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About the books:


THE SECRET YEARS


During the golden summer of 1914, four young people play in the gardens of Drakesden Abbey. As the drums of war sound in the distance, the Firedrake, a mysterious and ancient Blythe family heirloom disappears, setting off an uncontrollable chain of events. The Great War then changes everything. The passions and enmities of the four friends intensifies in the passing years, and they have to experience tragedy and betrayal before the Firedrake makes its reappearance and, with it, a new hope for the future.




THE SHADOW CHILD


In July 1914, the eve of the First World War, fourteen-year-old Alix Gregory is holidaying in France with the wealthy Lanchbury family. When two-year-old Charlie Lanchbury disappears whilst Alix is looking after him, she is blamed and cannot escape from the resulting disintegration of the family. As the war ends, Alix tries to pick up the threads of her life. Through her marriage and the birth of her son, Rory, she finds happiness, and through her meeting with the brothers Derry and Jonathan Fox, she finds love. Yet she is haunted by the loss of her baby cousin. As the years pass, and as the world descends into the horrors of war once more, the question remains: will Charlie Lanchbury ever be found?




ALL MY SISTERS


In the tumultuous years before the First World War, four sisters seek to fulfil their ambitions. Pretty, self-centred Iris dreams of a grand marriage, quiet Marianne meets the love of her life, and passionate Eva longs for independence. Only Clemency, caring for her invalid mother, remains tied to the family home. Years pass and, Iris’ hopes of marriage dashed, she becomes a nurse. Marianne finds first her happiness and then her life threatened by a cruel and ruthless man. When Eva falls in love with Gabriel Bellamy her dreams of a career as an artist falter. As the clouds darken and war changes the lives of all the sisters, Clemency fights to free herself from the bonds that confine her and to discover love at last.
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For my father, Harry Stretch,
and for my grandfather, Thomas Stretch,
who fought in the Great War



PART ONE

1909–1914


Into my heart an air that kills

From yon far country blows:

What are those blue remembered hills,

What spires, what farms are those?

(Alfred E. Housman, ‘A Shropshire Lad’)




CHAPTER ONE

The distant hills melted into a coppery sunset. Thomasine, kneeling in the dust, looked up for a moment and was blinded by the sun. The wind traced a ghostly path through the elephant grass; in the valley a few skinny cows pulled yellowed leaves from the trees. The child shaded her eyes with her hand and let her sight blur, so that the hills seemed to dissolve and flatten, the rays of the African sun changing into narrow bands of golden water.

There had been other farms, in other places. Every journey, Daddy said, was to a better place, the right place. Once there had been a whole herd of cows (Thomasine had given them all names), but now there were only a handful.

In a storm the thatched roof blew from the hut, but Daddy and the boy just collected the scattered straw and tied it back on again. The boy explained to Thomasine that the land they had rented from the chief was bad land, ju-ju land, which was why no-one had farmed it before. Thomasine asked her mother about the ju-ju land. God created the world in seven days, said Patricia Thorne. How therefore could a single inch of it be evil? But, in exchange for a lock of Thomasine’s auburn hair, the boy showed her the caves that the witch-doctor used. The caves were cold and echoing with memories, their entrances doorways into different worlds. Outside in the light again, she sawed off a length of red hair with the boy’s knife, and he looked at it with awe and dread before twisting it into a knot and placing it inside the amulet he wore around his neck.

A man and a lady from the Baptist mission visited the Thornes. Daddy had slaughtered one of the skinny cows, so they ate meat that day. The beef was tough and tasteless. The boy and his father dined with them, just as they always did, but when the men went to work and Patricia Thorne was making tea, the missionary lady said, ‘But they are dirty, my dear Mrs Thorne. There have been several cases of yellow fever in the past month. And we must surely teach them their place.’ Patricia poured the tea, and said, ‘But we are all equal, are we not, Miss Kent, in the sight of God?’

One evening, the boy took Thomasine to the village to watch the dancing. The moonlight and the fires illuminated the bodies that swayed like reeds in the wind, that wove stories on the dusty ground. The men wore masks: enlarged and exaggerated distortions of the human face. The beating of the drums echoed through the earth so that Thomasine, too, had to dance. When the music stopped she fell to the ground, overcome with a sense of abandonment. One of the women picked her up and gave her a drink. Another gave her a present of beads and a length of scarlet cloth. A third stroked her long loose hair with blue-black hands, chattering to the other women in a language the child could not understand.

With her mother’s help, Thomasine made the scarlet cloth into a skirt. The skies remained blue and empty of clouds. The wheat, that had been up to Thomasine’s knees, stopped growing. She questioned her father, pulling at the tails of his shirt as he walked through the blighted field. The rains have not come, and the soil is not right, said Thomas Thorne. Ju-ju land, thought Thomasine, and shivered. A few days later, she picked a stalk of wheat and rubbed it between her fingers, and it crumbled like old paper.

There were only three cows left, and none gave any milk. The sky was hard and metallic, like a brass bowl. Thomasine helped her father carry water from the stream, but the stream was thick and greenish, the mud bed cracked into mosaic. The people left the village, their animals following in a long train behind them, the brightly coloured robes of the women a mere memory in a landscape of dust and ochre. The boy and his father went with them.

Thomasine’s father grew thinner, her mother grew fatter. Thomasine couldn’t understand why Mama grew fatter, because there never seemed to be much to eat any more. Then one morning there was a little baby on the pillow beside her mother. Thomasine didn’t know who had given them the baby, and she dreaded having to give her back. They called her Hilda, after Mama’s favourite sister. Mama had shown Thomasine a photograph of her three sisters: Hilda and Rose and Antonia. They lived far away, in England.

Her father was sick one night, and the following morning he set off for the mission hospital to fetch them all medicine. He took the big horse, the bad-tempered one that he would never allow Thomasine to ride. Before he left he bade her take care of her mother and her sister. She waved her handkerchief in farewell, and watched him ride along the valley towards the hills.

She sat beside her mother’s bed all day. Patricia Thorne had not risen for six weeks, since Hilda was born. The baby slept and fed, nestled in shawls. Thomasine loved to touch the warm velvety head, loved to watch the little starfish hands. The baby was smaller than her big rag doll.

When Thomas Thorne did not return by nightfall, Thomasine cut up root vegetables and mixed them with maize and made soup. Crouched outside over the fire, stirring the pot, she reminded herself that the mission was eight miles away, that the bad-tempered horse might have thrown a shoe. Yet the sky and the land seemed very dark, very empty.

Her mother swallowed only a mouthful of the soup, Thomasine ate the rest herself. The baby cried a lot, and Mama’s cheeks were flushed, her forehead shiny with sweat. Thomas Thome did not return the next day, nor the next. Mama did not understand when Thomasine asked her whether she should ride out after Daddy, or whether she should stay and look after the baby. Mama’s skin was a peculiar yellowish colour, and her eyes seemed to have sunk into her head. Her face looked like one of the masks that Thomasine had seen in the village. Thomasine tried to persuade her to drink water, but the only water she could find was the brackish stuff from the creek. It trickled from Mama’s mouth down her chin and neck, on to her nightgown. The baby stopped crying and slept most of the time.

On the third day Thomasine was woken by the silence. When she went over to the bed, she thought at first that Mama was asleep, but when she touched her hand it was cold. She understood that she was quite alone now, except for the baby. She could still feel the gentle tiny rise and fall of the baby’s chest. She guessed that little Hilda was hungry too, and knew that she had nothing with which to feed her.

Thomasine dressed in the scarlet skirt, put all their most precious belongings into a bag and saddled the horse. She rode with the baby cradled on her back, African-fashion, towards the mission hospital, and her father.

Southampton wasn’t like Port Harcourt at all. It was greyer and colder, and the sky was laced with a fine drizzle. Like walking through the edge of a waterfall, thought Thomasine.

The aunts were waiting for her by the harbour. In the bustle of ships and sailors and passengers she did not think she would ever find them, but Miss Kent, black beady eyes glaring above a sharp nose, dragged her through the crowds and brought her face to face with the three women in Mama’s photograph. She was exclaimed over, enveloped in hugs and kisses.

Thomasine heard Miss Kent say, ‘We gave a Christian burial to the parents, and to the little baby.’

‘Baby,’ said the red-haired aunt. (Thomasine, unable to remember which name belonged to which, had immediately labelled them the big aunt, the little aunt, and the red-haired aunt.)

‘There was an infant,’ said Miss Kent.

‘She was called Hilda,’ said Thomasine.

The big aunt blinked and began to polish the rain from her spectacles. One of the ships made an enormous hooting sound, and Thomasine, in her thin black coat and dress, shivered.

‘Yellow fever, as I explained in my letter, Miss Harker.’

‘This poor child is cold.’

‘Miss Kent – we are so inexpressibly grateful. You will dine with us?’

To Thomasine’s relief, the missionary lady shook her head. Thomasine was obliged to endure a last violet-scented peck on the cheek, and then she was led away from the dock, her hands tucked around the arms of two of her aunts.

In the tea-shop, while the aunts bickered amiably, she managed to sort out their names. The red-haired one was Antonia, the big one was Hilda, and the little one was Rose.

‘A career is so important,’ whispered Antonia. ‘The poor little mite is an orphan, after all.’

‘I am not suggesting, Tony, dear, that Thomasine should not have a career. It is merely the choice of career that I am disputing.’

‘Dancing is perfectly respectable, Hilda. All the girls from my school are carefully chaperoned when they work in theatres.’

‘I can give Thomasine a thorough grounding in mathematics, literature and geography. So much more choice for a girl, if she can pass her school certificate.’

‘She has a dancer’s body. Look at her feet – her hands—’

‘Surely,’ Rose’s voice trembled slightly as she poured everyone another cup of tea, ‘country air would be so good for Thomasine. And she is only a child … only ten …’

Aunt Rose passed Thomasine the plate of cakes. She chose one shaped like a cow’s horn, full of cream and jam. The ground, after her long sea voyage, was beginning to rock a little less, and she felt very hungry.

‘Perhaps,’ said Hilda firmly, ‘Thomasine should live with Rose and I, but she should have long holidays with Antonia. We have always loved children, haven’t we, Rose? And to look after a child would be difficult for you, Tony, now that you are on your own.’

Antonia looked as though she was about to argue, but then her kid-gloved hand folded over Thomasine’s. ‘You shall come and stay with me very often, won’t you, darling? I shall buy you a pair of slippers and a tunic.’

