began during the First World War when Devlin Reddaway fell passionately in love with Esme’s elder sister, Camilla, and promised to rebuild his ancestral home, Rosindell, for her.

But the war changes everything and Devlin returns to England to find that Camilla is engaged to someone else. Angry and vengeful, he marries Esme, who has been secretly in love with him for years. Esme tries to win Devlin’s heart by reviving the annual summer dance. But as the years pass she fears that Rosindell has a malign influence on those who live there, and the revelation of a shocking secret on the night of the dance at Rosindell tears her life apart. Decades later, it is she who must lay the ghosts of Rosindell to rest.


To Dominic and Victoria, with love


Esme

18 September 1974

And in the distance, the sound of the sea.

Her eyes closed, she listens to the rush and pull of the waves. She pictures the swell breaking on the beach, leaving a frill of foam as the emerald water draws back, heaving with it a hundred shiny pink and amber pebbles. She sees the heavy blackish-green heads of the pine trees on the cliff tossing back and forth and the wind rippling through the gorse.

Esme opens her eyes. She is in her bedroom in Little Coxwell, eighty miles from the coast. There is no wind, no storm, and yet she can still hear the sea. Is she, perhaps, going mad, demented – or could she in fact be dying, her poor tired heart giving out as she heads for Paradise?

Not today, she thinks. I have things to do.

The crash of the waves is fading now, and she remembers that she was dreaming of the sea. In her dream, she was running along the beach with her sister, Camilla. She still feels the hard, compacted sand beneath her bare feet, the scratch of the grains caught between her toes and a knobbly shell cutting into her instep. She is running as fast as she can, her lungs straining as she tries to catch up with Camilla, who, flaxen plaits streaming like banners, seems to shrink as she pulls ahead. By the time Esme reaches the far end of the bay, her sister has scrambled up the jagged rocks and is standing where they jut out into the water, laughing as the waves’ white spray soaks her, laughing at silly little Esme, who is scared of heights and the sea.

It is memory, this. She recalls how Tom ran in and out of the white-tipped waves, and how she upturned her bucket to make a perfect dome of sand. The nursemaid spreading out the picnic on the beach. The chauffeur dozing in the Daimler, parked in the shade of the trees.

She must have been five or six years old. A few years later, her mother or the nursemaid would have told them off for behaving like hoydens. Hoyden, she thinks, lying in bed, fully awake now, her gaze settling on the grey line of light between the curtains. She hasn’t heard that word for years. Are there any hoydens these days? Times change, she thinks. She remembers the summer clothing she and Camilla wore, the layers of vest, knickers, petticoat, frilled voile frock and pinafore deemed suitable for a day at the beach. She thinks of Coral’s jeans and sleeveless T-shirt. Yes, times change, and sometimes for the better.

The sound of the sea recedes, then is gone. She looks at the clock and sighs. It’s twenty past five: so many hours to get through before Zoe arrives. She feels a mixture of impatience and dread, the needing-to-get-it-over-with sensation that one endures before an aeroplane takes off. Or before a dance. The plainer, less favoured daughter, she was the sort of girl who hovered on the perimeter of the ballroom, self-conscious, wondering what people thought of her. It is one of the great advantages of old age, she thinks, that she no longer cares.

Her apprehension, the coiling in the stomach as she considers this evening’s summer party, comes, she knows, from a fear that she might fail. She has planned carefully, but there is always the possibility that what she has set out to do will be thwarted, that her arrangements may prove inadequate, or that her fractious, fractured family will refuse to do as she wants. Will refuse, even, to turn up. This may be my last birthday, one never knows at my age. She has used emotional blackmail, played the frail old lady card, more than once these past weeks.

The day may still slip away from her, receding into the distance like Camilla’s running figure. She is afraid that she will falter, that she will lack the grit to confront the past, and that she will be left standing on the sand while Camilla looks down at her and laughs her last triumphant laugh. She is afraid that her heart, which her doctor, who is young and tactless, describes as ‘flabby’, will not hold out, and she will never know the truth.

She feels anxiety surging through her like the waves of the sea and she closes her eyes and tries to breathe deeply. She has taken to going once a week to yoga classes at the village hall – herself and half a dozen young mothers, trying to lose their baby weight – and she recites in her head the instructions of her bouncy young instructress, to relax each muscle in turn, to breathe from the diaphragm, not the chest, to empty the mind.

Her mind drifts, and she is at Rosindell again. She is walking through the garden, away from the guests who spill on to the loggia and the terrace. The music, some old song, becomes distant as she follows the path of the stream towards the trees. A hard white moon has turned the grass to iron shreds and the purple candles of the rhododendrons seem luminous. The lights of the house recede, and now, in the disjointed manner of dreams, she is walking beneath the holm oaks, and the wet ferns are brushing against her ankles. There is the sound of the sea, the rich, salty smell of it, and she is standing on the clifftop, and dizzyingly far below her the waves are pounding against the rocks.

She must have slept, because she is woken by the phone ringing. Her heart beating fast – flabbily, Esme thinks crossly – she pulls on her dressing gown and hurries downstairs. Zoe nags her to have a second telephone installed in the bedroom, but Esme won’t hear of it: the expense, and besides, she is of a generation that regards the telephone with respect and a little dread, to be used sparingly, or in cases of urgency.

She is breathing hard by the time she reaches the foot of the stairs and her right hip hurts. She picks up the receiver and says her name.

‘Mum, it’s only me, nothing to worry about.’ Zoe’s voice. ‘Happy birthday.’

‘Thank you, darling.’

‘Sorry to ring so early, but I’ve a lot to get through today. By the way, Philippe’s coming.’

‘Philippe?’

‘You remember, Coral’s father.’ The patronising tone of the young prompting the unreliable recollection of the old. ‘He telephoned last night, asking if he could come to the party. It’s going to be a surprise, so we mustn’t tell Melissa or Coral.’ Zoe sounds distracted.

Esme imagines her daughter running her eyes over a row of figures as she talks, the telephone receiver jammed between shoulder and chin.

‘Of course, darling.’ Tired and apprehensive, Esme remembers to say, ‘It’s good of you to do this, Zoe.’

‘It’s no trouble. Three o’clock, then, Mum.’

Esme is about to make her farewells when Zoe says suddenly, ‘I’m still surprised – surprised you wanted it at Rosindell!’

‘Are you?’ says Esme vaguely. ‘Well, no matter. I’d better go and pick out some clothes.’

‘Haven’t you packed?’

Esme knows that Zoe will have planned her weekend outfits days in advance, will have organised her suitcase after finishing work on Friday, and will have folded her party frock between layers of tissue paper so that it does not crease.

She says soothingly, ‘It won’t take me a minute. I’ll be standing on the doorstep, case in hand, I promise.’

She ends the call. It is a quarter past seven in the morning and the garden is at its most beautiful early in the day, so she puts on a mackintosh over her nightdress and dressing gown, sticks her feet into a pair of wellies, and goes outside.

Sunshine makes diamonds out of the dewdrops on the grass. There is only a small square of grass – she dislikes lawns; all that tedious business of mowing and feeding – but she has naturalised cowslips and fritillaries, and in spring the little green square reminds her of the Devon meadows of her childhood, which sparkled with flowers. Esme’s home stands in the centre of a quarter of an acre of garden. The cottage, with its small windows and low ceilings, is inconvenient and old-fashioned, but she bought it for the garden, which is her private paradise. The garden walls her off from the rest of the village. It was Rosindell, of course, that bred in her the habit of solitude.

Narrow gravel paths divide the beds and bees hum around the sedums, which are in flower. She likes September, her birthday month: it still holds the possibility of opulence and yet it lacks the oppressiveness of the dry August heatwave, which always seems unnatural in a cool, rainy country.

Esme’s hens, pert and handsome Buff Orpingtons, forage in the undergrowth. A thrush sings, perched on an apple bough. She knows why she dreamed of Camilla, yet the dream has recalled to her something she has not thought about for years: the jealousy that as a child she felt towards her elder sister, in all its destabilising intensity. Extraordinary, she thinks, how the old insecurities remain, even after so long, and with such a forgotten power. The joys and miseries of childhood are so easily dismissed, and yet their consequences have remained with her throughout her life. She knows now that it is too easy, the creation of a favoured child. She has her own guilt. Loss and longing will always paw at her heart. Jealousy and longing, she thinks: these are the emotions that have shaped my life.

She turns back to the house. Upstairs, she takes a simple black frock from her wardrobe, a pair of black low heels and her pearls. She picks up the small sheaf of paperwork – the evidence, she calls it to herself – from the top of the chest of drawers and, sitting down on the bed, leafs through it. The Country Life photographs, and a much older picture of Rosindell’s servants, lined up outside the front door of the house. An illustration stolen from a library book, of a beach party at Cannes. Esme can tell, studying it, that the subjects consider themselves louche, stylish and modern, and yet their old-fashioned swimsuits look ridiculous now and the hairstyles are stiff and unflattering.

