
[image: cover missing]



CARDINGTON CRESCENT


Anne Perry


 


 


 


 


[image: Image Missing]




Copyright © 1987 Anne Perry


The right of Anne Perry to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.


First published as an Ebook by Headline Publishing Group in 2015


All characters in this publication – apart from the obvious historical figures – are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library


eISBN: 978 1 4722 2759 1


Cover image © Mark Owen/Arcangel Images.


Cover design by Craig Fraser.


HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP


An Hachette UK Company


338 Euston Road


London NW1 3BH


www.headline.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk




About Anne Perry


[image: Image Missing]


 


Anne Perry is a New York Times bestselling author noted for her memorable characters, historical accuracy and exploration of social and ethical issues. Her two series, one featuring Thomas Pitt and one featuring William Monk, have been published in multiple languages. Anne Perry has also published a successful series based around World War One and the Reavley family, and the standalone novel The Sheen on the Silk. Anne Perry was selected by The Times as one of the twentieth century’s ‘100 Masters of Crime’.




By Anne Perry and available from Headline


The Inspector Pitt series


The Cater Street Hangman


Callander Square


Paragon Walk


Resurrection Row


Rutland Place


Bluegate Fields


Death in the Devil’s Acre


Cardington Crescent


Silence in Hanover Close


Bethlehem Road


Bedford Square


Half Moon Street


The Whitechapel Conspiracy


Southampton Row


Seven Dials


Long Spoon Lane


Buckingham Palace Gardens


Betrayal at Lisson Grove


Dorchester Terrace


Midnight at Marble Arch


Death on Blackheath


The Angel Court Mystery


Christmas Novellas


A Christmas Journey


A Christmas Visitor


A Christmas Guest


A Christmas Secret


A Christmas Beginning


A Christmas Grace


A Christmas Promise


A Christmas Odyssey


A Christmas Homecoming


A Christmas Garland


A Christmas Hope


A New York Christmas


The William Monk series


The Face of a Stranger


A Dangerous Mourning


Defend and Betray


A Sudden, Fearful Death


The Sins of the Wolf


Cain His Brother


Weighed in the Balance


The Silent Cry


Whited Sepulchres


The Twisted Root


Slaves and Obsession


A Funeral in Blue


Death of a Stranger


The Shifting Tide


Dark Assassin


Execution Dock


Acceptable Loss


A Sunless Sea


Blind Justice


Death on Blackheath


Blood on the Water


Corridors of the Night


World War I series


No Graves as Yet


Shoulder the Sky


Angels in the Gloom


At Some Disputed Barricade


We Shall Not Sleep


Tathea


Come Armageddon


The One Thing More


The Sheen on the Silk




About the Book:


In the eighth Victorian mystery featuring Inspector Thomas Pitt,  Charlotte Pitt’s sister is charged with murder


As Inspector Thomas Pitt works to resolve the case of a dismembered woman, his brother-in-law, George March, Lord Ashworth, is poisoned. The police’s main suspect: Charlotte’s sister, Emily. Convinced of her innocence, Charlotte and Pitt take on the March clan with the help of her formidable Great-aunt Vespasia, attempting to break through their wall of deceit and silence. When Emily finds Sybilla March, George’s suspected mistress, strangled by her hair, the case would seem hopeless for anyone but the Pitts. Their pursuit of the truth takes them down a path of corruption, depravity, and murder, from the elegant townhouses lining fashionable Cardington Crescent to the horrifying slums of London.




Praise for Anne Perry:


‘Give her a good murder and a shameful social evil, and Anne Perry can write a Victorian mystery that would make Dickens’ eyes pop out’ New York Times Book Review


‘Redolent with Victorian atmosphere, from the hypocritical snobbishness to the rigid social conventions of the time’ Tangled Web


There is a freshness about [Perry’s] writing which makes it truly exceptional and I was gripped until the final page. Death on Blackheath was one of the best books I’ve read this year and I cannot recommend it highly enough’ Eurocrime


‘Rich in plot development, believable characters and period detail, this entry will only add to the already sizable ranks of Perry’s admirers’ Publishers Weekly


‘That rare breed of novel that’s a page-turning thriller yet literary’ Jeffery Deaver


‘[An] engrossing page-turner . . . There’s no one better at using words to paint a scene and then fill it with sounds and smells than Anne Perry’ Boston Globe


‘Elegantly constructed and nail-bitingly tense’ Good Book Guide


‘Stirs your conscience as well as your soul’ Northern Echo






To Ed and Peggy Wells, with thanks for their love and faith through the years.





One


MRS PEABODY WAS hot and out of breath. It was midsummer; her stays imprisoned her unyieldingly and her gown, with its fashionable bustle, was far too heavy to allow her to go chasing down the pavement after a willful dog that was fast disappearing through the wrought-iron churchyard gates.


‘Clarence!’ Mrs Peabody cried out furiously. ‘Clarence! Come back here at once!’


But Clarence, who was fat and middle-aged and should have known better, squirmed through the gap and shot away into the long grass and the laurel bushes on the other side of the railings. Mrs Peabody, gasping with annoyance and clinging on to her broad hat with one hand, sending it rakishly over her eyes, tried with the other to force the gates open far enough to allow her extremely ample form to pass through.


The late Mr Peabody had preferred women of generous proportions. He had said so frequently. A man’s wife should reflect his position in life: dignified and substantial.


But it took more aplomb than Mrs Peabody possessed to remain dignified while caught by one’s bosom in a churchyard gate with one’s hat askew and a dog yelping like a fiend a dozen yards away.


‘Clarence!’ she shrieked again and, drawing in her breath, gave a mighty heave, which had the opposite effect from the one desired. She let out a wail of desperation, and struggled through, her bustle now alarmingly closer to her left hip.


Clarence was barking hysterically and scuffling in the laurel bushes. The ground was dry after a week without rain and he was sending up spurts of dust. But he had his prize, a very large, sodden-looking parcel wrapped in brownish paper and tied securely with twine. Under Clarence’s determined efforts it was now torn in several places and beginning to come undone.


‘Drop it!’ Mrs Peabody commanded. Clarence ignored her. ‘Drop it!’ she repeated, wrinkling her nose in distaste. It was really very unpleasant; it appeared to be kitchen leavings – unusable meat. ‘Clarence!’