The countryside, glimpsed through the window of the train, flattened out and became threaded with strips of water. In the weak sunlight everything glittered green and blue and silver. As Hilda and Rose began to pack away thermos flasks and rugs and books into a battered carpet bag, Thomasine exclaimed, ‘Do you live in a lake?’

Hilda glanced out of the window. Only water was visible, the railway embankment slicing above it. She smiled.

‘No, dear. Some of the fields have flooded because of the heavy rain this winter.’

When they disembarked at Ely station, the train hissed and hooted and blew out a great deal of steam. A porter carried their bags outside, and Hilda fumbled in her purse for pennies.

‘It is a long walk to Drakesden, dear.’

‘I like to walk.’ Thomasine had been confined in the ship, in the train, for too long. ‘Daddy always said that you had to walk to really know the land.’

Hilda carried both the aunts’ bag and Thomasine’s. Rose held the child’s hand as they followed the narrow paths that led from Ely to the village. The soil was black, and was criss-crossed with water like a chequerboard. Several times they had to walk narrow teetering planks that spanned the swollen ditches. Hilda crossed first, so that Thomasine was safely passed from one aunt to the other. Thomasine’s boots were covered with mud, but, walking fast to keep up with Hilda, she began to feel warm for the first time since she had arrived in England.

Drakesden wasn’t much bigger than the African village that the boy had taken her to. The houses were thatched, and made of a yellowish brick. There was a church and a shop, and a few children playing in the street, who stared open-mouthed at Thomasine as she passed.

Hilda went up to the front door of one of the cottages, and put down the bags as she turned the handle. Thomasine read the name painted over the doorway, ‘Quince Cottage’, and followed her aunt indoors.

She shut Africa and Mama and Daddy and the baby away in a little box of memory. It was easier that way. In the mornings she had lessons with Aunt Hilly, and in the afternoons she explored Drakesden. Sometimes she walked, sometimes she borrowed the rector’s pony and rode. The village children still stared at her, especially when she wore the red skirt.

At church, she disgraced herself by walking out of the building first, straight after the rector. Everyone else was just standing still: there was a shuffling ahead in the pews behind the choir stall, but that was all. Desperate to leave the dark dank building, Thomasine picked up her prayer-book and ran outside. She couldn’t understand the expression on Mr Fanshawe’s face as she said goodbye to him, but later Aunt Rose explained that the Blythes always left church first. Next Sunday, Thomasine noticed that Mr Fanshawe smiled most at the Blythes, and least at those who left church last. She and Aunt Hilly and Aunt Rose were somewhere in the middle.

She asked questions of everyone: Mrs Carter who ran the shop, the tenant farmers, the men and women who worked in the fields. She discussed with Mr Naylor, who worked Chalk Farm, the problems of growing wheat with too little water, and he laughed and told her there was too much water in the Fens. She helped Aunt Rose in the vegetable garden, digging up tiny new potatoes from the dark crumbly earth, and collected warm brown eggs from the hen-house, placing them carefully in a basket of straw.

She rode alongside the dyke one day, and wandered through a copse of patchy laurel bushes and thorn, and found herself on the edge of a velvety lawn. When she looked up she saw Drakesden Abbey, the Blythes’ house. It was huge, bigger than the mission hospital. Then she looked again and saw all the people staring at her: Lady Blythe in a floaty white gown and big flat hat, a dark-haired boy, a fair-haired boy and girl. Mortified, she mumbled her apologies and turned the pony about. Back at the dyke, she met Daniel Gillory, who cackled with laughter when she told him how she had interrupted the Blythes having tea in the Abbey gardens.

It was Daniel who explained to her about the dykes and ditches and windmills and pumps. Daniel was the blacksmith’s eldest son. Thomasine had tried to talk to Jack Gillory about how he fixed shoes to the horses’ hooves, but he hadn’t been a good talker. Daniel was a good talker, though. Daniel, said Aunt Hilly, was an extremely bright boy. He had just won a scholarship for the Grammar School in Ely. Aunt Hilly often lent him books. Daniel was a few months older than Thomasine, and he had fair hair that was halfway between curling and straight, eyes that were halfway between green and hazel. Riding through the fields one afternoon when his father was at The Otter, Daniel explained to Thomasine how the water was pumped from the land into the dykes, and from the dykes into the sea. How both the dykes and the roads were high above the fields because the drained peat had sunk. How, a long time ago, all the Fens had been marsh and lake, an endless watery landscape. Fenmen had webbed feet in those days, Daniel added, his green-gold eyes solemn as he looked at Thomasine. Then laughed uproariously as he admitted the tease, and raced her all the way along the drove, their borrowed ponies’ hooves kicking up the dust.

Slowly, she became accustomed to the changing of the seasons. The heat and the cold, the wind and the drought. Her first sight of snow, floating like white blossom from a leaden sky, and in the summer dust devils that briefly reminded her of that other land.

She wore the red skirt and an old white blouse of her mother’s, too large for her, to have tea with the Dockerills. Thomasine liked the Dockerills: the three-roomed cottage was always busy and noisy.

Mrs Dockerill admired her skirt and her beads. Some of the ten little Dockerills crowded round the scarred table, their elbows all touching, the others perched on stools and boxes and planks. Mrs Dockerill lifted the bacon pudding out of the pot and unwrapped the muslin. She cut it into twelve pieces and placed them on an assortment of plates and bowls. A big piece for Mr Dockerill and Harry and Tom, who worked on the land, middle-sized pieces for Jane and Sal, who were in service but had the afternoon off, and little pieces for the children. The new baby slept in a box in the corner of the room. The smell of the bacon pudding was irresistible.

They had all started eating when there was the sound of footsteps outside. Harry Dockerill opened the door, and Lady Blythe stood there, her son Nicholas and daughter Marjorie behind her. Lady Blythe had brought some old sheets for Mrs Dockerill to cut up for the new baby. Thomasine watched as Lady Blythe came into the cottage and lifted the lids from the pots on the stove one by one, inspecting their contents. The noisy, cheerful Dockerills became suddenly silent. They had put down their knives and spoons and forks, and sat rigidly, uncomfortably upright as their food went cold on their plates. Thomasine, who was aware of feeling cross, but wasn’t exactly sure why she felt cross, defiantly stabbed a piece of bacon with her fork.

‘White cabbage, Mrs Dockerill?’ enquired Lady Blythe, peering into the biggest pot. ‘Kale is just as nutritious, and much more economical.’

Then she caught sight of Thomasine. The chill blue eyes met Thomasine’s sea-green ones, just as they had outside the church, just as they had when she had trespassed on Drakesden Abbey’s lawns.

‘Put down your fork, child. Have you no manners? Do you not know how to behave in front of your betters?’

Anger, bubbling and uncontainable, welled up inside her. A memory of her mother pouring out tea for the missionary lady resurfaced.

‘All of us are equal in the sight of God, Lady Blythe,’ said Thomasine clearly. Her face was hot, but as she looked away her eyes momentarily met those of Lady Blythe’s dark-haired son, and she thought she detected not criticism, but amusement.

That time, Daniel Gillory didn’t laugh when Thomasine told him what had happened. He stood on the edge of the dyke, bouncing flat stones across the clear cold water.

‘The Blythes own most of the cottages in Drakesden,’ he explained. ‘Most of the land, too. And the farms. So people have to behave themselves. If they don’t, they find themselves without a home and without work. That’s the way it is round here.’

‘Your cottage, Daniel?’

‘Our cottage – and the land – belongs to my mother. Her grandfather bought it from the Blythes for a bushel of potatoes. It floods badly in spring, so I expect that’s why they sold it.’ He began to walk along the top of the dyke, Thomasine following after him. ‘That’s why I want to stay at school. If I can get my School Certificate, then I won’t have to work for the Blythes, and I won’t have to work for my father.’

‘Don’t you want to be a blacksmith?’ Thomasine was surprised. She rather liked the forge – the horses, the hiss as the hot metal was plunged into water.

‘My father belts me,’ said Daniel simply.

Thomasine knew that Jack Gillory drank too much – all the village knew that – and she had frequently seen Daniel with a black eye or cut lip. When they had swum together in the millpond the previous summer, she had glimpsed pink weals across his back. Anger welled up in her again.

Daniel said, ‘What will you do, Thomasine?’

‘Aunt Hilly wants me to be a teacher. She says I’m good at mathematics. Aunt Rose thinks I’ll marry.’

And yet neither prospect particularly appealed to her. She could not explain to Daniel Gillory, who had been born in the Fens, how sometimes the landscape trapped and confined her. How the narrowness of the village, with its rigid striations of class, irked her. How, sometimes, she longed for hills and colour and music.

‘Or I might go and live with my Aunt Tony,’ she said, voicing a secret dream. ‘She has a dancing school in London. She took me to a ballet at the Alhambra last year, Daniel. It was wonderful, absolutely wonderful.’

The summer of 1914 was a curious one, when Thomasine seemed to alternate constantly between elation and intense boredom. Her lessons with Hilda, that she had previously enjoyed, became sometimes tiresome, and the evenings when she did not ride or see Daniel seemed painfully long. She had read every book in Quince Cottage and all the interesting books from Ely Lending Library.

Within the small village she was isolated. The village children had never quite rid themselves of their original suspicion of her and, besides, those of her age were now either in service or working on the land. Only Daniel could she describe as a friend, because Daniel too, by winning the scholarship, had marked himself out from his fellows. Although she had grown to love her aunts, their lives, as unmarried women, seemed especially restricted. She found herself arguing with Hilda once, asking why her cleverest aunt had not become a teacher or a nurse, but had immured herself in Drakesden.

‘Because my father did not believe that women should work,’ said Hilda quietly, ‘and as Rose and I did not marry we were obliged to live with him.’ Only Patricia and Antonia had escaped, through marriage.

And yet, when she rode or wandered through the fields, or when she lost herself in a really good book, then she was utterly content. At the Whitsun supper, when Thomasine danced with the rest of the villagers in a wide circle, threading in and out of one another like ribbons on a maypole, she was happy.

For Thomasine’s fifteenth birthday, at the end of June, Aunt Rose made a pink iced cake and Aunt Hilly gave her a volume of Housman’s poems. After Thomasine had finished the household accounts (her regular weekly task for two years now), and after she had watered the vegetable patch and eaten a slice of the pink cake, she walked out of the village and down the drove to where she had arranged to meet Daniel.

She had not asked the rector for the loan of his pony, because she was wearing the new dress that Aunt Rose had helped her sew. The dress was of white muslin with a pale blue sash, and was unsuitable for riding. She had dressed her hair in a new way, caught in at the nape of her neck with a wide blue ribbon, instead of plaits. She trod carefully along the drove, avoiding the worst of the mud.

