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1952: Ellen Kingsley travels to Gildersleve Hall in Cambridgeshire to work for renowned scientist Marcus Pharoah. But her pride in her new career falters as she finds herself caught up in the rivalries, desires and ambitions of her colleagues. When a tragedy occurs, the course of Ellen’s life is changed for ever.


In London, Ellen encounters an old friend, India Mayhew. But the events at Gildersleve continue to cast a shadow and India’s involvement with Pharoah ignites a trail of destruction. After Ellen falls in love with dashing Scotsman Alec Hunter, both women must confront the revelations and passions of the past before their path to future happiness becomes clear.
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Part One


Gildersleve


1952




Chapter One


It was the first cold morning of September.


A narrow lane angled sharply away from the main road, heading through a hazel wood. The chill autumn air was redolent of beginnings, of new academic years, something to get your teeth into after the torpor of late summer. A few leaves cast themselves adrift from the branches, scattering the verges with splashes of gold and crimson.


So you’re going to be one of Pharoah’s men. The remark, made to her by an academic acquaintance shortly after her interview six weeks ago, came back to Ellen Kingsley as she cycled up the incline. In her memory, the words were tinged with amusement and perhaps condescension. She had replied, ‘I’m going to work at Gildersleve Hall, if that’s what you mean,’ and had felt a thrill of pleasure in saying so.


At the top of the rise she braked and looked out over the shallow valley. The hedgerow and trees had fallen away and the fields were shaken out before her like a gold and brown quilt over the gently rolling landscape. A small grey tractor was ploughing up stubble. A flock of white birds wheeled in the blue sky before alighting on twists of earth.


Beyond the fields lay Gildersleve Hall, solid and uncompromising against this modest countryside. Half a dozen white poplars, their leafy heads shimmering silver in the breeze, stood beside the hall, and a line of cypress trees curved towards the road. A tower, wreathed in ivy, protruded from one side of the building. The heavy eaves over the two prominent bay windows gave the house the appearance of frowning, and the red-brick walls and slate roofs seemed to absorb the autumn sunshine. The house looked secretive, almost menacing, and if Ellen had believed in ghosts, she might have imagined it to be haunted.


But there was always an explanation for everything, and she knew that the heavy Victorian Gothic architecture lent itself to associations of mystery and the supernatural, and that the windows appeared blank because the scientists working in the laboratories would have put down the blinds to shut out the glare of the sun. And the flicker of apprehension she felt was caused by her excitement at this, her first day in a new job.


This was the opportunity she had worked for and longed for. This was the start of her future.


The lab in which she would grow her crystals was on the topmost floor of Gildersleve Hall.


On her arrival, a secretary had let her in, and a man of around Ellen’s own age, pausing in the act of dashing upstairs, had looked back over his shoulder and said, ‘You must be the new research assistant.’ Introducing himself as Martin Finch, he offered to show her up to her lab. Climbing up flights of stairs, Ellen glimpsed offices and laboratories. A tall, dark-haired man hurried past them, acknowledging their presence with a nod and a word of greeting.


Martin had a plain, rather rubbery face, with a long, bulbous nose, full mouth and thick, black eyebrows. His tweed jacket was open over a jersey, shirt and tie. He wore his short brown hair parted to one side, and a spatulate fingertip jabbed at the bridge of his tortoiseshell glasses, which kept slipping down his nose.


He opened a door for her. ‘These rooms are always freezing in winter,’ he said. ‘But you’ll have your burning passion for science to keep you warm.’


That, and several jerseys, Ellen thought. A cold draught whistled through the small room. Two of the walls were lined with benches, on which stood microscopes, bunsen burners and retort stands. Two desks, the surface of one bare except for a lamp and inkwell, the other heaped with papers, pens, log books and slide rule, had been placed back to back in the centre of the room. A black metal filing cabinet squeezed into a corner, and books and box files were stacked on shelves. There was a calendar, the months written in French, pinned to a wall.


Ellen said, ‘My last lab wasn’t exactly luxurious, Dr Finch. Four of us in a space the size of a broom cupboard and a bomb crater outside the door.’


‘You must call me Martin, Miss Kingsley. And I’m not Dr Finch, I’m a mere mister. Shall I tell you about the others?’


‘Please.’


‘There are two groups of scientists who work at Gildersleve Hall. Alpha and beta, I call them.’


‘Who’s alpha?’


‘We are, of course. There’s fewer of us, but we’re cleverer. We’re the protein group. The phage group – the betas – are in the other side of the house. There’s about twenty of us scientists, as well as various other bods – technicians and secretaries, that sort of thing. You’ll be sharing this lab with Mam’zelle.’


‘Mam’zelle?’


‘Andrée Fournier. We call her Mam’zelle. Quiet type. French. She has a cubbyhole where she brews her coffee. No men allowed in there on pain of death. She’s been here about a year. She arrived a few weeks after me, does something clever with myoglobin molecules. Some of the older men have been here much longer. Who interviewed you?’


‘Dr Kaminski.’


‘He’s been at Gildersleve for donkey’s years. He joined in the war when the hall was doing all the top-secret stuff. He’s a Pole, clever bloke, was in the RAF then got shot up rather and ended up here.’


At her interview, Ellen had seen that one side of Dr Kaminski’s face was a mass of scar tissue, the legacy, she assumed, of his wartime career. It had been hard to look at him without flinching and without pity.


Martin went on, ‘Kaminski’s Pharoah’s deputy, fills in for him when he’s away on one of his jaunts. Pharoah’s at a conference in America just now, so Kaminski’s top dog. Padfield and Farmborough are old-timers as well, ex-army types. Padfield’s a first-rate batsman, captains the cricket team. We have a few matches against some of the Cambridge labs in the summer, it’s jolly good fun. But I don’t suppose you’re interested in cricket, Ellen.’


She smiled. ‘My brother’s very keen, so I’ve learned to take an interest.’


‘Padfield and Farmborough are chemists, crystallographers. You’ll be making your crystals for them, as well as for Jan Kaminski. Toby Dorner works on this floor too. He’s a biochemist, Jewish, came over here from Austria in the thirties, when he was just a kid.’


‘And the man who passed us as we came upstairs? The tall, dark man?’


‘Jock, you mean? His name’s Alec Hunter, but we all call him Jock.’


‘Scottish, then?’


‘Very well deduced.’


She could not tell whether he was being sarcastic or not.


‘I think you’ll find our group’s a friendly bunch,’ added Martin. ‘Apart from Dr Redmond, of course. He was here in the war too. Farmborough once told me he was senior to Pharoah back then. He’s an odd chap.’


‘Why do you say that?’


He went to the window. ‘That’s his cottage.’


Ellen looked out. The window looked down to the area of land behind Gildersleve Hall. There were several outhouses, including the shed in which she had put her bike. Beyond were the tall poplars she had glimpsed earlier from the road; behind them, ploughed fields and hedgerows. Following Martin’s pointing finger to the skyline, Ellen caught sight of a cottage, standing beside woodland.


‘It’s in the middle of nowhere,’ he said. ‘But that’s how Redmond likes it, the miserable blighter. His lab’s in the tower. Gets in a huff if you go in there.’


‘Perhaps he dislikes being interrupted.’


‘Perhaps he doesn’t care for company. I don’t think he has a friend in the world.’


‘Is he married?’


Finch guffawed. ‘Good Lord, no. Padfield and Farmborough have wives and families. The rest of our group are footloose and fancy free.’ He had taken off his glasses and was polishing them with his tie. Uncovered, Ellen noticed a sharpness in his eyes.


‘Do you come from round here?’ he asked.


‘I’m from all over the place. My father’s in the army. I went to Bristol University.’


‘Hah, red-brick like me, then. Where are you lodging?’


‘In Copfield. It seemed most convenient, only three miles on the bike.’


‘There’s a pretty decent pub in Copfield, the Green Man.’ Martin put his glasses back on and blinked. ‘Some of us sometimes have a drink there after work. You should join us – as I said, we’re a friendly bunch.’


The door opened and Martin Finch broke off. A small, slender woman, her glossy dark hair neatly pinned up at the back of her head and her clothing hidden under a white lab coat, came into the room. She was carrying a coffee cup, covered by a saucer. Putting it down on the bench, she said, ‘Hello, Martin.’ And to Ellen, ‘You must be Miss Kingsley. I’m Andrée Fournier.’


The two women shook hands. Then Miss Fournier said, ‘Thank you, Martin. I can show Miss Kingsley where everything is,’ and Martin left the lab.