The dog ripped off a large piece of the paper, wet with blood and coming away easily. Then she saw it – skin. Human skin, pale and soft. She screamed; then as Clarence exposed more of it she screamed again, and again, and again, until her lungs were bursting and she could not find breath and the world spun round her in a red haze. She fell to the ground, unaware of Clarence, still tugging at the parcel, and passersby forcing their way through the stuck gate in alarm.


Inspector Thomas Pitt looked up from his desk, strewn with paper, glad of the interruption. ‘What is it?’


Police Constable Stripe stood in the doorway, his face a little pink above his stiff collar, his eyes blinking.


‘I’m sorry, sir, but there’s a report of a disturbance in St. Mary’s churchyard in Bloomsbury. An elderly person ’avin’ ’ysterics. Quite respectable, and locally known – and doesn’t touch the gin. ’Usband was Temperance, ’afore ’e died. Never bin a nuisance in the past.’


‘Perhaps she’s ill?’ Pitt suggested. ‘Doesn’t need more than a constable, does it? Maybe a doctor?’


‘Well, sir.’ Stripe looked distressed. ‘Seems ’er dog ran away and found this parcel in the bushes, an’ she thought it was part of a person. That’s what gave ’er ’ysterics.’


‘What on earth do you mean, ‘part of a person’?’ Pitt demanded irritably. He liked young Wilberforce Stripe; he was normally keen and reliable. This vague story was unlike him. ‘What’s in this parcel?’


‘Well, that’s it, Mr Pitt, sir. The constable on the beat says ’e ’asn’t touched it more’n necessary afore you get there, sir, but by ’is reckoning that’s just what it is – a part of a woman’s body. The – er . . .’ He was clearly embarrassed. He did not wish to be indelicate, yet was aware that a policeman should be precise. He placed one hand across his waist and the other across his neck. ‘The top ’alf, sir.’


Pitt stood up, papers cascading off his lap onto the floor and remaining there. In spite of his seventeen years in London, where the sumptuous and elegant heart of the Empire disported itself a stone’s throw from slums that teemed with poverty so intense rotting tenements stood stacked against each other, fifteen people to a room living and dying together, he had not ceased to be shocked by the savagery of crime. He could not grasp the mass – the mind refused. But the pain of the individual still had power to move him.


‘Then we’d better go and see,’ he replied, ignoring the disarray around him and leaving his hat on the stand where he had thrown it on arriving in the morning.


‘Yes, sir.’ Stripe fell in behind him, following Pitt’s familiar disheveled figure along the corridor, down the steps past several other constables, and into the hot and dusty street. An empty hansom clattered past them, not believing Pitt, with his coattails flapping and his tie askew, to prove a likely fare. Stripe, in uniform, was not even worth considering.


Pitt waved his arm and ran a few steps. ‘Cabbie!’ he shouted, his anger directed not at the personal slight but against all crime in general, and this one he was going to pursue in particular.


The cabbie drew rein and looked at him with disfavor. ‘Yes, sir?’


‘St. Mary’s churchyard, Bloomsbury.’ Pitt scrambled in and held the door for Stripe, behind him.


‘Will that be the east side or the west side?’ the cabbie inquired.


‘The back gate, off the avenue,’ Stripe put in helpfully.


‘Thank you,’ Pitt acknowledged; then, to the cabbie, ‘Get on with it, man!’


The cabbie flicked the whip and made encouraging sounds, and they moved off, rapidly increasing to a trot. They rode in silence, each absorbed in his own speculations as to what they might find.


‘This ’ere where you wanta be, sir?’ the cabbie leaned down and asked dubiously.


‘Yes.’ Pitt had already seen the little knot of people and the harassed constable in the middle. It was an ordinary, rather seedy suburban churchyard; dusty, grass dry with the summer heat, gravestones uneven and ornate, marble angels, and over on the right before the yew trees, a clump of dark laurels.


He climbed out, paid the driver, then crossed the pavement and spoke to the constable, who was obviously overwhelmed with relief to see him.


‘What have you got?’ Pitt asked dourly.


The constable jerked his elbow towards the high, spiked railings but did not turn his head. His face was pale and there was a heavy beading of sweat on his lip and across his brow. He looked wretched. ‘Top ’alf of a woman’s body, sir.’ He swallowed hard. ‘Pretty ’orrible, it is. It was under them bushes.’


‘Who found it, and when?’


‘A Mrs Ernestine Peabody, out walking ’er Pekingese dog by the name o’ Clarence.’ He glanced down at his notebook. Pitt read from it upside down; 15th June, 1887, 3:25 P.M., called to St. Mary’s churchyard, woman screaming.


‘Where is she now?’ Pitt asked.


‘Sittin’ on the seat in the church vestibule, sir. She’s took pretty bad, an’ I said as soon as you’d spoke to ’er she could go ’ome. It’s my opinion, sir, as she won’t be much use to us.’


‘Probably not,’ Pitt agreed. ‘Where is this . . . parcel?’


‘Where I found it, sir! I didn’t touch it more’n to make sure she wasn’t ’avin’ – delusions, like. On the gin.’


Pitt went to the gates, heavy wrought iron and stuck fast, a little over a foot apart, wedged in the ruts of the dried mud. He squeezed through and walked along the inside of the railing till he came to the laurel bushes. He knew Stripe was immediately behind him.


The parcel was about nineteen inches square, lying where Clarence had left it, paper torn and pulled away to expose the meatlike flesh and several inches of fine-grained, white skin smeared a little with blood. There were flies beginning to gather. He did not have to touch it to see that the portion showing was part of a woman’s breast.


He straightened up, feeling so sick he was afraid he was going to faint. He breathed deeply – in and out, in and out – and heard Stripe blundering away, choking and retching behind a gravestone carved with cherubs.


After a moment of staring at the dusty stones, the trodden grass, and the tiny yellow spots like pinheads on the laurel leaves, he forced himself to turn back to the dreadful parcel. There were details to note; the kind and color of the paper, the twine that wound it, the type of knots. People left their mark – tied string loosely or tightly, length or width first, made slipknots, running knots, tied at each crossover or merely looped. And there were a dozen different ways of finishing off.


He blanked from his mind what was inside it and knelt to examine it, turning it over gingerly when he had seen all he could from the top. It was thick paper, a little shiny on the inside, two layers of it. He had often seen such paper used for tying parcels of linen. It was strong and usually crackled a little if touched – only this was wet with blood and made no sound, even when he turned it. Inside the brown paper was clear, greased kitchen paper, another two layers, the sort butchers sometimes use. Whoever had wrapped this hideous thing must have imagined it would hold the blood.