When she heard horses’ hooves she looked up, expecting to see Daniel returning a newly-shod horse to one of the farmers. But it was not Daniel riding pell-mell down the drove, but Nicholas Blythe. She stood aside to let him pass, but he reined in his horse, kicking up bits of grass and mud.

‘I say, Miss Thorne. I’m awfully sorry. Didn’t see you there. Did I give you a fright?’

Thomasine shook her head. ‘Not at all.’ She squinted at him. Nicholas Blythe and his elder brother Gerald were usually absent from Drakesden from April to August. ‘I thought you were at school, Mr Blythe.’

‘I was smitten by the plague. Chicken-pox. I’m supposed to be in quarantine. Gerry had it a couple of years ago, so he’s still at Winchester, poor devil. Only it’s damned dull at the Abbey just now – Mama and Pa and Marjorie are in London, so there’s only Lally and me.’

‘What a lovely horse.’ Thomasine stroked the black velvety nose.

‘He’s called Titus. Do you ride, Miss Thorne?’

She nodded, and fished inside her pocket for the sugar-lumps she always carried. The horse’s velvety lips nuzzled at her palm.

‘Mr Fanshawe lets me borrow his pony.’

‘Oh – that old thing. Wouldn’t go faster than a trot unless you set off a cannon behind her.’

Thomasine grinned and looked up at him. Nicholas Blythe was dark-haired, dark-eyed, his face a chiselled succession of straight lines and planes. ‘Bluebell’s a bit of a plodder,’ she conceded.

‘I say – you should try one of the Abbey nags, Miss Thorne.’

Thomasine had caught sight of Daniel, running towards them down the drove from the blacksmith’s cottage.

‘Tomorrow evening?’ added Nicholas. ‘In the meadow by the copse?’

She looked again at him, surprised. It occurred to her that Nicholas Blythe, too, might be bored. The prospect of new company and a ride on one of Drakesden Abbey’s superb horses was irresistible. ‘That would be lovely. Daniel can come too, can’t he, Mr Blythe?’

Daniel had slowed and scuffed his feet as he approached them. Standing slightly apart from them, he bobbed his head almost imperceptibly to Nicholas Blythe.

‘Of course. Well, toodle-oo, then,’ said Nicholas to Thomasine. ‘Till tomorrow.’ He kicked the horse into a canter.

‘Did you get the boat?’ asked Thomasine, when she and Daniel were alone.

For her birthday, Daniel had promised to borrow Mr Naylor’s flat-bottomed boat so that they could further explore the river. Daniel’s only reply was a grunt and a shrugging of his shoulders. He walked ahead of her, silent, down the drove.

She knew that he was moody, touchy sometimes. She put it down to the long hours that he worked: the five-mile walk to and from school, the hours after school in the blacksmith’s shop. She ran to catch up with him. Eventually he said, ‘I didn’t know you were friendly with Nicholas Blythe.’

‘I’m not. I shouldn’t think I’ve exchanged much more than half a dozen words with him before today. He just apologized for nearly riding into me, that’s all.’

He had paused at last, and she gave his arm a gentle shake. ‘Oh, Daniel, don’t be cross. Not today.’

Just for a moment then, her eyes met his. Then he fished inside his pocket and drew something out.

‘Happy birthday,’ he said.

When she unwrapped the fragment of tissue paper, she found a filigree brooch in the shape of a butterfly. ‘It’s not new,’ said Daniel quickly. ‘I bought it at Ely market. But it’s all right, isn’t it?’

It occurred to Thomasine that this was the first time that someone who wasn’t related to her had bought her a present. ‘It’s lovely, Daniel. It’s absolutely lovely.’ She let him pin the brooch to her blouse.

Nicholas Blythe was already waiting in the meadow when Thomasine and Daniel arrived the following evening. He was astride the huge black stallion he had been riding the previous day, and had another horse on a leading rein beside him.

‘I brought the paired blacks,’ he said. ‘This chap’s called Nero. After the Roman emperor, you know,’ he added to Daniel.

Daniel’s face darkened, but he said nothing.

Nicholas said, ‘Shall I give you a leg up, Miss Thorne? I say, you didn’t want a side-saddle like Marjie and Mama, did you?’

Thomasine shook her head. ‘Of course not. And it’s Thomasine, not Miss Thorne.’

From the elevated height of Nero’s back she had a new and exciting view of Drakesden. The meadow clung to the lowest slope of the island upon which Drakesden Abbey was built. It was not a real island, of course, just a low hillock of comparatively solid ground in the sea of black peat that made up most of the Fens. Between the meadow and the walls that surrounded Drakesden Abbey was the copse, one of the few pockets of woodland in a landscape where the winter winds discouraged the growth of trees.

Thomasine trotted Nero round the circumference of the meadow and then urged him into a canter. The speed was exhilarating. The trees and the froth of flowers that surrounded the meadow all blurred into one. When, finally, she reined the stallion in, she was laughing.

‘That was terrific!’

‘You were terrific.’ Nicholas held out his hand to help Thomasine out of the saddle. Then he handed the reins to Daniel. ‘Have a go, won’t you, Gillory?’

Daniel climbed into the saddle. Nicholas called out, ‘He’s a jumper, Gillory!’ and Daniel edged the horse back to the furthermost corner of the field, and put his heels to Nero’s flanks. The stallion gathered up speed, faster and faster, the noise of the hooves like thunder. Then horse and rider soared into the air, clearing the top of the fence by a foot.

Nicholas rode home through the wood. The trees shut out the pale blue sky. The horse’s hooves crushed the wild garlic that bordered the path, and the scent was intoxicating. The sunlight filtering through the trees made chains of gold from the sky to the undergrowth.

He could still feel the touch of Thomasine’s hand. It was strange how the sensation had lingered, as though, helping her out of the saddle, her fingers had impressed themselves permanently on his hand. As though his skin remembered her skin. It was not something he had ever experienced before. He knew that some of the fellows at school reacted in a similar way towards the older boys, but Nicholas, reminded of the sins his housemaster vaguely warned him against every term or so, had always rather despised such sentiment.

He heard a rustle in the undergrowth and he looked up. Squinting in the darkness, Nicholas saw two round dark eyes, a small white face, fat black plaits. ‘Lally.’

Reluctantly, his younger sister stood up. Her white blouse was stained with green and the hem of her skirt was dusty.

‘What are you doing here?’

‘Watching you.’

Nicholas stared at her.

‘Watching you,’ she repeated, ‘and Miss Thorne, and Daniel Gillory.’

Nicholas said, amazed, ‘You were there the whole time?’

‘I was behind the tree. I saw everything. You should have let me come. It isn’t nice to leave people alone so much.’

‘It isn’t nice,’ said Nicholas coldly, ‘to sneak. To spy. Spies are shot in wartime – did you know that, Lally?’

He saw her eyes grow wide, and she glanced fearfully round the wood. Her thumb slammed into her mouth. Even though Lally was almost thirteen, four years younger than Nicholas, Nicholas was sometimes aware that he still thought of his sister as a much younger child. As Baby, the youngest, scarcely out of the nursery. Just for a moment Nicholas wished his mother was back, to bully Lally’s sickly governess out of her bed, to deal with Lally’s tantrums, to tell her not to suck her thumb. But then he remembered that if Mama was here he certainly would not be allowed to spend his time with Thomasine Thorne. Nicholas was suddenly very glad that Sir William and Lady Blythe remained in London, making the arrangements for his elder sister’s wedding.

A week later, they met in the meadow again. This time, Thomasine rode Bluebell, the rector’s pony, and Daniel borrowed Nero. The three of them rode out of the meadow and along the drove. They avoided the village and the farms, their instinct for privacy unspoken and mutual.

The drove was badly rutted by cartwheels. They had reached the edge of Potters’ Field when Nicholas said, ‘Come on, Gillory. I’ll race you to the dyke.’

Then they were gone, hooves beating up the dust, Bluebell clattering plumply along in their wake. The evening sunlight gleamed on the black coats of the stallions and on the boys’ uncovered heads. They merged together, two dark shapes blurred into one by the dust storm they had created. Then they reached the dyke and were silhouetted against the sky.

Thomasine caught up with them. ‘Well? Who won?’

Daniel grinned, showing white, even teeth. ‘I did.’

Nicholas had dismounted from his horse and was sitting on top of the bank. ‘Ripping,’ he said. ‘Absolutely ripping. Beaten by a nose, damn it.’

He lay back, supported by his elbows, his long legs flung out in front of him. ‘When you ride like that you forget everything, don’t you? Nothing else seems important.’ He was looking at neither Daniel nor Thomasine, but at the skyline, cloudless and perfect. ‘If the war goes on long enough,’ he added, ‘I shall join a cavalry regiment. Gerald will be able to join up immediately, the lucky devil. He was nineteen yesterday.’

Thomasine stared at him. She and Aunt Hilly had studied newspapers and atlases only that morning. She said uncertainly, ‘Surely it won’t be anything to do with us? Surely Great Britain won’t be involved?’

Daniel said, ‘It depends whether Germany respects Belgian neutrality. If she doesn’t …’

‘If she doesn’t,’ finished Nicholas, ‘then we’ll be fighting the Hun. It’ll be the most terrific game. Nothing to do with you girls, though.’

He rolled over on to his stomach. ‘Don’t look so glum, Thomasine. I’m thirsty, aren’t you? I should have brought some lemonade. There’s pots and pots of it in the kitchens at the Abbey. Tell you what – why don’t you come up to the Abbey tomorrow evening? I can show you the gardens. Would you like that?’

She recalled the house that she had only once glimpsed, walled off from the rest of Drakesden. Those secretive windows, the sense that here was something only for the privileged few. She needed change, she needed different places, different people.

‘Like to? I’d love to, Nicholas.’

Daniel was sitting with his back to them, his legs slung over the edge of the dyke. Thomasine touched Nicholas’s hand, and glanced silently at Daniel.

‘You too, of course, Gillory,’ said Nicholas.

Nicky had gone out and Miss Hamilton was in bed, so Lally Blythe, on her own again, wandered aimlessly around the house. She was, she thought, just now the mistress of Drakesden Abbey. Mama and Papa were in London with Marjorie, Gerald was still at school, Nicky was out, and Miss Hamilton, Lally’s governess, was in bed with a sick headache. There was no-one to tell Lally what to do.