Andrée Fournier was strikingly pretty. Her face was heart-shaped and her complexion was flawless and golden. She had emphasized her dark-brown eyes with a light application of liner and mascara and she wore a neat navy-blue skirt and jersey.


‘Would you like a coffee, Miss Kingsley?’ she asked. ‘There’s some in the pot.’


‘Please.’


‘Come with me. I’ll show you where you may put your coat.’


Across the landing, Miss Fournier opened a door. This room was very small, little wider than a corridor. A small, high, narrow window framed an oblong of sky and there was an unshaded electric light bulb, a sink and a kettle. Above the sink was a mirror; to its side were coat pegs, on one of which hung a red woollen scarf and a grey coat.


Ellen hung her coat on the second hook and breathed in the aroma of coffee. ‘What a gorgeous smell.’


‘The coffee the others drink is vile. My mother sends me the beans from France.’ There was a coffee pot beside the kettle; Andrée poured out a cup.


Ellen said, ‘Martin seems very friendly.’


‘Ah, yes. Though these men, and their silly names for people . . . Martin can be such a child. Help yourself to sugar.’


‘I suppose nicknames can be rather tiresome.’


‘You will be “Ginger”, Miss Kingsley. It’s inevitable.’ Miss Fournier’s voice was dry.


Ellen smiled. ‘I was “Ginger” all the way through school and college, so I’m used to it. “Carrot-top” was worse.’


‘You have beautiful hair. I used to long to have auburn hair like yours when I was a little girl.’


The coffee was delicious, rich and stimulating. Ellen asked, ‘What do you do for lunch? I wasn’t sure so I brought sandwiches.’


‘Dr Padfield and Dr Farmborough often go home for lunch, but most of us have sandwiches in the common room. There’s a fire there, so it’s warm in winter, but sometimes I prefer to come up here. The common room can be so noisy. Miriam cooks for Dr Pharoah and Dr Kaminski. When the men eat in the dining room, she cooks for them too.’


‘Only the men?’


‘Women aren’t allowed in the dining room. It’s a tradition. The others eat there when we have a visitor.’


There was a tonelessness in Miss Fournier’s conversation, which Ellen put down to the difficulty of speaking in a foreign language. She said, ‘Which part of France do you come from?’


A flicker of animation on Andrée Fournier’s perfect features. ‘Paris. Do you know it?’


‘A little. I spent a week there last year. The university arranged it. It was wonderful – such a beautiful city. You must miss it.’


‘Yes, I do.’ Miss Fournier glanced at her watch. ‘It’s a quarter to nine. We should get to work.’


At one o’clock, Ellen and Andrée went downstairs to the common room. It was furnished with an electric fire, armchairs and occasional tables, as well as some hard chairs and stools. A large bay window looked out on to the gravel courtyard at the front of the house. There was an air of mild disorder: on the tabletops, apple cores and biscuit wrappings were mixed in with pens, ashtrays, newspapers and periodicals. A record player was playing a Rosemary Clooney song and the room smelled of pipe smoke and instant coffee.


Andrée sat down on a stool and began to unwrap her sandwiches. Ellen sat beside her.


‘Well, well, the new recruit to our merry band!’ A big, red-faced man put down his newspaper and crossed the room, offering his hand to Ellen. ‘Farmborough, Bill Farmborough. Welcome to Gildersleve Hall, Miss Kingsley.’


‘Thank you.’ She shook his hand.


‘I’ll do the honours, shall I? That oaf in the corner is Denis Padfield.’ There was a wave and a grunt from a balding man in a herringbone tweed jacket. ‘You’ve met Finch, haven’t you? And this is Toby Dorner. Put down that foul brew you’ve made, Bat, and say hello to the nice lady.’


Toby Dorner was young, short and slight, with close-cropped, curly brown hair and protruding ears, which gave him an impish look. Standing up, he took Ellen’s hand. ‘It’s a pleasure to meet you, Miss Kingsley,’ he said. ‘I’m delighted that you’re joining us.’ His voice was gently accented.


Someone stuck his head round the common-room door. Ellen recognized him as the dark-haired man she had encountered on the stairs earlier that day, Alec Hunter.


Bill Farmborough said, ‘Come and meet Miss Kingsley, Jock.’


Hunter introduced himself to Ellen, shaking her hand. He had a distracted air, as if his attention was elsewhere. He made a quick gesture with the papers he was holding, saying, ‘Kaminsky wanted these in a hurry. Any idea where he is?’


‘Last time I saw him he was heading for the tower.’


‘Thanks. Excuse me, Miss Kingsley.’ Dr Hunter left the room.


In Alec Hunter’s absence, the memory of his appearance – clear brow, almond-shaped dark blue eyes, a firm, well-shaped mouth, aquiline nose and tousled dark hair – lingered, like the after-image of a bright light.


A discussion about her lodgings followed; Ellen was fortunate in finding a room with Mrs Bryant, someone said, and horror stories were told about other digs in the area.


‘Bat’s frightfully energetic,’ drawled Martin. ‘Cycles come rain or shine. Me, I’m a lazy blighter and I drive a car.’


‘It’s not a car, Miss Kingsley,’ said Denis Padfield. ‘It’s a rust heap. When it rains, pieces fall off it.’


Martin crumpled a sheet of newspaper into a ball and hurled it at Padfield. Andrée rose to her feet and left the room.


Padfield sighed. ‘See now, Finch, you’ve gone and put Mam’zelle into a huff. Now she’ll be ratty with us all.’


Ellen said, ‘Why do they call you Bat, Dr Dorner?’


‘Looks like a bat, don’t you think? Skinny . . . big ears . . .’


‘It’s because he can find his way in the dark,’ explained Martin. ‘Whenever there’s a blackout, Bat flits happily about while the rest of us are falling over our feet.’


‘Are there often blackouts?’


‘Now and then. This house has its own electricity generator.’


An electric kettle stood on a table near the window; the shelves above it held mugs and tea and coffee. Ellen asked whether anyone wanted a drink; Denis Padfield asked for a cup of tea. She took down two mugs from the shelf.


Bill Farmborough drawled, ‘Not the striped one, it’s Redmond’s. Gets into a frightful bate if anyone else uses his mug.’


Ellen put back the striped mug and took down a plain one instead. They were all pleasant and friendly, she thought, though she understood why they irritated Andrée Fournier. She herself was used to schoolboyish banter: her brother, Joe, was four years younger than she was.


An older man came into the room. He was of average build but stooped, so that his gaze directed downwards. His ill-cut grey hair had thinned on top and he was wearing National Health spectacles. His clothing looked worn and not at all clean. Over an off-white shirt he wore a baggy brown corduroy jacket with leather elbow patches that were cracked and fraying.


Toby Dorner said, ‘Hello, Redmond,’ but the older man did not respond. He crossed the room to the table with the tea things, took down the striped mug and spooned in tea. When the kettle boiled, he poured water on to the leaves and gave the mug a vigorous stir.


‘Good morning, Dr Redmond,’ said Ellen, and introduced herself.


He was standing only a couple of feet away from her but he did not respond, did not even look at her. She might have been invisible. She might not have existed.


Once he had made his tea, Dr Redmond left the room, mug in hand. Dr Padfield called after him, ‘And nice to talk to you too, Redmond!’ and there was a murmur of laughter.


Then Bill Farmborough said, ‘Pharoah, I didn’t think we’d see you till the end of the week,’ and immediately everyone fell silent, as if a switch had been flicked.


It was Ellen’s first glimpse of the director of Gildersleve Hall, Marcus Pharoah. His tall, broad-shouldered form was flattered by a beautifully cut charcoal-grey suit. The collar of his white shirt was crisp and the silk of his tie was elegantly striped in muted shades of maroon and gold. Pharoah’s features were regular and handsome, a few silver strands showing through his black hair. He held himself easily, the stance of a man used to commanding the attention of a room.


‘Good morning, gentlemen. And good morning, ladies.’ His dark brown eyes came to rest on Ellen. ‘You must be Miss Kingsley.’


Dr Pharoah welcomed Ellen to Gildersleve, apologizing for having been too busy to greet her earlier. ‘Have my troops been looking after you, Miss Kingsley?’


‘Yes, thank you, very well.’