The string was unusual – coarse, hairy twine, yellow rather than white, wrapped lengthways and widthways twice and knotted at each join, and finally tied with a loop and two raw ends about an inch and a half long.


He took out his notebook and wrote it down, though it was all something he would like to forget – wipe totally from his memory. If he could.


Stripe was coming back, awkwardly, embarrassed by his loss of composure. He did not know what to say.


Pitt said it for him. ‘There must be more. We’d better organize a search.’


Stripe cleared his throat. ‘More . . . Yes, Mr Pitt. But where should we start? Could be anywhere!’


‘Won’t be very far.’ Pitt stood up, knees stiff. ‘You don’t carry that sort of thing longer than you have to. Certainly not further than you can walk. Even a lunatic doesn’t get into a hansom or a public omnibus with a bundle like that under his arm. Should be within a radius of a mile at the outside.’


Stripe’s brows went up. ‘Would ’e walk a mile, sir? I wouldn’t. More like five ’undred yards, if that.’


‘Five hundred in each direction,’ Pitt answered. ‘Somewhere five hundred yards from here.’ He waved his arm round the compass.


‘In each . . .’ Stripe’s blue eyes were confused.


Pitt put the thought into words. ‘Must be a whole body altogether. That’s about six parcels, roughly this size. He couldn’t carry them all at once, unless he used a barrow. And I doubt he’d draw attention to himself by doing that. He certainly wouldn’t be likely to borrow one, and who owns barrows except tradesmen and costers? But we’ll check for any seen in this area, either yesterday or today.’


‘Yes, sir.’ Stripe was intensely relieved to have something to do. Anything was better than standing there helplessly while the flies buzzed round the appalling heap in the grass.


‘Send a message back to the station that we need half a dozen constables. And the mortuary cart, and the surgeon.’


‘Yes, sir.’ Stripe forced himself to look down once more, perhaps because he felt somehow callous disregarding the enormity of it, walking away without some acknowledgment. It was the same instinct that makes one take off one’s hat at the sight of a hearse passing in the street, even though one has no idea who is dead.


Pitt walked between the gravestones, curled and decorated, marred by weeds, and came to the graveled entrance to the church. The door was open and it was cool inside. It took a moment for his eyes to adjust to the gloom and the hazy colored splashes on the stones from the stained glass. A large woman was collapsed, half prostrate, on a wooden seat, her hat on the floor beside her, the neck of her dress undone. The sexton’s wife, holding a glass of water in one hand and a bottle of ammonia smelling salts in the other, was muttering something comforting. They both looked round, startled, as Pitt’s footsteps sounded on the floor. A ginger-colored Pekingese dog was asleep in the doorway in the sun and ignored him completely.


‘Mrs Peabody?’


She stared at him with a mixture of suspicion and anticipation. It was not entirely displeasing to be the epicenter of such a drama – providing, of course, that everyone understood she had no connection with it but that of an innocent woman drawn in by chance.


‘I am she,’ she said somewhat unnecessarily.


Pitt had met many Mrs Peabodys before, and he knew not only what she felt now but what nightmares were to come. He sat down on the bench beside her, a yard away.


‘You must be extremely distressed’ – he hurried on as she drew in a gasp of breath to tell him precisely how much – ‘so I will trouble you as little as possible. When was the last time you walked your dog past the churchyard?’


Her carefully arched eyebrows shot up into her rather sandy hairline. ‘I don’t think you understand, young man! I am not in the habit of finding such . . . such . . .’ She could frame no words for the quite genuine horror that seized her.


‘I’m sure,’ Pitt said grimly. ‘I assume that if it had been there the last time, your dog would have found it then.’


Mrs Peabody, in spite of her shock, was not without common sense. She saw the point immediately. ‘Oh. I came this way yesterday afternoon, and Clarence did not . . .’ She trailed off, not liking to complete such an unnecessary remark.


‘I see. Thank you. Do you know if Clarence pulled the parcel out from under the bushes, or was it already out?’


She shook her head.


It did not matter, except that had it been in the open it would probably have been noticed earlier. Almost certainly, whoever had put it there had taken the time to hide it also. There was really nothing else to ask her but her name and address.


He left them and went outside again into the heat and began to think about organizing a search. It was half past four.


By seven o’clock they had found them all. It was a grim business; going down the steps into disused areaways, sifting through refuse in rubbish cans that could be reached from the street, poking under bushes and behind railings. Parcel by parcel the rest were retrieved. The worst was in a narrow and fetid alley just over a mile from the churchyard, in the sour tenements of St. Giles. It should have provided the first clue to her identity, but as with two of the others, feral cats had discovered it first, led by scent and their ever devouring hunger. There was nothing recognizable now but long, fair hair and a crushing injury to the skull.


The long summer day did not darken till ten in the evening. Pitt trudged from door to door asking, pleading, occasionally bullying an unfortunate servant into an admission of guilt for some domestic misdemeanor – perhaps an illicit flirtation that had held them on the back steps longer than usual – but no one admitted to having seen anything remotely relevant. There had been no costermongers but those on long known and legitimate business, no residents or strangers carrying mysterious parcels, no one hurrying furtively, and no one reported missing.


Pitt was back at the police station as the sun set cherry-red over the roofs, and the gaslights came on in the fashionable thoroughfares like so many straying moons. Inside, the station smelled of closed doors, heat, the sharpness of ink, and brand new linoleum on the floor. The police surgeon was waiting for him, shirt sleeves still rolled up and stained, his waistcoat done up on the wrong buttons. He looked tired, and there was a smear of blood across his nose.


‘Well?’ Pitt asked wearily.


‘Young woman.’ The man sat down without being asked. ‘Fair hair, fair skin. As near as one can tell, she might have been quite good-looking. She certainly wasn’t any beggar. Hands were clean, no broken nails, but she’d done a bit of housework. My first guess would be a parlormaid, but it’s only a guess.’ He sighed. ‘And she’d had a child, but not within the last few months.’


Pitt sat down behind his desk and leaned on his elbows. ‘How old?’


