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September 19th 1902


As HMS Terrible steamed into Portsmouth cheers, tears, and hullabaloo broke out on the jetty. Her paying-off pennant ribboned out across the sky, and music from the band floated towards the waiting crowd. In response hooters whooped their welcome from the ships in the harbour. Fledgling sailors on HMS St Vincent hailed the returning heroes of Ladysmith and Mafeking. Wives yearned to see their husbands and harlots braced themselves for the thrust of business. Families watched the iron-walled cruiser inch towards its mooring, and yearned to swarm aboard.


Nineteen-year-old Fidelis searched the top deck for a sighting of her father, Drill Sergeant Jack McCauley, returning home after three years’ foreign service. As she shielded her eyes from the sun’s glare, a playful breeze lifted her hat and dropped it in the water between the ship and the shore.


‘Bosun, look lively there, get a boat-hook,’ barked a voice above her, on the ship.


A sailor leapt down a gangway, rescued her soggy hat and presented it to her on the end of the pole.


‘Thank you,’ she said, holding it away from her dress and blushing at being the centre of attention.


‘Pay no heed to me, Ma’am, ’twas the lieutenant what spotted it.’ The bosun pointed to where a Royal Marine officer stood at the rail, his helmet raised in greeting.


Gazing up at him, Fidelis was dazzled. For a moment, the sun haloed his blond hair, and the gold frogging on his sleeve gleamed at her. She stared until her eyes watered, then he was gone. It was an instant of enchantment. Would she ever see him again? She very much hoped so. Fidelis wanted to cut through the protocol separating officers from lesser ranks and have him notice her again. From the look of that particular lieutenant, life was one long, glorious adventure.


As the officers’ gangway was lowered, she hurried back to her place in the crowd. A great cheer went up as they spotted their hero at the head of the gangway.


‘Would you look at him, like a great cockerel, bedizened in all that gold braid?’


Beside her, Aunt Shamrock pointed her parasol to Captain Percy as he strode ashore to meet the port admiral. Giving him the benefit of her cleavage and the Prince of Wales feathers trembling on her hat, she cried, ‘Welcome home, sir.’


Amused at her sauce, Captain Percy raised his hat to her and the crowd roared their approval.


Laughing at her, Fidelis had a vision of Shamrock as a ship’s figurehead, her bold brown eyes striking fear into the enemy. A star at the local music hall, all bosom and fancy hat, auntie was such fun to be with.


‘Oh, Fee, I’m ravaged for the sight of him,’ she said, grabbing her arm.


‘Who is he?’ she asked, knowing such excitement was not for her aunt’s brother Jack.


‘My sailor, wasn’t he a Samson in strength and a dove for delicacy? You’ll get to treasure a man who takes his time, Fee.’


Fidelis laughed. Her aunt’s amours were always short-lived but intense, while her own experience of love was so far limited to letters. Her fiancé, Bugler Harry Dawes, was stationed in the West Indies – they had become engaged by letter. He had gone away just before her seventeenth birthday and would return next year, in July, a few months after her twentieth. The Dawes family were her next-door neighbours, Auntie Ruby and Uncle Norman with their three lively sons. She and Harry, the youngest, had been pals for ever; going fishing with hand-lines, scrumping apples from the officers’ gardens and playing draughts on winter evenings.


‘I love you, Fee,’ he had whispered that last time. ‘Write to me, tell me what you’re thinking and I’ll tell you what’s happening to me.’ He bent to kiss her. It had been a shy, fumbled effort that would have to last her for the next three years.


Love at a distance was so unsatisfactory. She could not remember how his lips felt on hers and sometimes looking at his photograph he seemed a stranger to her. What did love feel like? How did you know when it was real? The womanly counsel she had had so far had been contradictory. Ma hinted at endurance, rather than pleasure, and Shamrock filled her head with writhing bodies in unbelievable contortions.


The second gangway was secured and the families surged up its slope, eager to see their loved ones. Once aboard, Auntie disappeared. Among the waiting sailors, in straw sennet hats and striped collars, were men in the blue uniforms of the Royal Marine Artillery, with the distinctive red stripe on their trousers. She searched anxiously for her father. Where was Pa? All of a sudden she was being whirled around in his arms and having the breath squeezed out of her. Laughing and crying, Fidelis looked up at him. Tall, dark and blue-eyed, he crackled with life.


‘Fee, darling, is it really you? When did you turn into such a beauty?’


She blushed. ‘It was just yesterday, especially for your homecoming. Oh, Pa, it’s so good to see you again.’


‘Where’s your mother?’


‘She’s not very well.’


‘No surprise there,’ he said, his gaiety quenched. ‘I’d forgotten about her delicate constitution.’ He struggled to recover himself. ‘Did she send her love?’


Fidelis remembered her mother’s words.


‘Fee, I have a migraine. If I can just lie still it might settle. Tell your father there will be steak-and-kidney pie, and trifle to follow. I have it all ready prepared.’


There was no fond message of love. Nineteen-year-old Fidelis could no longer pretend that her parents’ marriage was anything other than mutual sufferance. Ma had not had a single headache in all the time her husband had been away.


‘Ma said there would be a hot meal waiting.’


Pa shrugged. ‘Thought my sister would have been down here flaunting herself.’ His expression turned to one of tolerant amusement.


‘I expect she’s met her sailor.’


He father laughed. ‘Poor fellow, he’ll have been in lover’s knots all morning.’


Fidelis sensed that ‘lover’s knots’ were not afflictions discussed in polite company. ‘When can you come ashore, Pa? I’m dying to hear all about your adventures.’


He shook his head. ‘Never mind all that, I’m avid for all your doings. Fancy, you’re a nursemaid now I hear. Next thing you’ll be the housekeeper with the key to the cellar in your pocket.’ Taking her arm, Pa said, ‘Let me set you down for’ad with the other families. Leave will be piped at noon, then I’ll be a gentleman of leisure.’


Fidelis stood among the women and children gazing at the curious world of men. There were whistles shrilling, barked commands, sailors rushing to stow ropes or salute haughty-looking officers. It was all iron walls, scrubbed decks and gleaming brass-work. The ship’s band began to play ‘A Life on the Ocean Wave’. Children were swept up in their fathers’ arms and wives kissed and petted. She walked up and down the deck searching for Shamrock. She found her with her sailor man, perched between a ship’s lifeboat and one of the four funnels. Her aunt kept touching him, smoothing his collar or stroking his beard. He in turn patted her hand or whispered in her ear. ‘Intimacy,’ Fidelis whispered, and felt her body stirring in response.


Moving to the ship’s rail she looked down at the throng of people ashore, crossing the bridge from the pubs and shops on the Hard to the railway station for London or to the ferries for Gosport and the Isle of Wight. Far below on the harbour mud-flats urchins slithered for pennies tossed to them from passing travellers. She sniffed the seaport bouquet of seaweed, burning coal and salt water.


