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When all the Ages of the Earth
Were crown’d but in this famous Birth;
And that, when they would boast their store
Of worthy Queens, they knew no more:
How happier is that Age, can give
A Queen, in whom all they do live!


The Masque of Queens, Ben Jonson
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As she left the picture gallery, the queen staggered slightly. She had to lean against the wall for a moment to get her balance and her breath back. She hoped no one saw, for poise was everything – hard enough in such unforgiving dress, laced-in, huge-skirted, wigged and headdressed – but the masque was magnificent, and she on display, and in service to her glory. To encourage the other ladies to join in with it, she had danced and danced and danced, so much so that she had developed a horrible stitch and was forced to stop. The other dancers were still going strong. How the hell did people manage, so brutally corseted, if you got a stitch or a cramp or an itch?


She recovered, gathered herself, and swished along the corridor, past more portraits of different queens, of duchesses and marchionesses, done up in magnificent displays. Hers was not only magnificent but fantastical, for she was costumed as Candace, Queen of the Ethiopians – fantastical and improbable, for she thought it unlikely, in antiquity, to have glided along the banks of the Gihon in a gorgeously embroidered bodice and billowing silks.


Behind her the lights from chandeliers and stanchions flickered, and the sound of flutes and voices and the stamp of feet faded. She had managed the courante, recovered in the sarabande, but halfway through the jig the stitch had suddenly afflicted her. No wonder, she thought, when your viscera were crammed into an unnatural hourglass by laces and whalebone – and it wasn’t just the ladies. One of the lords, the earl of somewhere – she wasn’t sure where – had complained that he had only just managed to button his doublet.


She leant once again on the wood-panelled wall. The stitch was agony, her feet hurt, pinched in a sort of dancing slipper the costumier had thought suggestive of the topaz palaces of Ethiopia, and she had a headache coming on that felt like it might soon oblige her to take to her bed. But first, she needed to get out of her dress. She ran, half staggered, down a plainer corridor towards the great house’s kitchens and sculleries. She was gasping when she pushed open the door.


The occupant of that humble room turned to face her, startled, and two spots of pink flushed on her cheeks.


‘Miss March,’ said the queen, ‘could you be a pal and pop me a Nurofen?’


In 1603, after the accession of King James I, the then Lord de Floures welcomed his queen, Anne of Denmark, to Champton House, as she and her retinue made a slow progress from Edinburgh to London. To delight and flatter Her Majesty, Lord de Floures put on an entertainment, which became famous as one of the great masques of the new era. His father and grandfather had become rich through wool, and of those riches he spent extravagantly on costumes, scene painters, musicians and singers, endured the rudeness of a poet and the insolence of a decorator, and cajoled his betters to join them there – not that he needed to cajole any more, for the presence of the queen ensured it. It was a coup for the ambitious peer and his lady, a demonstration of the renewal of the de Floures’ prestige and power, its third flourishing since William the Conqueror settled his ancestor with a grant of land.


On that grant of land, or the part that remained, Bernard, the present Lord de Floures, was also ambitious, not for power and prestige, but simply for money; enough to reroof, rewire and replumb the house that had grown and shrunk and grown and shrunk with successive generations. Tudor, Baroque, Georgian and Victorian additions surrounded its medieval core, a fine but heavy inheritance. Next year Bernard’s heir was to be married, a great day in every generation, and he knew it was his duty to welcome the bride in as generous a spirit as his ancestor welcomed the new queen nearly four centuries earlier. There would be no masque, but there would be a wedding breakfast and hot water, and working plugs, and fresh paint, and the fountains would play … the thought of the bills for these necessary improvements had not weakened his resolve, but they had darkened his moods, and as the estimates had arrived from the estate office he had become so relentlessly bad-tempered that only his daughter, Honoria, who loved him like a Cordelia, and the housekeeper, Mrs Shorely, who did not care if he shouted or not, could endure it.


And then came a turn in the wheel of fortune. The Rector of Champton St Mary, Canon Clement, who lived in the lovely Queen Anne rectory at the edge of the park, with his dauntless mother, Audrey, and two dachshunds, had a brother, Theo, who was an actor. Theo had come to stay one weekend and brought with him a film-producer friend. They lunched at the big house, and as they chewed their way through roast potatoes that tasted like Mrs Shorely had dug them shrivelled from desert earth, Bernard enquired of Theo’s friend what sort of films she produced.


‘All sorts,’ she replied, ‘but right now a costume drama, a film about the life of Anne of Denmark, wife of James I, who was famous for her glittering—’


Bernard held up his fork. He knew all about Anne of Denmark’s glittering reign, for one of the most famous of her masques had been held here, at Champton, at the start of it.


The film producer put down her fork and the terrible potatoes were, in an instant, forgotten, for with almost an audible gasp, her need of a location and Bernard’s of funds conjoined as expediently as the crowns of Scotland and England.


Six months went by, and location scouts – whatever they were – arrived, people expert in lighting and photography; art directors – whatever they were – arrived, and, one weekend, the producer and director, who were entertained almost as extravagantly as the royal couple. Estate manager and film producer did the deal, in which each party’s desires were satisfactorily met – a splendid makeover for the grandest parts of the house and the park in return for a location where the real queen had been entertained, had bestowed her favours, and had danced and danced and danced.


Margaret Porteous had not enjoyed herself so much in years. The little village of Champton St Mary, where she and her late husband had made their home, was unusually stimulating for a place of only three hundred souls. The power politics of the Flower Guild, the Women’s Institute and the Parish Church Council, the manoeuvrings at Harvest Supper, the Summer Fête and the Open Day at Champton House, were no less fascinating and complex than the doings of the harem of the sultan of Turkey. And then murder had come to Champton, and come again and again, and turned the village upside down, only to be turned the right way up again by the rector, who was rapidly becoming the C of E’s answer to Father Brown.


Who would have thought three hundred souls, give or take, could have provided so much diversion? You could not tell by looking at them, living quietly in the little cottages at the edge of Champton park, but this was a changing Britain, as the 1980s turned into the 1990s. The illusion of timelessness, which clung like ivy to the cottages in stone and thatch clustered along the brook, was ragged. There were cars parked along the main street, which occasionally lost their wing mirrors to the herd of cows that swayed through the village from pasture to milking, and there was – Margaret did not approve of this at all – a satellite dish fixed to the front of the Old School House by Councillor Norman Staveley. Only one so far, but they must be stopped before they spread like mushrooms.