‘For God’s sake, man! How do I know?’ the doctor said angrily, his pity, disgust, and sheer helplessness spilling over at the only victim available. ‘You present me with a corpse in half a dozen pieces, like so much offal from some bloody butcher, and you want me to tell you who she was! Well, I can’t!’ He stood up, knocking his chair over. ‘She was a young woman, probably in domestic service, and some lunatic murdered her by hitting her on the back of the head and then, God knows why, cut her into pieces and left her strewn around Bloomsbury and St. Giles. You’ll be damned lucky if you ever find out who she is, still less who did that to her. I sometimes wonder why you bother. Of the thousand different ways to murder people, a crack on the head might be less cruel in the long run than some of the ways we ignore. Have you been in the tenements and lodging houses in St. Giles, Wapping, Mile End? The last corpse I looked at was a twelve-year-old girl. Died in childbirth –’ He stopped, his voice thick with tears he was only half embarrassed for. He glanced at Pitt savagely and strode out, slamming the door.


Pitt stood up slowly, righted the chair, and went out after him. Normally he would have walked home; it was only a couple of miles. But it was nearly eleven and he was tired and hungry and his feet hurt more than usual. He took a hansom and ignored the expense.


The front of the house was dark and he let himself in with his key. Gracie, the maid, would long have gone to bed, but he could see a light on in the kitchen and he knew Charlotte would be waiting for him. Sighing, he took off his boots with relief and walked along the corridor, feeling the coolness of the linoleum through his socks.


Charlotte was in the doorway, the gas lamp behind her shining on the auburn in her hair and catching the warm curve of her cheek. Without saying anything, she put her arms round him and held him surprisingly tightly. For a moment he was afraid something was wrong, that one of the children was ill; then he realized she would of course have seen an evening newspaper. If it had not mentioned his name, she had guessed from his lateness that he was involved.


He had not intended to tell her. In spite of all the cases she had concerned herself with, part of him still believed she should be protected from such horror. Most men felt their homes were a retreat from the harshness, and frequently the ugliness, of the outside world, a place to refresh both body and spirit before returning again to the fray. Women were part of that gentler, better place.


But Charlotte had seldom done the expected, even before she had appalled her well-bred family by marrying into the police, a descent so radical she was fortunate they had not disowned her.


Now she loosed herself a little and looked up at him, her face puckered with concern.


‘You are on that case, aren’t you, Thomas? That poor woman found in St. Mary’s churchyard?’


‘Yes.’ He kissed her gently, then again, hoping she would not talk about it. He was so tired he hurt, and there was nothing to say.


As she grew older Charlotte was learning when to keep her own counsel a little more, but this was not one of those occasions. She had read the extra edition of the newspaper with horror and pity, cooked two dinners for Pitt and had to abandon them both, and she expected at the very least that he would share with her the thoughts and some of the feelings that had possessed him during the day.


‘Are you going to find out who she was?’ she asked, pulling back and starting for the kitchen. ‘Have you eaten?’


‘No, of course I haven’t,’ he said wearily, following her. ‘But don’t bother cooking anything now.’


Her eyebrows shot up, but this time she glanced at his face and bit her tongue. Behind her on the blackened and polished range the kettle was billowing clouds of steam.


‘Would you like cold mutton, pickle, and fresh bread?’ she asked sweetly. ‘And a cup of tea?’


He smiled in spite of himself. It would be easier, and pleasanter in the long run, to surrender.


‘Yes, I would.’ He sat down, putting his jacket over the back of the chair.


She hesitated, then decided it would be wiser to make the tea before saying anything more, but there was a little upward quirk at the corner of her mouth.


Five minutes later he had three slices of crumbly bread, a pile of homemade chutney – Charlotte was very good at chutney and marmalade – several slices of meat, and a breakfast cup full of steaming tea.


Charlotte had contained herself long enough. ‘Are you going to find out who she was?’


‘I doubt it,’ he said, filling his mouth with food.


She stared at him solemnly. ‘Won’t somebody report her missing? Bloomsbury is quite a respectable area. People who have parlormaids notice if they’re gone.’


In spite of their six years of marriage and all the cases she had one way or another found herself involved in, she still carried with her remnants of the innocence in which she had grown up, protected from unpleasantness, imprisoned from the harshness and the excitement of the world, as young ladies of gentility should be. To begin with, Charlotte’s breeding had awed Pitt and, in her blinder moments, angered him. But mostly it disappeared in all the infinitely more important things they shared: laughter at life’s absurdities, tenderness, passion, and anger at the same injustices.


‘Thomas?’


‘My darling Charlotte, she doesn’t have to have come from Bloomsbury. And even if she did, how many maids do you suppose have been dismissed, for any number of reasons, from dishonesty to having been caught in the arms of the master of the house? Others will have eloped! – or been supposed to have – or lifted the family silver and disappeared into the night.’


‘Parlormaids aren’t like that!’ she protested. ‘Aren’t you even going to ask after her?’


‘We have done,’ he replied with a tired edge to his voice. Had she no idea how futile it was – and that he would already have done everything he could? Did she not know that much of him, after all this time?


She bent her head, looking down at the tablecloth. ‘I’m sorry. I suppose you’ll never know.’


‘Probably not,’ he agreed, picking up his cup. ‘Is that a letter from Emily on the mantelpiece?’


‘Yes.’ Emily was her younger sister, who had married as far above herself as Charlotte had descended. ‘She is staying with Great-aunt Vespasia in Cardington Crescent.’


‘I thought Great-aunt Vespasia lived in Gadstone Park.’


‘She does. They’re all staying with Uncle Eustace March.’


He grunted. There was nothing to say to that. He had a deep admiration for the elegant, waspish Lady Vespasia Cumming-Gould, but Eustace March he had never heard of, nor did he wish to.


‘She sounds very unhappy,’ Charlotte went on, looking at him anxiously.


‘I’m sorry.’ He did not meet her eyes but fished for another piece of bread and the chutney dish. ‘But there’s nothing we can do. I daresay she’s bored.’ This time he did look up, fixing her with something approaching a glare. ‘And you will go nowhere near Bloomsbury, not even to visit some long lost friend, either of yours or of Emily’s. Is that understood, Charlotte?’


‘Yes, Thomas,’ she said with wide eyes. ‘I don’t think I know anybody in Bloomsbury, anyway.’




Two


EMILY WAS INDEED profoundly unhappy, in spite of the fact that she looked magnificent in a shimmering aquamarine gown of daring and elegant cut and was sitting in the Marches’ private box at the Savoy. On stage, in all its delicious, lyrical charm, was Messrs. Gilbert and Sullivan’s opera Iolanthe, of which she was particularly fond. The very idea of a youth half human and half fairy, divided at the waist, normally appealed to her sense of the absurd. Tonight it passed her by.