‘All present and correct,’ said her father, swinging his kitbag up on his shoulder. ‘Let’s be away to Eastney and your mother’s cooking.’ He drew her hand through his arm. ‘Ooh! Fee, there’s no place like home.’


After he had saluted the officer at the head of the gangway they were back on dry land. It took a while to escape the hubbub around the dockyard. Everywhere the crew of the Terrible was cheered and welcomed. Young women rushed to touch the sailors’ collars for luck. Old men slapped them on the back and mothers cried.


‘I’ll treat you to one of the new electric trams, Pa. See the poles on their roofs connecting them to the power supply?’


‘Let’s go up on top, when it comes. I want to re-acquaint myself with Pompey.’


Fidelis smiled. It was only the strangers that called the town Portsmouth. While theories abounded as to the origin of the name, it had never been discovered.


‘Just think,’ she said, when they were seated upstairs in the front seat, ‘you went away in one century and returned in another.’


‘I went away in Queen Victoria’s reign and have come back under King Edward’s. What do you make of the fellow?’


‘He’s big and jolly and intent on enjoying himself from what I can tell. Shamrock saw him at the Alhambra in London, after the show, and he winked at her.’


Pa threw back his head and laughed. ‘I think my sister would get a reaction out of a corpse. But you, Fee, what do you want out of the new century?’


Fidelis smiled. She had forgotten how interested Pa was in new things. ‘I want to drive a car, fly in an airship, do the cakewalk and go over the Niagara Falls in a barrel.’


‘That’s Jack McCauley’s daughter talking. You have my hunger for change and invention. I envy you being on the brink of things. It’s a big wide world with so much to discover. Now tell me, are you happy at your work? You haven’t talked of it at all in your last few letters.’


She frowned. ‘I think I told you before, Mrs Allen is ever so pretty but it’s like she’s in a doll’s house, playing at being married. You never know how she’ll be – one minute nice as pie and the next she’s screaming at you. When the nursemaid left she wanted me to help with little Sophie, now the maid’s left I’m doing everything.’


‘Why d’you think the nursemaid and the other girl left, Fee?’


Fidelis was silent for a long while. Her father tamped down the tobacco in his pipe, while she stared out of the window, lost in thought. There was something terrible about to happen at the Allens’ house, she was certain of it. When her friend Molly, the previous nursemaid, left in tears, Phoebe Allen had screamed at her; ‘Never darken my door again, you slut.’


The following week, Molly’s father had come around, crashing at the knocker and demanding to see Mr Allen. Even when Phoebe had insisted that Fidelis shut the door in his face, the man stood about in the front garden, stamping and cursing. When Mr Allen returned, money was thrown at Molly’s Pa from an upstairs window.


Still he stood there shouting. ‘You gotta give my girl a good character, she slaved for you,’ the man shouted.


Only when the Allens called the police did he go away.


Pa nudged her arm. ‘You’re wool-gathering, girl. I was asking why you thought the other maids left?’


‘I suppose they had their reasons,’ Fidelis lied. ‘I think Molly left to get married, she’s got a little girl, now.’


‘What line of work is he in, this Mr Allen?’


‘Goes out at night, in evening dress, and comes home ever so late. I don’t know what he can be doing. Doesn’t get up ’til dinner-time. Mrs Allen’s mother is very rich, I think.’


‘I hope you’re getting extra money for what you’re doing. You got to watch these jumped-up people, it’s all show and no substance with them.’


‘Yes Pa, and I got the day off.’ Pride wouldn’t let her admit that her day off and night at home were the first free time in months.


‘You’d better be looking out for a new position. Once things are on the slide they’ll go from bad to worse.’


‘Eastney Barracks stop, look lively on top,’ called the conductor.


Her father hauled his kitbag from the bus and lifted it onto his shoulder. ‘Let’s go around and look at the old girl,’ he said, crossing over to Cromwell Road.


There behind the thick flint-dressed walls was the Royal Marine barracks complete with Union Jack and clock-tower. It had always dominated their lives, with Pa drilling recruits on the parade ground and Ma taking in washing for the colonel’s lady, while Fidelis ran to the school there with the other rankers’ children.


Once he had satisfied himself that it was still standing, they turned towards Gibraltar Street. The little houses showed well-scrubbed doorsteps and immaculate net curtains to the world – none more so than number seventy-two. At the first rap of the knocker Ma appeared. Pale and elegant, with hair as red as her daughter’s, Mary McCauley gave her husband a wintry smile.


‘Welcome home, Jack.’ She rested her hands on his jacket as if to ward off any closeness. He bent towards her and she suffered herself to be kissed.


‘It’s good to see you, Mary.’ Their awkwardness with one another was overshadowed by the joyous barking of Ebony, the family dog, who flung himself through the back door at the sound of his master’s voice.


‘Hello boy, well, aren’t you the lively one, and what a welcome.’


‘Jack, you will want to wash your hands, now. There’s water in the basin upstairs. I’ll pour your ale and Fee and I will have lemon cordial.’


Once they were seated, Ma closed her eyes and made the sign of the cross before taking a knife and cutting into the pie. As she spooned the gravy onto his plate Fidelis saw the flicker of irritation in her father’s eyes. His physical presence filled the house. Fidelis had thought the living-room pleasing, with its lace frontal to the mantelpiece and embroidered antimacassars on the armchairs. But now it seemed cramped and fussy. This was a world of women, and Jack McCauley was an invader.


Conversation was made in nervous rushes.


‘Mary, the house is a credit to you, girl. You have it all splendid.’


‘Jack, are you keeping well? Have you got over the malaria you told me about?’


‘I’m in the pink, fit as a flea.’


‘I thought Shamrock was coming with you.’


‘She had a prior engagement.’ Pa reached across the table for a slice of cake.


Silence throbbed with unspoken thoughts. In her eager looking-forward to her father’s return Fidelis had glossed over her parents’ differences. They were oil and water. Pa was warm and outgoing while her mother was distant and disappointed with life. She had looked forward to seeing them together again but wishful thinking had clouded her memory. Smiling awkwardly she got up from the table. ‘I’ll go and take off my best clothes then I’ll wash up while you and Ma catch up on things.’


‘I’ll unpack my kitbag later, and I’ll share out the spoils. One of the officers talked me into doing some sketching, while we were in China. You might find them interesting, Fee.’