‘I’m pleased to hear it. Let me tell you what I wanted to make of the hall. I wanted to create a laboratory in which I could mix all the disciplines together. Biochemists, molecular biologists, physicists, chemists, crystallographers . . . perhaps even a mathematician or two. I wanted to make an environment where new ideas might meld together and find a receptive audience. Other institutions – King’s and the Cavendish, for instance – strive for the same, but I like to think we’ve managed it rather better. Some of our visitors tell me they find the atmosphere at Gildersleve Hall rather frantic, but I like that. I doubt if great ideas come out of monastic silences. I believe they’re more likely to develop from a mixing pot, even if the bubbling and brewing makes a bit of a racket.’


There was a silence. Ellen wondered whether anyone else in the room was having to fight the desire to applaud.


Bill Farmborough spoke. ‘How was America, Pharoah?’


‘Useful, very useful. But we must be on our mettle, gentlemen – the race is to the swift.’ Dr Pharoah smiled. ‘And if no one offers me a cup of tea soon, I shall desiccate.’


‘We wouldn’t want that. Our lord and master reduced to a heap of powder.’ Farmborough put on the kettle.


A discussion followed about the lines of research being undertaken at the hall. Opinions were batted back and forth, suppositions confronted and taken apart with surgical precision. Then Marcus Pharoah made his apologies and left the room.


Ellen ate her lunch. Bill Farmborough went back to his newspaper, a chess game started up, and Rosemary Clooney sang, her voice like honey, ‘If you loved me half as much as I loved you.’


She was a Daddy’s girl, she supposed. Her father, who was a Royal Engineer, had always delighted in her faculty for maths and science. He had shown her how to take apart a motorcycle engine and put it together again and they had stood together in the frosty darkness of Salisbury Plain, watching a meteorite shower. Though winning a prize at school had been important to her, winning her father’s approval had mattered far more.


Her childhood had been one of new houses, new schools, different places and different people as the family had moved between army camps. She had acquired the ability to remember people’s names and to fit in anywhere. At the age of twelve she had been sent to boarding school in Buckinghamshire. She had enjoyed school, which had provided her with an anchor, especially during wartime. A teacher had encouraged her talent for science; after leaving school she had taken a degree in chemistry at Bristol University, followed by a year’s research. She had known by then that she was no theoretician, that her gifts were technical, for experimentation, where her methodical, careful intelligence, her powers of observation and her determination to discover the truth and to prove it as far as possible beyond doubt were assets.


Her final-year project at Bristol had been on crystallography. The growing of crystals was something she had found she had a knack for, which was why she had been offered the job of research assistant at Gildersleve Hall. This was how she would spend her days: investigating those tiny, beautiful, slivers of perfection.


A short, burly man in a camouflage jacket, a brindled bull terrier at his heels, was coming away from the outhouses when, at the end of the afternoon, Ellen went to collect her bicycle. She said good evening and he gave her a sharp look and then a curt nod.


She took her bicycle out of the shed and wheeled it to the gravelled forecourt in front of the hall. Martin was loading cardboard boxes into a small Austin parked there.


‘You look rather heavily laden,’ she said.


Martin looked up. He was red-faced and a line of sweat darkened the hair on his forehead. ‘They weigh a ton. Have you survived your first day?’


She laughed. ‘Just about.’


‘I hated it at first. I felt like a new boy at school. I wanted to turn tail and run.’ He glanced at the boxes. ‘I’d offer you a lift but I have to take these to Mrs Pharoah. She’s some charity do on.’


The lid of one of the boxes flapped open, revealing a stack of plates. Ellen said, ‘It’s all right, thanks, I’ve got the bike.’


Martin lifted a box on to the front seat of the car. ‘I thought I might call in to the jolly old Green Man tonight. Some of the others said they’d come. If you don’t mind my prattle, you could always join us.’


‘Thank you,’ she murmured, then she said goodbye and cycled away.


Her lodgings were in a bungalow on a road that struck out from Copfield towards Cambridge. Her landlady, Mrs Bryant, was a war widow in her early thirties. Mrs Bryant had one child, a twelve-year-old daughter, Gillian. The three of them ate supper together and afterwards Ellen retired to her room, where she wrote a letter to her parents and another to her boyfriend, Daniel Risborough.


Daniel lived in London, where he shared a flat in Marble Arch with his elder brother Clarence. He was a linguist and worked for the Diplomatic Service. They had met ten months ago, on a train – or, rather, they had met just after they had left the train, because Daniel had forgotten his umbrella and Ellen had run after him with it. He had offered to buy her a drink. ‘I was trying to think how to ask you out,’ he said to her, ‘but I couldn’t work out how to do it, but now I can, to thank you for returning my umbrella.’ Since then, they had met up when the opportunity arose. She went with Daniel to concerts and art galleries, and sometimes they kissed, and now and then tentative suggestions of engagement and marriage were voiced and then put aside.


In her letter, Ellen described her first day at Gildersleve Hall, emphasizing the parts that she thought might interest Daniel: the architecture of the hall and the laboratory’s connections with Cambridge (Daniel was a Trinity man). She finished by reminding him of their arrangement to meet for lunch in October (the forgetfulness with the umbrella had not been an isolated incident). Then she left the bungalow to post her letters.


The light was fading as she walked down the road and crossed the village green to a Norman church with its square central tower. The dying sun gilded the flints and stones of the ancient walls. The postbox was at the end of a winding lane overhung by hawthorns, the box itself almost lost beneath the foliage. Beyond the end of the lane was a disused RAF aerodrome, to one side of which was a new council estate, built to house the families who had come from the bombed cities to live in the Nissen huts after end of the war.


Ellen continued her circuit of the village, eventually striking back towards its heart. The Green Man pub, which stood beside the village green, had a grey and mossy thatched roof. Remembering Martin’s invitation, she went inside.


Two couples sat in the private bar, sipping their drinks in genteel silence. Noise issued from the public bar, swelling as Ellen opened the door. The room was crowded. Men turned to stare at her, their gazes running from her head to her toes. A quick scan told her that, apart from the barmaid, she was the only woman in the room.


Martin was sitting at a corner table. She waved to him.


‘Ellen!’ He rose to his feet. ‘You don’t mind sitting here, do you? The saloon bar’s as dead as a mortuary. Let me get you a drink. What would you like?’


‘A half of bitter, please.’


She sat down at the table. When Martin came back with the drinks she asked after the others.


‘Looks like they couldn’t make it. Cheers.’ He chinked his glass against hers. ‘I didn’t think you were going to come. I saw you earlier, walking across the green.’


‘I had letters to post, and,’ she lowered her voice, ‘my room is perfectly comfortable but there are about half a dozen different patterns in it. Curtains, eiderdown, carpet, rug . . . it’s a little oppressive.’ She smiled. ‘My boyfriend would find it unbearable. He would have moved out by now – either that or had a nervous breakdown.’


‘Boyfriend?’ said Martin.


‘Daniel lives in London.’


‘Ah.’


‘When I was leaving the hall this afternoon, I saw a man at the outhouses. Tough-looking . . . wearing an army jacket. He wasn’t particularly friendly.’


‘That would have been Gosse.’ Martin grimaced. ‘Pharoah’s familiar.’


‘Why do you call him that?’


‘Gosse has been the janitor at Gildersleve Hall since it was first set up.’ Martin cast a glance round the room. ‘Just checking. He drinks here sometimes. Pharoah met him during the war. Rumour is, Roy Gosse was just out of military prison and Pharoah got him transferred here. Gosse’s obnoxious to the rest of us but would do anything for Pharoah. He’s useful, I’ll give him that. Keeps the old place running, fixes the boiler and defrosts the pipes in the middle of winter, that sort of thing.’


‘You sound as though you dislike him.’


Martin shrugged. ‘I don’t care about him one way or the other. I wouldn’t cross him, that’s for sure. He has a nasty temper. Keep-fit fanatic, used to be a boxer, apparently.’ He offered Ellen a cigarette; she thanked him but declined.


He said, ‘What did you think of us all, then?’


‘Everyone was very kind and helpful.’


‘Everyone? Come off it, Kingsley.’ Martin flicked a lighter. ‘Redmond? Helpful?’


‘Perhaps not him. Actually, I felt sorry for him.’


‘Why? He’s an unfriendly devil.’


‘He looked . . . uncared-for. And perhaps he’s shy, rather than unfriendly.’


‘Why on earth should he feel shy? He just can’t be bothered, and that’s the truth of it. Thinks the rest of us are beneath him.’


She did not argue the point further. Martin said, ‘And Mam’zelle? Do you think you’re going to like sharing a lab with her?’


‘Yes, I would have thought so.’


‘She’s got a sharp tongue, you know. Mind you, Hunter tends to get the worst of it these days.’


‘Does Andrée dislike him?’