The cause of her distress was that for several days now her husband, George, had taken no pains at all to hide the fact that he very evidently preferred Sybilla March’s company to Emily’s. He was perfectly civil, in an automatic kind of way, which was worse than rudeness. Rudeness would at least have meant he was sharply aware of her, not dimly, as of something blurred at the edge of his vision. It was Sybilla’s presence that brought the light to his face, it was she his eyes followed, she whose words held his attention, whose wit made him laugh.


Now he was sitting behind her, and to Emily she looked as gaudy as some overblown flower, in her flame-colored gown, with her white skin and peat-water-dark eyes and all that opulent mass of hair. In spite of the hurt and the foolishness of it, Emily glanced sideways at him often enough to know that George barely looked at the stage. The hero’s plight did not move him in the slightest, nor the heroine’s winsome flirtations, nor the fairy Queen nor Iolanthe herself. He did smile and move his fingers gently in time to ‘The Peers’ Song,’ which surely would move anyone at all, and his attention was caught for a moment’s sheer pleasure in the dancing trio, with the Lord High Chancellor kicking his legs in the air with abandoned glee.


Emily could feel the misery and panic growing inside her. Everything around was color, gaiety, and sound; every face she could see was smiling – George at Sybilla, Uncle Eustace March at himself, Sybilla’s husband, William, at the fantasy on stage. His youngest sister, Tassie, only nineteen, thin as her mother had been and with a shock of hair the color of sunlight on apricots, was definitely smiling at the principal tenor. Old Mrs March, her grandmother, was twitching the corner of her tight lips upward in spite of herself; she did not care to be amused. Great-aunt Vespasia, Tassie’s maternal grandmother, on the other hand, was delighted. She had a marked sense of the ridiculous and had long ago ceased to care a jot what anyone else thought of her.


That left only Jack Radley, the single nonfamily guest of the evening, currently also staying at Cardington Crescent. He was a ravishingly handsome young man with excellent connections, but unfortunately, no money worth mentioning, and a highly dubious reputation with women. He was another outsider, and for that alone Emily could have liked him, regardless of his grace or his humor. It was fairly obvious that he had been invited with a view to arranging a marriage for Tassie, the only one of the ten March daughters still unmarried. The purpose of this liaison was not yet plain, since Tassie did not appear to be fond of him and had considerably more substantial expectations than he; although his family was related to those who held power he himself had no prospects. William had said unkindly that Eustace hungered for a knighthood – and in time, perhaps, a peerage – as the ultimate accolade to his family’s rise from trade to respectability. But that was surely an observation more malicious than truthful. There was a tension between father and son, a sharpness that intruded like a sudden splinter of glass every now and then, small but surprisingly painful.


At present William was behind Emily’s chair, and he was the only one she could not see.


During the interval it was he who brought her wine and a chocolate bonbon, not George; George was standing in the corner laughing at something Sybilla had said. Emily forced herself to make some sort of conversation, knowing it was a failure even as the words fell into hot silence, and the minute after she wished she had not said them. She was relieved when the curtain went up again.


‘I cannot think where Mr Gilbert gets such ridiculous plots!’ Old Mrs March drummed her fingers irritably when the final applause had died. ‘There is absolutely no sense in it at all!’


‘There is not meant to be, Grandmama,’ Sybilla said with a dreamy smile.


Mrs March stared at her over her pince-nez, the black velvet ribbon dangling down her cheek. ‘Someone who is foolish because nature has so designed them, I pity; someone who is foolish by intention it is beyond me to understand,’ she said coldly.


‘That I can well believe,’ Jack Radley murmured behind Emily’s ear. ‘And I’d swear Mr Gilbert would find her equally incomprehensible – only he wouldn’t care.’


‘My dear Lavinia, he is no more foolish than some of the romances by Madam Ouida, which I see you reading under brown paper covers.’


Mrs March’s face froze, but there were pink spots in her cheeks where rouge would have been on a younger woman. She deplored the vulgarity of painting one’s face; women who did that were ‘of a certain sort.’


‘You are quite mistaken, Vespasia,’ she snapped. ‘It is a pity your vanity prevents you obtaining a pair of spectacles. One of these days you will fall downstairs or otherwise make an unfortunate exhibition of yourself. William! You had better give your grandmama your arm. I don’t wish to be the center of attention as we leave.’ She rose to her feet and turned to the door. ‘Especially of that kind!’


‘You won’t be,’ Vespasia retorted. ‘Not as long as Sybilla insists upon wearing scarlet.’


‘Very suitable for her,’ Emily said, before she thought. She had intended it to be inaudible, but just at the precise moment everyone around them stopped speaking and her voice came clearly into the pause.


There was a touch of color in George’s face, and she looked away instantly, wishing she had bitten her tongue till it bled rather than betray herself so nakedly.


‘I’m so glad you like it,’ Sybilla answered quite calmly, rising also. There seemed no end to her aplomb. ‘We all have colors which flatter us, and those which don’t. I doubt I should look as well as you do in that shade of blue.’


That made it worse. Instead of spitting back she had been charming. Even now, George was smiling at her. Almost as if some invisible current had designed it, they were swept out of the box into the eddy of people pressing to reach the foyer, George next to Sybilla, offering his arm as if anything less would have been uncivil.


Emily found herself, hot-faced and stumbling, being pushed and jostled forward with Jack Radley’s arm about her and Great-aunt Vespasia’s beautiful silver head in front.


Once they reached the foyer it was inescapable that they should meet with people they knew, and be obliged to exchange opinions and inquiries as to health, and all the other chitchat of such an occasion. It swam over her head in a senseless bedlam. She nodded and smiled and agreed with everything that penetrated into her mind. Someone asked after her son, Edward, and she replied that he was at home and very well. Then George nudged her sharply, and she remembered to inquire after the family of the speaker. It all babbled on around her:


‘Delightful performance!’


‘Have you seen Pinafore?’


‘How does that piece go again?’


‘Shall you be at Henley? I do love regattas. Such a delightful thing for a hot day, don’t you agree?’


‘I prefer Goodwood. There is something about the races – all the silks, don’t you know!’


‘But my dear, what about Ascot?’


‘I rather care for Wimbledon, myself.’


‘I haven’t a thing to wear! I must see my dressmaker immediately – I really need an entire new wardrobe.’


‘Wasn’t the Royal Academy too frightful this year!’


‘My dear, I do agree! Perfectly tedious!’