Freedom was surprisingly dull, though. She didn’t like to read, and she didn’t like to sew, and she was scared of horses. She ambled out of the library towards her father’s study. She was about to turn the doorhandle when she heard voices from inside. A man’s voice first, and then a trill of high-pitched laughter. Robbers, thought Lally, horrified. The safe was inside Sir William’s study, and in the safe were Lady Blythe’s jewels and, of course, the Firedrake. Lally liked the Firedrake. Occasionally Papa took it out of the safe and let her hold it. Gathering all her courage, Lally crouched down and peered through the keyhole.

Squinting, she glimpsed the housemaid, Ethel. It was Ethel who was laughing, a thin high giggle that seemed incongruous in the dark sombre study. Ethel was seated on the edge of Sir William’s desk, her black button boots swinging slowly backwards and forwards.

Very quietly, Lally turned the handle of the door and peered through the gap. She recognized Francis, the second footman. He was standing in front of Ethel. Ethel had stopped giggling and was saying, ‘No, Frank, you mustn’t.’ But she didn’t sound cross.

It took her a while to work out what they were doing. Then she realized that they were kissing. She had never seen anyone kiss like that before. Their mouths seemed glued together. Ethel was making funny little moaning noises, and her eyes were closed. One of Francis’s hands was behind her back, pulling her to him; the other was pushing her skirts up past her knee. Lally could see the top of Ethel’s thick black stocking and the band of white skin beyond. Hidden, she continued to watch. She knew that they were all doing something forbidden, she and Francis and Ethel. They in doing that odd sort of kissing in Lally’s father’s study, and she in watching. Lally knew that she should feel ashamed of herself. But she did not. She only realized, as she watched, that at last she was not bored.

They met Nicholas at the side-gate of Drakesden Abbey. Stepping through the gate, Thomasine knew that she was entering another world. Looking round the orchard, smelling its rich scents, her breath caught for a moment in her throat. As though she was used to air that was thinner, more ordinary; as though Drakesden Abbey’s beauty and abundance might sicken her.

The trees were thickly leaved, heavy with fruit. Against the walls of the orchard more fruit trees were shaped into fans, pyramids and espaliers. Butterflies danced in the hot, hazy air.

‘There’s apples, pears, plums, greengages, medlars and quinces,’ said Nicholas carelessly. ‘I think that’s all.’

‘Cherries,’ said Daniel.

‘Of course. Cherries.’ Nicholas walked through the orchard, hitting the swathes of long grass aside with a stick. ‘And little sisters—’

Nicholas halted; the stick stilled. Thomasine saw a figure uncurl herself from the perimeter of the orchard. A young girl walked forward.

‘Hello, Lally,’ said Nicholas irritably.

Both the similarities and the differences between brother and sister were very marked. They were both dark-haired, dark-eyed, even-featured. But Lally’s mouth had a downward twist, and her face was a rounder, softer version of her brother’s.

‘Isn’t it your bedtime, Baby?’

‘Miss Hamilton’s having a nap, and I was so lonely.’ Lally Blythe’s mouth puckered.

Thomasine felt sorry for her. That enormous house; her mother away for weeks at a time. The child’s skin was pale, almost translucent, and there were blue circles around her eyes.

‘Let me stay, Nicky, please.’

Nicholas sighed. ‘All right, then, brat. If you behave yourself.’

Lally whooped with joy and clasped Nicholas’s arm. They walked through the orchard. The kitchen garden lay before them, its neat rows of cabbages and carrots free of weeds and insects.

Nicholas said, ‘Let’s show them the Labyrinth, shall we, Lally?’

He led the way. Drakesden Abbey, its walls misted purple by wisteria, lay to one side of them, the slope of the island to the other. The warren of paths was closed off from the rest of the garden by high snaking walls and by tall hedges of lilac, laburnum and privet. The pathways were narrow, carpeted with grass, edged with ferns and meadowsweet. The tread of their feet, their whispered voices, were muffled, and the evening sun was shut away. It felt, thought Thomasine, subterranean, like a real Labyrinth.

Halfway along one of the passageways, Nicholas paused beside a door in the wall and flicked a strand of ivy from the handle. The door creaked open.

‘This was my grandfather’s favourite garden.’

The three flower-beds inside the walled garden were massed with roses. There was no wind, and the high, weathered brick cut off all sound except the whine of the bees. At the end of the three walkways, set into arched niches in the wall, were three statues. Thomasine glanced at the nearest. A woman and a bird. The woman was naked.

‘Leda and the swan,’ said Thomasine. Zeus was embracing Leda; their stone feathers and coiled hair were entwined in the shadow of the bricks.

‘And there’s Daphne,’ said Nicholas. Daphne, leaves uncurling from her fingertips, flinched coyly in the furthermost niche.

‘Mama doesn’t think them respectable girls. A little under-dressed for the English summer, perhaps.’ Nicholas waved a careless hand. ‘And there, in the middle, is our beloved Firedrake.’

They had walked through the ranks of roses to where the central niche was set into the wall. In the niche was a dragon, water dripping lazily from its stone mouth. Ferns crowded the green stones that trapped the water.

There was a coat of arms above the statue. The same coat of arms was carved into the wall of Drakesden church. ‘Our emblem,’ said Nicholas. ‘We’d have carried pennants bearing Firedrakes into battle, once. Good Queen Bess gave the first Sir Nicholas Blythe the Firedrake to say thank you for a jolly nice weekend. A play on words, you see, Thomasine, because the Blythes owned Drakesden. A firedrake’s a sort of dragon. Or a meteor, Pa says.’

‘Or a will-o’-the-wisp,’ said Daniel.

‘Really? Very appropriate, then. Our lowest-lying land’s alight with will-o’-the-wisps sometimes. Some sort of gas, my housemaster tells me.’

‘Marsh gas,’ said Daniel. ‘Methane.’

Lally said, ‘It’s in Father’s study, in the safe.’

Thomasine wanted to giggle. Nicholas said wearily, ‘What the brat means is not that poor old Pa’s study is full of noxious fumes, but that the original Firedrake is there. It’s a brooch, or something. It’s fairly hideous, so Mama never wears it. Now, infant – run along or Miss Hamilton will be looking for you.’

‘It isn’t fair, Nicky.’ Lally looked furious, but she began to shuffle back towards the door, her small booted feet dragging along the grass. She pushed feebly at the handle. ‘I can’t open it.’

Nicholas sighed again. ‘Would you …?’ he asked Daniel.

Daniel held open the door for Lally. When it had shut behind her, Nicholas took something out from behind the lush damp ferns beneath the Firedrake. He held up a wine bottle.

‘I haven’t any glasses, I’m afraid, but we can pass the bottle round, can’t we?’

With the beginning of August the weather grew hotter and closer, the hazy pale blue of the sky lingering long into the evenings. Often they rode: once, to placate Lally, they played hide-and-seek and sardines in Drakesden’s gardens. Thomasine, hiding inside the green cave of a box tree, held a finger to her lips to silence Daniel as he moved a branch and stepped inside. Ducking his head, he sat beside her on the twisted bough.

‘You’ve torn your skirt.’

Thomasine glanced guiltily down at the long rip in the navy blue serge. ‘I caught it on a branch. I’ll have to mend it before Aunt Hilly notices.’

The fronds of box tree moved again, revealing Nicholas.

‘There you are. I’ve been looking all over the place.’ Nicholas wormed his way inside, too tall to stand upright. There wasn’t room for him to sit beside Thomasine and Daniel, so he crouched in an awkward position, dabbing at his forehead with his handkerchief.

‘I say! I’ve had enough of this. Too jolly hot.’

‘Where’s Lally?’ asked Thomasine. ‘She’s been looking for us for ages.’

There was the sound of dragging feet on the gravel drive.

‘Where are you? Do come out! I can’t find you.’

Nicholas sighed and rolled his eyes.

‘Perhaps we should …’ Daniel had risen to his feet. ‘After all, she’s only a kid.’

Lally’s complaints grew steadily louder.

Nicholas called out, ‘In here, silly!’

Lally’s small round face, scarlet with heat and temper, appeared framed by box leaves. ‘It’s not fair, Nicky. It’s too difficult.’ Lally’s whines began to turn into sobs.

Daniel said quickly, ‘A different game, perhaps, d’you think?’

Nicholas sighed again, and pushed his way out of the box tree. Thomasine followed behind him. The glare of the sunlight and the solid wall of heat that seemed to have settled on Drakesden hit her as she left the cool shelter of the leaves. They ambled slowly back to the walled garden, where they collapsed on to the grass. Lally tugged at Nicholas’s hand.

‘Forfeits, Nicky – do let’s play forfeits.’

Nicholas groaned. ‘Ghastly Christmas game—’

‘Me first,’ said Lally. ‘Ask me something first, Nicky.’

Nicholas lounged back on the grass. ‘Oh … tell me the names of the Tudor kings and queens, Baby. All of them.’

‘Oh, that’s mean! I can’t do that. You know I’m hopeless at history, Nicky!’

‘You’ve had a governess for years,’ said Nicholas unsympathetically.

Lally screwed up her face. ‘Elizabeth,’ she said. ‘And Henry …’ she glanced uncertainly at Nicholas. ‘Eight Henrys—’

Nicholas groaned. Daniel whispered, ‘Two.’

‘I mean, two Henrys.’ Lally gazed at Daniel. ‘And … and …’

‘Mary and Edward,’ muttered Daniel.

‘Mary and Edward,’ said Lally triumphantly. ‘I don’t have to do a forfeit, do I?’

‘I suppose not. You’d better ask someone else a question. Ask Thomasine, Lally.’

A look of immense concentration settled on Lally’s small features. ‘You’re to tell me the name of Marjorie’s fiancé.’

‘Oh, for heaven’s sake, Lal. How on earth is Thomasine supposed to know that?’

‘I haven’t a clue. It doesn’t matter. Give me a forfeit, Lally.’

There was a long pause. Then Lally said, ‘I dare you to climb on to the fountain in the middle of the pond.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous, Baby. It’s quite deep, and she’d get all wet.’

Thomasine had already sprung to her feet. ‘I don’t mind.’

The fountain, surrounded by a wide pond, was in the centre of the lawn at the back of the house. Looking up to the house as she ran across the lawn, Thomasine saw the curtained windows blink back at her, a multitude of closed eyes.

Nicholas was by her side. ‘Which is your room?’ she whispered.

‘That one.’ He pointed. ‘Over the conservatory. I say – would you like to see the house?’ His voice was casual. ‘Come up tomorrow morning. Just you. I’ll show you round.’

Lally called, ‘Aren’t you going to do the dare, then?’