‘She used to adore him.’ Martin rolled his eyes. ‘Madly, passionately, you know, and then it all fell apart. Now, when they’re in the same room together you can cut the atmosphere with a knife.’


‘That’s the trouble with workplace romances. If it all ends badly you still have to see each other every day.’


‘I get on with Jock, on the whole, but he’s lord of the manor or some such back home, and he can be a moody devil. And Mam’zelle blows hot and cold. I expect they bickered like cat and dog.’


At their meeting in the common room that morning Dr Hunter’s dark blue eyes had rested on her for a moment without a flicker of a smile and had then slid aside. Ellen knew that her attraction to him was not real, that it was some transference of the hope and excitement she had invested in her new job. He was a handsome man, undeniably, but once you got to know someone, as a colleague or a friend, handsomeness was as easily forgotten as ugliness.


Martin said, ‘What did you think of Pharoah’s speech this morning? You know,’ he put on a pompous voice, ‘creating a laboratory in which all the disciplines are mixed together . . . great ideas . . .’


‘I thought it was inspiring.’


‘I suppose it is if you haven’t heard it before.’ Martin fidgeted with a beer mat. ‘He adds a new bit now and then, for neophytes like you.’


‘Has Dr Pharoah a family?’


‘A wife, Alison, and a daughter, Rowena. They live in Barton. Alison’s rather a bitch. I suppose I shouldn’t say that, but it’s true. Her family’s very rich and she looks down on lesser folk. I think that to begin with, just after the war, the Pharoahs lived in the hall itself. Probably wasn’t grand enough for Alison, so they bought the house in Barton.’ Martin grinned. ‘My landlady tells me there are ghosts at Gildersleve Hall.’


‘Ghosts?’


‘A child, a little boy, died in the house, fell downstairs or something. You’re supposed to be able to hear his footsteps at night, running up and down the corridors. Creepy.’ Martin made spooky movements with his hands. ‘Bat has this idea that you can explain the sighting of ghosts using quantum theory.’


Ellen laughed. ‘A fanciful imagination seems more likely.’


‘Or a drink too many.’ Martin glanced at her empty glass. ‘Can I get you another?’


She shook her head. ‘Thanks, Martin, but I won’t. I should get back to my digs. I’m rather tired – it’s been a long day.’


‘I’ll give you a lift.’


‘There’s no need. It’s no distance.’


‘Save you the walk.’ He stood up, shrugging on his jacket.


On alternate Monday afternoons, a seminar was given by a staff member of Dr Pharoah’s choosing to the entire group. ‘So who’s to be skewered over the hot coals today?’ murmured Martin, sliding into the seat beside Ellen. She tried to imagine what it must feel like, to know that Dr Pharoah had chosen you to present your work to the group. She listened attentively to the discussions and noted her colleagues’ differing contributions. Bill Farmborough deferred to Pharoah while Denis Padfield found fault with everything. Toby was pithy and incisive, but Martin’s interjections, in which his words often fell over each other in his rush to make his point, were sometimes brilliant but at other times misplaced. As for Alec Hunter, Ellen noticed that for much of the time he was silent. Now and then, with an air of scowling impatience, he would lean forward and make some remark, sometimes cutting, but sometimes, she was forced to admit, shrewd. She found herself disliking him for his air of holding himself apart from other people; she wondered whether he considered his opinions too precious to be shared. And yet the attraction she had felt for him had not completely gone away but would sometimes catch her by surprise, powerful and disturbing.


Now and then, flicking through The Times or Nature, she saw Dr Pharoah’s name. Funny, that, to know someone who existed in another, more celebrated world. It was almost as if a little of the magic might rub off on her. One evening, Ellen and Mrs Bryant sat in Mrs Bryant’s living room, listening to Dr Pharoah give a talk on the Third Programme. Ellen was sewing on buttons and Mrs Bryant was knitting. The tip-tap of needles and the rasp of thread through the cloth, and Dr Pharoah’s good-for-radio voice, murmuring of genes and proteins: like coming across a Monet in a public library, too important and cultured for the small room, with its lemon-washed anaglypta wallpaper, plump, beribboned cushions and china cats.


Marcus Pharoah was clever and amusing and commanding. But there was something else, some extra dash of an ingredient Ellen could not find the words for, some rare element or catalyst that by its presence transformed. When Dr Pharoah joined them in the common room, the air seemed charged with electricity and their discussions were whipped into life. After he had gone, they were, according to their natures, exhausted or exhilarated or fractious, each of them, Ellen suspected, rerunning the conversation in their heads, trying to judge whether they had acquitted themselves well.


‘The gods have come down from Olympus,’ Martin muttered to her, one Monday afternoon when Marcus Pharoah and a colleague from the Cavendish joined the regular seminar. An obvious metaphor, but Ellen could see what he meant.


She was preparing a batch of crystals for Jan Kaminski, when, from a distance, she heard raised voices. At first she disregarded them, returning her mind to the quiet, empty place that allowed her to work best. But they rose in volume, and eventually she went out to the landing. The voices were coming from the tower. One belonged to Marcus Pharoah; she assumed that the other was Dr Redmond’s. She could not make out any words, only the unpleasant angular rise and fall of the argument.


She was poised like an eavesdropper: she went back into the lab and shut the door. She heard one of the men leave the tower, his footsteps fast and clipped. Dr Pharoah, she thought – Dr Redmond shuffled as he walked, scuffing his feet. She focused her attention on making a tiny wire cage, twisting the wire so that it was exactly the right size to contain the crystal she would place inside it. A door slammed. More footsteps, then a loud clang, as if someone had stumbled against something.


After a while, checking her watch, Ellen saw that it was lunchtime and left the lab. In the corridor, her eye was caught by a scattering of sand from the fire bucket. Something was inside the bucket; she took it out. It was an Osmiroid fountain pen, tortoiseshell with a gilt cap. Her thumb grazed against a roughness on the barrel and she read the name engraved there: B. D. J. Redmond. Dr Redmond must have tripped over the fire bucket and dropped his pen.


She felt reluctant to enter the tower, knowing that she was crossing a boundary. It was quieter there than in the rest of the building, colder too, because three of the walls were exposed to the elements. On the open landing were bookshelves, bowed beneath the weight of dusty, browning periodicals.


‘Dr Redmond?’ she called out, but there was no reply. Even if Dr Redmond had gone back to his lab, would he answer her? During the four weeks she had been working at Gildersleve Hall, he had not spoken to her once.


She went upstairs. On the upper landing, she tapped on a door, then went inside the lab. Cluttered, you might have said, except the word in no way did justice to the accumulation of books, journals and scientific equipment there. The only light was from a tall, narrow window which looked out to the garden and copse. Through it, Ellen saw Dr Redmond standing beneath the trees, looking up with a pair of binoculars into the branches.


She returned downstairs, took her coat from the box room and went outside. The air was cool and fresh, gusts of wind shaking the bare branches of the poplars.


She called out, ‘Hello, Dr Redmond!’ and he turned to her.


‘I brought you this.’ She held out the pen. ‘You dropped it in the fire bucket.’


His hand went to his jacket pocket, patting it flat. He took the pen from her.


She said, ‘Have you seen anything interesting?’


‘A mistle thrush.’ He looked up at the sky, blinking. His eyes were large and pale blue, fringed with light-coloured lashes. ‘There’s always been a mistle thrush in this copse,’ he said. ‘Even when they cut the trees down, the mistle thrush stayed.’


‘Which trees?’


‘Down there.’ He gestured towards the field that butted up to the perimeter of the copse. ‘Before the war, these woods were twice the size. Sheer vandalism – a waste of effort as well as the pointless destruction of an ancient woodland. The ground’s always been boggy. No crops have ever grown there.’


‘Still, it’s pretty.’


‘It doesn’t compare to Peddar’s Wood for birds. I go there every day. I always see something.’


‘How marvellous,’ she said, but some movement in the upper branches had caught his attention and he had lost interest in the conversation. Turning away from her, he raised the binoculars again.


Then a brindled bull terrier rushed through the undergrowth towards them. There was a beating of wings and Dr Redmond flinched and took a step back.


‘Gosse should keep that dog under control,’ he muttered. Putting his head down, he walked away down the path.


The next day was a Saturday. Ellen caught the train from Cambridge to meet Daniel. Alighting at King’s Cross Station, she caught sight of Dr Redmond ahead of her on the platform, among the passengers spilling out of the train. After a few moments he disappeared into the crowds heading for the Underground station.