Clumsily, she survived nearly half an hour of such greetings and comments before at last finding herself alone in her carriage with George beside her, stiff and more distant than a stranger.


‘What on earth is the matter with you, Emily?’ George said after they had sat in silence for ten minutes, while carriages ahead of them picked up their owners. Finally the way ahead was clear down the Strand.


Should she lie, evade the moment of commitment to the quarrel which she knew he would hate? George was tolerant, generous, of an easy nature, but he wanted emotion only at times of his own choosing, and most certainly not now, when he was full of the echoes of such civilized enjoyment.


Half of her wanted to face him, let all her scalding hurt burst out, demand he explain himself and his wounding and outrageous behavior. But just as she opened her mouth to reply, cowardice overcame her. Once she had spoken it would be too late to draw back; she would have cut off her only retreat. It was so unlike her – she was usually mistress of herself so coolly, with such measured reaction. It was part of what had first drawn him to her. Now she betrayed all that and took the easy lie, despising herself, and hating him for reducing her to it.


‘I don’t feel very well,’ she said stiffly. ‘I think perhaps the theater was a little hot.’


‘I didn’t notice it.’ He was still annoyed. ‘Nor did anyone else.’


It was on the tip of her tongue to point out how profoundly he had been otherwise engaged, but again she avoided the crisis.


‘Then maybe I am feverish.’


‘Spend tomorrow in bed.’ There was no sympathy in his voice.


He just wants me to stay out of the way, she thought, before I become even more of a nuisance and an embarrassment to him. Tears prickled in her eyes, and she swallowed hard, painfully grateful to be in the close, sharp darkness of the carriage. She said nothing, in case her voice betrayed her, and George did not pursue the subject. They rode through the summer night, their way lit by the hundred yellow moons of the gas lamps, hearing nothing but the steady clop-clop of the horses’ hooves and the rumble of the wheels.


When they reached Cardington Crescent the footman opened the doors, and Emily climbed down and went up the steps under the portico and in through the front door without even glancing to see if George was behind her. It was customary to attend a dinner party before the opera and a supper party afterwards, but old Mrs March did not feel her health equal to both – although in fact there was nothing whatsoever wrong with her except age – so they had forgone the supper. Now a late meal was served in the withdrawing room, but Emily could not face the laughter, the bright lights of the chandeliers, and the probing eyes.


‘If you will excuse me,’ Emily said to no one in particular, ‘it has been a delightful evening, but I am rather tired and I would prefer to retire. I wish you all a good night.’ Not waiting for a reply, she continued straight on to the foot of the stairs before anyone’s voice held her back. It was not George, as she ached for it to be, but Jack Radley, only a pace behind her.


‘Are you all right, Lady Ashworth? You look a little pale. Shall we have something sent up to you?’ Already he was at her elbow.


‘No, thank you,’ she said quickly. ‘I am sure I shall be quite well when I have rested.’ She must not be seen to be rude – it was so childish. She forced herself to turn and look at him. He was smiling. He really did have the most remarkable eyes; he contrived to look intimate even when she barely knew him, and yet it was not quite enough to be intrusive. She could see quite well how he had gained his reputation with women. It would serve George right if she fell as much in love with Radley as George had with Sybilla!


‘Are you sure?’ he repeated.


‘Quite,’ she answered expressionlessly. ‘Thank you.’ And she went up the stairs as rapidly as she could without appearing to run. She was only on the landing when she heard the conversation resume, the laughter peal again, the gay lilt of people who are still in the spell of totally carefree pleasure.


She woke to find herself alone and the sunlight streaming in through a crack in the imperfectly drawn curtains. George was not there, nor had he been. His side of the enormous bed was immaculate, the linen crisp. She had intended to have her breakfast sent up, but now her own company was worse than anyone else’s, and she rang sharply for her maid, refusing morning tea and sending her off to draw a bath and set out Emily’s clothes for the morning.


She put a wrap round her shoulders and knocked sharply on the dressing room door. After several moments it was opened by George, looking sleepy and rumpled, his thick hair falling loosely, his eyes wide and dark.


‘Oh,’ he said, blinking at her. ‘Since you weren’t well I thought I’d not disturb you, so I had them make up the bed in here.’ He did not ask if she was better. He merely looked at her, at her milky skin with its faint blush and her coil of pale honey hair, came to his own conclusion, and retreated back to prepare himself for the day.


Breakfast was grim. Eustace, as always, had thrown all the dining room windows open. He was a great believer in ‘muscular Christianity’ and all the aggressive good health that went with it. He ate pigeons in jelly with ostentatious relish, and piles of hot buttered toast and marmalade, and barricaded himself behind the Times, ironed and given him by the footman, which he did not offer to share with anyone. Not, of course, that any man offered his newspaper to women, but Eustace also ignored William, George, and Jack Radley.


Vespasia, to Eustace’s eternal disapproval, had her own newspaper.


‘There has been a murder in Bloomsbury,’ she observed over the raspberries.


‘What has that to do with us?’ Eustace did not look up; the remark was intended as a criticism. Women should not have newspapers, let alone discuss them at breakfast.


‘About as much as anything else that is in here,’ Vespasia replied. ‘It is to do with people, and tragedy.’


‘Nonsense!’ old Mrs March snapped. ‘Probably some person of the criminal classes who thoroughly deserved it. Eustace, would you be good enough to pass me the Court Circular? I wish to know what is happening that is of some importance.’ She shot a look of distaste at Vespasia. ‘I trust no one has forgotten we have a luncheon party at the Withingtons’, and that we are playing croquet at Lady Lucy Armstrong’s in the afternoon?’ she went on, glancing at Sybilla with a frown and a faint curl of her lip. ‘Lady Lucy will be full of the Eton and Harrow cricket match, of course, and we shall be obliged to listen to her boasting endlessly about her sons. And we shall have nothing to say at all.’


Sybilla colored, a stiff, painful red. Her eyes were bright. She stared straight back at her grandmother-in-law with an expression which might have been any of a dozen things.


‘We shall have to see whether it is a boy or a girl before we consider a school,’ she said very clearly.


William stopped, his fork halfway to his mouth, incredulous. George drew in his breath in a little hiss of surprise. Eustace lowered his paper for the first time since he had sat down, and stared at her with amazement, then slow dawning jubilation.


‘Sybilla! My dear girl! Do you mean that you are . . . er . . .?’


‘Yes!’ she said boldly. ‘I would not have told you so soon, but I am tired of Grandmother-in-law making such remarks.’