Old secrets, long and sour in the plotting. But she feels calmer now. She thinks, today I will know the truth. But when did the truth begin? You have to go far, far back. To the war, the first war, which ran a harrow over her generation, leaving it crushed and bleeding. No one who did not live through it can understand the tidal force of that war, or that it left nothing unchanged. Afterwards, she and her contemporaries carried a darkness in their hearts. Perhaps the darkness eats at her even now. Perhaps it ate away at Camilla, who nursed during the war. And now she wonders whether that was how Camilla was able to do what she did, because she had seen so much of death and betrayal that they no longer seemed important to her.

If you want to discover the truth, she thinks, you have to go back to 1917. To London, and to Devlin Reddaway, on leave from his regiment at the Western Front.


Part One

Inheritance

1917–1932


Chapter One

London, January 1917

A maid showed Devlin Reddaway into the drawing room of the Belgrave Square mansion. Half a dozen people were sitting on the armchairs and sofas. He saw Camilla Langdon immediately. She was wearing a light green dress, white stockings and low-heeled white shoes, and her hair, which was a pale, silvery blond, was pinned up at the back of her head.

She rose, smiling, taking his hand. ‘Devlin, how lovely to see you. How are you?’

‘I’m very well. And you?’

‘Thank you, I’m in perfect health. Lady Clare, Captain Reddaway is a friend from home.’

Lady Clare was seated on the central sofa. Shrewd grey eyes surveyed Devlin and greetings were murmured. She had seen Rosindell a long time ago, Lady Clare mused, when she had been a girl. Hadn’t the house once been famous for its summer ball? So sad when the old traditions fell away. Still, one must move with the times.

Camilla introduced Devlin to the woman seated beside Lady Clare, a Mrs Sheridan, round-faced and pretty, her cheeks the smooth pale pink of dog roses. The girl in a blue frock on the sofa beside Camilla was Edna Clare, Lady Clare’s daughter. Besides Devlin himself, there were two other army officers present, one with his arm in a sling, the other curly-haired, freckled, very young.

Tea was poured, cake offered. At first Lady Clare directed the conversation, but after a while she left the room and Mrs Sheridan took centre stage. The talk was light, of the cold weather, of the recent Christmas and of a film Mrs Sheridan had seen. Devlin’s gaze was drawn constantly to Camilla. It seemed to him that there was a challenge in her eyes, a recklessness in her smile. Her boyish, earthy laugh startled.

Camilla’s enquiry to the curly-haired officer resulted in blushes and stammering.

‘I’m g-going home tomorrow, Miss Langdon. S-see my parents in S-Suffolk.’

Camilla turned to Devlin. ‘Will you go home this leave?’

‘I should do. It’s been more than a year. If we only have to put up with each other for a couple of days, perhaps my father and I won’t fall out.’

Edna Clare spoke. She had a low, attractive voice. ‘Family squabbles become unimportant at times like this, don’t they?’

Their last quarrel had been of such a bitter nature that Devlin doubted that, but he said, ‘Yes, I expect you’re right, Miss Clare.’

‘Darling Edna, you have a more forgiving nature than I have.’ Camilla smiled at her friend. ‘To me, a quarrel is a quarrel, and neither time nor war nor anything else will heal it.’

‘You don’t mean that,’ said Edna.

‘I do, but let it be. I won’t quarrel with you.’ She turned to Devlin. ‘How is your father?’

Walter Reddaway had been in poor health for some years. ‘No worse, as far as I know,’ Devlin said. ‘And your parents? And Tom? And …’ There was a sister: he must be tired, Devlin thought as he scoured his memory, because he had forgotten her name and could recall nothing of her but a mass of amber-coloured hair. A tall, thin girl, weighted down by her hair.

‘Esme? She’s well, I believe. And Tom is stationed at Portsmouth, land-bound, which he hates.’ Camilla was frowning at him. ‘I wasn’t sure you’d come. I’m such a hopeless correspondent. I thought you might be cross with me.’

At five o’clock the party began to break up. As Devlin rose to go, he spoke to Camilla.

‘May I see you again?’

‘I have an engagement tonight. Tomorrow, if you like.’

‘I’m visiting a friend of mine in Derbyshire tomorrow.’

‘Will you be back by the evening?’

He expected to be. Camilla turned to Mrs Sheridan. ‘Captain Reddaway may join us tomorrow evening, mayn’t he, Sally?’

‘Yes, that would be delightful.’ Mrs Sheridan bestowed on him a smile. ‘The more the merrier.’

Devlin Reddaway had arrived in London that morning, having left the front in northern France two days earlier. A slow, stuttering train had drawn him from the battle lines across grey and brown countryside to Le Havre, from where he had sailed overnight to Southampton. A second train had crawled between English fields and woodland. Arriving in London, he had taken the Underground to Victoria, and from there, needing fresh air, he had walked to Marble Arch, where a fellow officer had lent him his flat. The flat was masculine in taste, furnished with leather armchairs and Indian rugs. As he unpacked his kitbag, the four unfamiliar rooms had seemed chilly and unwelcoming. Only the letter that the porter had handed him in the foyer, the letter from Camilla, inviting him to tea in Belgrave Square that afternoon, had lightened his mood.

Camilla Langdon’s family lived in Dartmouth, in south Devon. Charles Langdon, Camilla’s father, owned a boatyard on the river Dart. Charles’s wife, Annette, was fair, fat, pretty and socially ambitious. You took a ferry from Dartmouth across the mouth of the Dart to reach the village of Kingswear. Three miles from Kingswear was Rosindell, Devlin’s home, marooned on its blustery headland.

Rosindell’s history was written in timber and stone. The first buildings on the site had been a hospice and a chapel, constructed in the fourteenth century. Later, a great hall had been added, along with farm buildings. In Tudor times the house had been further enlarged, but the family had clung to the old religion, had chosen the wrong side during the Civil War, and then the estate had fallen into a long decline. Cattle had lived within the confines of the buildings, and brambles and ivy had woven their long tentacles over the walls. Rosindell had been close to ruin when, in the nineteenth century, George Reddaway had restored the house, doubling it in size. Since then, Reddaways had lived and died and prospered and wasted. Now, Rosindell had fallen into decline once more.

Devlin’s father, Walter Reddaway, and Camilla’s father, Charles Langdon, held each other in mild contempt. The Langdons had built a large, brash new house in Dartmouth; Rosindell had stood in the same isolated valley, among the same acres of fertile farmland, for centuries. But Devlin had been to the same prep school as Tom, Camilla’s brother, and they had liked each other well enough. Tom was lazy and affable, good company when they were younger for a day’s boating or bird’s-nesting. A secretive and moody adolescent, Devlin had admired Camilla Langdon’s looks.

Shortly after the outbreak of war in 1914, he had joined up. He had been sent to France in the summer of 1915, and in September he had been wounded at the battle of Loos. After he had been discharged from hospital, he had gone home to Rosindell. There he had quarrelled with his father and done what he could to shore up the estate. One afternoon in Dartmouth, he had encountered Camilla by the harbour. There had been a sudden rainstorm, the skies had opened, and she had put up her face to the heavens and laughed. In that moment, attraction had become compulsion and admiration had turned to desire. Her blonde prettiness, even the perfection of her features, might have seemed insipid in a different woman, but Camilla’s beauty was that of a pale flame, light-reflecting and restless, her small, curving mouth and speedwell-blue eyes informed by rapidly changing emotions: amusement, anger, excitement.

She had turned to leave, the shoulders of her coat darkened by the rain, when he had said, ‘Write to me, won’t you, Camilla?’

‘Yes, I will, if you like,’ she had replied. And then she had added, ‘But don’t be cross with me if I forget.’

In the year that had followed his return to France, four letters from Camilla had reached Devlin at the front. The last had been posted from London. Camilla had written to him that she had left home to work as a nurse in a hospital in Belgrave Square. The hospital was housed in the ballroom of a mansion belonging to the mother of her school friend, Edna Clare. It has taken me months to persuade my mother to let me go to London. Fortunately, Edna’s mother is Lady Clare and Mummy is such a snob.

After Devlin left Lady Clare’s house, the London streets in the blackout seemed gloomy, dim and mysterious. But for the bright, narrow wand of a searchlight, dancing in the charcoal sky, he might have slipped back in time. The pubs had opened and Devlin bought a glass of watery beer, then found a quiet restaurant, where he ordered supper. A gluey drowsiness came over him as he drank his coffee, and so he headed back to the flat.

As soon as he lay down in bed, he drifted instantly into a dream in which he had tumbled from the cliffs at Rosindell to the sea below. He would reach out, grab a rock and try to haul himself out of the water, but the rock was always needle sharp, tearing his hands, or slippery with seaweed and impossible to grip.

The following morning, the Sheffield train was crowded. Devlin gave his seat up to a woman and child and stood in the corridor, looking out at the wintry fields. Leaning a shoulder against the window pane, he dozed on and off until the train drew into Sheffield station. There, he changed trains, sitting in a carriage that jolted between the majestic, snow-topped hills of the Peak District. He alighted at Hathersage and walked up the steeply sloping road to the Hutchinsons’ house. The route was familiar; he had stayed there two or three times when he was a boy, in the school holidays.

