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Thomas sat up, sniffing the air, his face tense, his eyes watchful.


Then he twisted in his seat and pointed.


‘Mother of God! Look over there, Louisa! At the colour of the sky above the woods!’


Louisa followed his gaze. A hideous orange glow hung over the dense cluster of trees. As they stared in horror, paralysed with fear, they heard the sound of cracking wood. It grew louder.


A ball of flame shot into the sky, as if it had been fired from the heart of the forest.


It hung there for a moment like a midnight sun, before crashing to the ground.




 


 


 


 


 


Dedication


I dedicate Larkswood to Grayshott Spa, to Sam, Rebecca, Joe and Myrtle, and to my four cats – Whiskers, Giggles, Top Cat and Master Sloop – who slept by my side through thick and thin. Luckily for me, Sloop still listens, yawning, to my tales of those far blue-yonder hills.


I should also like to thank Pamela Travers Cleaver, Donald Trelawney-Veall and Philip Harris for being a part of my life when I needed them the most.
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To Name But A Few


I am most grateful to David Headley, Managing Director of the D H H Literary Agency, for successfully pitching Larkswood to Orion, and for being my escort at the première of Skyfall, the brilliant Bond movie starring Daniel Craig, and directed by my son, the theatre and film director Sam Mendes CBE.


Without Mr Headley I should never have been allowed through the hallowed portals of Orion. He pointed me in the direction of Harry Bingham’s Writers’ Workshop and Debi Alper, who is now my ‘private’ Editor. A novelist in her own right, Debi passes on her vast editorial wisdom in the early and late hours of the night, when the din and distractions of London have withered on the vine.


Debi sent me a report on the then version of Larkswood which, worth every single gold coin I paid for it, was the most brilliant and perceptive document I have ever read. As I was seventy-four years old in October 2013, I have read a fair few similar pieces of paper – but never anything of that calibre.


Debi dived and delved. She shifted and praised, raged and queried, stabbed my heart, punched my shoulder, bit my ankles and took a drill to my head. Finally she shook my hand and wished me luck.


I took one look at the document and drew a very deep breath. For seven weeks I ate, drank (not alcohol), dreamed, adored and detested it. I slept with it under my pillow, stirred my soup with it and pulled faces at it. In other words, it was exactly what LARKSWOOD needed.


Written over more than eight years, pushed and pulled from pillar to post, LARKSWOOD had become a sad and sorry tale with too few glimmers of light. Debi enabled me to make decent sense of it, so that when Mr Headley offered it to Orion, the beautiful Kate Mills sat up very straight and said, ‘Yes, please.’


A few minutes after I met Kate, Susan Lamb joined the meeting.


‘You obviously read John Galsworthy,’ Susan said.


I clutched my chair to prevent myself from bursting into tears of joy.


Since that glorious moment, Kate Mills and I have worked on it and with it, whispering it to and fro London and Woodstock. Kate has an extraordinary ability to take a sweeping overview of a novel and also attend to the most minute and surprisingly sensitive detail. Her gentle encouragement allowed the novel to go to final proofs, after the meticulous Sophie Hutton-Parker made many essential corrections all of us had missed.


Thus I now offer it to you: cleaned and polished, light and dark, true to its difficult message and as good as I can get.


Any and all mistakes and inaccuracies Larkswood may still contain are totally my own.


Valerie Mendes


22 June 2014


Long Hanborough




 


 


 


 


 


 


Dawn Chorus
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1897


It is early spring in the woods.


Almost dawn.


The moon fades her thumb print in the clarity of sky.


After a night on the hunt, the fox limps home to his lair.


In the centre of the woods lies a marking of paths. North south east west. Pine needles cover the ground in years of brittle matting. Pine trees stand tall guard.


Into the silence come sounds. Not animal or bird. A sobbing. The trip of running feet. The panting of breath.


A girl races through the woods towards Lover’s Cross. Her name is Harriet. She is only fifteen and filled with panic. She has no certain sense of direction. She only knows she is racing against time.


Her dress flaps around her ankles. Her dark hair tumbles to her shoulders. Her fringe hangs damp with sweat.


To her heart she clutches a metal box.


At Lover’s Cross her panting slows, her sobbing subsides.


She checks over her shoulder, almost sure she is alone but desperate to know.


She crumples to her knees, flicks back her shawl. She puts down the box, giving herself instructions: the same words over and again.


‘Hurry and be done with it, now, this very minute. Hurry and be done with it, now.’


From her pocket she pulls a trowel, caked in mud. She starts to dig, at first weak and trembling. Then, as fear and panic bubble, she finds growing strength. Pine needles prick her skin, stab beneath her nails.


Startled, the soil yields a medley of fragrances: lemon, clove, pungent mushroom, hidden spice.


The eye of the sun winks on the horizon.


The dawn chorus begins: a fluttering of wings, a swirl of cheeping song. In particular, the song of the lark. It rises clear and glorious into the sky and beyond.


Harriet lifts her dusty, tear-stained face.


Day has begun. The chorus is a reminder, a warning.


She pushes back her hair and bends again over the deepening hole.


Scrape, fling, shower; scrape, fling, shower. Faster now, more urgently. The earth becomes softer, the work easier.


But for the girl, this parting is the hardest she will ever have to make.


She picks up the box, rocking it to and fro.


Then, laying it on her knees, she bends her head in prayer.


‘Dear Lord, forgive me, look not upon me, I am unworthy, look elsewhere. But in Your goodness, cast Your blessing on—’


The name sticks in her throat. She gags. She spits it out.


‘On Isabelle . . . our darling Isabelle. I give her to You, dear Lord. Along with—’


Her fingers scrabble.


‘My necklace.’


She swallows. Her mouth tastes of lead.


‘If I place it with Isabelle, will You stay with her? Protect her with Your grace? May I ask You this and not be punished? What I am doing now, do not hold it against me. I am innocent. I never wanted this to happen. You are the way, the truth and the life.’


Onyx and amethyst, purple, azure, midnight-blue: the warm stones, threaded with a chain of hammered gold, clink in her muddy palm.


The girl presses them to her lips.


Then she opens the box and gives up the jewels.


Now she wants the whole thing over and done with.


She places the makeshift coffin in its grave.


On it she scrabbles layers of soil and needles, pressing them down with all her pathetic weight.


She starts to sob again, uncontrollably, but now partly with relief.


Her sobs become a cry.


The sound floats to the tops of the trees.


It disturbs an eyrie of ravens.


They rise on black, ominous wings, darkening the sky and for a moment blotting out the sun.




 


 


 


 


 


 


Edward’s Arrival
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1939


It had obviously been snowing all day under an implacable leaden sky. Thick white flakes seared his eyeballs, lay frozen on his mouth. As far as Edward Hamilton could see – which wasn’t far – the whole of England was covered in the stuff. It was all he needed on the ship’s docking at Southampton after the two-week voyage. The bustle and noise of passengers and porters, the bedlam of meeting and greeting were bad enough. The only person to meet him was his driver. No loving arms, no warm lips. He felt the ground swaying like a hammock beneath his feet, even after he’d reached land.