Thomasine kicked off her boots and stockings, and gathered up her skirts in her hands. The water felt delightfully cool. Carp flitted between the lily pads like strands of gold. Soon the water came up past her knees, then it dipped at the raised hem of her skirt, and then lapped halfway up her thighs. The fountain was a baroque excess of cherubs and dolphins, its curved archways of water refracting into rainbows.

Nicholas’s voice floated over the pond towards her. ‘That’ll do, Thomasine! You’ve done it!’

‘No, she hasn’t. I said she had to climb on to the fountain. She said she would.’

Thomasine took a deep breath and shut her eyes and walked forward. The spray hit her face, her chest, her shoulders. But she reached out and felt the slippery stone and clambered, bare feet gripping the granite, triumphantly upwards.

Nicholas let out a whoop of triumph, but Daniel leapt into the water and ran towards her, splashing through the goldfish and lilies. With a slip and a slither she tumbled from the fountain into his arms. Just for a moment he bent his head and his lips brushed her forehead, so quickly, she was left uncertain whether the gesture had been accidental. Then, with Thomasine’s hands clutched round his neck, Daniel waded back through the pond. They fell, soaked and laughing, on to the grass. Thomasine wrung out her skirt.

Nicholas said coldly, ‘I’ve a dare for you, Gillory. I dare you to walk along the wall by the Labyrinth.’

The laughter stopped quite suddenly. ‘You haven’t asked Daniel a question,’ said Thomasine. ‘And the wall’s too high and narrow and curvy.’

‘It’s called a serpentine wall, actually,’ said Nicholas superciliously. He had already begun to walk away from the pond, back to the Labyrinth.

Daniel ran down the slope after Nicholas. Thomasine scrambled to her feet. Lally plodded slowly down the slope after the two boys, her thumb locked in her mouth, her eyes dark and hard and secretive.

Daniel was already barefoot; he dumped his boots at one end of the wall. One of the soles had come away, and the leather gaped like an open mouth. The wall was fully eight feet high, a sinuous succession of curves, built from the pale yellow brick of the Fens. When Daniel seized a handful of ivy it ripped away, showering the grass with a fine dusting of powdery cement.

‘You’ll have to give me a bunk up.’

Nicholas braced his shoulder against the wall and threaded his fingers together. Daniel stepped into his cupped palms, and pulled himself up, his bare feet scrabbling against the brick. Upright, standing on top of the narrow wall, he began to move forward.

‘Come on, Gillory,’ taunted Nicholas. ‘That’s crawling – not walking.’

Daniel grinned, and began to run.

In her damp dress, cut off from the heat of the sun by the high wall, Thomasine felt suddenly cold. Shivering, she watched as Nicholas and Lally ran down the winding path beside the wall. She did not follow them; instead she returned to the walled garden.

She took her black lisle stockings from where she had hidden them inside her boots and pulled them back on. They snagged at her damp legs. She had lost her hair-ribbon, and her hair tumbled, wet and tangled, down her back. Her skirt was damp, dirty and torn. She heard Lally’s voice at last, and felt a wave of relief.

‘You’re so clever, Daniel. So brave.’

Nicholas sat down beside Thomasine. ‘My turn now.’

‘I’ve thought of a forfeit,’ cried Lally. ‘I want to ask you a forfeit, Nicky!’

‘It’s not your turn, Lal. You’re breaking the rules. It’s Gillory’s turn.’

‘I don’t mind.’ Daniel was lacing his boots up.

Lally’s face was bright and expectant. ‘Well, then. You’ve to kiss your favourite person, Nicky.’

There was a short silence. Then Nicholas said with a grin, ‘Titus isn’t here.’

Lally looked cross. ‘I meant in the garden. Someone in the garden.’

Nicholas’s tanned face went pale, then red. ‘Come off it. It’s a bit much, asking a chap … Not quite the thing …’

Daniel said, ‘I’ll do it.’

A peculiar mixture of emotions crossed Nicholas’s face. Anger and resentment and relief. ‘If you like,’ he muttered.

Daniel walked to the far end of the garden. At the first of the niches, he climbed up, searching for toe-holds in the weathered brick. Then he clasped his arms around Leda’s ample body, and kissed her full on the mouth.

It fixed itself like a photograph in Thomasine’s mind. Daniel Gillory, in his damp, ragged clothes, his arms embracing the white marble limbs, his mouth caressing those cold, stony lips.

They walked home through the woods, Thomasine treading behind Daniel through the narrow winding pathway. Daniel beat aside the nettles with a stick, and held the brambles out of her way. The wood glittered, the undergrowth dappled by the light that filtered through the leaves.

Daniel took her hand to help her over the stile. She was aware of the warmth of his skin, the calloused patches at each of his finger-joints. He raised her hand and pressed his lips to the back of it. The gesture was odd, old-fashioned. His hair had fallen over his face; Thomasine smoothed it away with her fingers. His skin was tanned, rough around the chin. Brought up by women, living so much of her life with women, she felt an intense curiosity, mixed with delight. As she slid from the stile, his arms encircled her. His eyes were chips of gold in the darkness of the wood, and his lips touched hers, gently, questingly.

Then the church bell chimed ten times, and a pheasant whirred from the undergrowth, its wings beating through the warm air.

‘You’re late,’ said Daniel. ‘Come on.’

Thomasine had told neither Hilda nor Rose about her visits to Drakesden Abbey’s gardens. She had not lied – both aunts simply assumed that she spent this summer as she had spent the previous five summers, exploring Drakesden, its fields and droves and streams. Darting through the copse the next morning, Thomasine evaded her suspicion that neither Hilda nor Rose would approve of her spending the day alone with Nicholas Blythe. Yet every now and then guilt resurfaced, boiling and bubbling to the forefront of her mind.

Nicholas met her outside the front steps of Drakesden Abbey. He took her first into the hall, with its great sweeping stairs. The walls were lined with glass cases, each one filled with minutely labelled collections of shells, fossils, stuffed animals and birds. The birds’ black glass eyes gazed back at Thomasine dispassionately; the ranks of dead dark creatures did not flinch from the sunlight that poured through the windows.

‘When I was a small child they used to frighten me,’ said Nicholas. ‘Particularly the wolverine. He’s a bit moth-eaten now, poor old thing.’

He led her into the drawing-room. The walls were coral-coloured, clustered with paintings, the ceiling blue, with ornately moulded cornices. The room was filled with the light that poured through the vast windows: so different to the cramped darkness of Quince Cottage.

‘Someone brought that back from Venice.’ Nicholas pointed to a bureau. ‘In the seventeenth – or was it the eighteenth – century …?’

‘Don’t you know? I mean, your family …’

He shook his head. ‘Haven’t a clue. Can’t tell one thing from the other. All this goes to poor old Gerry, thank God. Come on.’

More rooms, each one a dazzling array of paintings, ornaments, carpets and well-upholstered furniture.

‘The conservatory,’ said Nicholas eventually, opening a door.

The conservatory ran the entire length of the back of the house, an elegant structure of glass and wrought-iron, tiled in black and white marble, wreathed in plants. The heat was damp and stifling.

‘Sweltering, isn’t it?’ Nicholas wiped his forehead with his handkerchief.

The vegetation was luxuriant and exotic. The flowers hung, waxy and pendulous, the leaves gleamed a deep dark green. The air in the conservatory was hot and heavy, slightly rank, perfumed with a sickly scent from the flowers.

Nicholas said anxiously, ‘What do you think? Are you enjoying yourself? We’ll go outside if you’re bored.’

‘Oh, Nicholas. How could I be bored?’ Thomasine looked around her. ‘It’s simply marvellous. Look at it – it’s like – it’s like a jungle. Or paradise.’

Nicholas was wearing jodhpurs and riding-boots, and a jacket, shirt and tie. His dark hair clung to his forehead with the heat. ‘Shall we have lunch here? No – too hot, don’t you think? I say –’ he sprang to his feet – ‘how about a picnic?’

‘A picnic would be lovely. So much cooler outside.’

They went to the kitchen. When Nicholas opened the door some of the chatter died away, to be replaced by the clanging of pots and pans, the purposeful rattling of lids on simmering saucepans.

‘Miss Thorne and I would like a picnic prepared, Mrs Blatch. Cold chicken and ham, a little salad and … let me see … what do you suggest for dessert?’

His voice had altered, his easy friendliness replaced by an arrogance underlaid with nervousness. The servants, many of whom Thomasine recognized, stared at her with curiosity tinged with resentment.

‘Come upstairs,’ said Nicholas, after they had left the kitchen. ‘We’ve two more floors to see.’

The stairs were wide and winding, lined by portraits of dead Blythes. Lally met them on the landing.

Nicholas said crossly, ‘Go back to the nursery, Lally. You’re supposed to be doing your lessons.’

Lally’s face crumpled and she clutched Nicholas’s arm. ‘I’m bored, Nicky. I want to come with you. Please, Nicky.’

‘Oh, push off, Lally,’ said Nicholas. ‘Do go away.’

As Lally ran down the stairs, snuffling, Nicholas said, ‘Mama should send her to school. Her governess is hopeless with her.’

They went into the library, where heavy curtains and blinds were drawn in an attempt to keep the sunlight from the books. Thomasine wandered from bookcase to bookcase.

‘How Aunt Hilly would love it! So many books!’

Nicholas yawned. ‘I hate this room. It reminds me of school.’

Next door in Sir William’s study, dust sparkled in the rays of light from the gaps between the curtains. Nicholas turned to Thomasine.

‘Would you like to see the Firedrake?’

He didn’t wait for her answer. Instead, pulling a curtain aside, he began to turn the combination lock of the safe.

‘I’ve seen my father do it,’ he explained.

The safe opened and Nicholas peered into the darkness. Thomasine could see papers, rolled and beribboned, and jewel cases. Reaching inside, Nicholas took out something wrapped in a length of velvet.

‘Look,’ he said, and unfolded the cloth. ‘It’s rather grotesque, isn’t it? The fashion of the times, I suppose. Mama never wears it.’

The Firedrake was a brooch, dragon-shaped, encrusted with semi-precious stones. Thomasine, studying the curved tail, the arched back, the fiery mouth and glittering, baleful eyes, could not decide whether it was ugly or beautiful.

‘It’s more than three hundred years old. Stand still, Thomasine.’

His hands shook as he unhooked the heavy clasp and pinned it to her dress. He said, ‘You look splendid, Thomasine, utterly splendid.’ Nicholas’s voice sounded odd and his eyes looked as Daniel’s had, just before he had kissed her. Catching sight of the clock on the mantelpiece, Thomasine said, ‘It’s one o’clock, isn’t it, Nick? Time for our picnic.’