He steeled himself before knocking on the door. Mrs Hutchinson opened it. ‘Devlin, how good of you to come.’ She embraced him. ‘My dear boy. We’ve all been so looking forward to seeing you.’

Devlin hung his greatcoat on the hall stand and put his cap and gloves on a table. ‘How is Eddie?’

‘He had a bad night, I’m afraid. You mustn’t mind if …’ Her voice fluttered away.

She was a kind, motherly woman, and he had been fond of her as a boy. Edward’s father had been a vicar, but was now retired. The Hutchinsons had married late in life and had only the one son.

Mrs Hutchinson patted Devlin’s sleeve. ‘It’s so good to see you. And looking so well. Come and say hello to Edward. He’s in the snug, catching the sun.’

Devlin followed Mrs Hutchinson through the house. A large window framed a view of the hills. Edward’s wheelchair was beside the window. A tartan blanket was tucked over the stumps of his legs, which had been blown off above the knees.

‘Hello, Eddie,’ said Devlin.

Edward turned a scarred face towards him. ‘You shouldn’t have come.’

‘Dearest,’ said Mrs Hutchinson gently, but Edward looked away to the window.

‘I could do with a cup of tea, if you have a moment, Mrs Hutchinson,’ said Devlin. ‘There wasn’t any to be had on the train.’

‘Tea,’ said Mrs Hutchinson with a breathless gasp. ‘Yes, of course. I’m so sorry, you poor boy, you must be parched! And a piece of cake – you’ll have some fruit cake, won’t you?’

She left the room. Devlin drew up a chair and sat down opposite Edward. Before he could speak, Edward said, ‘I meant it, you shouldn’t have come. I’m as dull as ditchwater and you’ll only have, what? A week’s leave?’

‘Five days, because of travelling.’

‘Then you shouldn’t have wasted it on me.’

‘I’m not wasting it. I wanted to see how you were.’

‘I am as you see.’ Edward gave a twisted smile. ‘I’m three fifths of a man. I’ve worked it out. Two legs and half my face gone, so minus one fifth for each leg and the hole in my face makes up for the stumps. Don’t say it,’ he said roughly, as Devlin began to speak.

‘Don’t say what?’

‘That I’m still the same person underneath or some rot like that. Because I’m not.’ He nodded to the hills. ‘I’ll never walk there again. I’ll never be there on my own, looking down the valley from the peaks, seeing the whole world around me. I’d rather be dead. She knows I’d rather be dead. That’s why she never leaves me alone, that’s why she sends my father to the shops instead. Annie, the maid, has gone, you know. Couldn’t stand the sight of me. She used to flirt with me, when I was in one piece.’

There was a clinking of cups and plates. Devlin took the tray from Edward’s mother and set it down on a table. The pouring of tea and the handing round of cake allowed some light remarks. Edward’s cup jittered against his saucer; as his mother mopped up the spills, he glared at her, his expression a mixture of contempt and resentment.

Devlin searched for a topic of conversation, rejecting in rapid succession London, Camilla, the war as hopelessly tactless or unsuitable. Rosindell: but then he had never invited Edward to Rosindell, too embarrassed as a schoolboy to expose his friend to its dereliction or his father’s oddities and tempers.

His gaze alighted on a library book on the windowsill. He asked Edward about it and Edward made some grudging reply, then Mrs Hutchinson supplied a few bright comments and Devlin talked about a book he had read, and so the conversation limped on for an hour or so, Eddie taking little part, that expression of viperous outrage often naked in his eye.

Devlin left shortly after lunch, pleading his evening engagement in London, promising to return on his next leave. He took a window seat on the Hathersage train. I’ll never walk there again: he turned away from the view and concentrated on lighting a cigarette. On the train from Sheffield, he sat in the corner of a carriage, closing his eyes. He didn’t sleep, though. He found it almost impossible now to remember the Edward he had once known, with whom he had played at school and walked and climbed in the Peak District. It was as if the man he had seen that day had erased those memories, as if they had never been. It was not only Edward who had been destroyed, but his family also, who had once seemed to him the ideal of the happy family, an exemplar, almost, of what might have been, had his own mother lived. Since her death when Devlin had been five, his father had cut himself off from the world. Visitors had stopped calling at the house, deterred by Walter Reddaway’s rudeness and moroseness. His father had neglected Rosindell and now the roof on the oldest part of the building let in water and in winter the cellars were awash.

More passengers piled on at Doncaster and then the train rattled off again. His exchange with Camilla the previous day now seemed one of politeness, holding no promise. An acquaintance from home, adrift in London; what else could she have done but allow him to tag along with her? What did he hope for? He did not want to want Camilla Langdon. In Flanders he had lost the habit of wanting. Out there, you desired the absence of things – cold, rain, fear, mud. And then yesterday, he had glimpsed desire itself, rushing into the void.

The train drew into London at a quarter past seven. He had time to kill before meeting Camilla and her friends, so he ate an indifferent supper in a café and then found a pub. As he walked to Piccadilly, girls with painted faces smiled at him, huddled in their thin coats in doorways. London was clamorous, frenzied and hollow. If you picked at the surface, you would find nothing beneath.

In the nightclub, he ordered another drink. Already he could see how the evening would turn out and already it bored him. He would be an intrusive and unwanted extra to Camilla’s circle, tolerated for pity’s sake. He would compete with her more favoured friends for time alone with her.

Half an hour passed before they arrived, the bright silks of the women’s dresses contrasting with the dull khaki of the men’s uniforms. Camilla was wearing a simple white gown, so that she seemed luminously pale, almost ghostlike. Round her shoulders rested a stole of white fur, which gleamed as it caught the light. In his mind’s eye, Devlin imagined a creature, an ermine or an arctic hare, running across a snowfield, free, alone, swerving this way and that, leaving a looping trace on a blanched hill.

He was introduced to Mrs Sheridan’s husband, a sandy-haired man with a nervous tic that caused his head to jerk sideways every few minutes, and to another couple, the Crowthers, the woman darkly vivid and thick-browed, her husband twice her age. Edna Clare was accompanied by a cousin who was in the Guards.

There was a tall man with a neatly trimmed moustache, who ran bored eyes over Devlin as Camilla introduced them.

‘Devlin, let me introduce you to Major de Grey. Victor, this is Captain Reddaway, a friend of mine.’

Seats were found, drinks were ordered. Devlin sat between Captain Sheridan and Mrs Crowther. Mrs Sheridan talked about her nieces, while her husband remained silent, staring at the dance floor. Camilla and de Grey sat opposite Devlin. Camilla was talking to de Grey but her words came to Devlin only patchily, drowned out by Mrs Sheridan’s voice and the music of the three-piece band. The major had an aloof look and his occasional smiles were compressed and brief.

Interrupting Mrs Sheridan’s monologue, Devlin glanced across the table. ‘Have they known each other long?’

‘I don’t believe so, Captain Reddaway. Major de Grey’s sister is married to my cousin. Greenwell, the de Greys’ estate, is in Gloucestershire. Do you know it? Reggie and I stayed there one summer before the war. The gardens are famous for their allées of pleached limes.’

Watching de Grey lead Camilla on to the dance floor, Devlin felt the savage bite of jealousy. Was she keen on de Grey? Surely not – the man seemed a cold fish.

A voice hailed him; looking up, Devlin saw an officer he had known at training camp. ‘Hello, Bridges,’ he said.

‘Good to see you, Reddaway. Let’s have a drink.’

Camilla’s friends showed no inclination to move up and allow Bridges to join them, so he and Devlin sat at another table. Bridges was an unprepossessing man, short, snub-nosed and wet-lipped. Devlin remembered that he had a mild, agreeable nature, unsuited for war. He was someone you would have assumed would have been pointlessly wiped out in an early futile skirmish.

He was teaching at a training camp in Hertfordshire, Bridges told him. ‘I’m good at maps,’ he said.

‘Good for you.’

‘Envious of you fellows on the front line, of course.’

‘Are you?’

Bridges’ head dipped. ‘Feel I should say I am. It seems cowardly, to be glad to be stuck at home.’

‘Rot. I should make the most of it.’

‘That’s what Louisa says.’

‘Louisa?’

‘My wife.’ A photograph was unearthed from a wallet and a wedding portrait of a heavy-jawed woman overburdened with white lace offered to Devlin.

‘Pretty girl,’ said Devlin. ‘Congratulations.’

‘She’s in Lancashire, worse luck, with her mother, because she’s going to have a baby, or I’d be with her tonight. Don’t awfully care for these places, but I needed a drink.’

The dance came to an end. Devlin saw Camilla and de Grey separate and murmured an excuse to Bridges. The band struck up ‘If You Were the Only Girl (In the World)’, the syrupy rhythms soaring as Devlin asked Camilla to dance.

‘I knew you’d be a good dancer,’ she said after they had circled the floor a couple of times. ‘I can always tell. Victor hates dancing. He can be such a bore.’

Devlin felt beneath his hand the broad, straight sweep of her back, with its strong musculature. A lock of hair clung to her cheek like a curling golden wave on white sand. His fingers slid on the satin of her dress as they had slipped on the seaweed-covered rock in his dream.