Daniel was waiting for her by the barrier. He kissed her cheek and asked after her journey. Then they took an Underground train to Leicester Square, to visit the National Gallery. On the train, she asked him about his work and he said, ‘I’ve been very busy. I’ve worked late each night this week,’ and jabbed at his fringe to brush it out of his eyes.


‘Poor Daniel, you must be exhausted.’


‘I don’t mind the extra work, but there was a concert I wanted to go to, and I had to give the tickets to Clarence.’


Inside the National Gallery, they looked at the Titians, Daniel’s favourites. Daniel disliked the modern, his lack of enthusiasm extending to the nineteenth century, though he admitted a grudging admiration for Turner and Pissarro. Ellen had once said exasperatedly to him, ‘Daniel, you can’t just dismiss every single twentieth-century artist,’ and he had turned to her, puzzlement in his great blue eyes, and said, ‘But Ellen, “Diana and Actaeon” and a Jackson Pollock – how can you even compare them?’


He was very knowledgeable, and she had always tolerated – often enjoyed – his habit of giving lectures on each painting, but today her thoughts swung away to Gildersleve Hall, even while her gaze was fixed on the swirling draperies and contorted limbs of ‘Bacchus and Ariadne’. It felt strange to pick up the strands of her previous life. She felt rusty, ill at ease, almost as if she was taking a step back.


Daniel finished speaking of brushstrokes and Titian’s use of colour. Ellen said, ‘It’s always surprised me that “Bacchus and Ariadne” should be one of your favourites. It’s so wild and forceful.’


He gave a patient smile. ‘No, Ellen, you’re missing the point. The painting may appear wild and forceful, but the composition is magnificently controlled.’


‘The composition’s only a means to an end, a technique for conveying whatever it is that the artist wants to say.’ She studied the painted figure of Bacchus, the angle of his shoulders, the tension in his muscles and the desire in the gaze that focused on the fleeing Ariadne. ‘Just look at the expressions on their faces. There’s such darkness there!’


‘I don’t see why you should be surprised that I admire it.’


‘Like it, Daniel, or love it,’ she said impatiently. ‘It’s more than mere admiration, surely?’


He hunched his shoulders. ‘I prefer not to speak of art in woolly emotional terms.’


‘That’s exactly what I mean. You talk in such a measured way, and yet you enjoy art that’s full of desire and hunger and fear.’


They walked out of the room in silence. Their disagreement had blown up out of nowhere – they had never quarrelled before and it dismayed her. What was wrong with her? His face was set; she felt a pang of guilt and squeezed his hand.


They left the gallery shortly afterwards and lunched in a small French restaurant in the Strand. Tables were dotted round a square room whose window looked out on to a courtyard garden. One fine evening the previous summer they had dined in the garden, though Daniel had disliked the wasps.


Daniel ordered steak and potatoes and Ellen asked for an omelette and salad. When their food arrived, Daniel carefully separated the potatoes from the steak, a habit which Ellen had once found endearing but today thought childish.


He said suddenly, ‘I’ve been offered a post in Paris.’


‘Paris!’ She looked up at him. ‘Daniel, why didn’t you say?’


‘I didn’t feel there was the opportunity.’


‘How exciting! I’m so pleased for you.’


He looked puzzled. ‘I was always convinced that when I was finally posted abroad, it would be to somewhere bleak and uncivilized. Or crashingly dull, perhaps.’


‘You will go, won’t you?’


‘Yes, I think so.’


‘I’ll come and visit you.’


‘Will you, Ellen?’


Something in his tone made her reach across the table and take his hand. ‘Yes, of course.’


‘I wondered whether to ask you to come with me. In fact, I thought I might ask you to marry me.’


‘Daniel—’


But before she could go on, he added, ‘But I don’t think it would work.’


It was irrational, she knew, that she should feel irked that he should dismiss her so easily when she would have refused him anyway. ‘Oh,’ she said coldly. ‘I see.’


‘I think that place has changed you.’


‘Changed me?’ She gave him a hard look. ‘I don’t suppose you mean for the better.’


‘I didn’t say that. I just meant that you seem different. You seem,’ he pursed his mouth, ‘distracted.’


‘It’s my first proper job. It’s important to me. You don’t mind, do you?’


‘Mind? Why should I mind?’


‘I don’t know, Daniel. You’ve hardly asked me about Gildersleve Hall.’


‘We were at the gallery. I don’t believe that’s a place for chit-chat. Well then, how is it going?’


‘It’s fine. I think it’s going to work out very well.’ His brisk, humouring tone annoyed her. If she had told him how she really felt about working at Gildersleve Hall – proud, exhilarated, sometimes apprehensive – he would say something deflating, she suspected.


‘I don’t think you’d leave Gildersleve Hall for me, would you, Ellen?’


There was a long, difficult moment when neither of them spoke. Eventually he said, ‘I don’t want any pudding, do you?’ and she shook her head.


Daniel paid the bill and they left the restaurant. One cold kiss and mutual expressions of good will, then he walked away while she headed in the opposite direction, for the Underground and the Islington lodgings that her brother Joe shared with half a dozen other students.


She found herself, later on that afternoon and over a cup of coffee in the kitchen, telling Joe about Daniel’s proposal, feeling some guilt in doing so but needing to talk about it to someone, and if not her brother, then who else? Joe, who was cheerful and athletic and had yellow hair rather than red, hooted with laughter and said, ‘I bet Risborough didn’t fall on his knees and beg for your hand in marriage. I bet he said “it might be a jolly good idea if we got married” or something wishy-washy like that,’ and she was forced to admit that yes, that was exactly what had happened.


‘You said no, didn’t you?’


‘I didn’t have to. He more or less said it himself.’


‘Just as well. You’d have made mincemeat of the poor bloke, Ellie.’


‘Honestly, I wouldn’t at all. You make me sound like a harpy.’ Yet she had a sudden, awful vision of how marriage to Daniel might have been, tepid and restrained and ultimately stifling.


She caught the half past seven train back to Cambridge. In the carriage, her attention drifted from her book and she looked out of the window, watching the countryside rush by. She felt unsettled and was glad to be returning to Copfield. That place has changed you, Daniel had said. Was that true? Surely it was rather that Gildersleve Hall had informed her, allowing her to see new possibilities. She was still Ellen, and her character, principles and ambitions remained the same. She did not believe that any place had the power to alter her in a fundamental way. But she felt low nevertheless, weary of the day and its events.


She left the train at Cambridge and caught a bus to Copfield. Leaving the bus, she shivered in the sharp, cold air. As she walked past the Green Man she glanced through the window and saw Martin Finch. She had a yearning for uncomplicated friendship: she went inside.


Catching sight of her in the doorway, Martin rose to his feet. ‘Evening, Kingsley. What’ll you have?’


She asked for a beer, then took off her coat and sat down at the table. The room was full. The only other woman there was sitting at a high stool at the bar. She was middle-aged, a slash of red lipstick across her powdered face. She was wearing a Persian lamb jacket and a felt hat with a feather, and when she raised her glass to her mouth a chunky gold bracelet slid down her arm.


Martin came back with the drinks. He had been working that day, he told her – he liked being at Gildersleve when no one else was there. Well, only Gosse, and Redmond sometimes worked weekends, though he had not been in that day.


‘I saw Dr Redmond on the London train,’ Ellen told him.


Martin smiled. ‘Good Lord – Redmond, going on a jaunt. Or maybe he has a secret life. How was London?’


‘Not so good.’ Her spirits collapsed like air out of a punctured tyre. ‘I broke up with my boyfriend.’ She could almost have cried, then and there, thinking of Daniel and the way they had parted.


Martin looked interested. ‘That’s rotten luck. You do need cheering up. I’ll get you something stronger than that.’


Before Ellen could stop him, he rose and went to the bar, returning a few minutes later with a gin and tonic.


‘Here, knock that back.’


‘You’re very sweet, Martin.’


He threw back his arms behind his head, stretching them, narrowly missing the head of the man sitting behind him. ‘We aim to serve.’


‘We weren’t suited anyway. Daniel is very cultured.’


‘You weren’t in love with him, were you?’


Ellen considered that. ‘No, I don’t think so. He was very handsome and he was always very courteous, which I liked, and he had a knack of picking out the best, whatever it was. But I wasn’t in love with him.’ The gin had made her feel pleasantly fuzzy, otherwise she might not have added, ‘I don’t think I’ve ever been in love with anyone.’


She had had two boyfriends before Daniel. Giles had been in her year at Bristol, and then there had been Archie, who had been a junior doctor at the Royal Infirmary. She had lost her virginity to Archie, after a particularly wild party. Archie had been rather a mistake.