In the blacksmith’s shop the heat was unbearable. Daniel, like his father, was naked from the waist up. Sweat matted his hair and streamed down his back. There was a half-barrel of water in the corner of the workshop, but it was lukewarm and seething with striddlebacks.

Every horse between Cambridge and Ely seemed to have thrown a shoe that day. Daniel fed the fire with turf and held the horses still, while his father hammered and swore. Daniel’s arms ached and his tongue was glued to the roof of his mouth. He couldn’t bring himself to drink from the barrel, and Harry, his younger brother, was not yet back from The Otter with the ale his father had called for.

Daniel tried to concentrate as he struggled to hold the horse still, but his mind kept drifting. He was in the wood again, and Thomasine was in his arms and he was kissing her. He had kissed girls before. He had even, in the shelter of a barn or the silence of the fields, touched a breast, stroked a thigh. The impulse to go further than that last night, to do what adults did, had been almost overwhelming. But he had come to his senses in time. The church clock had chimed, and she had run home. Yet the heat and hunger still lingered, distracting him.

The mare snorted and kicked, Daniel’s damp hands slipped, and the flailing hoof caught Jack Gillory on the chin. Daniel grabbed at the bridle, his father roared, and something hit Daniel hard on the side of his head. Stars danced in the darkness of the blacksmith’s workshop, and discordant bells chimed over the snorting of the horse and Jack Gillory’s curses.

When his sight cleared, Daniel saw that his father was standing over him, his hand raised to strike again. Amo, amas, amat, thought Daniel, sprawled on the floor, testing his brain to see whether it still worked.

Harry’s tremulous voice whispered, ‘Mr Green wouldn’t let me have no more ale, Dad. He says you’ve got to settle up.’

Somehow Daniel scrambled to his feet. His younger brother Harry was standing in the doorway, an empty bottle in his hand. Harry’s face was white and pinched and frightened.

Jack Gillory seized the empty bottle from the child’s hand and hurled it to the paving stones. Broken glass sparkled in the heat, and the mare reared again. ‘Run,’ whispered Daniel to Harry.

Harry didn’t need to be told twice. He wove his way through the allotment, his bare feet pounding up clouds of dust. Something was trickling down the side of Daniel’s face, and when he put up his hand to touch his forehead his fingertips came away dotted with scarlet.

There was a bruise on Jack Gillory’s chin, curved like a horseshoe. Jack drank a mouthful of water from the half-barrel, and turned to Daniel. Oddly, he was smiling.

‘The thing is, boy, that there’s work enough for two. I’m not making the money, see.’

The sweat on Daniel’s face went cold. He said nothing.

‘I reckon this shop needs two of us. All the time, like.’

Daniel blinked. There was a pulse pounding in his temple. ‘In the holidays, Dad,’ he whispered. ‘Before and after school.’

Jack Gillory shook his head. ‘Not enough, boy. Can’t pay my bills, see? So you’ll tell Rector you won’t need no more fancy clothes.’

Daniel said, ‘No.’

Jack moved towards him. ‘No? Don’t cheek me, lad. I’ve had enough o’ your bloody cheek. You’ll bloody do what I tell you.’

His father wasn’t the only one with a temper. Something inside Daniel, that he had struggled to hold at bay for weeks, snapped. ‘I don’t need you, Dad,’ he hissed. ‘I’ve got the scholarship, and the rector gives me books and clothes—’ Daniel darted round to the other side of the anvil, avoiding a second blow. ‘I’m going to be something more than you, Dad! I’m going to have a decent home, and good food, and proper clothes. Not a lousy allotment that only grows weeds, and a mucky house that lets in water in the winter—’

Jack Gillory roared like a bull and lunged at him in the hot, dry darkness.

Daniel yelled, ‘I’ll not be like you! Stinking drunk every night, grunting like a rutting hog—’

He felt fingers clutching him round the neck, pushing him to his knees. The fire was hot against his face and he saw, as if through a mist, the bent shape of the anvil. Then his face was plunged into water. His father was holding his head in the barrel with the striddlebacks. Daniel tried not to breathe because he was afraid of the worms in his nose, his mouth. He wriggled violently, but the iron grip held him down.

He heard, dimly, just as he was about to stop struggling, a voice cry out, ‘Jack! No!’ And then he was released, and he knelt beside the barrel, sobbing and retching, his head cradled on his arms.

When he could stand, he staggered past his father and mother, grabbing his discarded shirt and scrubbing it against his face. Then he ran out of the workshop and through the allotment, tripping over the straggling cabbages and hardened furrows.

Lady Blythe, her personal maid and elder daughter, arriving back from London nearly a week early, found Drakesden Abbey almost deserted. Hot and dusty from the journey from Ely station, she had little patience with inefficiency and sloppiness. Straight-backed, pulling her kid gloves smartly from her fingers, she issued requests for hot water, a plate of cold salad, some sweet wine. The servants bustled about, trying to look busy, but Gwendoline Blythe was not hoodwinked. She saw the dust on the sills and table-tops, the balls of dirt in the corners of the stairs. She would have to reprimand the housekeeper. The news that Lally’s governess had spent most of the last few weeks in her bed made Lady Blythe’s mouth tighten in irritation.

When she and Marjorie had eaten and changed, Lady Blythe began herself to look for her children. She had established that they were not in the house, but no-one seemed to know much more about Nicholas and Lally’s whereabouts. She was longing to see Nicholas again. She thought of her elder son Gerald, who was nineteen, and she shuddered. There would be a war, she thought dully, she must accept that now, and Gerald would join up. There was no question that he would not join up. She thanked God that Nicholas was only seventeen.

Outside, her parasol sheltering her from the rays of the sun, Gwendoline Blythe sent the gardener’s boy to the stables. While she waited for him to return, she walked slowly through the gardens. Two white peacocks fanned out their glorious tail-feathers in the heat. Lady Blythe thought that though there were some aspects of marriage that she had always found distasteful, she had never regretted her alliance with Sir William Blythe. Marriage had given her Drakesden.

The boy ran back to her side. ‘Mr Nicholas has taken your bay mare, your ladyship. Mr Dockerill thinks he might be in the paddock.’

As she walked down to the paddock, she thought of her children: Gerald and Marjorie and Nicholas. And Lally, of course. Lally had been an afterthought, an unexpected late addition. She had been convinced that after Nicholas she would have no more children. Two sons and a daughter had seemed the perfect family.

Inside the paddock she saw Nicholas, and she looked for a long moment at her favourite son. Then she saw the girl.

She had thought for a moment that Lally was riding her mare. But Lally was afraid of horses, and besides, only one girl in Drakesden had hair of that dreadful vulgar colour: the Misses Harkers’ ill-mannered, impertinent niece. Lady Blythe said her son’s name, and Nicholas spun round.

‘Mama! I thought you were in London … it’s not time …’

‘Marjorie and I came back a little early.’ Lady Blythe, standing in the shade of the tree, collapsed her parasol. Clouds were filling the sky. There would be a thunderstorm, she thought.

‘You should have telegraphed. I’d have met you at the station.’ Nicholas’s face had turned a dusky pink.

‘Of course.’ Gwendoline smiled, a small, tight smile. Her sharp eyes caught sight of the remains of the picnic under the tree. ‘We took a cab. Gerald is to come back early from OTC camp. Your father has gone to fetch him. They will travel home tomorrow in the motor-car. This wretched war—’

‘Has it begun?’ said Nicholas eagerly. ‘Has war been declared?’

War was unpredictable and threatening. Silently, she reminded herself that war, after all, could not touch Drakesden.

‘William says that war will be declared any day now. Germany has insisted that her armies will march through Belgium. I didn’t care to remain in London. It seemed – feverish.’ She paused, and then asked, ‘Have you seen Miss Thorne frequently over the past weeks, Nicholas?’

‘Oh – not really. Just occasionally.’

She knew he was lying. She had always been close to him, so she could read instantly his moods, his temper. The difficult pregnancy, the premature birth of her second son, had perhaps made his survival seem so much more precious. He had been the only one of the four that she had loved as soon as she had set eyes on him. With her elder son Gerald, love had taken a day or two, but with Nicholas she had just gazed into those slatey dark eyes and known, for the only time in her life, joy. Although all the children had of course been brought up by nannies and nursery maids, that original love had lingered, to be rediscovered and concentrated by time.

‘I said she should come up here and ride a decent horse for once.’

The truth, unsaid, shimmered in the air, dividing them. The uncompromising landscape of the Fens seemed to glare back at them, the sunlit fields darkened by the ominous clouds. The thunder rumbled again.

Miss Thorne was riding alongside the dyke. As they watched, she spurred the mare into a canter. The girl wore no hat, and her long, gaudy hair streamed out behind her like a banner. Gwendoline Blythe saw and understood the expression on her son’s face. She drew in her breath sharply. The silly boy was in love with the Harkers’ niece. The sudden realization that Nicky, too, had begun to know a man’s appetites and desires made Gwendoline shiver with anger and disappointment.

‘I think that it is time Miss Thorne went home, don’t you agree, Nicholas?’ said Lady Blythe coldly. ‘Perhaps you would see her to the gate.’ She turned and left the paddock.

Daniel searched through the orchards, the walled gardens, the Labyrinth. He was careful to keep out of everyone’s sight, knowing that without Nicholas he was an intruder at Drakesden Abbey.

When someone did appear, bobbing up in front of him as he skirted by a laurel hedge, he almost hit them out of his way. He realized, just in time, that it was Lally.

‘I’m looking for Thomasine,’ he said, trying to keep his voice civil. ‘She wasn’t at home. Is she here?’

‘She’s with Nicholas,’ said Lally. She gazed up at Daniel with wide dark eyes. ‘She likes Nicholas.’

She led him by a circuitous route round the back of the house. She whispered to him as they walked, ‘I knew you’d come, Daniel. I was looking for you. I knew you wouldn’t leave me on my own. I’ve got a secret, you see. Shall I tell it you?’

Daniel shook his head wearily. He ached all over. The grinding thunder seemed to reverberate inside his bruised skull.

Lally flinched at the thunder. Lightning forked through a purple sky, and her thumb slammed into her mouth. Looking at her, Daniel said more kindly, ‘It’s all right, lightning always goes for the highest point. It won’t hurt you, Lally. We’ll just keep away from the trees.’

Fat drops of water splashed on the dry earth. Lally said nervously, ‘I was going to—’ and then her words were lost in the clamour of the thunder.

They were beside the cluster of greenhouses and potting-sheds that the gardeners used. The fields and paddocks fell away to the other side.

‘Is Thomasine riding?’ asked Daniel.