He had been dreading this return. For years he’d dreaded it. Then for months, then weeks. He started to count the days. The coldness in the pit of his stomach increased. He could neither smell nor taste his food. He prayed for a disaster to prevent his setting sail. To halt his leaving beloved India with its heat and light and colour, the scent of spices, the stink of dung.


But there was no disaster. There never is when you want one. Disasters hit you like a train when you least expect them, like his one and only Juliet collapsing that afternoon. One minute she was smiling at him in her pretty frock, her shoulders bare, sipping her gin and lime. The next she had clutched her throat, her eyes bulging, her glass shattered on the veranda.


Everything is sudden in India. The sudden twilights. The sudden death.


He buried Juliet that same evening.


After all those years of happily married life, Edward was a widower, gawping with shock, bereft.


Holy Smoke! The pain shot through him, remembering.


And six months later, he stood at Calcutta’s railway station in his smart English suit, shaking hands with dear old friends, neighbours, loyal servants, saying ‘goodbye’ until the word tore his throat to shreds. Holding back tears so his eyes never sparked a single drop.


Edward took that special person in his arms for a blessed last long moment.


Then he had disappeared.


Edward blinked. The crowd had eaten him for tiffin. Swallowed him whole, like a python dealing with a crocodile. No sign of him anywhere, not even his jaunty Panama above the shoulders of the crowd. Edward could smell his scent in his nostrils, on his jacket, and his heart began to bleed.


He fought his way onto the train, rattled across country to Bombay’s dockside, teeming with humanity.


On board P&O’s ‘travelling hotel’, the Viceroy of India, he was given a splendid cabin, a seat at the Captain’s table, good food and excellent wines. Stretching his sea legs on deck, Edward filled his lungs with salt air. Chin up, he thought. Life in the old dog yet.


Goodbye to the child beggars, the flies and heat of India – its white-hot sky, its merciless sun. The way his clothes were always soaked in sweat. The rainy season with its snakes, cockroaches, swarms of mosquitoes. Mangy dogs carrying fatal rabies. Buffalo carts clogging reeking alleyways. Rickshaws pulled by men with skinny legs, sweating and straining among the carriages and cars.


And goodbye to that special person in his life. How could he bear it?


Hello now to sharks and flying fish. No land to be seen by the naked eye for days on end. Black starry night skies, blissfully cool breezes. A huge full moon smiling down on him. Chin up. Just a bit higher. Hold it right there.


And after some seasickness, Lady Richenda Partington.


Accompanied by her husband, naturally, though poor old Stanley had never mattered much. Couldn’t keep up with her, they say. Pun intended, hee-haw. She wore him out after a month’s honeymoon. Since then she’d devoured men whole.


Edward kept his distance but they flirted like crazy. He adored those come-hither eyes, that cleavage. Second to none.


But he had to be careful on board ship. Reputations could be lost in an instant. The flick of a cabin door at dawn, a private smile, the straightening of a shawl: the smallest gesture would be all over the ship, tongues wagging. What with his Juliet not long buried in Calcutta, Edward had to be the proper gentleman. Course, Lady Partington would be in Kensington for the Season. If she wanted their little flirtation to go anywhere, Edward was sure they’d find a way through the mire without Stanley batting an eyelash.


Not that he had much to bat with. Hee-haw.
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The Rolls-Royce Phantom III was waiting for him at Southampton, on the docks, with Jimmy driving. Edward had made the arrangements well ahead. He had ordered the car from Conduit Street. Top of the range, cost him £2,935, but he wanted the best to be motored around in, especially if he were going back to Hampshire. He’d placed an advertisement in The Times to get Jimmy. WANTED: EXPERIENCED, LOCAL CHAUFFEUR-HANDYMAN, LIVE IN VILLAGE, EXCELLENT REFERENCES REQUIRED.


Jimmy answered. Good honest letter, fitted the bill.


But when the day finally came, Edward felt trapped. Shut in luxury in the back of the car, all alone with the smell of new leather, his gloves damp with salt spray, his heart full of dread.


Much too tired to talk to Jimmy, dazed and giddy with travelling.


He must have dozed off . . . .


Then suddenly his eyes were wide open.


Grayshott loomed through the snow and his heart was about to burst.


Larkswood House.


He was back.


He wanted the car to reverse, take him away. To drive him down to the sea, onto the nearest ship.


But it didn’t.


He couldn’t find his voice to give Jimmy sensible instructions. He couldn’t take control.


Jimmy decanted him. He was a nice lad. A good driver with a quiet voice and a pleasant manner. What’s more, he didn’t ask awkward questions. Edward decided to keep him on if he planned to stay for a while. He would buy the lad a smart new livery and a proper chauffeur’s cap.


An old woman answered Larkswood’s door, looking shabby and frightened.


Jimmy left Edward’s pukka luggage, the cabin trunk, the suitcase on the doorstep. He parked the Rolls and vanished into the showers of white flakes. Snow gathered on the car quicker than Edward could say ‘freeze’.


He was frozen. He stood in the hall by the blazing fire, feeling cold as stone. Nothing to read, not even a faded magazine. He’d have to order The Times. Felt out of touch with the world after those weeks at sea. Anything could have happened . . . . One thing he was sure of. They were all living under the shadow of the swastika. It was only a matter of time before Herr Hitler seized everyone by the throat and clenched his fist.


The woman brought him a small brandy.


‘A peg is not enough,’ Edward barked. ‘Bring the whole bottle. Make me some soup. Piping hot.’


She scuttled off like a dusty little mouse.


The brandy burned his throat, made his eyes water. Gave him the courage to start looking.


All those rooms. He hadn’t seen them for forty-two years. Can you imagine?


The memories that flooded back. His parents, Desmond and Antonia, eating one of their enormous lunches in the dining room, making eyes at each other over the chocolate mousse. Their infernal, sickening, never-ending love affair, which blotted out the rest of the world.


Nobody else mattered.


Treated their servants like skivvies with never a please or thank you. Sacked them without references. Paid them as little as they could. Treated their children like animals to be fed and watered but abandoned for months on end at the drop of a hat. Never knew how to love them properly. Hadn’t got a clue.


Edward kicked open the door of his father’s study. Still stuffed with trophies, the knives glittering behind glass, the deadly collection of shotguns sitting in lines. The leather belt Desmond kept in his desk to beat Edward with when he felt in the mood: it was still there, coiled like a python in the drawer. Edward pulled it out, anger filling his mouth with sour saliva. He flung the belt with all his might into a dark corner. His hand shaking, he took his Swan fountain pen out of his pocket, together with his special photograph.


Carefully, lovingly, he put them in place of the python.


He felt marginally better after that. At least he’d laid claim to the desk.


He moved across the room, remembering the smell of blood on his fingertips when he touched his back. Larkswood had always known when Desmond Hamilton was on the warpath in one of his frequent rages. The servants had their own warning sign-language. The maids would flutter from room to room, coughing and patting their aprons. Harriet, Edward’s youngest sister – slim, lithe, fast on her feet – would hide, squashing herself into a trunk half-full of linen, shutting herself in an empty wardrobe, standing still as a post behind a heavy velvet curtain. Cynthia, older and beautiful, would waylay her father, coaxing and wheedling, asking him for a sugar plum he kept in his pocket, then giving it to him and kissing his cheek until Desmond’s surly humour glimmered through.