‘I thought you seemed close,’ he said.

‘Did you? I doubt if Victor’s close to anyone. There’s something distant about him. He doesn’t try to please. How was your friend in Derbyshire?’

‘Pretty awful, I’m afraid.’

‘What happened to him?’

‘His legs were blown off on the first day of the Somme.’

He felt her shudder; he said, ‘I’m sorry, that was crude of me.’

‘You’d think I’d have got used to it, working at the hospital. But you don’t, at all. If anything, I hate it more.’

‘I felt guilty not staying the night. His mother wanted me to. I don’t think they have much company. But I was desperate to get away. I was glad I had the excuse of meeting you this evening.’

‘Is that what I am, an excuse?’ Her teasing smile faded. ‘I can hardly bear to look at some of them. We’re supposed to be a convalescent hospital, so we used to get only the more presentable ones, but now they seem to send us anyone at all.’

‘Will you throw it in?’

‘No, certainly not. If I did, I’d have to go home. Devlin, I’m trying to explain to you why I didn’t write very often. I was afraid that something might happen to you. Lots of men ask me to write to them, you see.’

He felt resentful of them, these unknown, importunate men. ‘And do you?’

‘No, I usually put them off. You start to like someone and then something unspeakable happens to them. The other girls write to soldiers and they’re always waiting for letters. I’d hate that. I hate waiting for anything.’

‘But you wrote to me.’

‘There are always exceptions, don’t you find?’

‘Was I an exception?’

‘Yes.’ She laughed. ‘Do you want me to flatter you, to tell you why?’

‘If your reason is flattering, then yes.’

‘I don’t know that you’ll think it is. That last time we met in Dartmouth, I thought you had a wild look. Wild and unpredictable and only pretending to be civilised. The Reddaways have a reputation, you know.’

He pulled her closer. ‘I thought you were the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen.’ Her head fitted neatly under his chin and he could feel the quick rise and fall of her breath.

The dance came to an end and there was a flutter of applause. As they walked back to the table, she said, ‘When are you planning to go to Rosindell?’

‘Tomorrow.’

‘Don’t go.’ Again their gazes locked together, and then she returned to her seat next to de Grey.

A girl joined the band and began to sing ‘Roses of Picardy’. Mrs Sheridan seemed to have talked herself out at last because the silence stretched until Mrs Crowther said quietly, ‘Pray God the war will end this year.’

‘Surely it must,’ said Mrs Sheridan.

‘Why?’ Her husband’s head jerked sideways. ‘Why must it?’

‘It can’t go on for ever.’

Sheridan ran a palm down the crease of his trousers. ‘I don’t see why not. We’ve tumbled into a pit and can’t find our way out.’

De Grey said, ‘This year, next year, there’ll be a breakthrough. It’s a question of wearing the enemy down.’

‘We’re worn down,’ said Sheridan. ‘We’re worn down almost to nothing.’

‘Come, come, you’re exaggerating, man. We’ve held the line for two years. Sooner or later our fortunes will turn.’

‘Trench warfare favours the defending army,’ said Crowther. ‘You can’t deny that Sheridan has a point. We charge at them and they repulse us and nothing changes.’

‘You’re wrong, dear fellow.’ Captain Sheridan’s palm moved faster and faster, as if he was rubbing something away, and he gave a high-pitched, guttering laugh. ‘Something changes. A few thousand more men put through the mincing machine. It’ll go on for ever, I tell you, or at least until there are none of us left.’ His voice had risen to a shrill, reedy pitch and people seated at the other tables were staring at him.

‘I say, steady on, old chap,’ said Crowther.

‘Here.’ Devlin pushed Sheridan’s drink towards him.

‘Let’s go home, Reggie,’ said Mrs Sheridan. Her face had collapsed like a wilted flower.

The Sheridans left the room. A few conversational skirmishes followed their exit, all fading into silence. The soloist’s voice had a harsh edge to it and the dance floor had emptied. Devlin felt depressed by Sheridan’s outburst, the more so because he agreed with everything he had said.

‘It’s late,’ said Camilla. ‘Are you coming, Edna?’

Devlin offered to see the two young women home.

‘It’s on my way, I’ll go,’ said de Grey.

‘No thank you, Victor.’ Camilla rearranged her fur stole. ‘I’m sure Captain Reddaway is capable of finding a cab.’

The three of them left the nightclub. During the short cab ride, Camilla sat between Devlin and Edna Clare and the two women talked about their work. The muted lights of the street lamps raced past, counting out the moments. In the pit of his stomach Devlin felt a knot of excitement. Now and then Camilla’s shoulder brushed against his. Something was going to happen. He knew that he needed only to give events a push.

Outside the house in Belgrave Square, Edna Clare thanked him for escorting her home.

‘You go on in, Edna.’ Camilla smiled at her friend. ‘I’ll be there in half a mo.’

As soon as Miss Clare was out of earshot, Devlin said, ‘I have to see you again.’

‘I thought you were going home to Rosindell.’

‘That can wait. On your own, Camilla. Not with the others. Is that possible?’

‘Yes,’ she murmured.

‘Do you know the Long Bar at the Criterion? I’ll wait for you there tomorrow evening.’

Her lips, soft and warm and velvety, brushed against his cheek, and then she was gone.

Sitting in the burnished opulence of the Long Bar the following evening, Devlin’s gaze darted over an infantry major, blaring about the French railways, and a huddle of fat, grey-haired men in evening dress.

Light multiplied in the metallic sheen on the walls, and he saw her, framed in the doorway. Beneath the white fur stole she was wearing a black dress with lace round the neckline. Two cream-coloured roses were tucked into her waist and a third rose was pinned on to the heap of fair hair on the back of her head.

‘You look lovely,’ he said.

‘I feel quite cheap. Artificial flowers …’

‘I thought they were real.’

‘Did you? How sweet of you. They are silk, I’m afraid. There are no hothouse blooms to be had for love or money.’ She ran the back of her fingers over the fur stole. ‘We’re not supposed to dress extravagantly in wartime, are we? But I couldn’t resist wearing my loveliest things.’

‘Thank you for coming, Camilla.’

‘You shouldn’t thank me.’ Her expression was a mixture of excitement and mockery. ‘I only ever do things that please me. It pleased me to see you, Devlin, that’s all.’

‘I’ve booked a table in the restaurant,’ Devlin said. ‘I wasn’t sure how long you would be able to stay.’

‘I’ll stay as long as I like. Lady Clare watches me like a hawk. I don’t think she approves of me. I tried to pass you off as an old family friend, but old family friends aren’t often so handsome, I’m afraid. But I’m a hard worker, so she puts up with me. I have to keep on the right side of her or she’ll send me home.’

‘And you wouldn’t want that?’

‘Certainly not.’

‘Weren’t you happy there?’

‘Devlin. Were you?’

‘Happy enough.’

‘You mean when you weren’t quarrelling with your father. What did you quarrel about?’

‘The house, mostly. My father seems content to let it crumble into the sea.’

‘And you don’t care to inherit a romantic ruin?’

‘Not much, no. How did you escape from Lady Clare?’

Camilla made a swooning expression. ‘I have a sick headache and have taken to my bed. Do I look very unwell, darling?’

‘You look the picture of health, as you always do. Won’t your friend look in on you?’

‘Edna? Oh yes, she’ll try to make a fuss of me. She can be tiresome like that.’

‘It’s kind of her to be concerned.’

‘Perhaps, but it’s a nuisance on occasions like this. Jane Fox will fend her off.’

‘Jane Fox?’

‘She came with me to the hospital. She helps me with my clothes and hair when she isn’t slaving away as a ward maid. She’s a sweet girl, very clever with her hands, and she does whatever I ask her to. You know her, don’t you?’

‘A little.’ Jane Fox’s elder sister, Sarah, was a maid at Rosindell. Jane had also worked there briefly a few years ago. Devlin recalled a lean-faced girl, as tawny-red as her surname implied.

He said, ‘How was your day?’

‘Pretty rotten. I overslept, I’m afraid, and the Clare tore me off a strip. She has a way of treating one like a housemaid. I long for the day when I can tell the silly bitch what I think of her.’ Camilla gave him a sideways look. ‘I shouldn’t have said that. What must you think of me?’

‘That you’re tired and you work too hard.’

‘A dozen new patients arrived this morning. It’s always such a rush when when there are so many, and some of them were in an awful state.’ Her mouth twisted. ‘If I get through this, I shall never do anything frightful again, I shall just have fun.’

‘Good idea.’

‘You don’t disapprove?’

‘No, not a bit. Dance and carouse as much as you like.’

‘I shall. I shall go to parties and I shall buy myself a motor car and drive very fast.’

While she spoke, he admired the curve of her jaw, the long, slender column of her neck and the fierce glint of humour in her eyes.

She said, ‘When the war’s over, what will you do, Devlin?’

It was unimaginable, not worth considering, and to do so would be to tempt fate, but he said, surprising himself, ‘I shall go home. And I’ll never go away again.’