‘You cannot blame me!’ Mrs March defended herself sharply. ‘You’ve been twelve years about it. It is not surprising I despaired of the March name continuing. Heaven knows, poor William has had his patience strained to breaking point waiting for you to give him an heir.’


William’s head came round to glare at his grandmother, his cheeks burning, his eyes hot blue.


‘That is absolutely none of your affair!’ he said abruptly. ‘And I find your remarks inexpressibly vulgar.’ He pushed his chair back, rose, and walked from the room.


‘Well, well.’ Eustace folded his newspaper and poured himself another cup of coffee. ‘Congratulations, my dear.’


‘Better late than never,’ Mrs March conceded. ‘Although I doubt you will have many more, now.’


Sybilla still looked flushed, and now thoroughly uncomfortable. For the only time since her arrival, Emily felt sorry for her.


But the emotion was short-lived. The next few days passed in the customary fashion of Society during the Season. In the mornings they rode in the park, at which Emily had taught herself to be both graceful and skilled. But she had not the outrageous flair of Sybilla, and since George was a natural horseman it seemed almost inevitable that they should more often than not end up side by side, at some distance from the others.


William never came, preferring to work at his painting, which was his profession as well as his vocation. He was gifted to the degree that his works were admired by academicians and collected by connoisseurs. Only Eustace affected to find it displeasing that his only son preferred to retire alone to the studio arranged for him in the conservatory and make use of the morning light, rather than parade on horseback for the fashionable world to admire.


When they did not ride, they drove in the carriage, went shopping, paid calls upon their more intimate friends, or visited art galleries and exhibitions.


Luncheon was usually at about two o’clock, often at someone else’s house in a small party. In the afternoon they attended concerts or drove to Richmond or Hurlingham, or else made the necessary, more formal calls upon those ladies they knew only slightly, perching awkwardly around withdrawing rooms, backs stiff, and making idiotic chatter about people, gowns, and the weather. The men excused themselves from this last activity and retired to one or another of their clubs.


At four there was afternoon tea, sometimes at home, sometimes out at a garden party. Once there was a game of croquet, at which George partnered Sybilla and lost hopelessly amid peals of laughter and a sense of delight that infinitely outweighed Emily’s, who won. The taste of victory was ashes in her mouth. Not even Eustace, who partnered her, seemed to notice her. All eyes were on Sybilla, dressed in cherry pink, her cheeks flushed, her eyes radiant, and laughing so easily at her own ineptitude everyone wished to laugh with her.


Again Emily drove home in bitter silence before going leaden-footed up the stairs to change for dinner and the theater.


By Sunday she could bear it no longer. They had all been to church in the morning; Eustace insisted upon it. He was the patriarch of a godly family, and must be seen to be so. Dutifully, because they were guests in his house, they went – even Jack Radley, to whom it was far from a natural inclination. He would much rather have spent his summer Sundays in a good gallop in the park, with the sun sparkling through the trees and wind in his face, scattering birds, dogs, and onlookers alike – as indeed so would George, normally. But today George seemed positively happy to sit on the hard pew next to Emily, his eyes always wandering to Sybilla.


Luncheon was spent discussing the sermon, which had been earnest and tedious, dissecting it for ‘deeper meaning.’ By the time they came to the fruit Eustace had pronounced that its real subject was the virtue of fortitude, and of bearing all affliction with a stiff upper lip. Only William was either sufficiently interested or sufficiently angry to bother to contradict him and assert that, on the contrary, it was about compassion.


‘Nonsense!’ Eustace said briskly. ‘You were always too soft, William. Always for taking the easy way out! Too many sisters, that’s your trouble. Should have been a girl yourself. Courage!’ He banged the table with his fist. ‘That’s what it takes to be a man – and a Christian.’


The rest of the meal was eaten in silence. The afternoon was spent reading and writing letters.


The evening was even worse. They sat around striving to make conversation suitable to the Sabbath, until Sybilla was invited to play the piano, which she did rather well and with obvious enjoyment. Everyone except Emily was drawn in, singing ballads, and occasionally, more serious solos. Sybilla had a very rich voice, a little husky with a slight catch in it.


Upstairs at last, her throat sore with the effort of not crying, Emily dismissed her maid and began to undress herself. George came in and closed the door with an unnecessarily loud noise.


‘Couldn’t you have made more of an effort, Emily?’ he said coldly. ‘Your sullenness was verging on bad manners.’


It was too much. The injustice of it was intolerable.


‘Bad manners!’ she gasped. ‘How dare you stand there and accuse me of bad manners! You have spent the entire fortnight seducing your host’s daughter-in-law in front of everyone, even the servants. And because I don’t care to join in with you, you accuse me of being ill-mannered!’


The color flamed up in his face, but he stood perfectly still. ‘You are hysterical,’ he said quietly. ‘Perhaps you would be better alone until you can collect yourself. I shall sleep in the dressing room; the bed is still made up. I can perfectly easily tell everyone you are not feeling well and I don’t wish to disturb you.’ His nostrils flared very slightly and a flicker of irritation crossed his face. ‘They won’t find that hard to believe. Good night.’ And a moment later he was gone.


Emily stood numbed by the monstrosity of it. It was so utterly unfair, it took several moments to assimilate it. Then she threw herself onto the bed, punched the pillow with all her strength, and burst into tears. She wept till her eyes were burning and her lungs ached, and still she felt no better – only too tired to hurt so fiercely anymore – until tomorrow.




Three


EMILY WOKE VERY early in the morning, even before the housemaids were up, and reviewed the situation. Last night’s crisis had swept away the paralysis of indecision, the fending off of the knowledge which she knew must come with all its misery. She made a resolution. She would fight! Sybilla was not going to win simply because Emily had neither the wit nor the strength to give her a battle, however far it had gone. And she was obliged to admit, briefly and painfully, that it had probably gone all the way – witness George’s alacrity in provoking an excuse to sleep in the dressing room. Even so, Emily would use every skill she possessed to win him back. And she had a great deal of skill. After all, she had won him in the first place, against considerable odds.


If she were to continue to appear as wretched as she felt, she would embarrass the rest of the household and lay herself open to a pity that would not comfortably be forgotten, even when the affair was over and she had won. Most important, it would not be in the least attractive to George; like most men he loved a gay and charming woman who had enough sense to keep her troubles to herself. An excess of emotion, especially in public, would make him acutely uncomfortable. Far from winning him away from Sybilla, it would drive him further into her arms.