Edward never allowed himself to run or to hide. He was much too proud for that. He faced his father’s wrath, often for things he had never done, never dreamed of doing. Lash went the belt, breaking Edward’s skin so he wouldn’t be able to ride a horse for a week, or sit on a chair without soaking his breeches in blood.


Not that his father ever saw him cry. Edward swallowed back his tears until, safely in his room, he sobbed his heart out with the pain of it, the rotten humiliation. Cynthia would come to him, her breath scented with sugar plums, her hair falling to her shoulders, her eyes full of tears for his suffering. The magic of her fingers on his skin, her soothing touch, her soft voice: always, without fail, they made him feel a man again.


It was only that last afternoon when Desmond finally broke him, when Edward’s spirit could bear no more. Then his face streamed with tears. He could remember their last words, pleading, furious, deadly: every single one of them. It was the last time they ever spoke to each other. They both made sure of that.


And now here he was again, staring at the tiger-skin rug with the snarling head, all teeth: hatred as old as the hills. Splayed-out fur, faded with age, stripes going nowhere. He’d have to leave it there. He didn’t have the heart to throw it out.


He slammed out of the study and stood in the draughty hall, his legs trembling, his heart throbbing. Chin up! Those memories . . . How they filled his head . . . .


Then he opened the door of the music room.


That almost finished him.


He could hear that golden voice, see those blond curls.


He could hear Cynthia singing like a lark.




 


 


 


 


 


 


Louisa’s Presentation
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1939


‘Are you ready, Louisa? The photographer is waiting for us downstairs and we must all be at the Palace by eight o’clock sharp.’


Gloria’s voice, hard and brilliant as diamonds, rang across the landing.


Louisa had been dreading it: her mother’s final summons.


She took a few hesitant steps towards the mirror. She looked ridiculous with her stiff hair and frightened eyes. All that pink taffeta, the crazy headdress. The train was so long and heavy she knew it would trip her up. When she curtsied to the King and Queen, she’d probably fall flat on her face. Everybody would die laughing. She’d die crying.


She fastened the triple string of pearls her father had given her yesterday on her seventeenth birthday. She hated pearls: they were cold and snooty, one-upmanship gone mad. Of course they were Gloria’s idea. Behind her mother’s back, her father gave her a set of Dickens bound in red leather, and winked.


Louisa pulled on a pair of elbow-length gloves. Doing up their tiny buttons was a nightmare. She couldn’t be bothered with them. The gloves would be filthy by the end of the night, so what was the point?


Her mother bustled into the room: tall, glamorous, wearing a blue velvet concoction, her round tiara sparkling aggressively in her strawberry-blond hair.


‘We must leave in half an hour, Louisa. The Palace won’t wait for us. Are you ready?’


‘I suppose so, Mummy. Getting into this ridiculous outfit has taken me the entire afternoon. It’s the most uncomfortable thing I’ve ever—’


‘Hmm.’ Critical turquoise eyes swept Louisa up and down. ‘You’ll do well enough. A touch more powder to your nose.’ Gloria grasped her chin. ‘Hold still.’


Puff, puff. Louisa sneezed. With a grimace, her mother backed away. She picked up the lily-of-the-valley cluster perched on the bed.


‘There! Don’t these smell divine? Now, give me a wonderfully graceful curtsy. Show me what you and Milly learned at Miss Vacani’s.’


Louisa clutched at her skirt and bent her knees, remembering their dancing mistress teaching them how to twirl. Miss Vacani’s skirt had flown out to her waist. Everyone gaped. She wore silver knickers, decorated with red roses.


‘Remember.’ Gloria on her hobby-horse again. ‘Only bend your head at the deepest point of your curtsy and smile as you rise. The Queen will light up the room with her radiance – and she always smiles back. Show us once again.’ The royal imperative this time.


‘Oh, for goodness’ sake, Mummy, I really don’t—’


But Gloria was looking at the stunning creature in the doorway.


‘Millicent! My dearest girl, you look simply divine.’


Louisa said, ‘Yes, Milly. You look lovely,’ bitterly aware she could never hope to rival her sister, whose beauty swept even sensible men off their feet.


‘That cream satin was entirely the right choice.’ Gloria got into her hard-voiced stride again. ‘And the pale gold in the bodice looks wonderful against your skin.’


‘You look lovely too, Mummy – and so do you, Lou. Shall we smile for the camera downstairs?’


Milly and Gloria linked hands. Chattering about the vibrant colour of a new lipstick, they rustled out.


Louisa, rooted to the spot, stared bleakly after them.


Her father emerged silently but promptly from the shadows on the landing, obviously waiting for this moment. Dapper and well-groomed, Arthur Hamilton wore white tie and an evening suit like a second skin. His dark hair, thinning but immaculate, swept away from his deep, clever forehead.


He stood there, stifling a gasp of admiration.


Louisa looked back at him. ‘I do so hate having my photo taken, Daddy. I never know what to do. If I smile I look like a clown. If I don’t, I look like a grumpy idiot.’


She checked her dress in the mirror one last time.


Arthur turned his youngest daughter to face him, touching her cheek with infinite tenderness.


‘My dearest Louisa,’ he said gruffly. ‘Don’t be frightened by that silver-haired pumpkin downstairs. You look wonderful in that silly dress . . . Just wonderful.’ He cleared his throat. ‘For me, you’re the most beautiful girl in the world.’


‘But not for anyone else.’ Louisa managed a laugh. ‘Thank you, Daddy. Come on, let’s face the music.’


Arm in arm, they walked to the top of the flight of elegant stairs dipping towards the drawing room, Louisa’s dress shining on the purple carpet, her heart beating with trepidation.


‘I’m off to the peace and sanity of my Club.’ Arthur rested a hand on Louisa’s shoulder in a gesture of blessing and farewell. ‘You can hold your own with anyone in Buck House. Tell me all about it in the morning.’


Fur-coated in their Daimler, Gloria and her daughters huddled under rugs, clutching at their stone hot-water bottles. The car inched through heavy early-evening traffic towards Buckingham Palace.


‘Right, my glamorous girls. Once we’re in the Inner Court, we’ll have to wait for at least an hour. There’ll be plenty of time to eat our picnic. Cook has packed some delicious chicken and cucumber sandwiches.’


‘I couldn’t eat a thing.’ The pins in Louisa’s headdress scratched her scalp, making it throb.


‘Then you must drink some soup, Louisa. You haven’t had anything since breakfast.’


‘My new cigarette holder is so stylish,’ Milly said. ‘May I smoke in the Palace?’


‘You’ll be thrown out if you do! . . . Now, once we get into the White Drawing Room . . .’


Louisa stopped listening and stared at Milly. Her sister looked so calm and composed, as if she were off to cocktails with a chum. Suddenly Louisa felt desperate. This presentation was entirely for Milly’s benefit, but it was easier for Gloria to present them both at the same time. Otherwise, Louisa would have to wait three years before she could officially ‘come out’ – or her mother would have to find someone else to do it.


The rules and regulations of Court procedure were endless and absurd. Louisa felt as if she were tagging along like the P.S. at the end of a letter.


‘I’ve had enough of this,’ she blurted out. ‘I want to go home.’