At the centre of their life, and holding it all together like the sun, was Champton House. Margaret gave a sigh of pleasure when she thought of that great and stately home, where she not only coordinated volunteers on the occasions Lord de Floures opened it grudgingly to the public, but where today she was reviving in her own person its glorious history, its royal history. The de Floures’ prestige may have dulled in the long centuries since Domesday, but at its most lustrous it had brought the great of their age through its gates: politicians, warriors, poets and painters, kings and queens. Queens plural, and Margaret was now one of them, not because of some utterly unforeseeable end to her widowhood, but because when the producers put out a call for locals to appear as extras in A Woman of Boundless Intrigue, she was at the front of the stampede that followed. It had seemed especially fitting to her that she should have been chosen to play one of the queens in the masque, not only because she felt almost as attached to the house and its history as a member of the family, but because her experience in amateur dramatics, as she had advised the casting director for ‘supporting artists’, meant she would be able to bring a convincing queenliness to the role. And so she had, until the jig in the great dance scene at the masque asserted the priority of the body natural over the body politic, and, suffering the worst stitch she had ever known, she had stepped out – she hoped unnoticed – and made her way to the Old Dairy, where wardrobe had an outpost and she an ally.


Miss March, proprietor of Champton’s dress shop Elite Fashions, had surprised everyone when Hollywood arrived by shutting up shop – unheard of from a woman who had sold Derby boots by candlelight in her old shoe shop during the three-day week – to volunteer as a wardrobe assistant and historical expert. She was decent with a needle and thread, and her inventory – at the request of Bernard’s daughter, the Honourable Honoria de Floures – of the attic chests and wardrobes and presses at Champton meant she knew the difference between a leg-of-mutton and a virago sleeve, but she was neither professionally a seamstress nor a historian and felt, as a consequence, a stab of impostor syndrome, which added to her natural shyness. There was an accent of this in her appearance, for although she wore her unvarying grey suit and plain blouse, a garland of brightly coloured threads hung round her neck like a Hawaiian lei – threads of every colour for emergency repairs – and on her trestle table beside her were scissors and pinking shears and measuring tapes and an iron, and an extra-large pin cushion studded with so many items, from fine needles to giant farthingale pins, it looked like a punkish fairy toadstool.


‘We’re not allowed to give tablets, Margaret,’ said Miss March, ‘in case you have an allergic reaction. Don’t you have anything in your bag? Or I can get a medic?’ The latter suggestion was made unenthusiastically. It was a bore to have to fetch a medic, and it was only for Margaret, an extra, whom she thought was enjoying being a queen a little too much.


‘It’s a stitch,’ said Margaret, ‘worst I’ve ever had.’


‘You don’t want ibuprofen, you want unlacing,’ said Miss March, putting away her sewing. ‘Come into the light.’


Margaret tried to straighten up but gasped with the pain.


‘Lean forward, hold on to the back of that chair, and keep still,’ said Miss March, and she parted the long, gauzy veil that fell from Margaret’s headdress down her back and over her skirt to the floor. She deftly undid and loosened the laces that fastened the bodice around Margaret’s middle, and then the more robust laces that had been pulled to within tiny fractions of their tolerance to contain her middle within the corset beneath. Margaret gave a cry of what Miss March took for relief. But it was not relief, it was surprise; surprise at feeling a hot wetness spreading across her belly.


Miss March’s first thought was that Margaret’s costume had been fitted with a blood bag and it had burst.


Margaret’s last thought was to wonder why the blood royal was supposed to be blue.
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Early September was Daniel’s favourite time of year. The heat of summer had cooled, a great benefit for a man who had to wear black all the time – how did those Greek widows manage? – but the trees were still in leaf and the winter jumpers and coats still stowed wherever his mother chose for that purpose, a location she kept secret from a habit of keeping all knowledge of her assets to herself. Most of all, he liked the beginning of the slow acceleration into autumn and the sense of promise it brought to a man who had always liked as a boy the beginning of the school year and stocking a new pencil case, and as a chorister rehearsing the music for Advent, the loveliest of all church music.


It was change he loved, not an obvious predilection in someone who seemed never to change, at least on the surface. But, as one of his heroes, Cardinal Newman, had observed, to live is to change. Without change, how do we become what we are called to be?


Bernard de Floures took a different view. He loathed change, for to him it was always for the worse, even when it was for the better. How could it not be, for a man born into a decline that his own individual successes, if he had any, could not slow, let alone stop or reverse? He was at the end of things, he knew, his family’s glory behind him rather than in front, no longer a force in politics and civilisation and empire and England, for history had other ideas. This gave him an affinity with Daniel, also at the end of things as the Church of England vanished into its own past, becoming quainter every day, little more than an opportunity for situation comedy as Champton House became a mere location for a period drama.


The parson and the peer were walking the rectory dachshunds, Cosmo and Hilda, in the park. Hilda had weaned her first litter of puppies at Champton House, and Cosmo, like so many males when females have young, had sought diversion elsewhere, in Bernard’s study, where he had displaced Jove, the white Persian cat, and won the affection of a man in whom affection tended to run shallow. Was Bernard getting sentimental with age? Was Cosmo going against his dachshund nature and showing fickleness of feeling? Perhaps, for when the Clements had moved back into the rectory both dog and peer pined for the other and Bernard, exercising the faintest memory of droit du seigneur, had let it be known that if Cosmo ever needed a walk, he would be happy to oblige.


It was the dogs’ second walk of the day. After elevenses Bernard had knocked on the rectory door to complain about being banished from his own house by ‘those awful minstrels’. Daniel, who was deep in the Church Times looking at advertisements for clerical posts in tempting places and wondering, in a vague way, what life as a parson in one of the gentler Hebridean islands might be like, suggested they walk down to the lake.