In her room, as she unbuttoned her jacket, all the joy of Pa’s homecoming drained away. She paced about the room in her chemise and drawers, feeling restless. Anticipation was never the same as the reality. Self-deception smoothed over uncomfortable truths, and then came the day of reckoning, when the hard facts smacked you in the face. Never mind her parents, what were her own true feelings? Did she really love Harry, or was she using him to escape from them? She sat on her bed and drew out the scent bottle from beneath her pillow. It had lain for days in the waste-paper basket in Phoebe Allen’s bedroom, where she had thrown it after a screaming match with her husband. Fidelis had wrestled with her conscience. She knew her mistress had not meant to throw it away. But surely, among the litter of bottles on her dressing-table, she wouldn’t miss just one. The word, Ensorcelée was written on the label in curling script. What did it mean? Closing her eyes she stroked the stopper over her neck. The perfume whispered to her of experiences she had yet to taste. An image from earlier in the day floated into her mind. It was of the lieutenant from HMS Terrible, smiling down at her, golden and self-assured.


Hurrying to work the next morning, Fidelis thought about her first weeks at Clarendon House. The Allens had seemed the last word in elegance and sophistication, like characters from Pride and Prejudice, her last school prize, with James as the handsome Darcy and Phoebe as the wilful Lydia. Working for them had quickly tarnished their lustre.


‘Things is going from bad to worse. We’ll be lucky to see our wages, I’m thinking,’ Cook had said, only last week.


‘My sister, Nellie, writ me from Brighton. Says I should pack me bags and go down and live with her.’ The big woman’s jowls shook with anxiety, as she whisked the eggs for baking. ‘It’s the trades-folk what I’m sorry for. They gives credit to get their customers then has ter come round the back door, cap in hand, to get their money. Poor man in the cheese shop shot hisself ’cos of all his debts.’


Over a mug of cocoa each, they decided to give it one more month. Cook would write to her sister and Fidelis would scour the pages of the Evening News. As she opened the back gate she could feel her temper rising. Why should the Allens sponge off their staff? What was it the Bible said? ‘The labourer is worthy of his hire.’


If Pa got to hear of it he would be raging. But she would fight her own battles; it was a matter of picking the right strategy. She found the door locked, curtains drawn, and the house in darkness. Cook must have packed and gone.


She should have seen the signs. Why had they suddenly given her the time off, when they had held out on her for weeks before? There was she, riven with guilt over taking that scent, when they were thieving her wages. She thought of Phoebe Allen’s coaxing, last time, when she had got up her courage to mention money.


‘Fidelis, you are a treasure. I don’t know what I would do without you. Here have this last violet cream.’ Her brow wrinkled. ‘If you could be patient with us a for just a teensy-weensy bit longer you shall have your money in full.’ And then, there was that conspiratorial grin just like a naughty child. ‘Aren’t these chocolates heavenly?’


There was nothing for it but to get in through the kitchen window. Fidelis got her fingers through the gap at the bottom and hefted up the lower pane. Her feet slithered on a slimy dishcloth left in the sink. Stepping down onto the stone floor, the gloom and the silence unnerved her. Where were the Allens? Feeling her way across the room she searched out the matches and candle-stub in the dresser drawer. The sound of a lavatory being flushed in the bathroom overhead had her creeping up the stairs.


A light gleamed under the Allens’ door. She kicked it open and found the room in chaos. There were drawers torn from cupboards and jewellery strewn on the floor. Sitting on the bed was Phoebe, dressed in her coat and hat, with Sophie in her arms. They were both crying. The toddler held out her arms, and without thinking Fidelis picked her up. ‘Hush my pet, I’ve got you. Let’s go and find your rabbit.’


‘Fidelis, thank God, you are going to save our lives.’


James Allen’s face was the colour of putty and his chin unshaven. Yet he still thought he could sway her with his buttery smile. I’ve walked myself into a trap, she thought angrily. ‘Why should I help you?’ she said, picking the velvet rabbit from the floor and giving it to the little girl.


‘Because you care for Sophie and don’t want her to be distressed.’


‘Please, dear sweet Fidelis, we’re depending on you,’ added his wife unctuously.


Why had she ever admired Phoebe? She was a greedy child. ‘I want my money that’s owed me, that I worked for. I won’t be tricked into doing nothing wrong.’


‘You shall have it. All I want you to do is to take Sophie over to Mummy’s in Heron Grove, number sixty-four. I’ve a letter for her that explains the whole vile business. Sophie’s all ready and James will get out the pram for you.’


They were wooing her into doing what they wanted, banking on her affection for the child. She slipped the letter into her pocket and carried Sophie downstairs. Her employer was in the hall waiting for them.


‘Goodbye, my sweet girl,’ he said, leaning over the pram, as she settled his daughter beneath the covers. ‘Hurry, hurry, there’s not a moment to lose.’


‘What about my written character?’ Fidelis demanded, sensing this was the last time she would see James the pretender.


He looked at her as if she were speaking double Dutch.


‘I need a reference so that I can get a new position.’


‘God, d’you think I have time for that? Go!’ He shoved her towards the front door.


At his touch her fury coalesced. Drawing back her arm she punched him in the mouth. Staring at her in disbelief, James Allen sank onto a chair. Before he could say anything, Fidelis bumped the pram out of the door and down the steps. She hurtled down the road, as far and as fast as she could from the odious Allens. Footsteps thudded behind her and voices shouted at her to stop.


What did they want? Was it the police? Would they lock her up? Hitting your employer was a heinous crime, she was certain.


A man stepped into her path. Gasping, she looked into his face. Where had she seen him before? And then, it came to her that she knew him. It was the wine merchant from one of the posh shops in Palmerston Road. He removed his bowler and wiped the sweat from his face with the back of his hand.


‘It ain’t her, Charlie, we’ve been had.’ Turning to Fidelis he demanded, ‘You tell me where they’ve gone or it’ll be the worse for you.’


Still overwrought, she snapped at him. ‘You stop that roaring, this minute. Whatever you want them for, it’s nothing to do with me.’


‘Where is he, that deceivin’ tyke?’


‘Gents, don’t you see? It’s the oldest trick in the book,’ said the wine man. ‘They sent her off out the front door, while they takes to their heels down the back alley. We bin had.’


The Allens had made her their decoy.


Fidelis ran through the Southsea streets to the seafront, past the big white hotels overlooking the beach, on past the South Parade Pier, bouncing the pram in front of her. She turned right past the Canoe Lake, a park beloved by visitors, and paid it no heed. By this time her temper had been replaced by fear. What would happen to a servant that punched her master? Could she be sent to prison? Her hand throbbed with the contact. What must James Allen be feeling? With a jolt she realised she had raced along without a thought for Sophie. She looked into the pram and said, ‘We’re going to see your Grandma, won’t that be fun?’


The baby was fast asleep, her face streaked with tears and mucus. She had no bonnet and her coat was not buttoned properly – poor little one being dragged from pillar to post.