‘Nonsense!’ Gloria’s bosom heaved. Her tiara sparkled in sympathy. ‘After all our meticulous preparations?’


‘Charlie can drive me back to Eaton Square when he’s dropped you off. You can easily present Milly on her own. Please, Mummy. Put me out of my misery.’


‘You’re having an attack of Palace jitters!’ Gloria patted Louisa’s knee, a gesture she hated. ‘In a few hours it’ll all be over. You’ll remember this evening as the highlight of your life.’


‘I sincerely hope it isn’t! A daft curtsy in an even dafter frock . . .’


‘Just follow me, Lou.’ Milly gave Louisa one of her radiant smiles. ‘You won’t put a foot wrong if you follow me.’


Louisa stared enviously at Milly as she glided towards the Throne Room, her head poised, her shoulders gleaming. The Court usher – snootily impeccable in knee breeches, silk stockings and buckled shoes – arranged Louisa’s train. She gave him her Card of Command, wishing her hand would stop shaking.


The Lord Chamberlain peered at it and cleared his throat.


‘Miss Louisa Abigail Hamilton!’


Her heart thundering, her knees about to buckle, Louisa tottered into the Throne Room. It was lit by a dazzle of crystal chandeliers. There was the red carpet with its gold-embroidered crown. She stopped in front of the King. He had a kind face and interesting eyes. Everyone knew about his stammer. It must be terrible. How he must suffer. He had never wanted to be on the throne and was furious with his brother for abdicating. Daddy hated Edward VIII. Said he was a Nazi sympathiser and drank like a fish. He was glad when he disappeared and took Wallis Simpson with him. So much better than having a Queen Wallis. They were the nastiest couple in history . . . .


Louisa told herself sternly to concentrate. She made her first curtsy. She wobbled, sank, held it for a moment, then straightened her back. She took three steps to the right, everything around her a blur. She made her second curtsy, rose slowly and looked directly at the Queen. She held herself with such poise, in her white tulle and glittering diamonds. There was that famous smile, the hint of a raised palm.


Louisa tottered backwards, her legs like jelly. Finally she found herself in the Blue Drawing Room.


‘Congratulations, Louisa dear!’ Gloria patted her shoulder. ‘You’ve certainly earned your champagne supper. And now it’s onto the Savoy.’ She clasped Milly’s hand. ‘My darling girl! What a night this is going to be!’


Louisa pushed through the crowded ballroom. Heat from a thousand bodies blasted in her face.


‘Now remember,’ Gloria hissed. A piece of chicken had stuck between her teeth. She poked at it furiously with a scarlet nail, smudging her scarlet lipstick in the process. ‘Whatever you do, don’t seem in the least intelligent. Men simply hate clever girls. If you’re stuck for something to say,’ Gloria’s tiara, once so delicately poised, now sloped dangerously to one side, ‘talk about ghosts or the Royal Family.’ Gloria thought for a moment very hard. ‘Or both.’


Louisa had been allowed to take off the train and the headdress, so at least she felt less like a trussed-up chicken. The men around her looked ugly as sin. One was the spitting image of a cucumber, reminding her of the sandwich she had so reluctantly swallowed. Another must have had a beetroot for a father.


A young specimen darted up to her, his ears sprouting like mushrooms.


‘Hello there! Name’s James. Been dancing with your fabulous sister. Care to jig up and down?’


Gloria prodded Louisa’s back, hissing like a goose.


Name’s James dragged her onto the dance floor. ‘Gather you’ve just come out?’


His breath stank of yesterday’s fish. Louisa nodded, turning her head to avoid the smell.


‘Super! The Queen’s an absolute poppet, ain’t she?’


‘She certainly is!’ Was the mushroom attempting a waltz, a foxtrot, or a lethal combination?


‘Got hundreds of top-hole parties booked, have you? Your Millicent’s a stunner, ain’t she? She’ll get asked everywhere that’s anywhere this Season.’


Louisa’s jaw ached with smiling.


‘Aw, I say!’ Suddenly Name’s James looked terrified. ‘You’re frightfully quiet. You’re not the kind of gal who reads books, are you?’


Longingly, Louisa remembered Northanger Abbey lying on her bed.


‘I’m afraid I am.’


‘Aw, I say. That’s too bad. Never read a thing myself except Horse and Hound.’


Louisa said in a desperate rush, ‘Oh, I don’t read all the time. I play the piano. I paint and draw. In fact, it’s one of the things—’


Too little, too late. Name’s James’s eyes flickered anxiously across the room.


‘Awfully sorry, must shoot. Got to offer myself to my sister or there’ll be hell to pay at breakfast!’


Milly flung herself onto Louisa’s bed. ‘Wasn’t that the most fantastic night of your life?’


Louisa’s head thundered like a train roaring into Paddington. She kicked off her shoes, tore at the buttons of her gloves, collapsed into a chair.


‘Thank heavens it’s over.’


‘Come on, Lou. You must have enjoyed some of it.’


‘The presentation was a nightmare. My legs felt like blancmange.’


‘But being in Buck House was such fun. And the dance was heavenly.’


‘Those crowds? The heat? The noise? Saying the same intolerable nonsense to men you’ve never met before and will never see again?’


‘Oh, we’ll see them again, you can be sure of that.’ Milly’s eyes gleamed. ‘The Season’s only just begun. There’ll be parties every night, and the same people will be at them. You wait until the invitations start rolling in.’ She pulled the pins from her hair. It tumbled in soft curls to her shoulders. Louisa wished hers would do the same. ‘And there’s our party soon. I can’t wait!’


‘It’s so easy for you, Milly. We’ve been up all night. I’m exhausted. You look as fresh as the proverbial daisy. I’ll never be able—’


‘You will, Lou. Trust me. You’ll learn to chatter about nothing for hours. You’ll spot an eligible bachelor the minute he walks in the room. And you’ll get prettier with each new frock. Just give yourself time.’


Louisa shook her head. It was a big mistake. The drum roll thundered afresh in deadly earnest.


‘Dearest Milly, you can give me all the time in the world. It won’t make the slightest difference.’


‘Congratulations!’ Her father nodded and smiled as Louisa lurched hesitantly into the dining room late the next morning, feeling distinctly odd. She slid into her chair, glad to sit down. Pale spring sunshine filtered through the tall, first-floor windows overlooking Eaton Square. London traffic murmured its muted energy. Street sellers yelled their wares, or sang them. The room glittered with Gloria’s silverware. The breakfast table and the sideboard groaned with elaborate pieces that threw the sun’s rays back into Louisa’s painful eyes. ‘You all looked beautiful last night. I was very proud to call you my family. Now you can relax and enjoy the Season. You’re “out”.’


‘As “out” as I’ll ever be,’ Louisa said slowly. Her voice sounded as if it belonged to somebody else. ‘Honestly, Daddy, what a fuss about nothing.’ She heard her mother snort. ‘I don’t feel the least bit different.’ She spooned a lump of kedgeree onto her plate, though she knew there was no way she could swallow it. She detested kedgeree but she couldn’t seem to control her actions. The drum rolls had faded. Now she felt so light-headed she could have flown out of the window with Peter Pan.


Milly, fresh and elegant, chewed on an enormous mound of eggs, mushrooms and sausages. That was the extraordinary thing about her. She looked ethereal but she ate more than a rhinoceros.