‘Is that what you most want? In the whole world?’

‘It’s one of the things I most want.’

‘What else?’

‘You. I want you, Camilla.’

‘You’re very forward, Captain Reddaway.’

‘I’m short of time,’ he said bluntly. ‘You must see that.’

The waiter arrived to tell them that their table was ready. She was ravenous, Camilla told Devlin as they rose and walked to the restaurant, and then she gave her great throaty laugh and heads turned to look at her.

‘You must forgive me,’ she said. ‘I can’t go along with that business of pretending to have the appetite of a bird. I expect those women go to the larder at night and stuff themselves silly.’

Dining at the Criterion was like being enclosed in a jewellery box. The gilt, mirrors and mosaics seemed a fitting setting for Camilla, who, like the room, glittered and gleamed. Their food had been served when she leaned across the table, as if about to impart a secret.

‘Jane Fox told me she saw a ghost at Rosindell.’

‘Jane was little more than a child when she worked for us. A child with a vivid imagination.’

‘No headless nuns, then?’

‘I’m afraid not.’

‘You’re disappointing me, Devlin. You’ll have to make it up to me, if you’ve no ghost stories to entertain me with. Or I won’t forgive you.’

‘Won’t you?’ He held her gaze.

‘I told you, I don’t forgive easily.’

‘Then I’ll try harder. Rosindell’s an old house. There are always stories about old houses. People from the towns and villages find the place too remote and they let their imaginations run away with them. The timbers creak and groan in the wind and perhaps they mistake the sounds for footsteps. Or maybe a lamp casts a shadow and people think … Well, you know the sort of thing they think. All sorts of nonsense.’

‘Tell me what it’s like. I’ve sailed once or twice into the bay, but I couldn’t see the house.’

‘You can’t, from the sea. It’s hidden in a valley that runs down to the cliff. You might say that architecturally it’s rather a hotchpotch, but I think it’s quite perfect.’ In his mind’s eye he saw the house, storm-lashed and solitary, the Reddaways’ fiefdom.

‘You’re making me feel ashamed of myself, persuading you to stay in London instead of going home.’

He took her hand. ‘I know what I want, Camilla.’

‘I imagine you do. And I expect, most of the time, you get it. You are a man and the world is made by men.’ Her tone had become bitter.

‘That may be true, but women have their own power.’

‘And you’re so afraid of it, you bind us about with rules and regulations so we can hardly use it. Shall I tell you when I was happiest? I can remember the exact moment. I was on a friend’s yacht and the wind was in the sails and we flew across the sea. It was magnificent and glorious. And yet I had to beg my mother to be allowed to sail. Every time, some dreary old relative or friend of the family must come along too. If no one could be found, there I was, imprisoned at home with my sister.’ Devlin was surprised to see a flicker of fear in Camilla’s expression. ‘Sometimes,’ she finished with a short laugh, ‘I’m afraid I’ll end up all alone in some poky room in Bayswater.’

‘I don’t think so. Do I have to spell it out to you?’

‘I want you to.’

‘Camilla, I think – I know – that I’ve fallen in love with you.’

Her lips parted. She said nothing, but gave a small nod.

At eleven o’clock that evening, he saw her back to Belgrave Square. In the moonlight her skin had the iridescent sheen of pearls and her hair was a web of frosted threads.

Outside the mansion, Camilla gave a thin whistle. In an upstairs window, curtains moved and a pale face appeared, like the moon showing between clouds. Devlin’s hands encircled her waist and his lips found hers, and they kissed and kissed. Then a side door opened and Camilla slipped into the house.

He spent the next morning searching for flowers for her. Camilla had been right, there were few to be had, but he scoured London until he came across a girl outside Waterloo station, come up on the train from Hampshire with a basket of snowdrops.

From Waterloo Bridge he watched the ships that crowded the Thames. Half a dozen coal barges, strung together like a necklace, glided beneath the span, and there was the tang of salt and rotting vegetation. He felt a stab of homesickness for a greener, better-loved river, and he seemed to jolt away from the city to Devon and the river Dart, and from there to the isolation of the peninsula on which Rosindell stood. The roar of traffic was replaced by the crashing of waves in the cove and the scream of the wind tearing across cliff and combe. Exhaust fumes gave way to wood smoke, sea salt and roses.

He met Camilla at midday. She pressed her face into the snowdrops, closing her eyes. They had lunch in a café, a brief half-hour together before she had to return to work. Walking away, exhaustion smothered him like a blanket, and the crowds seemed to impede his progress as he made for Marble Arch. In the flat, he lay down on the sofa and, without so much as loosening his bootlaces, fell asleep.

He was part of a long file of men, walking on duckboards through no-man’s-land. Snowdrops flowered in the mud, a great field of them. A mist came down, hiding the remainder of his platoon, but when the clouds thinned he found that he was alone and on the road to Rosindell. He walked on, up the narrow, high-hedged lane. The sun gleamed through the shreds of mist and light glinted on the ploughed furrows in the fields. A brightness in the sky showed him where the sea was, over the hill to the south. But when he reached the top of the rise and looked down to the hollow where the house should have been, there was nothing there.

He woke and looked at his wristwatch. He had slept for three hours. His mind drifted back to Rosindell; not the vanished Rosindell of his dream, but the living house, familiar yet mysterious, tucked into its remote corner of Devon. He saw with perfect clarity, almost as if he had come across it in the pages of a book, what he would do to transform it into a fitting home for Camilla.

That evening, as they dined, he told her about his plans. How he would take down the old barns and outbuildings that lay close to the house. How he would build on the land that he had cleared, flying out from the existing structure, a new Rosindell. The rooms would be modern and spacious and their tall windows would face out to the narrow valley in which his mother had planted a garden.

Later, walking back to Belgrave Square, he took her into the shelter of a doorway and kissed her. She seemed to melt into his arms and pushed herself hard against him, and he felt the swell of her breasts and her jutting hip bones. Touch me, she murmured, and he ran his hand beneath the soft fur of her cape, his fingertips tracing out the hardness of her collarbones and the hollow of her throat. When he pushed aside lace and pressed against flesh, she flung back her head, her eyes closed and her lips parted. His mouth found the smooth, pale curve of her breast, his palm shaped the roundness of her hip. He felt her strain against him and heard the rapid rise and fall of her breath. She rose to meet him, passionate and demanding.

A middle-aged couple, complaining of the cost of their hotel, headed down the pavement towards them. Camilla tidied her clothing and they walked on. At the Clares’ mansion, the same routine as the night before. The whistle, the face at the window like the moon rising through clouds, and then she slipped inside the house.

On the morning of his last day in London, Devlin called at his bank, then bought essentials at the Army & Navy Stores. In the afternoon he packed his kitbag. Without his belongings, the flat returned to the state in which he had moved into it a week earlier, a resting place for the transient.

The minutes ticked away until he saw her again, but also counted off the moments before they were to part. If being with her left him light-headed and exhilarated, made breathless by her beauty and brilliance, Devlin found himself unable to contemplate the thought of not seeing her for months or even years. He shoved to the back of his mind the possibility that he might never her again.

He shouldered his kitbag and left the flat, handing the keys to the porter. His train was due to leave Victoria at five o’clock. As he walked to Belgrave Square, the trees and lawns of Hyde Park had a vivid familiarity and the mansion houses he passed seemed to have become a part of him. Time fell through his fingers like sand.

She had told him to wait for her on the far side of the square. She was on duty that afternoon but had promised to slip out to say goodbye to him. He took up position near a corner of the railings, from where he could see the front door. It was four o’clock, and as he waited, the first specks of snow began to fall, washed with gold as they danced through the dimmed glow of the street lamps.

He glanced at his watch. It was a quarter past four. The snow was whirling, icing the tops of the railings and the branches of the trees. The door to the Clares’ mansion opened and Devlin tensed. But it was not Camilla; the woman who came down the steps was shorter and stouter than she. He felt a heavy disappointment, a premonition of a much deeper grief.

Half past four. He walked quickly to the house and knocked on the door. The maid opened it.

‘May I speak to Miss Langdon?’

Waiting in the hallway, Devlin’s gaze raked over the oil paintings on the walls and the blots of water his boots made on the black and white tiles.

Footsteps: his heart leaped. But it was Edna Clare, not Camilla.

‘Captain Reddaway, I’m so sorry, but Camilla is busy, I’m afraid.’

‘Five minutes,’ he said. ‘I need to say goodbye.’

Miss Clare ran a hand down her apron. For the first time, he noticed the streaks of red on the white cloth. ‘You see, another half-dozen patients have just arrived.’ Her voice was kind. ‘We really are all so busy.’

‘Yes, of course,’ he said. ‘I’m sorry to have troubled you, Miss Clare.’

‘I’ll tell her you said goodbye. And God bless you and keep you safe, Captain Reddaway.’

He walked away from the house. When he reached the corner of the square, he looked back, but the snow and the darkness had already erased the building. As he made his way through the crowds inside Victoria station, he peered now and then towards the entrance. People poured in and out and he cursed every one of them for not being Camilla.