Lally’s hands were clamped over her mouth and her eyes were very dark and very bright. Reaching out, she seized one of Daniel’s hands.

‘In here,’ she whispered.

She had opened the door of one of the potting-sheds. Daniel thought that perhaps she wanted to shelter from the rainstorm. He suddenly felt hopeless and exhausted. He knew that he should not have come here. He saw himself clearly for what he was: ragged and dirty, an uncleaned cut on one temple, his hair still matted with water and sweat. No wonder Thomasine preferred the company of Nicholas Blythe.

Inside the potting-shed it was hot and dark, and there was a warm musty smell of peat and roots. Lally stood beside him. She was trembling. She was only a kid, after all, thought Daniel. His sister Nell hid under the table in a thunderstorm.

‘You’ve hurt your head,’ said Lally.

She touched the bruised skin on his forehead. Her fingers were small and tapering. Her hot little hand slid down and lay against his cheek. She was only a kid.

When he felt her lips against his, his chief emotion was one of surprise. Daniel gasped. Her small pointed tongue darted into his mouth, licking his teeth, his tongue. Her breath was hot against his face. Thunder crashed overhead.

Lady Blythe had reached the greenhouses. Her parasol was necessary now to keep off the rain. Water hurled from the sky, leaving round black pockmarks on the parched, dusty grass. She heard a sound from the potting-shed. Thinking it was one of the gardeners, she opened the door, intending to ask after Lally. It took a moment for her eyes to become accustomed to the dark.

She couldn’t believe what she saw. Her own little daughter, only thirteen years old, in the arms of the blacksmith’s son. Lady Blythe screamed.

Her first reaction, on finding them, was to send for the constabulary. To lock up that lout who pushed past her and ran away when she cried out. But to do that, she realized almost immediately, would mean compromising her daughter.

‘He didn’t make me,’ Lally said sullenly. ‘I wanted to.’

Even when, dragging her across the lawn back to the house, Lally began to howl and shake and stamp her foot, she still stuck to her story. ‘He didn’t make me. I wanted to,’ she yelled, and Lady Blythe was thankful that the child’s hysteria made her words incomprehensible to everyone but her mother. She found some relief in slapping Lally smartly across the face to slow the flow of sobs and screams.

She put Lally to bed herself, unable to risk her babblings being understood by any of the servants. Undressing Lally and bathing her hot red face, Gwendoline Blythe knew that no-one must know what had happened – not even Sir William. She felt physical revulsion when she thought of the incident. It was disgusting and shameful.

Eventually Lally’s eyelids drooped and her shudders became less and less frequent. Back in her own bedroom, Lady Blythe let her maid settle her in a comfortable chair. She watched Jardine finish unpacking her bags, and found the witnessing of the routine tasks soothing: the folding of her clothes, the careful placing of lavender bags between the silky layers, the jewel cases put aside on her dressing-table. When the maid had finished, Lady Blythe said, ‘Ask Hawkins to unlock the safe for you, Jardine, so that you may put my jewellery away.’

Only when the maid had gone did Gwendoline Blythe allow herself to show her distress. When the door had closed, the trembling, which she had controlled so carefully, began. The thunder crashed overhead, rain battered against the window-panes, but Lady Blythe could still hear the hammering of her teeth. She felt as though they had been violated. As though that dreadful boy, with his filthy clothes and matted hair, had despoiled not only her daughter, but her home as well. As though the dirty stinking waters of the Fen were lapping against the shores of the island.

She would have words with the housekeeper and begin again the weary search to find a suitable governess for Lally. Or a school, perhaps – she had never really approved of schools for girls, but now the idea offered a possible solution. And Nicholas must not be allowed out of sight of his family. A seaside holiday might be a good idea. As for that boy—

There was a knock at the door, and Jardine, looking flustered, came back into the room.

‘Mr Hawkins sent me for you, your ladyship. He says, will you come to Sir William’s study. It’s the safe, your ladyship. It wasn’t locked.’

That evening Thomasine looked for Daniel. He wasn’t in the blacksmith’s shop, he wasn’t waiting for her by the dyke, and neither was he in the meadow. Mrs Gillory, picking runner beans in her allotment, shook her head when Thomasine asked after her eldest son. There’d been a bit of a set-to earlier on, she explained. Mrs Gillory’s face was thin and white, and a dark purple bruise encircled one of her eyes.

Thomasine, disturbed, went for a last hopeless walk around the village. It was still raining, and the sky was full of grey swollen clouds. She could not rid herself of the conviction that something terrible had happened that day: it was there, unspoken, in the rivulets of water that streamed down the drove, in the expression in Nicholas Blythe’s eyes after he had escorted her, for what she had known must be the last time, to the gates of Drakesden Abbey.

The following morning, Lady Blythe went to see the rector. Mr Fanshawe’s maid showed her into the rectory drawing-room.

‘Such an unexpected pleasure, your ladyship,’ the rector twittered. ‘So much cooler after the thunderstorm—’

‘I have come to speak to you about the Gillory boy,’ said Lady Blythe. She had another call to make: she did not intend to waste time on platitudes.

‘Daniel?’ said the rector blankly.

‘Yes. Daniel. I believe that you helped him take a place at Ely Grammar School.’

‘Daniel himself won the free place, your ladyship – he entered the competition for the scholarship. I provide him with a uniform, and books and pens and pencils. The family is not well-off.’

Lady Blythe said nothing for a moment. Through the open French-windows of the drawing-room, she could see the ranks of dahlias, lilies and snapdragons, still glistening with raindrops from the thunderstorm.

‘Isn’t it rather a waste, Rector, to provide a boy like that with an education? It only marks him out from his fellows and gives him unsuitable ideas. And when he leaves school – what is there for him? He shall be a blacksmith, like his father. Nothing can alter that.’

The rector said uneasily, ‘If Daniel passes his school certificate, your ladyship, it may be possible for him to take up a college place.’

She stood up and went to the French-windows. The rich scents from the garden assailed her. She breathed them in, her eyes half-closed. Into her darkened vision came unwelcomed the memory of Lally, her eyes red with crying, shouting, ‘Daniel was with me. Daniel was with me all the time.’ She had been obliged to believe Lally. She turned back to the rector. She said gently, ‘I don’t think that you should assist the Gillory boy any more, Mr Fanshawe.’

Mr Fanshawe said faintly, ‘If Daniel hasn’t a uniform, your ladyship, he can’t go to school.’

‘Quite,’ said Lady Blythe. ‘I’m glad we understand each other.’

His face was bright pink. ‘I couldn’t do that, your ladyship. Daniel is a bright lad. It would be cruel.’

She glanced through the window to the peaceful garden beyond. ‘Do you like it here, Rector?’

He nodded dumbly.

‘And Mrs Fanshawe? Is she happy at Drakesden?’

He looked bewildered. ‘The quiet of the countryside is beneficial for her nerves, the doctor says.’

‘Of course. Mrs Fanshawe would not wish to be obliged to remove to the city.’ She added patiently, ‘This living is in the gift of Drakesden Abbey. Do you understand me, Rector?’

His pale eyes widened and he whispered, ‘But what will Daniel do?’

‘Oh – he will work for his father. And I dare say we shall find him some labouring at the Abbey.’ Lady Blythe found, as she accepted her parasol from the rector’s maid, that she was smiling.

A night’s broken sleep had not dispersed Thomasine’s apprehensiveness. She slipped out of Quince Cottage after breakfast, running down the drove towards the blacksmith’s cottage. But Daniel still had not returned home.

Restless and edgy, Thomasine fed the hens, washed up, dusted the parlour and, sitting at the kitchen table, wrote the household accounts in a clear, sloping hand. Back bacon, 9d; washing soda, 4½d; preserving sugar, 1/6d. As she wrote, she relived, over and over again, the events of the last two days. The game of forfeits, Daniel’s kiss, the splendour of Drakesden Abbey. Her scrambled, humiliating dismount from the borrowed mare, Lady Blythe watching all the while, her eyes like chips of blue ice. The rumour, growing like a living thing in Drakesden’s muddy streets, that England was now at war.

There was a knock at the front door. Thomasine’s hand shook and a blot of black ink smeared the white paper. Rose’s voice called, ‘Hilda, dear, come quick. It is Lady Blythe!’

Someone opened the door, and the visitor was shown in. Thomasine put aside her pen and quickly tidied her hair. Her heart was hammering as she opened the door to the parlour.

Aunt Rose looked upset, Aunt Hilda looked furious. Hilda said, ‘Thomasine, my dear, there seems to have been a bit of a mix-up. Lady Blythe thinks that you spent yesterday afternoon at Drakesden Abbey.’

She had not lied, but neither, Thomasine knew, had she lived up to Hilda’s own unimpeachable standards of honesty and integrity. She had to force the words out.

‘Yes, I did, Aunt Hilly.’ The flicker of shock in Hilda’s eyes hurt her.

Rose whispered, ‘Alone, Thomasine, dearest?’

‘With Nicholas. With Mr Blythe, I mean.’

Hilda said hopefully, ‘Daniel—?’ and Thomasine shook her head.

‘Daniel didn’t come. I don’t know where he is.’

At last, Lady Blythe spoke. ‘You see, Miss Harker?’

‘I see,’ said Hilda angrily, ‘that there has been some childish nonsense. I see that your son, Lady Blythe, behaved badly.’

Just for a moment, the anger in Hilda’s eyes was reflected in Lady Blythe’s. Then the ice returned, and she said, ‘I shall come straight to the point, Miss Thorne. A valuable heirloom is missing from Drakesden Abbey. It was taken from the safe. My son saw it at midday, and its loss was discovered in the later afternoon. Nicholas has told me that he opened the safe and showed it to you.’

Thomasine whispered, ‘The Firedrake is missing?’

‘Just so, Miss Thorne. Do you intend to return it to its rightful owners?’

There was a gasp from Hilda and a small muffled cry from Rose. It took Thomasine, dazed, a moment to understand what Lady Blythe was implying. Then she could hardly get the words out. ‘You think that I – you think I took it—’

Rose said, ‘The servants—’

‘I have already spoken to the servants, Miss Harker. Their rooms have been thoroughly searched.’

Hilda’s face was white except for two spots of scarlet on her cheekbones. ‘A passing stranger, then … If your son forgot to close the safe—’

‘All the world knows if a stranger comes to Drakesden. You are aware of that, Miss Harker. Miss Thorne had the opportunity – according to my younger daughter she left Nicholas once, ostensibly to tidy her hair.’

‘Ostensibly!’ Hilda had lost her temper. ‘Lady Blythe – this is preposterous—’

‘Your niece has not denied it, Miss Harker.’