Hilda, who had started to waddle since giving birth to her first litter, waddled with Daniel, but Cosmo, spry as ever, stuck to Bernard. They made a peculiar pair. Bernard, in his late fifties and his father’s tweeds, looked like a man with whom a Labrador came as part of the ensemble, so to encounter him on his estate with a little sausage dog trotting at his ankles seemed as unlikely as bumping into Johnny Rotten with a peacock. Daniel, who sought amity between all wherever he went, did not mind this. His mother took a different view. ‘You need to watch that,’ she cautioned. ‘Before you know it, you’ll lose Cosmo to the de Floures lot.’ There speaks experience, thought Daniel, though he did not say so, for his mother was to the lustre of that family as a moth to a flame. She had seemed almost reluctant to move back from their temporary billet at the big house to the freshly done-up rectory, thanks to the generous insurance award she had grimly fought for following the fire. After a month in Queen Charlotte’s Bedroom, even if dressed today in tattered silks and peeling wallpaper, she had found it difficult sometimes to conceal a certain feeling for the life of a grande dame.


Not today, Daniel corrected himself, for it was one of the rooms the production was using to shoot in and had been sumptuously restored for lights and cameras. A specialist in seventeenth-century decor had been hired for this, but his advice had not always been honoured, or not when it conflicted with the designer’s vision of what the seventeenth century needed to look like for the purposes of the drama, and there had been rows on set. Bernard did not particularly care, being concerned with the needs of the present rather than faithfulness to the aesthetics of the past.


‘All spick and span now,’ he said, ‘and they’ve done up all the state rooms.’ He cackled. ‘Must have cost them a fortune! And wait till you see the fountains playing. They haven’t worked since the Second World War.’


They walked towards the lake as the late-morning sun flashed in the library windows in the Georgian wing of the house facing it. Or was it sunlight? Perhaps it was lights, the enormous lights they used for filming, standing on tripods, like creatures from The War of the Worlds, to create the effect of natural light even when natural light in abundance was available in the normal way. He had wondered about this to his brother, Theo, who had been cast as a Pembroke in this film as a reward for effecting the introduction to Bernard, but he had said it took all the ingenuity and artifice of Hollywood to create the illusion of reality, which Daniel immediately resolved to use in a sermon.


‘A mixed blessing, I suppose, Bernard, to have your house taken over by a film crew?’


‘An inconvenience, but they pay for it. Handsomely. Such profound joy in calculating how much I’m saving thanks to their spending. And not only doing things up. I especially like it when they break something – and they always do; it’s like having the All Blacks rampage through the Louvre. We keep adding things to the bill. And they never question anything, they just cough up.’


‘There’s no business like showbusiness.’


‘I do forget they’re here sometimes and walk into a scene without thinking. I’m supposed to be confined to the family wing, but … Cosmo, I’m afraid, disgraced himself yesterday.’


‘Oh dear.’


‘Since he’s been banned from the mess tent …’


‘Oh, yes. The sausages.’


‘Not his fault if the film people keep feeding him breakfast – that he should feel breakfast is for him also …’


‘But all the same …’ said Daniel.


‘Snatching the sausage literally from what’s-his-name’s hand …’


‘Mr Alleyne. The director.’


‘Who feeds his own damn dog from his plate.’


‘Like the Queen Mother and her corgis.’


‘Quite so. One rule for his dog and another for mine. For ours, I mean.’


Daniel said nothing.


‘So poor old Cosmo is confined to my quarters. And yesterday I let him out of my study, and he must have heard the commotion from the dancing in the picture gallery and off he went. I tried to call him back … he is barely trained at all, Daniel … but he ran onto the set in the middle of the scene. They were trying to dance a quadrille, or whatever it was, and a blasted dog was suddenly scampering under their feet. All the extras went “aah”. Director not so pleased. And as for Her Majesty …’


‘Ah.’


‘Not amused. Stormed off the set and went to her caravan and wouldn’t come out. Her agent phoned up the director and he had to go to her and grovel like a peasant to a real queen.’


‘I hear she is rarely out of character.’


‘I don’t think the original would have been half as grand. She had a fit the other day because her caravan thing was facing the wrong way for the morning sun.’


‘That is grand …’


‘Have you seen the caravan? It’s called a … sounds like lumbago … but it comes with a lavatory and a bath and a television set, like a suite at the Dorchester.’


‘Theo says she refuses to speak to anyone on set other than the director and whoever’s in her scene, and then only if they’re playing a noble. She completely ignores the low-born characters.’


‘What’s it called when actors stay in their character even when they’re not filming?’


‘Method acting?’


‘Yes, that. But she’s not seventeenth century at mealtimes. She’s a vegetarian. Well, a pescatarian.’


‘Is that fish?’


‘Yes. And why that shouldn’t count as flesh I don’t know, but it doesn’t. Mrs Shorely told me she had a tantrum about people eating meat when she was present. The crew all have to have their bacon butties hiding on the north terrace. If she gets so much as a whiff of a rasher she starts to rant and rave. And there’s an awful drink she has for lunch.’


‘What is it?’


‘A sludgy brown mixture like a savoury milkshake, full of spinach and such things. Won’t touch anything else. It’s to keep her slim.’


‘Oh, look,’ said Daniel.


At the centre of the lake a jet of water leapt into the air. Four smaller jets arced away from it as the fountain, mute for a generation, gurgled into watery song.


‘Splendid, isn’t it?’ said Bernard. ‘But – this is a little awkward as I am officially an adviser, paid to help them get it right – it is completely wrong.’


‘Not seventeenth century?’


‘No, nineteenth. Installed by my great-grandfather to delight Queen Victoria when she visited. But if Anne of Denmark wants a fountain to play over two hundred years too early, she shall have it.’


Bernard and Miss March were not the only locals to have advisory roles. Daniel, too, had that task, appointed to ensure correctness of clerical dress and liturgy in early Jacobean England, trickier than almost any other reign because James, king of Scotland as well as England, had his own Protestant priorities, which were not the same as his predecessor Elizabeth’s, which differed from her Catholic predecessor Mary’s, so quite who was wearing what and where and when was not always clear. And his advice could be overruled, and frequently was, especially by the fearsome Angela, who was head of wardrobe. ‘It may be wrong, vicar,’ was her refrain, ‘but it’s what we’ve got.’


How quiet the village was, thought Daniel, now everyone, save Mrs Braines at the Post Office and General Store and a few of the less obliging and able villagers, was making movies up at the big house.


Then not so quiet. A tinny electronic voice came at them from across the lake. Someone was waving frantically and shouting something indistinct through a bullhorn.


‘Oh dear,’ said Daniel, ‘do you think we’ve walked into the back of shot again?’


‘Can’t a man take a stroll beside his own fountains?’ growled Bernard, but he started to move away.