Gloria cradled her coffee. She never touched food until luncheon. Then she’d swallow an olive, three slices of cucumber and a piece of Ryvita and call it a large meal.


‘Read out what The Times said about us, Arthur. I’m desperate to hear.’


Arthur – the only member of the family who had retired at eleven o’clock and slept like a log – looked virtuously fresh and rested, and immaculately dressed. He rustled and flapped the newspaper, peering at the Court Circular page. Then he checked again.


He gave a noise between a bark and a cough. ‘I regret to say you’re going to be disappointed.’


‘They haven’t left our names out, have they?’ Gloria patted her hair, which looked as if it would much prefer not to be touched.


‘They’ve described what some of the women were wearing.’ Arthur knew trouble loomed. He raised the newspaper to the level of his chin, ready to duck behind it if necessary. ‘I regret to say you are not among them.’


‘But—’


‘The Court news has been significantly abbreviated to make room for an important announcement.’ Arthur changed his mind. He decided he’d get into his political stride. Bravely, he lowered the paper. ‘While you were curtsying to the King and Queen, Herr Hitler had other things on his mind.’


Louisa remembered the chilly March wind, the eye-piercing crystal lights, the suffocating heat of the ballroom. ‘What does it say about him, Daddy? What’s he done now?’


Arthur rustled the paper, cleared his throat and punched out every word, clear as a Sunday bell.


GERMAN TROOPS OCCUPY PRAGUE.
FÜHRER JOINS THE INVADERS.
MIDNIGHT ULTIMATUM TO CZECH PRESIDENT.
CZECHOSLOVAKIA CEASES TO EXIST.


German troops marched into Czechoslovakia early yesterday and occupied Bohemia and Moravia, the remnant of the Czech State. In the words of a proclamation by Herr Hitler, “Czechoslovakia ceases to exist”.


Snow was falling heavily when the Germans entered Prague, but a crowd of several thousands of Czechs were assembled in the Wenceslas Square. Many were weeping, and the people received the Germans with boos and jeers. Herr Hitler has arrived in Prague where, it is expected, he will proclaim the incorporation of Bohemia and Moravia in the Reich.


‘Oh, Arthur, for goodness’ sake.’ Gloria crashed her cup. ‘It’s absurd to withhold important Court news because that silly little man—’


‘Do you think Hitler’s latest coup is a trivial event?’ Arthur’s eyes suddenly burned with fury. ‘This “escapade” spells the beginning of war. A second world war. First Czechoslovakia. Then where? Where will Hitler march next?’


‘How on earth should I know—’


‘Poland? France?’ Arthur ignored her. ‘Our government can’t let Hitler get away with this.’ He thumped the table. The knives and forks applauded. ‘This spells an end to the Munich Agreement. Prime Minister Chamberlain must realise that. It’s dead in the water. His policy of appeasement will have to change. His struggle for peace must be abandoned. He has to face up to the reality of our situation. Hitler is a monster, a barbarian. He’s broken his promises. He cannot be trusted for a single moment. It won’t be peace for our time. It’ll be war for our time. You mark my words!’


For a moment the room seemed to hold its breath. Except, Louisa noticed, the cups and plates had furry edges. Then the mahogany table, the silver teapot, the crackling newspaper, even her father’s clenched knuckles were speckled with black-and-white dots, like a newsreel. The dots crawled and thickened, tumbling over each other in their effort to be brightest and best, to fill her head with buzzing – to block out the light.


She said, ‘Please, Daddy, could you help me? I feel rather—’


Milly leaped from her chair.


Her father got to Louisa first.


She clutched his hand and blacked out.


Louisa lay in bed with a raging fever. For twenty-four hours, every time she felt better and tried to stand, her legs gave way beneath her.


Gloria went berserk on the telephone. ‘I shall expect you within the hour, doctor. Or preferably sooner.’


Dr Peterson peered down Louisa’s throat with a vapid smile.


‘You’ve caught a heavy cold, me dear. Chilly journey to Buck House in your flimsy frock. Dancing got you hot and bothered. The contrast can be dangerous. Drink plenty of water and take lots of rest. You’ll be right as rain in the morning.’


The smile faded. He swallowed the sherry Gloria offered him in two large gulps, as if it were medicine.


But the next day, when Louisa’s arms and breasts broke into a livid pink rash, her mother screamed.


Dr Peterson looked much less smug.


‘I’ll take a blood test but I have no doubt’ – he tapped his forehead – ‘it’s glandular fever. Nobody understands anything about the disease. There’s no cure but Mother Nature. Dear me, yes!’ He clasped Louisa’s wrist with frosty fingers. ‘Pulse weak! Highly infectious! You must be removed at once. There’s an excellent isolation hospital nearby. With your consent, Mrs Hamilton, I’ll be off to make immediate arrangements.’


Louisa heard Milly outside her door. ‘Let me see her, Mummy, just for five minutes. She must feel wretched.’


‘I forbid you to enter Louisa’s room,’ Gloria screeched. ‘It’s strictly out of bounds. Glandular fever isn’t a common or garden snuffle. It’s a highly infectious disease. Do you want to catch it too? And miss the whole of your first Season? After all our plans? Your new frocks? Claridges? We booked it months ago. The food, the flowers, the invitations . . . We can’t possibly give it all up.’


Milly mumbled something.


‘Come on, darling . . . Forget about Louisa . . . Shall we do a spot of shopping together?’


Louisa lay among the damp sheets, too weak to raise her head. Her parents stood by the bay window. She strained every muscle to hear them.


‘An isolation hospital is completely out of the question.’ Daddy being stubborn and wonderful. ‘They’re ghastly places. If Louisa caught something fatal, I’d never forgive myself.’


‘But we must do something with her, Arthur.’ Gloria, shrill and impatient. ‘She can’t stay here. You know how much we’ve invested in the coming-out party, the clothes, my jewels.’


Silence seeped across the room, like the green-grey strangle of a London fog.


‘I’ve just had a bright idea,’ Arthur said slowly. ‘It’s a long shot, but we are at our wits’ end.’ He paused. ‘What about my father?’


‘Edward Hamilton?’ Diamond cuts diamond. ‘Are you planning to send our sick daughter over the high seas to Calcutta?’


‘Of course not, Gloria. You never listen to a word I say. My father retired from the Diplomatic Service after my mother died. He returned to Larkswood House in January.’


‘Did he indeed!’ Gloria’s bangles jangled. ‘He never bothered to come home for the funerals of either of his parents—’


‘Let’s not drag up that family saga now. You know the feud between him and his parents was never resolved. He’s always refused to talk about it. When I was sent to Eton, I was given strict instructions never to contact my grandparents. And they never asked to meet me.’


‘Has Edward bothered to contact you since his return?’


‘We had luncheon together at White’s—’


‘And you never invited him to Eaton Square?’


‘He was busy. He’ll ask us to Larkswood later in the spring . . . . He’s had central heating installed, hired new staff, done some decorating.’


‘So? Even if he is planning to stay, what’s it got to do with me? He and Juliet never came to our wedding. Just sent a telegram and a pathetic bunch of flowers. And his granddaughters . . . I bet you all the tea in China he doesn’t even know their names.’