On the platform, soldiers were saying goodbye to their wives and mothers. One leaned out of a door, smoking; another shouted to his mate to hurry up. Carriage doors slammed shut. Beyond the station, above the rails, snow rushed and danced in a circle of ochre light.

Over the hubbub, he heard a voice calling out his name. Whipping round, he saw Camilla. He forced his way through the crowds towards where her white cap bobbed as she ran.

She threw herself into his arms. ‘I’m so sorry – I couldn’t get away – Edna told me you’d come to the house!’

‘It doesn’t matter.’ He kissed her, crushing her to him, breathing in her perfume, making himself memorise the softness of her skin and the way she stood straight and strong, like a birch tree. ‘Nothing else matters, only that you came.’

‘I was afraid you’d already be on the train and I wouldn’t be able to find you! I was afraid you wouldn’t have waited!’ She was laughing and crying at the same time.

‘I’d wait for you for ever. Will you wait for me?’ He looked down at her tenderly. ‘Camilla, I want you to marry me. You will, won’t you?’

Her lips parted; she said something, but the shriek of the guard’s whistle blotted out her words. Smoke billowed from the funnel of the engine.

He said fiercely, ‘Marry me, Camilla. Marry me, and I’ll build a new Rosindell for you. I shall bring the house back to life for you.’

‘Yes,’ she murmured.

As the train began to pull away from the platform, the door to the nearest carriage was flung open and a voice called out, ‘Here you are, sir!’

Camilla took a step back and Devlin swung into the carriage. The train gathered speed and he leaned out of the window, a hand raised in farewell, his gaze fixed on her, a blur of blue and white, until she merged into the crowds.


Chapter Two

Autumn 1917

Devlin’s battalion was moved into the Ypres Salient in the autumn. Rain fell unceasingly from a bruised sky. Some trenches had been blasted into the mud by the force of the bombardment; others were filled waist-deep with brown water. You lost your bearings out there in the wasteland, and depression clung to you like the mud.

One night in mid December, Devlin was detailed to take a dozen men through the trenches to a different part of the battlefield. Now and then the red sparks of a shell showed against the black sky, illuminating the scars and debris. He led the men along a sunken road, the sergeant major at the rear. The road, little more than a foot wide, was awash with water. Where it crossed a track, the remains of a gun carriage blocked their way and they had to clamber over the bloated, mud-stiffened bodies of the horses. When the shellfire crackled they crouched in the icy water until the bombardment died down. A party of stretcher-bearers appeared and they flattened themselves against the earth wall to allow them to pass. One of the wounded lay on his front, blood flowering over the back of his tunic. Another, a young, fair-haired boy, had a head injury. His hair was red and brown with mud and blood except for a single flaxen curl that hung over his forehead like a stalk of wheat in a ploughed field.

The shellfire died away and they walked on. A full moon, streaked with ragged clouds, showed in the sky. They came to a German trench, where the dead sheltered from the storm. Men lay in the hollow, one with an arm raised to cover his eyes, as if to protect him from the brightness of the flares. Another man had lost his legs; they were a short distance away, giving the body the look of a jointed doll that had been roughly handled. Rats were gnawing at the dismembered limbs. Behind Devlin, the men were gathering watches, tins of chocolate, water flasks and medallions. A loud burst of firing made them stoop again, forcing on them a greater intimacy with the dead. A private muttered a string of curses that had the monotonous rhythm of a prayer.

Silence as the guns died away. Without the gunfire, the battlefield became a void. Earth and sky were inseparable and featureless. They were walking through an absence; this, Devlin thought, was what Hell must be, a terrible nothingness, a dark journey that had no end. He could hear the moans of the wounded and the squelch of his own boots.

They found themselves in the shallow earth declivity of a bomb crater, where duckboards had been slung loosely over the ground. Devlin passed back word for the men to string themselves out. He heard cries from behind him.

‘Buchan’s gone into the mud, the stupid bugger.’

‘Give him your rifle, Richards,’ Devlin ordered.

Buchan clung on to the rifle and two men hauled. The ground gave a contemptuous gasp as he was pulled free. He was covered in mud to his chest and was shaking visibly. Mud flailed from his shuddering limbs as he walked, as if he was shedding skin. The quiet from the enemy lines persisted, and Devlin was relieved when they reached the shelter of another trench.

Ten minutes later, the barrage broke the silence, an intolerable crashing and roaring. They took cover, fumbling with gas masks and rifles. The earth juddered; nothing was solid any more. When Devlin looked over the parapet, a wave of grey was pouring towards them. The Lewis guns crackled, picking off the enemy soldiers. After a while, the grey men didn’t come any more. More wounded were brought along the line, stretcher after stretcher, some of the men groaning, some cursing, some weeping for their mothers, others silent, their eyes open.

There was a crash and a flash of light. A shell had landed in the trench. When he gathered his platoon together, Devlin discovered that only three men had survived the blast. The stretcher-bearers and the wounded were all dead. The explosion had affected Devlin’s hearing. Buchan had been wounded but his yells seemed deadened. Devlin hooked him over his shoulder and they ran for cover.

Half an hour later they reached another battalion’s trench. Buchan was patched up and sent off down the line to a dressing station, prattling rather than screaming, knowing that his wound would send him back to England. The barrage died away and the dawn came. Someone found Devlin something to eat. He sat in the dugout, his trembling hands wrapped round an enamel cup in which tea cooled, watching the liquid swirl and slop against the sides.

After that night, he couldn’t picture Rosindell any more. He tried, but it wasn’t there in his head. The shell blast in the trench seemed to have wiped it away, along with some of the hearing in his right ear. When he closed his eyes, he saw instead the mesh of roads and railway lines that criss-crossed Europe, taking men and weapons to the front, entraining the injured to the hospitals and the dead to the cemeteries. He saw the factories that made the armaments, the fires of their forges and the smoke and steam that gouted from their chimneys. He saw those things as part of a huge machine that ground on, taking men in and spitting them out. They were fuel for the machine, that was all.

I long for the day when we walk through the valley together with only the wind and the sea for company, he wrote to Camilla. Did I tell you why the house is called Rosindell? It’s because of the roses that grow in the valley. In June, their perfume is intoxicating.

He took out her letters and read them through, but he couldn’t see her any more either. When he tried to recall the night he had kissed her in the doorway, the scratch of lace against his fingertips and the soft, erotic brush of fur on the palm of his hand, it seemed as if all that had happened to another man. He had not heard from her for six months; she had not replied to his letters. He wondered why. She was busy, and she had warned him that she wasn’t much of a correspondent. He imagined her impatient, restless, scowling at pen and paper, unable to express the vivacity and spontaneity that defined her, crumpling up the paper and throwing it away. She had promised to wait for him and that was all that mattered.

In February, he wrote to Edna Clare. A week later he received a letter from her telling him that Camilla had left the Belgrave Square house. The last time Edna had seen her she had been working for a charity that supplied ambulances to the front. She had not stayed there long, however, and Edna regretted that she and Camilla had since lost touch.

He wrote to Camilla’s family in Dartmouth but had no reply. As the days passed, he knew that he was teetering on an edge. One night, boiling up water for tea on the spirit burner, he thought of putting his hand in the flames. He had the idea that it wouldn’t hurt. But then Vickers, the second lieutenant, came into the dugout, so he didn’t, because he knew it wouldn’t look right, him putting his hand in the fire. Vickers, a cocky type, might think he was doing it for a Blighty wound, and in spite of everything he baulked at that.

The letter telling Devlin of his father’s death had arrived on 18 March. Jessie Tapp, who had once been his nanny, had written. Walter Reddaway had been unwell for some time but had refused to call the doctor – if Jessie had been living in the house she would have sent for Dr Spry, but she was now lodging in Kingswear. His father had died peacefully in his sleep, Jessie claimed, though Devlin doubted this: his father had done nothing peacefully. Jessie hoped he would be able to come home for the funeral a week hence. He was needed at Rosindell.

Vickers came into the dugout and began to brew tea. Devlin found an errand for him. Why had Jessie been living in Kingswear and not, as before, at Rosindell? What did she mean when she wrote that he was needed at Rosindell? As with Edna Clare’s letter, he sensed things not said. The more troubling thought, that his father was dead and that what had been broken between them could now never be repaired, he put to the back of his mind. Regret had become a luxury and death so everyday that it was hard to be troubled much by the loss of a parent who had shown him little affection or concern.

He put in for leave and was granted it. The day before he was due to go, a new German offensive was launched and all leave was cancelled. The mist that passed through the British lines that morning was made of poison gas. Shells screamed and there was the crash of explosions; flashes of light showed through the mist. There was a stream of wounded men, their bodies pierced by fragments of shell and blistered by the gas.

The bombardment lasted for five hours. At dawn, dazed and numbed, they fumbled to load their guns and peer over the parapet. A sea of field grey swept towards them. As the attackers cut the barbed wire, the Allied soldiers opened fire with the Lewis guns. The enemy was beaten back, only to advance again. There were eight onslaughts that day, and on the ninth, a gap opened up in the Allied wire and the enemy troops poured through. After bitter hand-to-hand fighting the order was given for the Allied front-line troops to fall back to the reserve line.