Gillian Smith, as the world knew her, was walking crossly to her Winnebago again, attended like the queen she was playing by a gaggle of fussing women. Not ladies-in-waiting, but hair and make-up, costume, her PA and the second assistant director.


‘Miss Smith, Miss Smith!’ he said, in a voice simultaneously urgent and unguent. ‘That was fantastic, fantastic, but there were one or two tiny issues with the supporting artists, and we will have to go again.’


‘Walking off like that? So unprofessional. If they can’t be professional, why should I? Carrie, bananas?’


‘Yes, Gillian,’ said the PA, who was experienced at dealing with her boss and managed to be both ‘on it’ and unruffled always.


‘And properly ripe? The one I had this morning was like chewing a candle.’


‘On the turn, I’d say.’


‘And you?’ She looked crossly at the AD. ‘Who are you?’


‘Martin, Miss Smith.’


‘Tell Dick to come to me in twenty minutes.’


He looked nonplussed.


‘Tell him!’


‘Miss Smith, we’re heading dangerously close to the lunch break …’


‘Then the sooner you bugger off the better.’


There was another, what the French call un excès de stress, thought Carrie, at the Winnebago.


‘These steps,’ said Gillian, ‘awful plarstic … and to have to climb them in these …’ She pointed at her shoes, square-toed straights with a shaped heel, in pink silk braid and kid fastened with a ribbon.


Angela the wardrobe lady said, ‘I can have you out of them in a minute, Miss Smith, and we can loosen your corset?’


‘Hardly worth it,’ she snapped as they manoeuvred her sideways in her huge skirt through the narrow door. ‘If I have to be back on set before I’ve barely sat down. Really, really … you know!’


They manoeuvred her again onto a stool, and as Angela loosened her corset – ‘More, more. MORE!’ – Carrie gently unlaced the shoes, thinking, as she had thought more than once before, that no one has Hollywood feet, especially not when they had been doing service for … She even checked herself when the matter of Gillian’s age came up. It was not difficult to shave off a year or two, but there comes a time when a year or two begins to shade into a decade and the discrepancy between the highly managed and expensively maintained appearance of relative youth and the actual tally of years is too obvious to sustain. Even the queen – the real, current queen – she thought, altered her likeness on the currency, appearing on the new fiver looking her age – sixty-four, like the Beatles song. She wondered if that were in part to avoid any suggestion of counterfeiting, unthinkable for coin of the realm; but then the real queen was allowed to age without any loss of status. This queen was not, and the careful management of presentation, and choice of roles, was critical to make the transition from ingenue to leading lady to legend. She was in the middle of these three, no longer ingenue not yet legend, and there the transitions were especially tricky. When to maintain the illusion of freshness, when to anticipate what is to come? The real Anne of Denmark was thirty when the events of the film took place. Gillian was fifteen years further on, and although she had, with extraordinary singleness of purpose, as well as the make-up artist’s and photographer’s art, stayed in her twenties until she was forty, she was not going to be able to do so for much longer. Carrie had started to think a suggestion of UHT was beginning to appear in her creamy complexion.


Gillian waved Angela away. ‘Tah-tah-tah-tah-TAH!’


She said this when she was irritated but could not be bothered to explain why. Those around her had learnt to interpret her wordless vocabulary and departed, almost crouching and walking backwards, which Carrie thought especially fitting, for would Anne of Denmark’s courtiers not have done the same?


Carrie was the one person who was not dismissible in that way, the Duchess of Marlborough to Gillian’s Queen Anne – the other one, of England, not Denmark; her confidante, and the nearest thing she had to a friend outside the circle whose names appeared above the title of the films they were in, the only people she considered her peers. Carrie was not her peer and never could be; the demarcation of roles was essential for the relationship to function. Her selection, twenty years ago now, had happened when Gillian needed minding on promotional tours, when she was what was then known as a starlet and had to open supermarkets and pretend to like children at fêtes. Carrie worked for her agent and, after two or three of these tours, proved reliable, patient, self-effacing when the spotlight was on, resolute in ensuring Gillian’s wishes were fulfilled, and plain. Plain in manner, in style and in appearance. Not being interested in style particularly – she was by nature more interested in how things worked than how they appeared – she had acquired a sort of anti-style, a look that in no way risked approaching, let alone eclipsing, Gillian’s. Her diligence in maintaining this had meant she had survived in an orbit that showier satellites had not sustained. Agents, PRs, co-stars and lovers had come and gone, but Carrie had endured, and in the tenth or eleventh year of constant service she had started calling her Gilly when they were alone together – that neither could remember the first time it had happened was remarkable, for Carrie never forgot herself and Gilly never forgave overfamiliarity.


Carrie put Gillian’s shoes out on the step to air and closed the Winnebago door. ‘Do you want something? A tea?’


‘Banana,’ she snapped, ‘I already SAID.’


Carrie took a banana from the fruit bowl on the coffee table, which was laden with magazines she had carefully chosen to offer such diversions and amusements as Gillian desired. There was Tatler and Harpers & Queen, there was British Vogue and American Vogue, there was The Face and i-D, and underneath them the magazines she actually liked: Elle for the lifestyle and the frocks, and her favourite, Country Life, for she liked to look at the houses and estates for sale, always finishing by saying unkind things about the portrait photograph of a girl ripe for the marriage market, usually in an Alice band and pearls, and with the gormless expression of someone not knowing what they were letting themselves in for.


‘Do you want this sliced?’


‘No, just peeled.’


Carrie half peeled it and handed it to her. Gillian held it as daintily as anyone could, and bit off the end. How rare it is, Carrie thought, for anyone to look menacing holding a banana.


‘I think I’ll keep Dick waiting a bit. Tell him I have a migraine.’ She pronounced this as if it were a French delicacy.


‘Are you sure? He’ll want to get his scene in the can before the break.’


‘He can shoot the extras then.’


‘You are in just about every shot.’


‘But in the long shots we’re all in costume, and all queens. I’ve forgotten who I am …’


‘In the masque? Bel-Anna.’


‘Had you heard of Bel-Anna?’


‘No, but she’s the principal queen. That’s why you’re her.’


‘One of the others can dress up as me and do a turn around the floor, no one will know. One queen looks very much like another in all this’ – she fluffed her skirt – ‘well, from a distance.’


‘He won’t like it.’


Gillian waggled her fingers at her, a gesture that meant ‘just deal with it’.