‘I gave him a labelled photograph of the girls when we met . . . . Maybe now’s the time to heal the wounds?’


‘Good gracious, Arthur! You’re never suggesting—’


‘I’ll ask Edward to have Louisa for a few days. Weeks. However long it takes her to recover.’


‘What? In that gloomy old place, full of spooky rooms?’


Frosty shivers fluttered down Louisa’s spine, in spite of the damp heat of her bed. She vaguely remembered her parents going to the funerals, how Gloria had grumbled about the rain, the dreary gardens, the cold, neglected house. How she never wanted to go to Larkswood again as long as she lived.


‘Hampshire’s world-famous for its healthy air.’ Arthur stood his ground. ‘And Edward might be glad of some company. He’s probably rattling around Larkswood like a lost soul.’


‘I don’t like the idea one little bit!’


‘Do you have a better solution, Gloria?’


‘You know I don’t.’ The bangles fell silent. ‘Well, if Edward does agree, Louisa can’t possibly have my maid. Maria can take her to Hampshire tomorrow afternoon, before tea, with Charlie, in the Daimler. But Maria goes only as a chaperone for the journey. Do you hear me, Arthur?’


‘Of course. I’ll arrange for Louisa to have a private nurse when she gets to Larkswood. But first I need to consult her.’ He dropped his voice to a whisper. ‘Let me talk to her now.’


‘Just you remember, Arthur Hamilton, this was your crazy idea. Don’t blame me if it all goes horribly wrong.’


Gloria straightened her lacy blouse, smoothed her rumpled hair. For a moment she admired her reflection in Louisa’s full-length mirror, her left profile in particular. Then she swung petulantly across the room and slammed the door.


Louisa watched her father looking out at Eaton Square, fiddling with the silver cufflinks she knew he hated. They were a present from Gloria, who insisted he wear them every morning whether he wanted to or not. Trying to be brave and grown-up, she summoned all her strength.


‘I heard what you were saying.’


‘I’m so sorry, my dearest girl. I thought you were sleeping.’ Arthur looked shamefaced. He perched on the end of Louisa’s bed. ‘What do you think of my little plan? I shall be devastated to see you go, but your mother’s making such a silly fuss—’


‘I’d rather go to Grandfather’s than some beastly hospital.’


‘Splendid! I knew you wouldn’t mind. I’ll get Edward on the blower straight away.’


‘Daddy . . .’


Already at the door, Arthur turned to face her.


‘I don’t mind going for a few days, or even a week. But please . . . no longer.’


‘Trust me, you’ll be better in no time.’ Arthur hesitated, his face pale, his eyes glittering and intense. ‘Will you remember to take your gas mask?’ He gave her a wan smile. ‘I know I’m a terrible worrier. It’s just that your mother and I got through the Great War together but I had to have that horrible ear operation. When this war starts, I can’t be an ace pilot or anything heroic. I’ll join the ARP and do my bit as warden.’ He chewed his lip. ‘Poison gas . . . its effects can be ghastly. I know you’ll be safe at Larkswood and I’m sure Edward will look after you. But take your gas mask with you for my sake, Louisa. Agreed?’


‘It’s smelly and beastly to wear, but of course I will, Daddy.’


‘That’s my marvellous brave girl!’


The door shut with a reluctant click, leaving Louisa alone.


She heaved herself up on the pillows. The hot sheets tangled around her; the room swayed. Sweat dripped down her forehead, slithered beneath her breasts.


What else could she have said? That she was terrified of leaving Daddy and Eaton Square? She wasn’t looking forward to the endless round of silly parties with smelly mushrooms called Name’s James, but going to Larkswood would be like living in a foreign country with a stranger.


Everything felt worse because Daddy had talked about the Great War. He hardly ever mentioned it.


Both Gloria’s older brothers had been killed in it. Uncle Stephen in September 1914 at the Battle of the Marne. It may have saved Paris from German occupation but it hadn’t saved him. Then, a year later, Uncle Leonard had died at the Second Battle of Ypres, when the Germans had used poison gas for the first time with devastating effect.


Gloria’s parents died within months of each other in 1916 – she always said of broken hearts. She had inherited the considerable family money and property, but Louisa had never known her uncles or her grandparents.


And she hated the Great War for killing them.


Now she was being sent to live with a grandfather she had never even met.


She felt so frightened she wanted to weep.


She dug beneath her pillow for a scented, lace-edged handkerchief.




 


 


 


 


 


 


Edward Buys Silence
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1939


Edward could hardly contain his delight when the phone rang and it was Arthur. He’d been hoping his son would make the first move, but never thought he would. Now here he was, asking Edward a favour. To have his youngest daughter to stay. Glandular fever could be nasty, unpredictable, lay you low for weeks. Time was the only healer.


Edward dug out the photograph Arthur had given him. He’d slid it into his desk drawer when he got back from London that day, hiding it among his precious letters from India.


Louisa looked interesting. Not as pretty as the older girl, but Edward liked the turn of her head, the shy smile, the wonderful dark eyes. He thanked his lucky stars he hadn’t turned tail that first morning at Larkswood and waltzed back to India. That would have been the coward’s way out. He had to deal with domestic problems here before he could escape, so when he did leave his conscience would be clear.


He knew far too much about walking around with a guilty one . . . .
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He had woken that first dawn at Larkswood, marvelling at the silence that greeted him. He’d grown accustomed to the bustle of early-morning India. The muezzin calling from the mosque in the bazaar. Cocks crowing from the servants’ courtyard. Crows cawing from the trees. The mynah bird with his infuriating whistle. Gardeners sweeping the paths. Servants with the comforting clink of teacups.


Here, the world lay muffled beneath snow.


He’d drawn back the faded curtains, seen Larkswood’s gardens covered in icy white sunlight, looking miraculously beautiful. Gone out to meet his head gardener, Mr Matthews, and his apprentice, young Thomas Saunders. The perfect partnership. Edward knew immediately he had trustworthy people working his land. In a very important way, it helped him decide to stay. He stomped back indoors and consumed a huge breakfast: porridge, compote of fruit, kippers, toast and marmalade, two pots of coffee – and still he was hungry in the sharpness of the air.


That was when the mousy housekeeper told him she wanted to leave: she’d only been waiting for his return but her family in London needed her. Hiding his relief, Edward thanked her politely, gave her more money than she asked for. Then he hired a new team who struggled through the snow to meet him. A cook, Mrs Humphrey – plump, homely, experienced – whom he was lucky to find. She recommended two maids, Vicky and Martha, both young, but they had worked together before. They would be plenty for the time being. He had Jimmy to do the heavy jobs, drive him around when the snow thawed. He didn’t need a huge staff, not on his own. He was hardly planning elaborate cocktail parties or entertaining the Royal Family.


For a start, he didn’t know anybody here. Forty-two years’ absence was a lifetime. He couldn’t remember any of the villagers; he was too embarrassed to introduce himself to the surrounding gentry. He wasn’t exactly the prodigal son returning to the bosom of his family . . . .


He wondered if there was anyone in Hampshire who remembered the parties his parents gave, the champagne suppers, the musical soirées. He couldn’t possibly compete. Wouldn’t know where to start. Anyway, things could go wrong at parties . . . . Badly wrong . . .