On reaching the green-tiled mansion that was Kelmscott House, Fidelis pushed the pram to the front door and rang the bell. ‘May I speak with Mrs Mount?’ she said to the sour-faced woman who opened it to her.


‘And who might you be?’ The maid sniffed. ‘Go around to the back door, at once.’


‘This baby here is her granddaughter. I thought relations were let in the front door.’ She could feel her temper simmering. ‘You can take your time, I’m in no hurry.’ Bending over the pram she took the sleeping Sophie up in her arms.


‘You better come in.’


‘I’ve got a letter from Mrs Mount’s daughter. No, I’m to give it only to her.’


‘Wait there, while I speak to Madam.’


Fidelis got a hankie out of her pocket and spat on it. Gently she rubbed it over Sophie’s face and cleaned her runny nose.


‘Mrs Mount will be down in a minute. You’re to give me your name and wait in there.’


‘Fidelis McCauley,’ she said, refusing to be humbled by the maid’s snooty manner.


Glaring at her, the woman held open the door to the sitting-room. Fidelis paced around the room. Its walls were covered in patterned wallpaper in shades of green and blue. She went closer to study the grapes clustering on their vines. She sniffed the air, scenting roses. Moving towards the window she found the source of the perfume in a brass bowl set on a polished table. It was filled with dried petals and leaves and seed-pods. Surreptitiously, she slid some into the pocket of her jacket, wanting to carry something of the room away with her. Her teacher once said that it was the space between things that was as important as the things themselves. This would be the effect she would strive for in her own home, wherever it was. ‘If wishes were horses beggars would ride.’ Wishes! She was a spendthrift in wishes.


‘Good morning, Miss McCauley.’ Mrs Mount smiled at her before reaching out her hand and stroking her granddaughter’s cheek. Turning to the resentful maid she said, ‘Take Miss Sophie upstairs, and put her in my bed, for the moment. Thank you, Eileen. Please ask Cook to send us in a tray of tea and biscuits.’


Eileen’s face softened as she held out her arms to receive the little girl.


Mrs Mount seated herself in an armchair and indicated that Fidelis should take the seat beside her. ‘My daughter has given you a message for me. May I have it please?’


When she had finished reading, Mrs Mount folded the letter back into the envelope. ‘Fidelis, I must apologise to you for the distress of the last few weeks. I shall give you your wages and reimburse you for your lost employment. My daughter will be away for some time. Will five pounds be satisfactory to you?’


Relief, anxiety and rage churned inside her. The money was far more than she had hoped for but there was something else. The sound of tapping at the door startled her.


‘Come in, please.’


The maid was back with a tray filled with gilt-edged china. She set it down on the coffee-table between them. ‘Thank you, Eileen,’ Mrs Mount said, taking up the teapot. ‘Now, Fidelis, please help yourself.’


She couldn’t swallow a crumb. ‘Please, I want a reference.’ There, it was out.


‘Most certainly you shall have it, but first do have some refreshment. It is a long walk from my daughter’s house, you must be hungry.’ After pouring them both a cup of tea she went over to the desk by the window. ‘I shall write one for you this instant. Please, help yourself to whatever takes your fancy.’


Fidelis tried to drink her tea without slurping, but her hand shook. As she set it back on the saucer a clock somewhere chimed ten. There was the day just started, and yet she felt as if she had lived a lifetime since leaving home that morning.
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Phoebe Allen had been terrified when the tradesman burst through the gate and demanded to see her husband. For his part, James seemed to have lost his reason, punching the grocer and smashing his glasses. Alerted by all the commotion, one of the neighbours had telephoned the police.


Only hours before, James had confessed to putting up the deeds of Clarendon House as collateral against his latest gambling debts.


Phoebe was incredulous. ‘What deeds? You know the house doesn’t belong to us. It comes to me when I’m twenty-five from Daddy’s estate. We’ll be summonsed for false pretences.’


‘It isn’t the police we have to worry about,’ her husband said, his face chalk-white and voice shaking. ‘When Monty Vaughan finds out I’ve welshed on him he’ll come around with guns blazing.’


‘He wouldn’t shoot you would he?’ Phoebe had whimpered.


‘We’ll be long gone, darling. What we’ll do is go up to London and make a new start. We’ll get Fidelis to take Sophie to your mother’s and then we’ll make a run for it.’


After the fight, he was at the police station all night. Phoebe had paced about the empty house waiting for him to return, sick with worry, imagining every creak of a floorboard or rattle of a window-pane to be Monty Vaughan come to get them.


James did not come back until late the next morning, after a night in the cells and a severe caution from the duty sergeant for ungentlemanly behaviour.


‘Jumped up fellow,’ he raged, brushing his sleeve as if to remove all taint of the police contact. ‘Put a nobody in uniform and they get ideas above their station.’


‘What about Monty Vaughan?’ asked Phoebe. ‘He could come around at any minute.’


Her husband’s earlier bravado vanished. ‘What money have you got? And don’t forget to pack your jewels. Now Sophie’s taken care of we must go. Don’t just stand there wringing your hands, get your things together.’


She had taken the sum set aside to pay back Mummy for her last loan to them, only a week ago.


Now, sitting opposite her in the train in a shabby overcoat, James looked positively seedy. Her own outfit had come out of the dressing-up box: a feathered hat and a jacket in a horrid shade of brown, making her look like a bedraggled sparrow. Never had she worn second-hand clothing before. When they got a few stops along to Havant Station he changed his mind.


‘Leave that book in the carriage, it’ll put them off the scent.’


And so it was that Silas Marner, Mummy’s Christmas present last year, laid a false trail. The plan was to sell Phoebe’s jewels and make for America.


‘We’ll get through this dreary patch and then we’ll be in a new country. In a few weeks you’ll be the belle of New York. We’ll have made a new life for ourselves.’


Brighton had always been such a treat, staying at the Metropole and strolling down the whole length of the pier with Daddy. Now, with money in short supply they were obliged to see the seamier side of things. Mon Repose in one of the side streets well off the seafront was a disappointment to say the least.


‘We’re on the run, darling. Slipping through the net,’ he’d whispered, as they sat in the dining-room sipping tepid Windsor soup.


The reality of their situation wasn’t nearly as exciting as the detective stories he used to read to her. Being the quarry now, herself, worked her to such a pitch she could hardly swallow. Looking at the clock, Phoebe realised it was the time when she would have been called up to the nursery to say good-night to her daughter.


‘What about Sophie?’ she had asked, missing her baby.


For a moment his joie de vivre paled. He wouldn’t meet her eyes. ‘We have to make sacrifices if we’re to grasp our chance. Your mother adores the child and she’ll have the best of everything. In a few weeks she’ll have forgotten us. Face it, you were never the doting Mama.’