Carrie said, ‘Do you want a tea? I got in some Red Zinger.’


‘Yes. No. Do you know, I think it might actually be a migraine?’


‘Why don’t you lie down? I can go and talk to Dick. Can you lie down in that?’


Gillian moved with a slightly deliberate stagger to the day bed. ‘Cushions …’ she said.


Carrie rearranged them and plumped them up and helped lower Gillian onto them in such a way as to cause the least disruption to her hair and make-up and costume.


‘Thank you, darling,’ said Gillian. ‘I may just close my eyes.’


‘Do you want a couple of codeine? And your Phenergan?’


‘Angel!’
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Elite Fashions on Champton’s Main Street was, unusually on a day of trade, temporarily closed to customers. Miss March had bought it not for stampeding footfall but for its proximity to Champton House and the prestige that conferred. The previous owner, Mrs Harper, had offered High Class Ladies’ Fashions – the sign was still in the shed out the back – but Miss March thought that unnecessary, a gilding of the lily, for the address alone conferred sufficient dignity for the clientele she sought to serve. This was the ladies of the smarter villages around the cathedral city of Stow, where Miss March and, until his death, her father had kept the shoe shop that shod that same clientele. ‘Don’t sell winklepickers to yobs for ten bob a pair when you can sell Oxfords to the quality for a hundred and fifty,’ was her father’s summary of what we would now call a business plan, and she adhered to the same principle now.


But today Elite Fashions was closed even to that select clientele, since showbusiness had taken her customers away, the siren song of Anne of Denmark luring them to Champton House like tars to the shallows. She, too, had been lured not to show and display but to diligent work behind the scenes, which she thought somehow more respectable than cavorting around in historically questionable costumes.


This was a view shared by Audrey Clement, the rector’s mother and her retail consultant, or ‘shop girl’ as she was unkindly called at the Post Office. Audrey could understand why the young people, or the coarser sort of adult, might be interested in the flicks, but ladies preferred the more genteel amusements of the National Association of Decorative and Fine Arts Societies and the WI and Braunstonbury’s Music Appreciation Society, so when news broke that A Woman of Boundless Intrigue was going to be filmed at Champton, starring Gillian Smith, the ladies, chief among them Audrey Clement, rather pursed their lips. Audrey said, ‘It’ll be motley, not Tricoville, for our gels now the circus is coming to town.’ But then they heard that extras – or ‘background artists’ as Mrs Porteous pompously called them – were being sought for the crowd scenes and everyone wanted to take part. The genteel ladies, hoist by their own petard, wavered and then Mrs Porteous, again, assured them that the film was ‘a historical drama recreating one of the great events in Champton’s long and splendid history’.


Nearly everybody signed up. Margaret Porteous, ‘local historian, chief guide to Champton House and senior churchwarden’, three titles she had mostly made up, was to be in the actual masque itself, dressed as one of the mythical queens who accompanied the real queen. When Audrey heard of this she found that her distaste for the whole enterprise changed to fascination. If the history of their Champton in all its greatness was to be shared with the wider world, its treasures displayed, its ‘champains rich’d’ with ‘wide-skirted meads’ rendered on Panavision, then it would be no less than her duty to join the pageant. And if Peggy Porteous was going to be raised to the dignity of queen in the process, she would not be the only one, so after negotiating a ‘sabbatical’ from Miss March, Audrey practically ran to the casting.


Success followed, but success so tempered it was almost more like a failure, for Audrey had been cast not as a queen, but as a servant. ‘Do I look like a wench?’ she had said to the casting lady.


‘No, you’re too old for a wench, more … I don’t know … spit cook? But if you don’t want to …’


Audrey was made of tougher stuff than that and would not let a mere miscasting ruin her chance to appear in a film with Gillian Smith. ‘Nonsense! A wonderful opportunity for me to recreate history in the round. Like Upstairs, Downstairs! Who wouldn’t rather be Rose than Lady B?’


News of this leaked immediately. When filming was mysteriously halted, Audrey took the opportunity to nip down to the Post Office to buy a packet of squashed fly biscuits and a pint of milk, and when the little bell over the door tinkled Mrs Braines behind the counter said, ‘You rang, m’lady?’ Miss Sharman and Mrs Achurch, who had gathered for that day’s Post Office Parliament, both snorted.


Audrey pretended not to notice and dallied over her order, partly to inconvenience Mrs Braines, but mostly to see if there was intelligence to be gathered. ‘Oh, and five first-class stamps, please,’ she said, which obliged Mrs Braines to move from the shop counter to the Post Office counter, and then Audrey made her go back again when she remembered she also needed one of those cubes of blue chalk for snooker cues, an item so unlikely it would leave Mrs Braines in no doubt that it was a revenge purchase.


As she waited for it to be fetched from the back of the shop and brought to the till, she smiled at Dora Sharman and Cynthia Achurch. ‘Will you be joining our band of merry mummers too?’


‘Merry what?’ said Dora.


‘Signing up to appear in the film? Hollywood comes to Champton?’


‘No. I couldn’t bring Scamper and I’m not leaving him at home.’ At the sound of his name, Dora’s scruffy Jack Russell looked up. When he saw Audrey he growled, for his bitterest enemies in Champton were the rectory dachshunds, and enough of their scent adhered to Audrey’s inaptly named Hush Puppies to raise the alarm.


‘So I see. Not really lap-dog material, not really fit for a queen.’


This rather stung Dora. ‘It’s not my Scamper who made the queen lose her temper. Unlike your Cosmo.’


‘I beg your pardon?’


Cynthia Achurch would have given another little snort but restrained herself, for her husband, Bob, was the rector’s sexton and she felt a certain deference was prudent.


‘Didn’t you know?’ said Dora. ‘Cosmo was down at the big house yesterday and his lordship let him out of his study and he ran into a scene they were filming and ruined it. Margaret Porteous, all dressed up, had to chase him and pick him up and fetch him out. Everyone’s talking about it.’


Audrey gave one of the rigid smiles she used when wrong-footed. ‘Oh, how funny! I’m sure it caused great amusement.’


‘Not for Gillian Smith. She had a fit.’


‘Actresses!’ said Audrey. ‘I’m sure it happens all the time.’


‘I expect you’ll find out,’ said Mrs Braines, ‘co-starring as … what’s your part?’