Please God, let him not remember.


He would stay on at Larkswood for a couple of months. Certainly not for ever. He couldn’t imagine permanently turning his back on India, never seeing him again. He’d got a letter from him at breakfast that very morning. Swallowed his boiled eggs in a trice, carried the precious pieces of paper into his study, read them slurping a stiff brandy. He kept a bottle hidden in his desk especially for such occasions.


They were hard to stomach, these doses from India. Edward could almost smell the place as he read the letter. He could almost smell him: his coconut hair oil, the fragrant pine of his aftershave. He remembered the way he wrinkled his nose when he drank gin fizz. Edward wanted to be back with him so much it hurt. To look into his eyes again, to hear him laugh.


Course, it would be impossible for him to return to England. Couldn’t ever show his face here again. So it was up to Edward to go back, when he was ready, to pick up exactly where they’d left off.


People in India knew a different Edward Hamilton. Juliet’s devoted husband and now widower. Clean-living, loyal, with a sparkling reputation in the Civil Service. A man they could trust with State secrets. A man they could trust, full stop. That’s what going over there had allowed him to do.


Become somebody without a past.


He’d have to make absolutely sure it never caught up with him . . . .


Course, he should have known it damned well would.


After the snow, in February, he’d been to London several times. At first it was bewildering. He couldn’t get his bearings, scarcely remembered any of the streets. But he made himself walk down Mincing Lane. Holy Smoke, that brought back memories . . . . That was where he’d once worked, where he was going to be the Big White Chief, before it all went wrong. The evening he’d walked out its door, he had no idea it would be for the last time. Never even had a chance to say goodbye to any of his staff.


He’d been so smart and handsome, hadn’t he? So bumptious, with his fancy clothes and slim figure . . . So insufferably young.


To kill the memories, to swamp them under the trying-tobe-goodly present, he booked into his old Club: Boodles, on 28 St James’s Street. Edward loved the name, which always made him laugh. Edward Boodle had once been their head waiter. Presumably he’d been such a good one the entire gentleman’s club adopted his surname. The relief when Edward saw it again, still standing after all those years, still in its same elegant building. And, of course, still full of fox-hunting types. Not that Edward rode any more. He’d fallen off his horse five years ago, almost broken his neck. The headaches had gone on for months: worse than migraine, left him incapable. Juliet never let him climb on the filly again.


Thank God the Great War hadn’t wrecked the Club. Proud to be English when he walked in the door. They still served their traditional dessert: Boodle’s Orange Fool. Cake, cream and mashed gooseberries. Delicious. Edward smacked his lips and ordered a second helping, winking at the waiter, slipping him a bright coin, watching the lad’s eyes sparkle with delight.


He spotted some political faces he vaguely recognised from the newspapers, but he didn’t introduce himself. Everyone was talking about the war, moaning and groaning. No sense of gaiety, fun, joie de vivre. The young looked old. The old looked decrepit. Edward brushed his hair that night, glad it was thick and silvery, proud of its wonderful slanting wave, hoping he looked the right side of fifty although he was sixty-two.


One evening as he left to catch his train, he saw Winston Churchill coming in the door, immaculate in his hat, crisp suit and pale gloves. He heard that famous voice with its distinctive lisp asking for a bottle of Moët. He would have introduced himself in a flash, but Churchill had people with him. Cabinet members, probably, politicians. Smoking, talking, rustling papers. Gave Edward a sudden rush of pride. Maybe he was glad to be home at last, in the thick of things.


Or so he thought.


Until he got trapped in the worst afternoon of his life.


He’d been taking a stroll after luncheon, thinking about India, mulling things over in a leisurely fashion. He stopped in one of the expensive alleyways off Bond Street to admire some hand-stitched waistcoats. He tried three of them on, bought two, watched while they were expertly wrapped, asked for the parcel to be sent to Larkswood.


When he emerged on Piccadilly, he was startled to find himself in a thick pea-souper of a fog. It seemed to have come out of nowhere. He could taste it on his lips, smell its rank odour: dead bodies floating in the Thames, stinking lumps of cheese. He blinked as the swirling vapours stung his eyes.


Frightened, he stepped quickly into the road to hail a cab, flung up an arm to make sure his hat was in its proper place.


Suddenly, all he could see was the steaming underbelly of a horse, the vicious pawing of its hooves.


He heard a woman scream.


Was it for him?


He found himself sprawling on the road, blood in his mouth, his body heavy and lumpen, his mind too shocked to move it.


A face leered down at him.


Edward squinted upwards. He looked the face in the eyes.


The face said, ‘What the deuce . . . Well, blow me down and feed me to the lions . . . . If it isn’t that foul pig of an Edward Hamilton. We thought India had gobbled you up. And good riddance . . .’


Edward gasped and tried to swallow. The fog seeped into his lungs. He choked in his blood. He coughed and spat.


‘Simon Manners?’ he said. Blood began to pour down his chin. ‘Could you help me up?’


The face bared a set of white teeth. It was Simon Manners all right: Edward’s distant cousin, whom he hadn’t seen since . . . well, since everything went so wrong. Still dashed handsome, with that air of bonhomie – getting things he did not deserve – that had so infuriated Edward so long ago. Handlebar moustache, powerfully scented aftershave, soft, sandy-coloured camel coat. The man looked more than prosperous, damn him. Got rich quick on Hamilton money, even though the Mannerses – Simon and his twin sister Marion among them – were the poor-as-church-mice side of the family . . . .


‘Help you bloody up?’ The face continued to sneer. ‘Why the deuce should I? After what you did, I reckon the best place for you is under a horse . . . . If you lie there long enough, another great brute will kick you in the gut. Put the finishing touch to a sick man’s sick little life . . . Wouldn’t you agree?’


Edward turned his face away. Trying to breathe, he sucked in a mouthful of gravel. He spat it out.


‘Please,’ he spluttered. His legs felt too weak to take his weight; his body trembled with shock and pain. ‘Your helping hand, sir . . . That’s all I ask . . . . In return, I’ll give you anything you want.’


Simon Manners stooped a shade closer. ‘You offered me that once before, old fruit . . . . In the middle of a Larkswood field . . . Remember?’


Edward tried to nod. How could he ever forget? He blinked, suddenly remembering Juliet’s face, the shattered glass on the veranda. Right now, he longed to be lying with her in her grave.


‘Are you seriously offering to do it again?’ the face persisted.


Edward clutched at Simon Manners’ hand, thick and heavy in its fur-lined leather glove.


‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Yes, I am . . . . You can have anything.’


‘All right, then. It’s a deal.’


Simon Manners hauled Edward to his unsteady feet.


‘I have my eye on a stunner of a new mistress. She’s going to cost me a fortune in furs and sapphires.’


Edward staggered as the pea-green soup swirled around his ears.


‘Please . . . Take me back to Boodles.’ He swiped at his bloodied face, furious with humiliation, giddy with relief, loathing the man beside him. ‘And I’ll buy us both the biggest brandies in the world.’


They caught a cab, sitting apart in uncomfortable silence as the traffic struggled slowly through the fog. At the Club, Edward asked one of the maids to clean his face, wincing at her touch, remembering how Cynthia used to make everything better . . . .