‘But I did love her in my way,’ Phoebe said, stung by his bluntness. She remembered the wonder she had felt at holding Sophie for the first time, and saw the perfection that was her child. Feeding her, having her at the breast, drawing nourishment from her alone had been so satisfying. ‘She was so pretty,’ Phoebe pleaded. ‘I looked forward to dressing her up and watching her grow. And she loved us. Look how excited she was to see you whenever you went into the nursery.’ The thought of being so quickly forgotten brought on the tears. Sophie loved her unreservedly and called her Mummy, now. The thought that she would soon be replaced, in her daughter’s affection, by Grandma was unbearable.


James wouldn’t meet her gaze. ‘If you haven’t the pluck to see this through, if playing dolls with Sophie is more important to you . . .’ He shrugged.


Phoebe wilted under his scorn. She hated it when he sulked, it could last for days. Leaning forward she touched his arm. ‘Why don’t we do something for fun? Let’s just have one day here when we forget everything.’ She watched his mood change. He could always be wheedled away from the glooms with a treat. ‘Nobody will be looking for us here, after all. What’s one day?’


‘And what shall we use for money?’ he asked.


She could tell that the thaw was setting in. ‘I found a ten-shilling note in the pocket in my old handbag. It’s almost as if it was waiting there for us. Tomorrow we’ll go down the Lanes to the jewellers but now let’s have a frivol.’


At dinner that night, in the tawdry hotel, she sparkled for him, laughing at his jokes, drinking too much and later, in the bedroom she was abandoned. Not since before her pregnancy had she allowed James such liberty over her body.


‘Being on the run suits you, my darling,’ he whispered, before taking her again.


She lay in the darkness afterwards, feeling glutted with sex. And then, suddenly, the thought of Sophie asleep in Grandma’s house stabbed at her. Tears leaked from under her lashes. Her dear little girl, she might never see her again. Tiptoeing across the floor she took a tooth glass out to the bathroom and filled it with water from the tap. It tasted like warm antiseptic lint and left her as thirsty as before. Climbing back between the sheets she lay curled around her husband, listening to him breathing in and out and tried to time her breaths with his.


He awoke the next day in a foul mood and complaining of a headache. Knowing how long he could maintain a sulk, she did not look forward to the day. In spite of his professed pain James polished off a fried breakfast, drank two cups of tea and sent for extra toast. They spun out an hour sauntering down to the Palace Pier, looking in all the shops on the way. James insisted she have her fortune told by Madam Zaza.


The booth was dim and smelled of cigarettes and cheap scent. The Russian fortune-teller’s fingernails were bitten to the quick and her voice had traces of the East End of London rather than Moscow.


‘You have an interesting hand, my dear. What a restless soul, always drawn to beauty. Like a butterfly, you flitter, flitter, flitter—always searching for love.’


Something in her voice frightened Phoebe, and she withdrew her hand.


It began to rain and they left the pier, drawn to the blaze of lights across the promenade at the Brighton Aquarium. The clock-tower and the roof were studded with blazing bulbs advertising the ‘Electric Exhibition’.


Like eager children they paid their sixpences and walked through the turnstiles. At first they were dazzled by the variety of exhibits, not knowing which to choose. Laughing, James accepted an invitation from a salesman to have his boots cleaned by an electric bootblack. He sat up on a chair amid a crowd of onlookers watching the brush on a metal rod whirr around his feet. Phoebe was fascinated by an electrically operated frying-pan, and watched the edges of a rasher of bacon crisp in the smoking fat. From there they watched a model train whiz along a track through the Scottish Highlands. In another exhibit they saw a replica of the King’s bedroom, with all sorts of heating and lighting devices.


‘Isn’t it all splendid,’ she said, grabbing his arm and walking down a long corridor between the marble pillars and potted palms. Flanked on each side were huge glass reservoirs filled with coloured rocks and gallons of bubbling water. In these fairy palaces swam hundreds of fishy inmates. The largest crystal cages contained porpoises and sea lions darting and diving, then reclining on the rocks. There were mackerel, seahorses and even tiny silvery sprats.


‘Ooh look, there’s an arrow pointing to the anemone gardens.’ Phoebe was entranced. The colours astonished her. Waving purple tentacles hung from the rocks, feathery golden fern-like structures draped themselves around a stone mermaid, and tiny lime-coloured flowers sat amid the pebbles. A sudden shock of pink caught her eye, as a fish she could not identify flew from side to side like an express train.


‘Let’s top it off with tea at Hanningtons.’ James squeezed her fingers. ‘I think an afternoon nap is required.’


Phoebe blushed. It was like a second honeymoon, but even better because she wasn’t so frightened. She had acquired a taste for swivel-diggle as he called it. He flirted with her outrageously in the tearooms, kissing her hand and playing footsie. She pretended outrage when he wrapped up two buttered scones and slid them into her handbag for later.


The next morning, they quarrelled when Phoebe awoke to find him searching through her handbag. ‘I hate you doing that,’ she stormed. ‘Why can’t you ask me if you want something?’


‘Because you always make me feel like a naughty schoolboy, indebted to Mummy.’


Again his sulking ruined her breakfast. She sat in the hotel dining room, opposite him, on the verge of tears, hardly able to swallow. Yet it had not affected his appetite. James sat there, his newspaper folded on the corner of the table, oblivious to her, wading through a vast amount of sausages and bacon, studying the sports page.


Back in their room he continued to read, ignoring all her pathetic attempts at conversation.


‘Please Jimmy, don’t shut me out, you know it frightens me.’ Phoebe could hear the cringing tone in her voice and hated herself for it. ‘Let’s go down the Lanes and see what my treasures are worth. Daddy always bought me the best.’ She bit her lip, knowing James hated having his nose rubbed in her father’s money.


He erupted out of the seat and flung her jewel-box at her. ‘Here take it, I’ll make my own way. Never let it be said I lived off your father’s earnings,’ he snarled, dragging on his coat.


Panic-stricken she ran forward, sinking onto her knees and grasping his legs, terrified of being abandoned by him. ‘Jimmy, please, please don’t leave. I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it. Let’s go and have coffee at Hanningtons again and take our time. You know that none of it is mine now, truly, it’s all ours. Let’s go up to London as soon as ever we can. We’re in this together, every step of the way.’


‘That’s my brave girl.’ James turned and carried her back to the bed.


Phoebe sighed. He really did love her, it was just that he was so highly strung. After he had locked the door, she closed her eyes and gave herself up to his practised seduction. Always, at the peak of pleasure she cried out and then he would hold her in his arms until sleep came.