The advance trenches were lost; the retreat had begun. The attack continued, of a pulverising force, and the days became a confusion of marching, deploying, digging in, holding the enemy back for a few days, and then moving south again. They passed civilians fleeing the battlefield, their belongings loaded into prams and wheelbarrows or tied up in a handkerchief and slung over a shoulder. Children cried and old people hobbled, crouched and shivering in the damp, cold dawns. A hen squawked in a cage; a pig had escaped from its owner and ambled through woodland, snuffling at acorns.

April: they came to an orchard trembling with blossom. They dropped their packs and lay on the grass beneath the trees. The guns had died away and they could hear the birds again. Some of the men fell asleep. The grass was an impossibly bright green, the unfolding buds like silk. Devlin felt a homesickness so intense he could have cried aloud. What would happen to Rosindell if he died? He had no brothers, no sisters, no cousins. No wife, no children. What distant, greedy relative would fabricate a claim to the house, knowing nothing of what it had meant to him?

He took out a piece of paper and a pen and wrote a few sentences, leaving Rosindell to Camilla. He had Lieutenant Richards, a schoolmaster in civilian life, witness it. He let the paper dry in the sun before folding it and putting it inside his cigarette case for safe keeping, and then the bombardment started up again and they moved out of the orchard.

During the retreat through France in the spring and summer of 1918, the Allied front line became the main street of a village or a trench dug through a garden. Word came to them that German guns were pounding the outskirts of Paris, as they had during the first months of the war, four years earlier. They had gone round in a circle and had come back to the beginning. They would go round in the same circle over and over again. Attack, retreat, counterattack, stalemate. Devlin remembered the Piccadilly nightclub and Captain Sheridan saying, It’ll go on for ever, or at least until there are none of us left.

The ragged, exhausted remains of his battalion struggled to hold together. Retreat, deploy, retreat again. March for eighteen hours without break, with little food and scarcely any water to drink, and then dig into some field or village. The soles had come off the men’s boots and their feet were blistered and torn, and they had worn the same filthy uniforms for weeks. But it was the lack of sleep that did for them. More than the cold, more even than the thirst, sleeplessness disjointed time, dragging out minutes or compressing hours. The month told Devlin summer was coming, but in his heart winter had never ended.

Once, crossing a field, he heard phrases in German from over a hedge. His men flattened themselves on the grass. There was the drumbeat of boots on a road; overhead, an aeroplane puttered. When the enemy had gone, the British soldiers silently turned back the way they had come.

Now and then they chose a defensible position and made a stand. Sheltering in a farmhouse, they held off an attack for three days. In the cellar were dried sausages, beer and champagne. In quieter moments, they feasted. Then a mortar shell landed in the orchard and they abandoned the farmhouse and retreated again.

By the time the enemy attack petered out in mid July, the Allies had been reinforced by fresh American troops and were pushing the German army back over the ground they had recently gained. Devlin was the only member of his original platoon to have survived the last three months unscathed. Everyone else was dead or wounded or sick with dysentery. He couldn’t think why he was all right when he wasn’t particularly careful any more. He was tired and sometimes didn’t care whether he lived or died. Indeed dying, which he thought of as a long sleep, had a certain attraction. Only the thought that he would never see Camilla or Rosindell again made him hang on to some sense of self-preservation.

Forcing a path north, the army reached Amiens. On the battlefield, bones, tin hats and mangled weaponry were mixed into the earth, like currants in a pudding. You dug your trench and the walls were shored up with other men’s bones. The smell of death pervaded the soil.

The Allied offensive took the German lines by surprise. In a break from former tactics, there was no forward bombardment to warn of the attack. Tanks lumbered forward, and after a sharp exchange of fire and a dash over the pocked landscape, Devlin found himself lying on his stomach in a shell hole. He was alone, and for a few moments he watched the planes scribble their warning against the sky and a tank plunge through the earth, leaving tracks like a mollusc’s trail.

Mortars threw up their red and white flowers and there was the crash and crump of bombs. Not far away, a man was groaning. Devlin crawled out of the shell hole to the wounded man, then dragged him back into the hollow, where he bandaged the laceration in his thigh. Other casualties were scattered over the battlefield. Crouching, Devlin shepherded them one by one back to the crater. There were five in all, and after he had given them brandy from his hip flask, he led them out of the shell hole in search of a first-aid post. Four of the men were walking wounded; the fifth, a small, wizened fellow, he slung over his shoulder. A white flag with a red cross pointed out to them a canvas tent where a medical officer was stitching and bandaging by the light of an oil lamp. ‘Good show,’ the MO said as Devlin ushered in his charges.

Devlin left them to it and set off in search of the rest of his battalion. He must have been five hundred yards away when the shell hit the first-aid post. The force of the blast threw him to the ground. Wreckage – fragments of flesh and canvas and khaki cloth – showered through the air. There was a crater where the post had been.

He walked on. He heard a crack-crack and felt a searing pain in his leg. Foolishly, he turned, as if to see the sniper who had fired at him. Something struck him on the head, an obliterating force, and he collapsed.

Time passed. He had used his first-aid kit on the wounded men and had nothing with which to bandage the wound in his leg. He watched his blood mingle with the earth. After a while, stretcher-bearers turned up and hauled him away. They took him to another first-aid post, where he was patched up and then sent down the lines.

Later that night he arrived at the casualty clearing station, where surgeons operated, stripped to the waist, by the light of generators. The Stations of the Cross – the phrase came to him from nowhere. The stretchers lay side by side on the ground, close-packed like floor tiles, each one with an unconscious or groaning man. The nurses moved between them, wetting lips, holding a hand. The men’s uniforms were torn, muddied and bloodied, their faces pulped and their limbs ragged. Screens hid the operating tables from those who were waiting their turn.

He must have cried out, because a nurse said something to him and gently smoothed back his hair. Devlin closed his eyes and slept.

He lay, hovering between life and death, at a military hospital at Étaples for three weeks before they judged him strong enough to survive the journey to London and a hospital in Wandsworth. There, he endured two operations on his leg. Five weeks later he was moved on once more, to a convalescent hospital in Kent, where he learned to walk again.

He had a scar on his temple from where the sniper’s bullet had glanced off his head. He must have a thick skull, the doctor had commented, to have survived the shot with only concussion and a propensity to headaches. But his leg had been a mess of shattered bone and flesh. Again he had been fortunate. It had been touch and go, a nurse told him bluntly when once he expressed impatience at the length of time he must spend in hospital, whether the surgeons would have to amputate. After that, he endured the pain and lack of privacy without complaint.

He was discharged from hospital on 12 November, the day after the signing of the armistice that announced the end of the war. He telegraphed ahead to instruct Josiah to meet the train at Kingswear station. During the last part of his journey, the railway line ran along the steep, sloping bank of the Dart. Flashes of light from the boats on the river showed between the trees, but most of the time there was only the darkness and the drizzle. Passing the bend in the river that sheltered Langdon’s boatyard, Devlin craned his head, but could see nothing.

With a screech of brakes, the train pulled into Kingswear. The young curate with whom he had been sharing the compartment since Totnes reached down Devlin’s bag and held open the door. Devlin thanked him, then climbed out on to the platform.

An oil lamp lit up a tattered newspaper hoarding headlining the signing of the armistice. Soon, the bustle of people on the platform, meeting passengers off the train, thinned out. Though the pony and trap stood outside the station, there was no sign of Josiah. Devlin left his bag on the trap and returned to the platform.

Inside the refreshment room a fire burned in the grate and a handful of passengers sat at the tables. The girl behind the counter said, ‘Mr Reddaway? It is you, isn’t it? Don’t you remember me, sir?’

She was young and chestnut-haired and had a soft Devon accent. When he did not respond, she said, ‘I’m Hannah Brown. My mother used to do the laundry up at Rosindell. Welcome home, sir.’

‘Hannah – yes, of course. Have you seen Josiah?’

She tilted her head in the direction of the higher part of town. ‘No doubt you’ll find him in the Ship, sir.’

Devlin leaned on his stick as he headed up the steep incline to the pub. Rain gleamed on the cobbles. The cottages were closed up, the inhabitants indoors on this cold, wet November evening. Just as Hannah had changed, the village too seemed altered. Streets that he had once known so well now felt foreign to him.

The pub was beside the church. Josiah was more familiar with the one building than the other. Light shone through the windows, and through the thick stone walls Devlin heard a howl of voices.

He opened the door and went inside. The low, beamed ceiling of the barroom was browned by tobacco smoke. He made out Josiah, standing in the centre of the room, pouring a pint of ale down his throat, cheered on by a dozen men.

‘Josiah,’ he snapped, and the room fell silent.

Josiah turned towards him, running the back of his hand over the grey stubble on his chin. He gave a tottering bow and raised his tankard.

‘Drinking to your homecoming, Mr Devlin.’

‘Out.’ Devlin jerked his head towards the door.

Someone sniggered. ‘Off you go, Josiah.’

‘But, sir …’

‘Now.’