He changed out of his clothes. They stank of fog and dung and muddy streets. He put on evening dress and black tie, trying to regain his dignity, longing for bed. Then he sat at his desk, dug out his cheque book. He thought of a figure and doubled it. He made it guineas, grimacing at his signature.


When he came downstairs, his limbs bruised and aching, Simon Manners was hogging a place by the fire, a glass of brandy already in his hand, the bottle by his side.


‘Make yourself at home, why don’t you?’ Edward knew Manners had put the bottle on his hotel bill. He settled with relief into the deep leather chair, glad to be alive.


Simon Manners poured him a glass, handed it to him.


‘Well?’ he said. ‘How about it, old fruit? Cough up.’


Edward dug his hand in his pocket. He pulled out the cheque.


‘That should sort you out.’


‘Hmm.’ Manners glanced at it, slid it rapidly into his wallet. ‘It’ll do for the time being.’ He gave Edward a patronising flash of white teeth. ‘I can always come back for more. Planning to be around for the Season, are we? One word in the right ear—’


‘Now look here.’ Anger flooded Edward’s heart. ‘I know what I did was unforgivable. But I’ve paid for it. All my life I’ve been paying for it. And now I’m trying to be a good man—’


‘Wonders will never cease—’


‘And you’re to give me a chance, do you hear?’


Several other Club members in their leather armchairs stopped talking and began to stare.


Edward lowered his voice.


‘You’re to let me show the world I’ve repented . . . . Truly I have . . . . Come on, now, Simon . . . Have a heart.’


‘You’re a fine one to talk.’ Manners refilled his glass, ignoring Edward’s. ‘You broke mine, don’tcha know. Never got over it—’


‘Oh, for God’s sake.’ Edward’s face ached. He remembered the underbelly of the horse looming over him. ‘You and Marion got a small fortune out of me. I had to raid my father’s safe. A year’s supply of tea and sherry . . . And a grand European tour into the bargain. You both married extremely well . . . . I hear Marion has become quite a lush with her title and her lands in Yorkshire. And you’re obviously not short of a bob or two.’


Manners leaned forward. ‘That’s not the point.’ Some of his polished veneer seemed to have vanished. He fished in his pocket, pulling out a spotted handkerchief.


With it, a tiny sepia photograph fluttered to the floor.


Edward bent to pick it up. Curious, he stared at it. Then he looked more closely.


‘By God!’ he said. ‘That’s Cynthia . . . .’


Manners snatched it from him.


‘So what if it is?’ he said. ‘So what the bloody hell if it bloody well is?’


Edward gaped. ‘You’ve kept that photograph in your pocket for forty-two years?’


He sat back in his chair, his heart stabbing at him, the brandy stinging his throat. Guilt seemed to swamp every inch of him.


‘Look here,’ he said. ‘I can’t begin to tell you how . . .’ He swallowed. ‘Why don’t you stay for a bite of supper? Be my guest.’


Afterwards, after they’d talked sporadically over the excellent soup and lamb chops, and drunk a great deal of Merlot, Manners finally agreed to keep his mouth shut.


‘You can have your London Season, Edward Bloody Hamilton . . . . I won’t breathe a word about your stinking past . . . . If the truth be known,’ Simon Manners stood up, swaying on his feet, his cheeks rosy with wine, his eyes bloodshot with the effort of keeping them open, ‘if the truth be known, I’m sick to death of the whole sordid business. Who the hell wants to rake it up now? It won’t bring Cynthia back . . . . More’s the pity.’


‘What’s done is done,’ Edward murmured. ‘It cannot be undone.’ He shook Simon Manners’ hand at the door of Boodles. ‘I’d give my eye teeth if it could.’


Edward woke next morning with a blue lump the size of an egg on his forehead, a swollen lip and a cracking headache. He caught the first train home. Jimmy met him at Haslemere, looked at the state of his face and said nothing.


Edward flushed but offered no explanation.


Up in his room, he cursed the day he’d been born. He had a date with Arthur in a week’s time. He so wanted to look his best for his son. But better bashed about the head than dead as a doornail. Fancy Simon Manners coming to his rescue. Him of all people . . .


Please God the man kept his word. If he didn’t, Edward was finished. If the least little rumour reached his ears – and it would in London, you could be sure of that – he’d turn tail and run back to Calcutta before you could say pass the salt.


A week later, looking more himself, he met Arthur for luncheon at White’s.


Arthur said it had always been his Club: very grand and aristocratic, with a massive annual subscription. Gloria approved of him being a member. At first, Edward felt dashed awkward. He hadn’t seen his son for years, couldn’t find any common ground. He looked a lot older. Frown lines on his face and nervous hands, obsessed with the government, worrying about the war.


Arthur said uneasily, ‘Come and have tea with us at Eaton Square,’ but Edward panicked, made his excuses, left Arthur in the lurch as soon as he’d swallowed a black coffee.


So Arthur asking him this favour now, to look after Louisa, it was the biggest compliment. Edward was desperate not to let him down. So now he had a goal. To make sure his young granddaughter got back on her feet. Determined to give her a top-hole time. The best food, the best local nurse, the best of everything. Larkswood’s special tranquillity. The moon and all her stars.


She could sleep in the newly decorated green bedroom. After Arthur telephoned, Edward climbed the stairs to inspect it. He’d get the maids to give it an extra polish, put Bronnley’s English fern soap in the bathroom with fluffy new towels, a basket of violets on the bedside table.


Young Saunders could make one specially.


His Juliet would be proud of him. She always said he made an excellent host.


Great heavens above, he’d almost forgotten about Simon Manners. Pushed that entire evening to the edge of his mind and refused to remember it.


Now he was fair hopping with excitement.


Louisa Hamilton would be with him tomorrow.




 


 


 


 


 


 


Eaton Square, London
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Sunday 19 March 1939


My dearest darling Lou,


I can’t believe you’ve gone to Larkswood. I’ve just been into your room. It’s so cold and dark. Those horrible grey curtains! The bed’s all neat and tidy with the cushions propped stiff as soldiers. The fire is out and your beautiful Court dress is hanging on the door, floppy and sad.


I miss you so much. We’ve never been separated, not once since the day you were born. What shall I do without you?


After you left, we had a miserable tea. Mummy made a mess of her ginger cake, swallowed a few crumbs and kept glancing at your empty chair. I think she’s got a terribly guilty conscience about letting you go.


Daddy ignored her fidgeting. He rambled on about Churchill and why the government isn’t listening to his warnings. Tomorrow, he said, Prime Minister Chamberlain will be seventy and should resign with dignity. Mummy said she likes Chamberlain because he always looks ‘so quaint and dapper, with his wing collars and striped trousers’.


That did it! Daddy shouted, ‘But quaint and dapper will not win us the war, Gloria! Chamberlain knows nothing about foreign affairs. It’s too late for him to learn now! We need Churchill as our leader. Why won’t this country listen to common sense?’ Then he stomped off to White’s and won’t be back until midnight.


Mummy babbles on about our Court presentation as if it were the only thing that’s ever happened in her whole life. She says people keep ringing to tell her how beautiful we looked, and how proud she must be to have two such ravishing daughters, but I only heard the telephone once this afternoon. It was Grandfather, making sure you were on your way.
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