‘I am a member of the household.’


‘In the kitchen? Scullery? I wonder if you’ll see much of Gillian Smith there,’ said Dora.


‘We all play our part, high born or low. Toujours c’est la même chose! How much is that, dear?’


Bernard did his best to shoo Cosmo and Hilda towards Daniel so he could put them on their leads, but dachshunds are not sheep, and they were disinclined to be rounded up, not with their walk barely begun and their routine inspection of the lake’s edge interrupted. Hilda sat and refused to move, and Cosmo went his own way until Bernard cornered him, scooped him up and tucked him under his arm. Cosmo, so errant and disobedient, typical of his breed’s perverse nature, was immediately docile, and when Bernard presented him to Daniel, he showed no resistance when his lead was clipped on. With Cosmo tethered, Hilda was easy to tether too, but – always the alpha – she still refused to move. Daniel had to pull on her lead until she began to slide through the long grass.


As Hilda broke into a walk, Daniel’s chain of thought was interrupted by Bernard, who bellowed, ‘We’re MOVING. We have DOGS!’ He was shouting at the distant figure with the bullhorn, who had reappeared in a sort of golf buggy and was driving towards them across the park. ‘I SAID, WE’RE MOVING!’


The buggy stopped and the driver shouted again through the bullhorn.


‘We have an EMERGENCY! We need the vicar!’


‘RECTOR!’ shouted Bernard.


Emergency? thought Daniel. I wonder what that could be? A solecism in clerical dress so urgent they send a Mini Moke?


The figure – Daniel could see it was one of the runners, a girl recruited from the College of Further Education at Braunstonbury whom he recognised from Guides – shouted again.


‘You must come NOW! There’s been an accident!’


Bernard said, ‘Then you had better go. I’ll take the dogs back to the rectory. Telephone me there.’


Daniel did not quite run to meet the buggy – the driver’s name was Gayle, he remembered – not because it was beneath his dignity, but because it was above his competence. Never athletic, he was approaching fifty and instead of doing more to preserve his fitness, he was doing less, especially since Bernard had started to take Cosmo for walks. Cosmo would happily walk all day; Hilda would waddle for precisely as long as it suited her and then sit down. Such an interruption to his hardly punishing regime had already had a noticeable effect and he was puffing by the time Gayle reached him.


‘Get in, vicar.’


He got into the seat beside her, and she set off with rather a lurch, which reminded Daniel of the dodgems.


‘Gayle, isn’t it?’


She nodded. ‘You remember me? From Guides?’


‘Yes. What’s happened?’


‘I remember you. You showed us round the church, and there was a separate bit like a little church with all the old graves in and statues of the people who were in them, and they had blank eyes, and it reminded me of the Cybermen …’


‘What’s happened, Gayle?’


She calmed down. ‘One of the extras has been taken ill. She’s one of your ladies.’


‘Do you know who?’


‘The Queen of somewhere, not England. Ethiopia? Chantelle?’


‘Candace,’ said Daniel. ‘I think that is being played by Mrs Porteous. Is it Mrs Porteous?’


‘I don’t know,’ said Gayle, ‘but she goes to church here. That’s why the wardrobe lady asked me to get you.’


They set off towards the house. ‘Do you know exactly what’s wrong with … this person, Gayle?’


‘I don’t know, but I think it must be serious. They looked worried.’


‘Who spoke to you?’


‘It was the wardrobe lady, the local. I don’t know her name.’


‘Miss March.’ It must be serious if Miss March looked worried.


They drove on in silence for a while. Then Gayle said, ‘I’m doing media studies at college. They came and talked to our lecturers. We get work experience and something to put on our CVs and they get us to do whatever they need doing.’


‘What sort of things?’


‘Teas and coffees. Making sure people are where they need to be. You know.’


‘Do you get to meet the stars?’


‘Not really. We see them, but they have their own people. I did have to go and get Miss Smith some of her special tea, but I didn’t give it to her myself. She has a person who looks after her – Carrie, it all goes through her.’


‘Special tea?’


‘Yes, not like proper tea. It helps you to sleep, or if you’re bad with your nerves. Sounds like calamine lotion.’


‘Chamomile?’


‘That’s it.’


‘Where did you find chamomile tea in Champton? I don’t think Mrs Braines would keep it at the shop.’


‘In town. One of the drivers took me. Do you know the health-food shop?’


‘Oh, yes, my mother gets her evening primrose oil there.’


‘You wouldn’t believe how expensive it is.’


‘The simpler things in life so often are.’


Gayle drove round the side of the house to the old stable block, built in the same century as the film they were making but not considered useful for their purposes, so it had been conscripted to contemporary needs. There the production team had made camps: sprouting around the palatial accommodation intended for horses and grooms were the shiny white tents and bolted-together Portakabins for the various departments necessary for the making of motion pictures. Hair and make-up were here, and catering, and wardrobe, and a series of workshops where the technicians and scenic artists and electricians and sound engineers erected their temporary sheds. And then, slightly apart, and facing the lake, were the Winnebagos for the stars, parked like watering cattle in a circle. Then, yet more distant, like the foreman’s house separated from the workers, was the most splendid Winnebago of all, reserved for Miss Smith. She was in it at that moment, attended by Carrie, nourished by half a banana, soothed by Phenergan and codeine, lying on a sofa with a video of the Horse of the Year Show playing quietly on her television.


‘Here we are,’ said Gayle. ‘I’ll just tell them you’re here.’


The encampment, from afar, always made Daniel think of the Field of the Cloth of Gold, when Henry VIII, in tented splendour, met the King of France at the Pale of Calais for a parley in 1520. This was more Cloth of Polyurethane, but it was as costly a shanty as Henry’s in its way. It was quiet now, the usual bustle of its various departments still, until from round the corner nearest the house there came a stream of revellers dressed gorgeously for a Jacobean masque, the women in long silk dresses with overskirts laid over more overskirts and slashed capes in rich velvets, wearing flowers entwined as headdresses. The men looked not so different, with what looked like tasselled skirts and delicate armour, and billowing sleeves and headdresses more feathery and precarious than the women’s. It was like a Gobelins tapestry come to life, he thought (though he couldn’t remember if Gobelins was active in 1603), until he noticed some of the masqueraders were wearing glasses and smoking cigarettes.