She lowered her voice, glancing at the bar. ‘Sometimes I’m afraid I’ll end up like her.’


Martin followed her gaze to the woman in the Persian lamb jacket, and sniggered. ‘That old hag. I’ve seen her before, propping up the bar in here. Come off it.’


‘How many of us are even dating anyone?’


‘I think Toby has something going on with some woman in Cambridge. He’s very cagey about it. And you can understand why Kaminski lives on his own, poor sod. As for Hunter, he’s only got himself to blame. Women fall at his feet with sickening regularity.’


‘Not Andrée.’


‘Not any more, no.’ His gaze settled on her. ‘You’re just choosing the wrong men, Kingsley.’


She laughed. ‘Fall in love with another biochemist, you mean, and then perhaps we wouldn’t end up quarrelling in the National Gallery.’


He laughed again, so hard he had to blow his nose and wipe his eyes. ‘How middle-class you are.’


When they left the pub an hour later, a frost had begun to glisten on the road. Martin scraped a clear patch on the windscreen, then they drove out of the village. Ellen huddled in her coat, washed over by a feeling of pleasant detachment, as if much of what had occurred that day had happened to some other, quite distant person.


Martin parked the Austin outside Mrs Bryant’s bungalow. ‘Ellen,’ he said.


‘Yes, Martin?’


‘I do like you a lot, you know.’


‘And I’m terribly fond of you.’


‘Are you cold?’


‘A little.’


‘Here, let me.’ He reached over and put an arm round her. And then suddenly he was kissing her, his hand first squeezing her arm, then sliding beneath the folds of her coat.


She tried to say, ‘Martin, don’t,’ but was hampered by his mouth, which was clamped wetly over her own, making it hard to breathe or speak, so in the end she gave him a shove. Then a harder shove, which startled him enough to draw back, allowing her to say, ‘Martin, stop it.’


‘But I thought—’


‘What?’


‘You’re so beautiful! You must have realized how I feel about you!’


‘Oh, Martin, don’t be so silly!’ The words snapped out of her.


His expression changed. ‘Silly?’


‘Yes,’ she said crossly. She was annoyed with him for spoiling their evening. She opened the car door. ‘You’ve had too much to drink. I’m going in now. I’ll see you next week.’


There was an envelope on Ellen’s desk when she arrived at the lab on Monday morning. She opened it and read the note inside. It was from Dr Pharoah, inviting her to Sunday lunch at his home in Barton.


She had hoped that Martin would have forgotten Saturday’s embarrassing tussle in the car, but in the common room at break time, he bent over the parts of the Austin’s starter motor, which he had spread out on a sheet of newspaper, and acknowledged her presence with only a grunt. She avoided him for the rest of the day, hoping that in her absence he would cool down and forgive her.


On Friday afternoon, Ellen worked late. Andrée left the lab at half past five. Time passed and the distant hum of a vacuum cleaner announced that Mary, the cleaner, had started her work. The house was quiet, and it occurred to Ellen that she and Mary might be the only ones still there.


Her work absorbed her, and by the time she had written up her notes and put away her equipment, the vacuum cleaner was long silent and the windowpanes enclosed squares of inky black sky. She turned off the light and shut the door of the lab behind her, then went to the box room to get her coat. She was doing up her buttons when the overhead light went out, plunging the box room into blackness. She fumbled for the switch and flicked it on and off: nothing. Picking up her briefcase and handbag, she felt for the doorknob, then stumbled out into the corridor.


After a few moments, her eyes accustomed themselves to the darkness, and she saw, above the condensation on a windowpane, speckles of stars. She knew that the stairs down to the first floor led off the corridor ahead, and with the flat of her hand against the wall for guidance began to move cautiously towards them. Her shin struck something hard and cold and she cried out. Stooping, her fingers padded first over sand and then touched the metal edge of the fire bucket, the same fire bucket in which she had found Dr Redmond’s pen. She recalled the layout of the corridor, the fire bucket only a few feet from the topmost stair. Her right hand scooped shapes in the darkness until she found the round wooden ball of the finial at the top of the banister.


She was slowly descending the stairs when she heard the sound. A pitter-pattering, scampering sound, like a child’s footsteps. She froze. She could not tell where it was coming from. A little boy died in the house, fell down the stairs, Martin had told her. You’re supposed to be able to hear his footsteps at night, running up and down the corridors.


The pitter-pattering was from above her – or no, perhaps it came from below. Or perhaps it was coming up the stairs towards her. A cry escaped her throat, and then the beating of her heart enmeshed with the sound of footsteps, louder and heavier than that dreadful pattering.


A circle of light swung up the stairs to her. ‘Who is it?’ someone called out. ‘Who’s there?’


She recognized Alec Hunter’s voice. ‘It’s me!’ she cried. ‘Ellen Kingsley!’


‘Are you all right?’


The torchlight swept up to her face and she put up a hand to her eyes. ‘I’m fine.’


‘You look as if you’ve had a fright.’


‘I banged my leg against the fire bucket, that’s all. And I thought I heard . . .’


‘What?’


‘There was a sound . . . Martin told me there were ghosts in the hall and I thought . . .’ She broke off, feeling very foolish.


‘Martin talks a lot of nonsense,’ Alec said shortly. ‘You shouldn’t listen to him. Are you on your way home? Come, take my hand and we’ll find our way out together.’


His touch reassured; slowly, they made their way downstairs. ‘I expect what I heard was Mr Gosse’s dog,’ she said. ‘How idiotic of me to get into such a panic.’


‘The mind can play tricks, especially at night.’


‘So long as you don’t tell the others.’


‘I’m not one for tittle-tattle, Miss Kingsley. This place seethes with gossip. We work too closely together and we’re too cut off from the world.’


His sudden hostility took her by surprise. She had meant it as a joke. Then she remembered Martin, in the pub, gleefully telling her of Alec Hunter’s affair with Andrée Fournier, and thought she understood why he might dislike gossip.


‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I didn’t mean to imply anything. How sensible of you, to have a torch.’


‘I was in the basement. The lights often go out down there so I always keep a torch handy. It’ll be the generator. Gosse will fix it.’


They followed the sweep of the torchlight through the house, down the stairs to the hallway. Alec said, ‘I’ll see you to the bike shed.’


‘There’s no need,’ she began, but he had already opened the front door and was heading down the steps.


Her shin hurt where she had hit it on the fire bucket. She noticed that the air was growing colder. They crossed the courtyard to the path that led round by the side of the house. The gravel crunched beneath their feet and the bobbing light of the torch showed now and then the dim shapes of the outhouses and the dripping rows of winter vegetables in the kitchen gardens. Alec said, ‘How are you settling into Gildersleve Hall?’ and she answered, ‘Very well, I’m enjoying it very much,’ and all the while, as they conversed, she was aware of his presence and the compulsion to look, to touch, to prolong this moment.


As they reached the bike shed, she glimpsed out of the corner of her eye a tremulous, flickering blaze in the windows of Gildersleve Hall as the lights went back on, illuminating Alec Hunter’s features. And the pang of yearning she felt was sharp and foreign to her, because she was unused to longing for what she could not have.


Dr Pharoah’s house was large and imposing, late Victorian or Edwardian, and surrounded by a garden and yew hedge. By the time Ellen arrived there at midday on Sunday, several cars were already parked in the driveway.


That morning, she felt ruffled. Ruffled by the headwind which had buffeted her, cycling from Copfield, ruffled by the memories which burned in her like an intermittent fever: the touch of Alec Hunter’s hand and the fragmentary glimpses of him that Friday’s blackout had allowed – a profile, the flash of a dark blue, almond-shaped eye.


She propped her bicycle against the wall of Dr Pharoah’s house. The door to the porch was open and the black and white tiles inside it were strewn with wellington boots and a girl’s coat, lavender wool with a purple velvet collar. She rang the bell. A few moments later a middle-aged woman opened the door.


Ellen introduced herself. Her coat and beret were taken and she was shown through to the drawing room. She made a quick mental adjustment. Sunday lunch at the Pharoahs’ was no intimate family get-together: there must have been twenty people in the room. The walls and curtains were papered pale primrose and cream, and French windows looked out to a terrace on which stood stone urns, garlanded with ivy. Paintings hung on the walls, some abstract and bright, others darkened by age. Arrangements of autumn leaves and berries cascaded out of vases on the mantelpiece and tables.