Devlin grabbed the older man and hauled him towards the door. There were jeers and a smattering of applause.

‘I was drinking for my health.’ Josiah gave a theatrical shudder at the cold air outside and made to sit down on a wall. ‘I’ve been poorly.’

Devlin seized his matted grey curls and thrust his head into a nearby horse trough. There was a howl of protest and a stream of curses as Josiah emerged, spluttering and dripping freezing water.

‘That should wake you up. Now get a move on.’

The complaints continued as they drove along the road that led out of town. He’d likely get that Spanish flu that was going round, whined Josiah as he flicked the reins and the horse moved to a trot. The lamps on the trap picked out the tall hedgerows to either side of them. It was raining more steadily now and Devlin put up the collar of his greatcoat. Every lurch and bump of the wheels on the stony, rutted surface jarred his leg.

As they climbed higher, he knew each twist and turn of the road. Over there was Nethway House, and over there the hamlet of Boohay. The hedgerow fell away and they came to an expanse of grassland. The lamplight flickered and he was back in Flanders, surrounded by a sea of mud and bones, crouching at the sound of mortar fire, blinded by streaks of light. In spite of the cold, sweat washed over him and he had to fight the urge to jump from the trap and run for cover.

The vision faded; he took a gulp of air and said to Josiah, ‘How are the servants?’

‘They’ve took off.’ Josiah made an expression of pious disapproval.

‘Took off? Mrs Satterley … and Sarah Fox?’

‘Yes, sir. Always a grumbler, that Sarah.’

‘Why?’

Josiah gave him an innocent look. ‘I don’t know, sir. Perhaps it was Mr Walter. He was never an easy man.’

‘Who’s looking after the house now?’

‘I found a girl from the village. Molly. She’s a good girl.’

The road sloped down towards the valley. The gate was open and they sped through it. Devlin felt the sense of familiarity, of ownership, for which he had thirsted. This was his land, this was where he belonged.

Josiah drew the trap to a halt outside the house. Devlin climbed out. Rosindell stood before him, sensed rather than seen, veiled by the night. The ancient manor house hid among the wild landscape that surrounded it, long and low and black, crouching against the ragged darkness of the sky.

His stick dug into the gravel as he walked to the front door. Inside, the hallway was bitterly cold. He flicked a switch, but the electric lights, fed by a petrol generator, were dead. An oil lamp stood on a side table, its small beam illuminating the black and white tiled floor and the broad carved oak staircase that swept up to the first-floor landing. Shadows pooled there; the clock, high on the wall in its plaster frame, showed Devlin that it was past nine. On a side table stood a beer flagon, and someone had slung a pink jacket and a pink woollen hat, ornamented with artificial cherries, over the newel post.

Inside the great hall the remains of a fire smouldered in the grate and the candles on the mantelpiece had burned down to stubs. The lamplight glided over the massive wooden beams that supported the high arched roof and then swept along the walls. Rainwater issuing through a cracked window pane had left a dark stain, and mould flowered on blown patches of plaster. A wine bottle stood on his mother’s grand piano, eating a dark ring into the rosewood; dirty glasses and plates cluttered the hearth and table. A pair of laced boots, thick with mud, lay on their side on the Persian rug.

A hen roosting in an armchair squawked, rising in panic and scattering feathers as Devlin shooed it away with a furious sweep of his hand. As he stood, taking in the devastation of this, Rosindell’s most magnificent room, he became aware of the sound of music, a tinny rendition of a Viennese waltz, issuing from the adjacent library.

He flung open the door. Sitting in a leather armchair by the fire was a girl. ‘The Blue Danube’, scratched out on his father’s gramophone, came to an end. His father’s dog, an old black and white spaniel, lay on the rug, gnawing a bone. Books, not coals, were burning in the grate, and the astrakhan-collared coat the girl was wearing had once belonged to Walter Reddaway.

He said, ‘Molly, I presume.’

She was young, black-haired and bold-eyed; her gaze raked over him. ‘What if I am? Who are you?’

‘I’m Devlin Reddaway.’ He kept his voice civil, for now. ‘And I think you should leave.’

She leaned forward in the chair, letting the coat fall open, revealing plump breasts inadequately covered by a dirty white blouse.

‘I don’t mind staying if you like, lovey.’

‘Get out.’

Molly gave a sulky pout and began with deliberate slowness to climb out of the chair. Devlin seized her hand and dragged her out of the room and through the great hall. As he pushed her out of the front door and threw the pink jacket, hat and boots after her, she gave a vicious snarl and said, ‘Horrible house anyway. I wouldn’t stay if you paid me.’

Devlin slammed the door shut. Pain gripped his head in a vice. The dog ambled up to him, paws tip-tapping on the floor, and he stooped to stroke her.

‘Hello, Dido, old girl. Unfaithful to me, were you?’

The spaniel pattered by his side as he surveyed the rest of the house. In the ballroom, a spray of dead leaves made a copper swirl on the floor and the threadbare curtains moved in the wind that whistled through broken window panes. His heart was filled with bitterness as he walked back through the great hall and library towards the oldest part of the house. The medieval dining room, with its vaulted ceiling supported by pillars, was a place of intense cold and shadows. Other medieval rooms were now used as a kitchen and for storage. Here, in what had once been the original house, Rosindell’s old bones showed through the overlay of plaster and paint, and there was a sour, damp smell, which reminded Devlin of the charnel-house stench that had clung to the Somme. Men had died here: centuries ago this part of the house had served as a hospice. He found himself wanting to turn back, to leave this for daylight. But the compulsion to reacquaint himself with his home, as well as a grim determination to know the worst, made him press on.

A gust of icy wet air as he opened a final door made him raise the lamp high. Rain was hammering through a hole in the roof; stepping forward, he saw that part of the end wall had collapsed, weakened presumably by the rainwater, leaving the structure open to the elements. A section of roof was unsupported and the floor was awash with water. Outside, the heap of tumbled shale and limestone that had once formed the wall spilled across the grass. As Devlin swung the lamp up, he cried out with rage at the ruin of his home.

Stooping, he picked a stone out of the rubble. He felt the weight of it, its roughness and heft. The last hands that had touched it had belonged to Rosindell’s medieval builders; the thought calmed him. The chunk of rubble cradled to his chest, he limped to the far side of the lawn. There, he laid the stone on the wet grass to mark out the line of the foundations for the new house that he would one day build.

The wind howled, changing direction with savage frequency, hurling the rain against him. Returning to the collapsed wall, he picked up another stone, and then, when he had laid that down, another. His progress was slow and his breath was laboured as he fought his way through the storm. Words repeated themselves through his head like an incantation. For you, Camilla, for you.

Only when exhaustion threatened to fell him did he give up and straighten, swaying, and return to the kitchen. There he found the end of a loaf and a hunk of cheese. He ate in the library, the only warm room. The fire had almost burned out and there were no coals, so he added Payne’s History of the Reform of the Devon Magistrates’ Courts to the embers.

Sometime in the night, a door slammed, waking him. It was his father, he thought, returning from one of his midnight prowls round the estate. Then he remembered that his father was dead, had been dead eight months, and was taking his rest, or otherwise, in the churchyard at Kingswear. Yet he lay awake, straining to hear the creak of floorboards, half expecting to feel a rush of cold air as the door opened.

It took him a long time to fall back to sleep. He lacked the strength to fight off the despair that lived inside him, deep and dark and persistent. Memories bobbed and broke through the thin skin that in daylight covered over horrors, memories of mutilation, loss and abandonment. He shivered, though he had heaped the bed with blankets. Dawn seeped greyly through the windows when at last he drifted off.

During the next two days Devlin was sick with a fever. He left his bed only to fetch water from the kitchen. Josiah was there; Devlin gave him his marching orders and he left the house, grumbling. The dog lay at the foot of the bed, raising her head now and then to peer at him with a concerned expression.

On the third morning the fever lifted. Devlin rose, bathed and dressed. His hand shook too much to shave. Outside, the rain had stopped and the clouds had cleared away and the first rays of light made the dew on the grass sparkle. In the dawn light, the valley looked washed clean, the house free of whatever had haunted it during his illness. He went to check on the horses and found them cared for, fed and groomed. Josiah had been dismissed many times but he always came back to Rosindell. Though he was slovenly and dishonest, he was good with the horses.

Above the dark line of pines to the south, the sky was luminescent. The path to the cliff was slick with mud and Devlin took it slowly, stopping frequently to rest on his stick. The damp brown fronds of the ferns brushed against his legs and a branch shed its droplets as he reached out a hand for support. He felt weak, emptied out, but his heart rose as he made his way to the sea.

He had come home.

Trees – oaks and birches – cast their shadows. Drops of sunlight came and went on a path that had a copper patina of dead leaves. He tasted the salt tang of the breeze and breathed in the cold resin of the pine trees. From the clifftop he looked down to a bay where the sea ebbed and flowed like a rumpled length of blue-grey satin. The high cliffs surrounding it seemed like outstretched arms, sheltering and secluding. An islet floated on a soft mist, and in the distance the horizon seemed to melt into the sky.
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