Then he noticed, with a start, that many of them were his parishioners, temporarily costumed for a seventeenth-century masque. He started, not just in recognition, but because he was already on terms with their seventeenth-century selves. His job required him to be a custodian of the family histories of Champton and many of his parishioners today had names recorded, iteration after iteration, in the registers, some going back to the 1550s. There had been Braines and Staveleys and Stanilands and Achurches in Champton long before anyone wrote down their names, in different spellings, and the de Floures family had been here, in the same house, since the Norman Conquest. The last of the de Floures family to quit this life, Bernard’s cousin Anthony, he had buried in the de Floures chapel in the north transept of his church, the place of blank-eyed statuary and grandiloquent memorials that had scared Gayle. To her, he supposed they looked like marmoreal ghosts; to him, they seemed not so long ago and not so far away, the proximity of the living and the dead being a daily experience for the parish priest.


As their pageant passed in front of him, one of the figures broke away and approached. At first Daniel thought it was a baroque Hiawatha, with a headdress of what looked like dyed eagle feathers and carrying a spear, or was it a torch? Then he saw it was his brother, Theo.


He smiled. ‘Who are you supposed to be?’


‘This? In the masque, Wingina, Indian chief – I think he was killed by Raleigh, or someone like Raleigh, I can’t remember, but …’ – he held up a hand – ‘I can’t really say much, Dan, and please don’t divulge your source, but Margaret Porteous has had a heart attack or something. It’s serious. No one’s saying much, but I thought you should know.’


‘Where is she?’


‘Old Dairy. Wardrobe has an outpost there. Miss March’s spot, where she awaits with needle and thread. But everyone’s being mysterious. I hope she’s all right. You didn’t hear this from me.’


Daniel was about to ask why it was such a mystery, but Theo just turned and went and rejoined the revellers, who were more excited by the catering than the casualty.


Then Gayle, looking more scared than before if anything, arrived with a man who looked like an off-duty commando, wearing a belt with a walkie-talkie and headphones over a baseball cap. He had the distracted and irritating air of someone thinking about more important things.


He was wearing dark glasses so Daniel could not see his expression, but he sounded slightly impatient.


‘You’re the vicar?’


‘I am Canon Clement, Rector of Champton.’ He paused, waiting for the man to introduce himself. He did not.


‘And you want …?’


Daniel paused a beat and said, ‘I understand one of the extras—’


The man interrupted him. ‘Supporting artists.’


Daniel said, ‘Yes, supporting artists. I understand one of them has been taken ill. I believe it’s Mrs Porteous. She’s a parishioner. I understand she’s asked to see me.’


‘A parishioner?’


‘Yes. Mr …?’


The man did not reply to that but said, ‘That won’t be possible.’


‘I beg your pardon?’


‘I can’t let you see her. She’s with a medic.’


Daniel said, ‘She will want to see me.’


The man looked steadily at Daniel. ‘As I said, one of our medics is with her, assessing her. I can’t let anyone in at the moment, for reasons of privacy. And safety.’


Daniel said, ‘I would like to see her straight away, please. Could you take me at once? As I said, I know she would want to see me.’


The man held up a finger, then turned away as a hissing sound came from his headphones. He started having a conversation for which only his half was audible, and it made Daniel think of people with psychosis who have conversations with the voices in their head. Daniel, mild by nature, was not easily irritated, but this man was unusually irritating, in part for his lack of basic courtesy, but mostly because he was standing in the way of a priest and a parishioner in need. By nature and experience he had learnt to compromise himself almost into invisibility when required, but there were some matters in which he would not compromise, and this was one.


‘I need to go to her, Gayle.’


Gayle looked awkward. ‘I’m not allowed to take you.’


‘The Old Dairy?’


Gayle looked nervously at the man with the headset continuing his half-audible conversation while pacing up and down. It was as if he was creating a personal vortex of stress, Daniel thought, like a tiny dust devil. So Daniel smiled at her and started to make his way through the stables courtyard towards the house.


After a second, he heard someone shout, ‘Hey!’ and turned to see the man with the headset running over.


‘What are you doing?’ he said.


‘I’m minding my business, Mr … I don’t know your name, so forgive the discourtesy.’


‘You can’t be here.’


‘And yet I am.’


‘You can’t just wander around our location.’


‘Your location is in my parish. You have your priorities, I understand, but you must understand that I have mine, and my priority at this moment is the welfare of my parishioner. If you won’t take me to see her, I will take myself.’


‘I’m going to have to call this one in,’ said the man.


Daniel said, ‘I don’t care what you do, but I’m going to go and see my parishioner. If you would excuse me?’ The man hesitated for a second, so Daniel walked away. He heard him behind him again on his walkie-talkie, only this time sounding a bit more urgent.


Daniel had the advantage of knowing the house well, so he slipped round to the service wing, where there was a separate entrance that led to the family quarters and to the kitchen. He let himself in and said a tentative ‘Hello?’ outside Mrs Shorely’s door, but there was no reply. This part of the house, usually occupied, was not used for filming, so it was unusually empty, but Daniel could hear the peculiar din of filmmaking on the other side, where the state rooms lay in their magnificent sequence. He did not walk towards the din but along the kitchen corridor, until he turned the corner to the Old Dairy. There was another man with headphones and a clipboard standing as if on sentry duty outside the door. Next to him was a forbidding-looking man in a bomber jacket and dark glasses. He moved to intercept Daniel and held up a restraining hand.


‘I have to stop you, padre,’ he said.


The other man motioned towards him with his clipboard, a gesture of welcoming that also ushered him away from the door, like a sheepdog funnelling a flock into its pen. On the clipboard, Daniel noticed, a document was precariously fastened, a spreadsheet, covered with different-coloured highlighter stripes that made him think of Bridget Riley.


‘You’re the vicar?’


Daniel resisted the temptation both to compliment him on his powers of observation and to correct the wrong use of vicar.


‘I am. And you are?’


‘I’m Martin. Second AD.’


For a moment Daniel thought he was referring to the second century after the birth of Christ.


‘Assistant director. Martin Clancy.’


‘I would like to see Mrs Porteous, Mr Clancy. I understand she is here?’


‘Can you hang on? A medic is with her.’ He looked to the side as he said this.


‘What’s the matter with her?’


‘I can’t say, sorry. We’ll know in a minute.’ He looked to the side again. Then he said, ‘I can look round the door?’


‘Thank you.’