Awakening later in that poky little room, even though they had been there for three days, was still a sickening shock. The sun seeped through the dusty slats of the Venetian blind and revealed all the shortcomings of the third-rate Brighton hotel. It was then that she pined for her bedroom in Southsea: the satin quilt and the lace-edged pillowcases. She had only to reach out for the bell-cord and Fidelis would come and run her a bath, tipping in the lemon verbena crystals. Keeping warm on the rail would be the fluffy towel, and later would come the tray of tea and ratafias.


Phoebe thought of Sophie, her face all rosy in sleep. She did love her, she did! Suppose when she went back again later, Sophie didn’t know who she was? Tears welled in her eyes.


Living with James was such an up-in-the-air existence. He demanded every minute of her time and attention. There were moments of intense joy and deserts of loneliness. Waking up each morning she never knew to which point of the compass his mood would swing. Being made love to in the morning was disorientating. Phoebe ran her hand over the bedside table for her watch.


She opened her eyes. James had gone and with him her jewellery and her watch. He would be in the Lanes, now, setting her pearls on the counter. Would he part with her garnet earrings? How about the gold locket? Her father had given it to her on her twenty-first birthday. It had been just before he became ill and the nurses moved in. Poor Daddy. Phoebe drew the matted blanket around her. She wrinkled her nose at its smell, a stale blend of other people’s breath. What would he think of his darling girl getting herself in such a fix? No, if she thought any longer about her father she would be done for. Her mother would probably be relieved to be shot of her troublesome daughter. She had certainly been a disappointment to her. Being pretty had never impressed Marcia Mount. She could hear Mummy’s voice ringing in her head.


‘Phoebe! For goodness sake, stop primping and preening. Why did you put that cake on your plate if you had no intention of eating it? There are children in this town in poverty and want while you squander what’s put before you.’


Once in a tantrum she had answered back. ‘I’ll post it to them, then. They can have the Battenburg slice, and the lemon-curd tart and the chocolate sponge.’


Her nanny sent her to bed with no supper. Worse was to come. Worse than a smack, Mummy had given her best party frock to Cook’s daughter. How was it that mother and daughter were so at odds with one another – could she have been adopted? And yet, the maids loved Mummy. She was always so interested in their lives. Phoebe was ravenous for her mother’s love, desperate to be taken on to her lap and cuddled. Even a lecture was better than her indifference.


Her life changed when she met James who was as greedy for fun and pretty things as she was. Life suddenly sparkled. It was only when she had Sophie that doubts wormed their way into her mind. It was ages afterwards that they resumed lovemaking. He said she smelt of stale milk and that she had let herself go. It was rarely that they went out together any more and he took to coming home later and later. Their money melted away. When she humiliated herself by asking her mother for help, it was refused.


‘Phoebe, there are a hundred and one economies you could make. When I see that you are taking your position seriously I will see what I can do. In the meantime, I suggest your husband cancels his account with his tailor and settles your debts.’


James had been furious. ‘The penny-pinching gorgon, does she want her granddaughter to starve?’ He had flung out of the house and not returned until the next day.


Then there was that business with Molly. He had sworn that nothing was going on. She had seen the girl some months later, in Palmerston Road, just as it was getting dark. She was arm-in-arm with her father and heavily pregnant. Everything had gone from bad to worse. Phoebe bit her lip. It was when she was alone that fears rustled around her like falling leaves. Would they be able to start a new life in America? Could one really step away and leave the past behind?


She got up and padded barefoot to the window, and peered out at the clock on the church tower further down the street. It was only half-past eleven. Should she go and meet James, in the Lanes? There was the risk they might miss one another. Having missed breakfast Phoebe began to feel hungry. Perhaps she could have a tray sent up to her room. Instinctively she reached for the bell-pull. But in Mon Repose room service was not provided. She would have to go downstairs and face Miss Fullick at the desk by the front door. The owner had a way of withering you with a look, and an irritating habit of clicking her tongue when asked for favours. When she had asked for an extra blanket that first night she had sighed.


‘I’ll send Phyllis up with the blanket when she’s finished serving dinner. Perhaps if you closed your windows at night you would not need extra bedding.’


Phoebe had slunk up the stairs feeling like a naughty schoolgirl.


No, she would not put herself through that humiliation. James would be back at any moment in triumph. They might even dine out in some out-of-the-way restaurant. She poured herself a glass of water and opened the wardrobe.


The shock drove the breath from her body. His clothes were gone, his suitcase and her jewel-case. Panic clenched at her stomach. She rushed along to the lavatory and vomited thin brown acid into the bowl. Back in her room, Phoebe locked the door and cocooned herself in the blankets. He was not coming back. James had made love not because she had aroused him but to stupefy her while he made his get-away. For the first time since leaving boarding-school she sucked her thumb.


It was cold when she awoke. At first Phoebe was in a muddle and then it came to her: James had abandoned her. Dragging on her dressing-gown she went to the window and once more checked the time – it was half-past two. There was still half a glass of water and the scone in her jacket pocket. The water tasted warm and the scone was stale and hard to swallow.


‘We will make a new life for ourselves.’


James’s words had sounded wonderfully exciting. Now she wanted her life back, to be his spoilt darling. Phoebe knew she couldn’t do it on her own. Always when faced with unpalatable facts, other people had smoothed her path. She was accustomed to floating on the froth and now the plug had been pulled. There were no rescuers. It dawned on her that she might not have enough money to settle the bill. Other people, not her sort of people, did moonlight flits. Tipping her purse onto the table she counted out twenty-five shillings. Three nights’ accommodation with breakfast for the two of them amounted to fifteen shillings. What could she do? How long could she live on ten shillings? If she paid her bill she would be entitled to breakfast tomorrow. But for now she would go into Brighton and have tea somewhere, perhaps visit the aquarium again. Eating alone would be a rehearsal for what might come later.


Gathering her washing things, she crept out onto the landing. The toilet was engaged. In the bathroom the tap made alarming noises and she filled the basin with tepid water. Standing in her petticoat she soaped herself before cleaning her teeth.


A man burst in. ‘Why didn’t you lock it?’ he growled, banging out again.


Red-faced, Phoebe rushed back to her room. Fully dressed, she attempted again to visit the toilet. As she turned the handle the man in the shiny suit shuffled out. The stink sickened her and to compound her shame there was no lavatory paper. She sacrificed one of her lace-edged handkerchiefs and flushed it away.


After dressing in the least crumpled blouse in her case, Phoebe combed her hair and dabbed a spot of perfume behind each ear for Dutch courage. She buttoned her coat and left the sanctuary of her room.


On the promenade, the wind from the sea made her eyes water. Once inside the aquarium her spirits lifted – they had had fun here, together. But it was difficult to recapture the gaiety of yesterday. In the tearoom she tipped too generously to offset her awkwardness. Even the anemone garden failed to enchant her. Outside again, Phoebe shivered. The sky was grey and the sea the colour of over-cooked cabbage.