Alison Pharoah was in her mid-thirties, slim and of medium height. Her flaxen hair was cut short, waving round her slightly snub nose, round eyes and small, full mouth. She was wearing a white pleated skirt and a white angora sweater, set off with a row of pearls. One of her hands was playing with the pearls. Ellen noticed that her nails were very short, and that the skin around them was ragged and torn, in contrast with the rest of her immaculate appearance.


Mrs Pharoah asked, ‘Have you travelled far, Miss Kingsley?’


‘Only a couple of miles. I live in Copfield.’


‘Did you drive?’


‘No, I cycled.’


‘Cycled!’ Mrs Pharoah’s eyebrows raised. ‘In this weather?’


‘I don’t mind, I’m used to it. I cycle to work each day.’


Throughout their brief conversation, Mrs Pharoah’s eyes had remained cold. ‘Gin and tonic all right?’ she said. ‘Heather will get you one. Let me introduce you to the Dorringtons. Margaret Dorrington is a keen sportswoman. I’m sure you’ll have a great deal in common.’


Ellen was talking to the Dorringtons – he was a GP, she played tennis at a club in Cambridge – when Dr Pharoah joined them. He greeted her.


‘Thank you for inviting me, Dr Pharoah,’ she said.


‘Marcus.’ He smiled. ‘You must call me Marcus.’


A tall, grey-haired man, catching sight of Pharoah, said, ‘Marcus, where have you been hiding? We want to hear about Chinon.’


‘Damned rainy,’ said Pharoah. ‘I’ve been showing Devlin my latest acquisitions in the cellar.’ He turned back to the Dorringtons. ‘Jimmy, Margot, so glad you could make it. Do you know Miss Kingsley?’


‘We’ve been talking about tennis,’ said Mrs Dorrington.


‘Are you a tennis player, Ellen?’ asked Dr Pharoah.


‘Only a very amateur one.’


‘You must come and play on our court in the summer. It doesn’t get enough use. I haven’t time and Alison isn’t keen.’


If Mrs Pharoah’s pale iciness chilled, Dr Pharoah’s warmth melted. Ellen murmured thanks.


Margaret Dorrington said, ‘I thought Rowena was shaping up to be a nice little player.’


Pharoah smiled. ‘I believe she is.’


‘You should get her a coach. Makes all the difference at her age.’


Another man joined them. His arched black eyebrows and the deep channels to either side of his mouth gave him a saturnine look.


‘The Côtes Hermitage with the lamb, I should say.’


‘Not the claret?’


‘No, too young. The Côtes.’ The dark, mocking gaze took in Ellen. ‘Well, hello there. Who’s this, Marc?’


‘This is Ellen Kingsley. She works at the hall. She’s a very clever and promising young lady and we’re fortunate to have her with us. Ellen, meet my brother, Devlin.’


They shook hands. ‘One of Marcus’s brainboxes, then,’ said Devlin Pharoah.


‘Not really.’ Ellen could see a family similarity, though in Devlin the Pharoah handsomeness had a rakish cast. ‘Dr Pharoah was being kind. Most of my colleagues at Gildersleve Hall are far more erudite than I am.’


‘Not so pretty, I imagine. I visited the place once and some of the female scientists were frightful frumps.’


‘Are you a scientist yourself, Mr Pharoah?’


He laughed. ‘I’m not nearly noble enough for that. Too much like hard work. I’m an antique dealer. I have a few shops in London to keep me busy.’


A voice called out, ‘Daddy! Daddy!’ A girl of twelve or so had run into the room. She ducked through the crowd to Marcus Pharoah’s side.


‘Hello, darling.’ Pharoah put his arm round his daughter’s shoulders.


Rowena Pharoah was a strikingly beautiful child, tall and slim, with her father’s strong colouring. She was wearing a turquoise wool dress with an embroidered belt, and her dark brown hair was in plaits.


‘Daddy,’ she said. ‘I hate Rufus. He’s so mean.’


‘What’s he done this time, Ro?’ asked Devlin Pharoah.


‘He’s taken my wellies and won’t give them back.’ Rowena’s voice took on a whining tone. ‘He says he’s going to throw them in the pond.’


‘Christ, that boy,’ muttered Devlin. He marched out of the room.


‘Say hello to Miss Kingsley, Rowena,’ said Dr Pharoah.


‘Hello,’ muttered Rowena. ‘Daddy?’


‘Yes, darling?’


‘Can me and Rufus have lunch in the summer house?’


‘Rufus and I,’ corrected Pharoah. ‘No, not this time, it’s too cold.’


‘Daddy. I’ll wear my coat.’


‘No, darling, I want you to eat your lunch with us. Besides, I thought you hated Rufus.’


‘He’s a very silly boy,’ Rowena said condescendingly.


‘Have you helped Heather with the table?’


‘No.’ A black patent sandal was scuffed along the carpet.


‘Run along then, sweetheart.’


‘Daddy, I don’t want to.’


Pharoah coaxed, ‘But you like choosing the glasses.’


‘Do it with me, please, Daddy.’


Pharoah smiled at his daughter fondly. ‘Would you excuse me, Ellen?’


He and Rowena left the room. The Dorringtons had moved on to talk to someone else. Through the French windows, Ellen could see Devlin Pharoah remonstrating with a wild-looking, dark-haired boy of around Rowena’s age. The wind brushed the plumes of the pampas grass and Ellen ran her conversation with Alec Hunter through her head again, testing it, tasting it, as she had done countless times since Friday evening, and felt a heady delight.


A sound from behind her made her look round. The housekeeper was gathering glasses on to a tray. Ellen made her way to the dining room.


Apart from Rowena and Rufus and a scattering of children, Ellen was the youngest person at the table. No one else from Gildersleve Hall had been invited. The talk over lunch was of plays seen and concerts attended, of holidays in Cornwall or Scotland or undiscovered parts of France.


‘The Pattersons’ friends, do you remember them from New Year?’


‘When there’s a storm, the spray hits the windows.’


‘Charlie and John go fishing and we don’t see them from dawn to dusk.’


‘The mountains are still full of bandits. We thought our throats would be cut before we reached Turin.’


‘Have you come far, Miss Kingsley? And how do you know the Pharoahs?’


Ellen explained, briefly, to the solicitor sitting beside her, about X-ray crystallography, and then, when she judged that he had had enough, listened to him talk about yachting. She saw how Mrs Pharoah ensured that the serving of the meal went off smoothly and unobtrusively, how she made sure her guests had everything they wanted, nodding to the housekeeper to let her know when to clear a course. No wine glass was left empty and every guest was drawn into the conversation.


She saw how Devlin Pharoah talked and smiled, though now and then his gaze drifted away. Was it boredom she saw in those black eyes, or contempt? The two cousins, Rowena and Rufus, sat side by side, Rowena whispering to her cousin, covering her mouth with her hand. ‘Not at the table, Rowy, it’s impolite,’ murmured Alison Pharoah, but when she looked away the whispering started again. When fruit was served at the end of the meal, Rufus flicked orange pips with finger and thumb, pinging them off wine glasses, until his father said angrily, ‘That’s enough, Rufe.’


Lunch ended with a haze of cigarette smoke and a shuffling of chairs. Groups of guests dispersed through the house. Women talked in low voices of errant children and obstetric disasters, and some of the men sprawled in armchairs, making jokes, roaring with laughter. The Dorringtons were sitting in silence, not part of any group. They were makeweights, Ellen suspected, like herself.


She went to find a bathroom. Copies of Punch on a small wicker table and a bottle of Blue Grass hand lotion. She checked her face in the mirror and ran a comb through her hair; she scooped it up so that it surrounded her features like Alison Pharoah’s, then let it fall to her shoulders again. She reached down and rubbed the bruise on her leg, and felt the raised ridge left by the metal edge of the fire bucket.


On the way back to the drawing room, she looked through an open door and saw Dr Pharoah. He beckoned to her. ‘Come and have a look at this, Ellen.’


She went inside the room. He pointed at a photograph. ‘This was taken during the war,’ he said. ‘You can see the fences and barbed wire.’


In the picture, Gildersleve Hall looked muted and dingy and the wide sweep of trees that surrounded it blocked the horizon. The ivy that now grew only over the tower spread like an infection over the entire house.


Pharoah said, ‘We worked twelve-hour days back then. Exhausting, but I never minded. We were young, I suppose. See this, Ellen.’ He indicated another photo. ‘I took this the day I knew the hall was mine. It had been empty for a year and was in a pretty rough state, but our first scientists moved in three months later. I did a lot of the work myself.’ He laughed. ‘I remember climbing over the roof to sort out some slates. If I’d slipped, that would have been the end of Gildersleve Hall.’