Therefore, Emily would act the role of her life. She would be so utterly charming and delightful George would find Sybilla a pale copy, a shadow, and Emily again the true substance.


For three days she kept up her charade without noticeable failure. If she felt close to weeping again she was sure no one else saw it – except perhaps Great-aunt Vespasia, who saw everything. But she did not mind that. Behind the ineffable elegance and the radical humor, Aunt Vespasia was the one person who cared for her.


However, it had proved so difficult at times she was all but overcome with the futility of it. She was bound to fail. She knew her voice sounded flat, her smile must be sickly. But since there was nothing else with any hope of success, after a moment’s solitude – perhaps merely in walking from one room to another – she had renewed her effort, trying with every strength she possessed to be amusing, considerate, and courteous. She even forced herself to be civil to old Mrs March, although she could not resist exercising her wit on her in her absence, to the rather exuberant laughter of Jack Radley.


By dinner on the third day it was becoming extremely difficult. They were all most formally dressed, Emily in pale green, Sybilla in indigo, sitting round the monstrous mahogany table in the dining room. Rust red velvet curtains, heavily swagged and draped, and too many pictures on the wall made Emily feel suffocated. It was almost unendurable to force the smile to her lips, to dredge up from a weary and fearful imagination some light and flippant remark. She pushed the food round her plate without eating and sipped more and more wine.


She must not do anything as obvious as flirting with William; that would be seen as retaliation – even by George, uninterested as he was – and certainly by everyone else. Old Mrs March’s needle eyes missed nothing. She had been a widow forty years, presiding over her domestic kingdom with a will of iron and an insatiable curiosity. Emily must be equally entertaining, equally delightful to everyone – including Sybilla – as befitted a woman of her position, even if it choked her. She was careful not to cap other people’s stories, and to laugh while meeting their eyes, so as to appear sincere.


She searched for the appropriate compliment, just truthful enough to be believed, and listened with attention to Eustace’s interminably boring anecdotes about his athletic exploits when younger. He was a great and vociferous believer in ‘a healthy mind in a healthy body’ and had no time for aesthetes. His disappointment was implicit in every phrase, and watching William’s tense face across the table, Emily found it increasingly hard to hold her peace and keep her expression composed in polite interest.


After the sweet, with nothing left on the table but vanilla ice, raspberry water and a little fruit, Tassie said something about a soirée she had been to, and how bored she had been, which earned her a look of disgust from her grandmother. It struck a sudden chord of memory in Emily. She looked across at Jack Radley with a tiny smile.


‘They can be fearful,’ she agreed. ‘On the other hand, they can also be superb.’


Tassie, who was on the same side of the table and could not see Emily’s face, was unaware of her mood. ‘This was a large soprano singing rather badly,’ she explained. ‘And so terribly serious.’


‘So was the best one I’ve ever been to.’ Emily felt the memory sharper in her mind as the scene came back to her. ‘Charlotte and I once took Mama. It was marvelous . . .’


‘Indeed?’ Mrs March said coldly. ‘I had no idea you were musical.’


Emily continued to keep a sweet expression, ignoring the implication, and stared straight at Jack Radley. With a stinging pleasure she knew that she had his attention as deeply as she would like to have had George’s, and with precisely the same nature of excitement.


‘Go on!’ he urged. ‘Whatever can be marvelous about an overweight soprano singing earnestly and badly?’


William shivered. Like Tassie, he was thin and sensitive, with vividly red hair, although his was darker and his features sharper, etched with an inner pain that had not yet touched her.


Emily recounted it exactly as it had been. ‘She was a large lady, very ardent, with a pink face. Her gown was beaded and fringed practically everywhere, so that it shivered when she moved. Miss Arbuthnot was playing the pianoforte for her. She was very thin, and wearing black. They huddled together for several minutes over the music, and then the soprano came forward and announced that she would sing “Home Sweet Home,” which as you know is heavy and extremely sentimental. Afterwards, to cheer us up, she would give us Yum-Yum’s delightful, lighthearted song from The Mikado, “Three Little Maids.”’


‘Much better,’ Tassie agreed. ‘That goes along at a lovely pace. Although she hardly sounds like my idea of Yum-Yum.’ And she hummed a bar or two cheerfully.


‘“Marvelous” is overstating it rather a lot,’ Eustace said critically. ‘Good song ruined.’


Emily ignored him. ‘She faced us all,’ she continued, ‘composed her features into lines of deep emotion, and began slowly and very solemnly with a blast of sentiment – only the piano bounded away with the trills and twitters of a rollicking rhythm!’


Only Jack Radley’s face registered understanding.


‘“Be it ever so hu-u-mble,”’ Emily mimicked sonorously, at once savage and doleful.


‘Da-di-di-dum-dum, da da dee-ee,’ Jack sang with delight.


‘Oh no!’ Tassie’s eyes lit with joy, and she started to giggle. Sybilla joined in, and even Eustace smiled in spite of himself.


‘They trailed off, scarlet-faced,’ Emily said enthusiastically. ‘The soprano stammered her apologies, wheeled round, and charged to the piano, where Miss Arbuthnot was fumbling wildly through sheets of music, scattering them to the floor. They gathered them all up, muttering fiercely together and wagging their fingers at each other, while we all sat and tried to pretend we had not really noticed. Nobody said anything, and Charlotte and I dared not look at each other in case we lost control. Finally they came to some agreement, new music was set up on the piano, and the soprano advanced purposefully to the front of the floor again and faced us. She took an enormous breath, her beads jangled at her throat and all but broke, and with tremendous aplomb she began a spirited rendition: ‘Three Little Maids from school are we, filled to the brim with girlish glee’ . . .’ She hesitated a moment, staring straight into Jack Radley’s dark blue eyes. ‘Unfortunately Miss Arbuthnot was crashing out the ponderous chords of ‘Home, Sweet Home,’ with a look of intense longing on her face.’


This time even the old lady’s mouth twitched. Tassie was helpless with giggles, and everyone else chortled with pleasure.


‘They struggled on for a full three minutes,’ Emily said finally, ‘getting louder and louder, trying to outdo each other, till the chandeliers rattled. Charlotte and I couldn’t bear it any longer. We stood up at precisely the same moment and fled through the chairs, falling over people’s feet, till we collided in the doorway and almost fell outside, clasping each other. We gave way and laughed till we cried. Even Mama, when she caught up with us, didn’t have the heart to be angry.’
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