An empty evening lay ahead of her. In lieu of dinner she bought herself a bag of caramels and a penny novel to fill the empty hours. On the way up to the hotel she tripped over a paving-stone. Shocked and limping and with her knee burning, she made her way up to the hotel.


‘Your husband not with you, dear?’ Mrs Fullick asked, as Phoebe attempted to sneak past her desk.
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It was the fifth of October, well into his leave period, and Lieutenant Daniel Herrick, late of HMS Terrible, was aching to escape the confines of home. He helped his mother down from the carriage and stood with her outside the Crinoline Church. It was an eccentric twenty-sided wooden building. Looking up at its domed topknot he smiled. ‘It’s for all the world like a tea cosy.’


‘A tea cosy complete with staircase and minaret,’ laughed Mother. ‘Mrs Crinoline is an odd character, I grant you. Yet she has served her country well. Practical and fanciful, an amazing combination.’


Daniel remembered his father telling him how the church had been taken to pieces, and packed up and sent off to the Crimea to act as a field hospital. He wondered if her present resting-place would become a permanent fixture. Perhaps she was destined for yet another evolution.


By this time, his colonel father had alighted and acknowledged the adjutant’s salute.


‘Alicia, come along with you,’ he said taking his wife’s arm. The two of them entered the church with their son following behind.


Now, seated in the front row between his parents, Daniel prepared himself for an hour of tedium. Around him the congregation’s faces assumed piety. As they knelt on the lumpy hassocks he saw his father, staring straight ahead. On his other side, Mama’s eyes were closed and her lips moving in fervent prayer. They were like the lion and the lamb. Jasper wanted to rule his son and Alicia to indulge him. It seemed to him that most church-going was a matter of the carrot and the stick. God goaded man on the path to righteousness with the threat of hellfire and the promise of heaven. What do I feel, he asked himself? Was God a bearded Englishman, with a huge ledger, forever recording the failings of his creatures? And what of heaven and hell? It was all so implausible. Since service in China he had seen the suddenness of death, had lost his best friend Gregory Fox to a sniper’s bullet. The only reality was what you could see and touch in the present moment. Then there was the puzzle of the Christian and the pagan. He had witnessed more humanity amongst the cursing lower ranks than amongst some of the clergy and professing believers. Were he not on leave his attention would have been taken up with the intricacies of Church Parade: the marching-in and marching-out, inspection and dismissal. Having the commanding officer as his father meant that he could never escape the chafing routine of regimental life. He looked around the church at the row upon row of blue tunics: all individuality suppressed beneath the King’s uniform.


Drowsy in the early autumn sun, a bee droned past him. Daniel followed its flight around the congregation. Some women cowered as it approached, others nudged husbands to rescue them from the furry intruder. It landed on the front pew opposite, and a girl with red hair let it rest on her gloved hand. Calmly, half-way through the Creed, she got up from her seat and walked over to a brass jug that was full of flowers. Scarlet dahlias, they were. She set the bee down among them before resuming her seat. It was the girl on the jetty. Daniel willed her to look at him.


The congregation rose. The band took up their instruments and played the introduction to the second hymn: ‘Fair waved the golden corn in Canaan’s pleasant land When full of joy one shining morn went forth the reaper band.’ That incident of the hat, two days ago, had been over almost as soon as it began, but while it lasted they had sparked with mutual attraction. As he continued to gaze at her, she blushed and looked away. All pretence of following the service was gone. He must speak with her. As the vicar climbed into the pulpit and began his weekly castigation, Daniel studied her. It was her colouring that first drew the eye, all that glorious red hair. But there was something else – an independence and lack of pretence. Although tall, she had none of the round-shouldered shrinking that most women affected to minimise their height. She was like a long-stemmed lily. It was the same hat, he was sure of it. But there was a new ribbon with trailing ends that almost reached the collar of her jacket. He wanted to peel back that glove and kiss her hand. Again he stared at her and she stared back, challenging him to look away first. He had never seen such eyes – were they green or turquoise? He wanted to kiss the sprinkling of freckles on her nose – and then his mother prodded him with her parasol. It was time to bow his head for the blessing: the service was at an end.


He cursed the protocol that demanded his father leave first and he and his mother follow afterwards. Outside, the aide-de-camp was waiting beside the carriage to convey his colonel to the dais at the parade ground to take the salute. The band had formed up behind them, and the adjutant was primed to give the sergeant major the signal to march. Freed from company inspection Daniel walked the few yards back home.


‘We must look sharp,’ said Mother, tugging his arm. ‘Arthur Palmer will be here with Maude at twelve-thirty on the dot. Darling, do stop dawdling, Pa wants you to be especially kind to her. Poor child, she lost her mother last year. I think she finds these social occasions something of a trial. For my sake, Daniel, be your most charming.’


Arthur Palmer was the Admiral Superintendent of the dockyard and a great friend of his father. He knew Pa entertained hopes of him paying court to Maude. Sometimes he felt like a prize bull being led into the breeding-pen. As they approached the officers’ gate leading towards their residence, he looked back at the Crinoline Church. Those not involved in the march-past were hurrying towards St George’s Road to watch the band, and the Royal Marines set off towards the seafront. He searched the figures milling about but the tall redhead was not among them.


Fidelis barely heard what Auntie Ruby was saying. Unconscious of what she was doing, she followed her neighbour back to Gibraltar Street.


‘That sergeant in the band weren’t a patch on my Norman for playing. He was all fuzzy. I don’t reckon he can blow his nose let alone a bugle. Of course, that was what drew me and Norman together. He could melt a heart of stone with his bugling. You heard from Harry lately? He was that thrilled at getting engaged. It’ll be the making of him. Young lads need a woman to steady them.’


With a start Fidelis realised that Harry’s letter was still unopened on the mantelpiece. She couldn’t marry him now. Almost without thinking she had drifted into saying yes. They were pals and she had wanted to please his mother. When she had spoken of Harry’s proposal, Auntie Ruby had burst into tears and Uncle Norman had hugged her soundly. There was a whole world of feeling that she had not known about when she had said ‘yes’ to the engagement.


‘I’m that glad, Fee. What a party we’ll have when my boy gets home. Push the boat out good and proper.’


They were the parents she wished were hers. Mr and Mrs Dawes always looked out for one another. They kissed and hugged, laughed and teased. It was Auntie Ruby she had gone to when the curse had come when she was thirteen. Walking home from the barracks school, terrified she was bleeding to death, it was her homely features she looked for.


‘’Tain’t nothing to be worked up about my pet, it’s a stepping-stone to being a woman. Your mother will give you some cotton squares to wear each month.’


‘Every month,’ she had gasped. ‘Can’t it be stopped?’