He hesitated again in a cleft of indecision. Then he knocked and opened the door. Someone on the other side growled. He went in and closed the door behind him.


Daniel, suddenly alone, tried to shift his mood from combative, or as near to combative as he got, to pastoral, for whatever was behind the door would require him to be at his most pastoral.


‘What was your unit?’ he said to the security guard.


‘The Skins.’


‘An Ulsterman.’


The guard nodded and relaxed a little. ‘Sorry about this.’


Daniel nodded and leant back against the wall. He could hear a quiet conference happening beyond the closed door, and from its cadence he could tell it would be a while before anything happened. He noticed on the wall opposite a set of prints of pastoral scenes, of sheep grazing in a meadow, and of cattle chewing the cud, and on either side of the door itself, milkmaids a-milking. They were the Marie Antoinette kind of milkmaid, ornamental rather than agricultural, the nicer kind of cows led on ribbons to their dainty labours. He wondered what the real dairymaids who had once worked there made of them as they churned butter and scalded pans.


A man came out, but it was not Martin. He was older, too old, Daniel thought, for a baseball cap, but he wore one, and he had no headphones, which gave him an air of authority, like the tycoon at a desk without a telephone, because other people do the telephoning.


‘Canon Clement?’


They also do the briefing, thought Daniel, and he said, ‘Yes.’


‘I’m Dick Alleyne. I’m directing this film. We’ve met.’


‘Yes, I remember,’ said Daniel.


‘I think you’re our religious adviser.’


‘It was mentioned.’


‘We have a situation. Not an advice matter.’


‘Mr Alleyne, would you let me in, please?’


He shrugged. ‘You had better come in.’ He nodded at the security guard, who followed them in.


The Old Dairy was a long, cool room built when a new service range was added to the house in the reign of Queen Victoria. The gently sloping floor was laid with Minton tiles; a gutter ran through them and around an indoor fountain, no longer working, which once kept milk and butter and cheese cool. The walls, too, were tiled, behind the marble counters and shelves; running over the top of them was a narrow porcelain frieze, made, Daniel noticed, from repeating reliefs of the de Floures circlet of flowers. In spite of this flourish, it felt more like a cottage hospital than a dairy, clean and white – but not only white; a dribble of blood had congealed in the gutter.


It had come from Margaret Porteous, who was sitting back in an old armchair, still in costume but without the wig, her own hair still flat and hair-gripped beneath it. Around her, like ladies-in-waiting, stood mannequins wearing clothes as extravagant and lovely as hers, only they were headless. Wigs on blocks stood on the shelves and it looked for a moment like an early Terror had come to Champton and they were its decapitated victims.


Margaret had suffered a different wound. A deep-red stain, almost black, spread across her bodice and down the inner and outer skirt of her costume. The long, enveloping veil, so recently diaphanous and rippling, was now clogged and stiff where the blood had congealed. This was no heart attack, but it was obvious that her mortal life was done. Her mouth gaped open – how she would have hated to be seen like that – and she had the unmistakable stillness of flesh and blood from which life has just departed.


No medic, he noticed; not that a medic could do anything for her. He could, and said a prayer for her immortal soul.


‘Depart, O Christian soul, out of this world;


In the Name of God the Father Almighty who created you;


In the Name of Jesus Christ who redeemed you;


In the Name of the Holy Spirit who sanctifies you.


May your rest be this day in peace,


and your dwelling place in the Paradise of God.’


‘Amen,’ said the security guard by reflex.


There was silence and Daniel felt a moment of intense pathos. There was nothing in Margaret’s life that gave any presentiment of the death that had ended it. He felt then the desolation he had felt before when a person innocent of any conceivable offence suffered an act of blank cruelty. And then he felt resolve.


‘What happened?’


‘As far as we know, she came in complaining of a stitch. She’d been in the masque scene we’re filming today, and when the wardrobe assistant loosened her corset, she started bleeding.’


‘Miss March.’


‘Yes.’


‘Where is she?’


‘I had her taken home. She was very upset.’


‘The police will need a statement,’ said Daniel.


‘Yes, I suppose they will.’


‘You have called the police?’


No one said anything at first, but they looked at Dick. ‘It’s in hand,’ he said.


‘In hand?’


‘There’s a protocol.’


‘Yes, there is,’ said Daniel. ‘It’s called the law, and if you do not report a suspicious death, you will be in trouble with the police and the coroner.’


Dick said, ‘It’s just, we need to assess the state of the casualty …’


‘No medic, I see. Unless you are also a medic, Dick?’


‘And our security officers are first-aid trained,’ he said feebly, ‘and we need to secure the … you know, the scene. And we don’t want the story to break until we’re on top of it. Better for all concerned, you see?’


Daniel had had enough and made to leave. The security guard held up a hand, but Daniel gave him one of his Old Testament looks and he yielded.


Daniel stalked rather than walked down the corridor, angry at the self-importance of a film crew that thought it had jurisdiction above and beyond the law of the land, and – a special provocation, which he was canny enough not to express – their lack of regard for his rights and responsibilities as incumbent of the parish.


The corridor to the service range led to a door, green baize on the corridor side, mahogany and gilt on the more splendid side, which opened onto the hall. There the house telephone stood – Badsaddle 264 – and Daniel was going to telephone DS Neil Vanloo at Braunstonbury Police Station. This was a call he did not want to make, not only because no one would want to be in a situation when this sort of call had to be made, but also because he had not spoken to Neil for a while – honouring an agreement they had made, or rather one he had forced on Neil, in the turbulence of a disrupted relationship. The hall, which was one of the rooms used for filming, was not part of any scene that day, so it was littered with the debris filmmakers strew around their sets. There were sections of track, there was equipment, there were tables and chairs set up with monitors, there were enormous lights on tripods, and smaller lights – the great light and the lesser light he called them, though Theo had called them something else – but there was no telephone. The set dressers had removed anything out of period that could be moved and had hidden what could not.


‘Allow me.’ Dick was standing behind him with the security guard who was holding a small black device like a walkie-talkie, only smaller.


Daniel recognised it at once. A Motorola MicroTAC 9800X. It was the first one he had seen.


‘Calling 999?’ said the security guard.


‘I’ll call the station direct,’ said Daniel.


‘You know how to use it, padre?’ He flipped it open and passed it to him. ‘Don’t forget to use the STD code.’
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