There was a footfall and Devlin Pharoah came into the room. ‘Thought you might want to dig out those papers for me, Marc. Not interrupting anything, am I?’


His words had an implication that Ellen disliked. She murmured her excuses and slipped out of the door. Along the corridor, china and glasses and the stained cloth still lay on the dining table. Only Rowena and Rufus remained in the room, sitting side by side on the deep windowsill, whispering. Ellen thought Rufus looked dissolute, like his father. Silly of her – he was only a child. Rufus grabbed the girl’s plaits, one in each hand, and gave them a hard tug. ‘Ow, stop it, Rufe,’ moaned Rowena, but Rufus did it again, jerking her towards him so that their faces were only an inch apart, and this time Rowena let out shrill laughter.


‘Do you know where your mother is, Rowena?’ said Ellen, and Rufus let go of the plaits.


Rowena shrugged. ‘Haven’t an earthly. Sorry.’


At the end of a corridor Ellen discovered a small pink and green room. Though it was no doubt charming in summer, with its white-painted chairs and bookcases of paperbacks and boardgames, the room seemed cold and unwelcoming in late October. Ellen saw a movement in the wood and glass structure that led off from the glazed side door. On the chest-height benches were orchids in pots. Their petals were pink and green and yellow, spotted and speckled, contorted and velvety, some protruding like tongues.


Alison Pharoah was in there, smoking a cigarette as she looked out of a window. Ellen was about to offer to help with the clearing up when she saw that Mrs Pharoah was crying. Her tears were silent, she hardly seemed to notice them, and while she cried she tore at her nails and the flesh around them with her teeth. A bead of blood glimmered on her finger like a ruby.


Quietly, Ellen left the room. All those people in the house, she thought, all those Jimmys and Devs and Rufes, and there was Alison Pharoah, crying alone in her conservatory. Glancing at her watch, she saw that it was past three o’clock.


Her earlier elation had vanished, replaced by staleness. The glamour of the Pharoahs’ lives seemed to mask a darker undertow, and now she also saw her encounter with Alec on Friday night through more rational eyes, a conversation with a colleague, of slight significance. She longed to leave, to return to the quiet of her room at Mrs Bryant’s bungalow. After thanking Marcus Pharoah for his hospitality, she fetched her coat and hat and cycled home.




Chapter Two


November: rooks jabbed their bills at the iron clods of earth and frost greyed the fields. Icy winds leaked through the gaps round the doors and windows of Gildersleve Hall. Making up salt solutions in which to float haemoglobin crystals, Ellen’s hands were clumsy with cold. She noted down the size and shape of the crystals, their colouration and peculiarities and imperfections. As she adjusted the microscope, patterns shifted beneath the lens.


Alec Hunter was at the bike shed when she went there at the end of the day. Ellen said, ‘Cold, isn’t it?’


He looked around as if he hadn’t noticed the ice and the frost and said politely, ‘Yes, very.’


She wondered whether he had been waiting for her.


They walked their bicycles side by side down the path. She half-expected him to cycle off as soon as they reached the courtyard – a wave of the hand, a fast pedalling away as Alec Hunter went off to do whatever Alec Hunter did on an evening – but instead he walked on, scarcely attempting to respond to her efforts at small talk.


The cypresses beside the drive walled them off from the hall. Alec said, ‘I heard Pharoah invited you to Sunday lunch.’


‘Yes.’ Now, there was a surprise: of all the things she might have thought – hoped, if she was honest with herself – he might be working himself up to say, that had not been one of them. She said, ‘It was very pleasant.’


‘Good.’


Weighted silences had never been to her taste, so she plodded on. ‘Have you been to his house?’


‘Me? No. Not Pharoah’s sort.’


A strange remark. Mustn’t they all be Pharoah’s sort, those he had chosen to work at Gildersleve Hall?


They reached the end of the drive. The lamplight cast black pools of shadow on Alec’s face. He said, ‘I wanted to say – be careful, Ellen.’


‘Careful? Of what?’ Tension made her touchy. ‘I didn’t spill my wine down my front or eat off my knife, if that’s what you mean.’


‘No, of course not.’ His scowl deepened. ‘What do you think of Pharoah?’


‘He’s an extraordinary man. He’s achieved so much.’


‘You’ve had predecessors, you know. Some of them weren’t quite good enough, and others . . . well, let’s just say they didn’t fit in.’


‘I know I’ve a lot to prove. I work hard.’


He ran a hand through his hair. He wasn’t wearing gloves or a hat: she wondered whether he did it for effect – tough, Scottish, in tune with the elements.


‘Pharoah takes a liking to people sometimes,’ he said. ‘And that’s all very nice if it’s you he’s taken a liking to, and while he’s still keen on you, but if you disappoint for some reason, well.’


She felt a wash of disillusionment. So that’s what you think of me, Alec Hunter. You think I’m not good enough at my job. She said coldly, ‘I don’t intend to disappoint.’


‘Sometimes it can happen, even when you do your best. Pharoah can blow hot and cold. It might be wise to keep a wee bit of distance.’


‘I hardly think Marcus Pharoah and I are likely to be close friends.’ And what business was it of his anyway? ‘We don’t inhabit the same world.’


‘Pharoah has his pets and it doesn’t do to say no to him.’


Now she was angry. ‘I’ve no intention of being anyone’s pet.’


A flicker of annoyance crossed his face. ‘I’m only trying to help you, Ellen.’


‘I don’t need anyone’s help. I’ll manage on my own. I always have.’ Her voice was as crisp and cold as the ice that fringed the leaves of the cypresses.


They had reached the gates. She climbed on to her bicycle, bid him a curt goodbye, and cycled away.


On Sunday afternoon, Ellen went out for a long walk. The branches of the trees stood out dark and jagged against a bleached background as she tramped round the edges of the fields. The water in the gullies and ditches had frozen and was pierced by spikes of cow parsley; when she broke off a frond it gave a brittle snap, powdering the ice with fragments of stem. She thought, how dare he? How dare he tell me how to do my job, or how to behave towards my employer? It was not as if he himself was without fault. Alec Hunter, presumably, must himself be responsible for a great deal of Andrée’s ill humour.


An hour of walking and she passed Gildersleve Hall, heading through the copse behind the house. The blinds were down and nothing moved in the garden. The house seemed to have retreated in on itself, as secretive as the very first time she had seen it, cycling from Copfield.


A wooden fingerpost directed her to Peddar’s Wood. Circling round bare fields she reached a mass of trees surrounded by a low ridge of earth. A footpath led beneath maples, ashes and hazel. She headed into the woodland, the soles of her boots crunching on frozen leaves. Stacks of cut logs, their bark glistening with frost, lay beside the path, and the ash trees were coppiced into extraordinary shapes, great, bulbous globes that grew close to the soil. From the boles, thick branches reached up to the sky, and from the smaller, pale, hollow trunks, whiskery shoots protruded, as thin as a whip.


In the heartland of the wood, Ellen stood motionless, her fingers aching with cold. The trees were timeless, dislocating her from the present, and she felt herself surrounded by such silence and stillness that when the crack of a branch told her she was not the only living creature in the wood, she jumped.


Catching sight of a man some distance ahead of her, at a place where the footpaths formed a crossroads, she recognized Dr Redmond. He was loading fallen twigs and branches into a wheelbarrow.


She called out to him and he looked up. She said, as she drew level with him, ‘Are you collecting firewood?’


‘Kindling.’ The front of his duffel coat was sprinkled with leaf mould and flakes of bark. ‘I leave the bigger pieces. Insects live in them and fungi grows on the rotten wood.’


‘It’s a beautiful place.’


‘The wood was neglected when I first came here. All the trees needed coppicing. Farmers don’t care about woodland any more, it doesn’t make them any money. When the trees grow too tall they shut out the sunlight and then there are no spring flowers. I try to cut them back every four or five years. I’ve kept a record of every species I’ve found here since I came to live at the cottage. The first spring, there were only a dozen oxlips. Last year, there were so many I was able to do merely an approximate tally.’


Dr Redmond began to wheel the barrow along another footpath, at right angles to the one Ellen had taken from the fields. Walking beside him, she said, ‘Your cottage is near here, isn’t it?’


‘By the farm track.’


‘How long have you lived there?’


‘Ten years. There was a shortage of lodgings in the war. You wouldn’t have had a house like that to yourself back then. The three of us shared it, Kaminski, Pharoah and me.’
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