Auntie Ruby had hugged her, dried her tears, and promised to tell Ma for her. Now something even more momentous had happened, but this time Aunt Ruby was the last person she could confide in.


She wanted to be on her own to relive the moment when Lieutenant Herrick looked into her eyes. He had remembered, she was sure of it. It was like the sudden fizz when a branch catches fire. The air had crackled between them. As he and his mother walked through the gate to their house, he had turned and looked for her. This was what fate had in store for her and she must be dauntless in pursuing her goal. There were always obstacles in the path of true heroines, and looking at the colonel’s son, Fidelis recognised the scale of her challenge.


Daniel held out the chair for Maude Palmer then seated himself beside her. Poor girl, she was paralysed with shyness. A nervous flush stained her neck, and his attempts at conversation seemed to intensify her discomfort. At one end of the table sat Father and at the other Admiral Palmer. Both of them, used to commanding attention, were not natural listeners. They boomed away at one another like cannons across a battlefield.


‘What d’you think of this Selborne Scheme, Jasper? Common entrance and training for Royal Marines and our naval cadets?’


‘Capital, old man, badly needed, that Jacky Fisher of yours is a fellow to watch. He’s going to put scientific gunnery on a proper footing at last. It’ll give Royal Marine officers a better understanding of seamanship, when they’re on board, and our fellows more respect for your gunners.’


‘Dining with me, next week. Care to join us? Percy from the Terrible is coming too.’


There was a pause as the steward served the admiral his soup from the silver tureen. Daniel’s mother set down her spoon and smiled at their female guest. ‘I believe your home is in Kent, Maude?’


‘Yes.’ The girl stared at the tablecloth. ‘We have a farm near Cranbrook, and orchards.’


‘You must miss the countryside,’ Daniel said, endeavouring not to look at her.


‘I miss the trees and the fields and my dog, Russet.’


‘Could you not have brought him with you?’


‘He’s a farm dog,’ she said, crumbling the bread roll on her plate. ‘The dockyard would be far too noisy and strange for him.’


And for you, thought Daniel, feeling sorry for the motherless girl thrust into a world of men and ships.


As if reading his thoughts, she said, ‘I miss my friends and my painting. Father is frightfully busy.’


Mother smiled at her. ‘Maude, you must come to one of my teas with the wives, here. They are such a merry lot of young women.’


Daniel passed her the bread sauce after the steward had helped her to roast beef and vegetables. ‘What sort of painting do you do?’ he asked, without much interest.


She looked at him for the first time. ‘I’m recording all the fruit and flowers that are native to Kent. It will take me ages.’


He smiled at her, having no idea what to say to keep the conversation going. The meal staggered towards dessert. Father and the admiral continued to boom away at one another. And then he was put in the spotlight.


‘So, Daniel,’ asked Palmer, ‘what d’you think of your Captain Percy? Splendid fellow, what?’


‘Indeed Sir, I was not part of his crew, just a supernumerary given a lift home from Hong Kong.’


‘What’s your next posting?’


‘I don’t know, Sir. I have three weeks leave and then, perhaps, further gunnery instruction at HMS Excellent.’


‘Hrrmph! We are going down to Kent next month to the farm. You must look us up. The shooting’s first-class.’


‘If I’m free to do so, Sir,’ Daniel replied, praying that a posting would rescue him from spending time with the red-faced old buffer. He had no interest in Maude but felt sympathy for her, closeted with her father in that huge house in the dockyard. But experience had taught him not to offer his company to women he felt sorry for. They so easily mistook his intentions.


‘Arthur, I have requested that cook make you a treacle pudding, I know it is your favourite.’


‘Alicia.’ Palmer clasped her hand in his meaty paw. ‘You indulge me. I have not had such a treat since last we dined together.’ He smiled. ‘And custard, I trust?’


Daniel felt a wave of affection for her. Dear Mother, she always kept a record of her guests’ partialities. She was effortlessly kind to everyone.


The dessert was cleared away and the Stilton and port were brought in. Maude was taken into the sitting-room with Ma, while he was left to endure the dialogue of the deaf between his father and Arthur Palmer.


‘Daniel,’ said Pa, ‘get your journal and show our guest your account of the defence of the legations at Peking. A joint operation with the American Marines, you know, Arthur. Makes interesting reading.’


Daniel got to his feet knowing any argument would be useless. He went to his desk by his bedroom window and took his journal from the drawer. Some whim made him look out across the beach. There was a black dog bounding across the shingle with a girl behind him. He reached for his binoculars. Focusing on the girl as she fastened a lead to the dog’s collar he realised it was the redhead from church. Cursing his father and Admiral Palmer roundly, Daniel picked up his journal and slammed the door.


West Indies


Sunday August 31st


My Dearest Girl,


I think Sundays are when I am most homesick for you and Ma and Pa and all my friends at Eastney. If I close my eyes I can almost see you all sitting down to dinner. Funny things you miss, really, Ma’s runner beans and her apple dumplings. I can picture her stood talking to me as she ran the iron over my shirt, then disappearing behind a cloud of steam. She always believed the best of me and I always wanted to make her proud.


What larks we had, didn’t we Fee? Scrumping apples and fishing across from Hayling. Then there were the fierce draughts matches and card games with your Pa. We have always been the best of pals and I hope we shall become even closer when we are married.


Life here is a never-ending routine of: gunnery, band practice, bugling and cleaning. I am sick of the sun and long for an English winter, chilblains and all. It’s strange that I left England thinking of you as my pal and now you are my sweetheart, yet we have hardly kissed. We have a lot of catching up to do.


I am counting the days until July next year. Won’t that be a time for celebration?


Please, please, write soon. I am starved for a letter.


Ever your loving Fiance,


Harry.


Fidelis put the letter back in its envelope and slipped it in her hankie drawer beside the box containing the engagement ring. She didn’t know how to reply. One look had changed everything. It had shown her that what she felt for Harry was not love but sisterly affection. If she were his sister she could write and tell him about the moment when she looked at Lieutenant Herrick and forgot to breathe. He would understand her alarm at finding out that his father was the colonel commanding the barracks. But even if he were still only her brother, Harry would not have understood that she wanted this man regardless of the consequences. That she was willing to overturn her life on the basis of two charged glances and one dazzling smile. Staring at the lieutenant across the church that morning, she knew he wanted her. It was just a matter of time before they met. Nothing had been said yet, but already they were conspirators. His eyes had spoken to the wildness that was in her for all of Ma’s careful training. If Pa had not been so adamant that she be brought up in the Church of England in spite of her parents being Catholics, she would have had to go to confession once a week. Those charged glances this morning and her fevered thoughts would have had to be whispered into a priest’s ear. If she had been a Catholic she would have been down the road to St Swithun’s and not seen Lieutenant Herrick at all.
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