Silently, three faces turned to Thomasine. Tears had gathered in Rose’s eyes. Hilda had drawn herself to her full height, her fists clenched. Only Lady Blythe looked untroubled, as though she was unable to conceive that her version of events might possibly be disputed.

‘I don’t need to deny it,’ said Thomasine proudly. ‘My aunts know that I would never shame them in such a way.’

Rose’s small hand curled round Thomasine’s. Hilda said, her voice cold, ‘I think you should go, your ladyship. There really is nothing more to discuss.’

Lady Blythe spoke just once more as she rose to leave.

‘You are not welcome at Drakesden Abbey, Miss Thorne. You will never speak to my son again. I would suggest that, if you are capable of it, you find yourself some sort of respectable occupation, as far away from Drakesden as possible. Girls of your type can so easily go to the bad.’

Much later, furiously chopping wood for the stove, Hilda thought through what Thomasine had said after Lady Blythe had gone. ‘It was just Nicholas and me, Aunt Hilly. Nicholas showed me round the house and then we had a picnic, and then we rode. That’s all.’

That’s all. But it was enough, Hilda saw. For a proud, private woman like Lady Blythe to find that her handsome seventeen-year-old son had spent the day alone with a girl from the village must have been both galling and worrying. Which was why Lady Blythe was so angry, of course. Why she had accused Thomasine of doing such a terrible thing.

Hilda stacked the split logs against the outhouse wall. The greatest irony was that in that one matter she and Lady Blythe were entirely in agreement. She, like Gwendoline Blythe, did not think Nicholas suitable company for Thomasine. Their social standing, their birth, their position in the village meant that they were not, and could never be, equals. And yet they were of an age that was ripe for folly. Hilda thought of Nicholas Blythe, of his Byronic good looks, his isolation from the rest of Drakesden. She would have rather trusted Daniel Gillory with Thomasine any day, because Daniel understood the rules.

Daniel went home, eventually, in the late afternoon.

In the downstairs room, Ruth Gillory sent the younger children outside and put a plate of food in front of Daniel. The sound of hammering from the lean-to told him that his father was working.

Even though he had eaten nothing more than a handful of blackberries all day, Daniel picked at the bread and pork dumpling. He felt sick with dread. You didn’t get caught kissing Lady Blythe’s daughter and expect to get away with it.

His mother sat down opposite him. He realized, after a few mouthfuls, that she was trying to tell him something. Only she couldn’t get the words out. Daniel pushed the plate aside, unable to eat any more. His mother was pleating the loose folds of her apron, not looking at him.

‘Rector came round,’ she said eventually.

Fear thumped him in the stomach, sick and certain. ‘And?’ he said. He knew what she was going to say next, though.

‘He can’t help with the clothes and things no more. He said he was very sorry.’

Daniel knew immediately what had happened. She couldn’t send him to prison for kissing her daughter, so Lady Blythe had done the next best thing. She had taken away what was most important to him.

He felt his mother’s thin, calloused hand touch his. ‘It might be for the best, son. It was only causing trouble.’

Daniel scrambled to his feet, knocking over the stool. His anger made his head throb again. He walked out of the cottage into the sunshine, his eyes fixed on the untidy allotment, yet not seeing it.

He wanted to shout aloud at the injustice of it. To curse the entire brood of Blythes who had carelessly entangled him in their lives, and then punished him for that impertinence. He saw what was now his future: the scruffy smallholding, the skinny animals snuffling in the dust, the blacksmith’s shop. He began to run, jumping over the fence, zigzagging through the field that separated the Gillorys’ land from the dyke. Daniel trod the yellow corn, almost ripened, underfoot, leaving a deep jagged gash through the cornfield to mark his route. It didn’t matter: the land belonged to the Blythes.

In the village, people stared at her, whispering. Thomasine knew then that the years in which she had thought she had become part of Drakesden had been illusory. Her acceptance had been only skin-thick, easily broken.

Rumour spread like a peat-fire in the small, isolated village, and too many were willing to give credence to it. Even those whom she had considered to be her friends – Mrs Carter in the shop, Mr Fanshawe, Mr Naylor at Chalk Farm – seemed to look at her in a different, censorious way.

And yet, she could have borne all that if it had not been for Daniel. She had not spoken properly to Daniel since the day they had played forfeits. Since the evening he had kissed her. Now, Daniel worked all day for his father and would not, rumour said, return to school in September. When she tried to speak to him, his answers were monosyllabic and curt to the point of rudeness.

At the end of the week, she wrote the letter. She had realized that she could not remain in Drakesden, that its flat vista and dingy cottages had become intolerable to her. She needed something more. She needed to be free again; she needed a future.

She did not tell Hilda and Rose what she had done, but waited restlessly for Antonia’s reply.

London’s Liverpool Street Station was covered with recruiting posters. The platform was crowded with men in khaki uniform, their newly cropped hair short and prickly on their reddened necks. Through the milling bodies and the steam hissing from the engines, Thomasine could not at first find Aunt Tony.

Then she saw her – the small, elegant figure, the auburn hair topped by a wide black hat trimmed with feathers. Thomasine, seizing her case, wormed her way through the crowds and showed her ticket to the guard.

‘Such a crush!’ cried Antonia, running to greet her. ‘Darling, let me look at you.’

She held Thomasine at arm’s length. Thomasine, for what seemed to be the first time in weeks, found that she was smiling.

‘Oh, sweetheart, you’ve still got the hair! Such a funny thing, don’t you think, that it should be just you and I? Pat was fair-haired, of course, like Rose. Your eyes are Pat’s shape, but my colour. Let me see your feet, Thomasine. Point your toes.’

In the middle of Liverpool Street station, surrounded by soldiers returning to their barracks, Thomasine raised her skirts to her calves and pointed one foot.

‘Turn out your ankle,’ cried Antonia. ‘Yes, darling! You’re a clever girl, you haven’t forgotten, have you? Such dreadful boots, though. Hilda never did have the least idea.’

Antonia took Thomasine’s hand and pulled her through the crowds. ‘I have a class at four o’clock, but if we hurry we shall have time for a cup of tea together.’

An hour later, Thomasine was sitting in the front parlour of Antonia’s Teddington villa. Gazing around the room, she found all of the objects still familiar to her from her visit the previous year. No-one else had a house like Aunt Tony. Every ornament, every book and every painting had some connection with ballet. And no-one else looked like Antonia. At just over five foot, she appeared tall and slim and elegant. Her clothes, which she made herself, were exquisite.

Antonia put down her teacup. ‘Now – I must dash or I shall be late for my class. You stay here, darling, and have a nice rest. Train journeys are always so exhausting.’

Antonia peered into the mirror, tweaking the plumes of her hat into place. She took Thomasine’s hands in hers and kissed her on the cheek.

‘You shall start class on Monday afternoon. On Monday morning we shall visit the shops and choose some lengths of material. I expect you could do with a new frock or two.’

Then she was gone. Thomasine watched as, quick and purposeful, Antonia walked out of the front garden and along the street. Thomasine leaned her forehead against the window-pane. She could see the row of similar houses across the other side of the street, differentiated by the colours of their front doors, or the roses or virginia creeper that crawled up their walls. A cat stretched out lazily on top of a nearby wall, and a poster was pasted around the scarlet pillar-box. Thomasine could only see one half of the poster, but she knew it by heart. ‘Your King and Country need you’, it said. ‘A call to arms.’

The houses seemed so high, so crushed together, duplicated so many times against the dusty road and grey sky. Even the trees looked stunted, darkened by the smoke and smog of many winters. She thought, painfully, of Drakesden. Of Daniel and Nicholas, lying in the grass, saying, ‘It’s going to be the most terrific game.’ She shut away those memories, along with the even more painful recollection of the parting from Hilda and Rose. Then she closed her eyes and listened to the sounds of the city.

In September, Daniel was clearing wheelbarrow-loads of windfalls from the orchard when, for the first time in weeks, Nicholas spoke to him.

Lady Blythe’s younger son was wearing tennis clothes. He said, pointing to the wheelbarrow, ‘You can go back to that later, Gillory. I need someone to collect tennis-balls for me. I have to practise my serve.’

Daniel followed Nicholas to the tennis-courts. Nicholas’s perfect white shirt and trousers gleamed in the sunlight.

Drakesden’s tennis-court was a grass court, surrounded by lawn on three sides and the Wilderness on the other. Nicholas said, ‘Far too hot to run about in this heat,’ and aimed, and served.

Daniel had picked up about half a dozen balls when he realized that Nicholas was deliberately serving wide. Three of Nicholas’s serves went high over the net, landing in the undergrowth beyond the court. Daniel had to scrabble amongst the nettles and brambles to retrieve the balls.

He knew after the first five minutes or so that he wasn’t going to take it. He wasn’t going to run about like some damned puppy-dog, allowing Nicholas Blythe to enjoy his humiliation. It wasn’t that he had lost his temper: it was that he was aware, still, of an awful injustice, something he could not live with. And after all, he no longer had anything much to lose.

The tennis-ball whirled in the air, crack went Nicholas’s racquet, and there was a slap of leaves and twigs as the ball landed outside the court. Standing quite still, Daniel folded his arms and waited.

It took Nicholas a couple more shots before he realized what was going on.

‘Pick up the balls, Gillory,’ he shouted.

‘Pick up your own fucking balls,’ said Daniel.

The racquet, raised again, was lowered. ‘What did you say?’

‘I said, pick up your own fucking balls.’

‘Why, you little swine—’ Nicholas was running towards him. ‘So you’re foul-mouthed as well as a thief, are you, Gillory? You took it, didn’t you? I know you did—’

Nicholas’s fists were upraised. Before he hit him, Daniel had just a moment to witness the intensity of the fury and misery in Nicholas Blythe’s eyes. Then his fist hit Nicholas’s jaw.

Nicholas was two years the elder, but Daniel, his muscles made hard by his work in the blacksmith’s shop, was the stronger. And they both had different rules. Or, Nicholas had rules and Daniel didn’t. A difference in education, thought Daniel through a red haze of fury, as he seized a clump of Nicholas Blythe’s dark hair and battered his head into one of the white lines that marked the edge of the court.

Eventually Nicholas lay curled beside the net, his white clothes ripped and discoloured, sobbing for breath. Daniel’s breath hurt in his throat and he could taste blood in his mouth. He knew that his vengeance was hollow and pointless, but all the same he felt better for it.

He said nothing as he turned and walked away from Nicholas. When he reached the blacksmith’s cottage and found to his relief that it was empty, he bundled up his few possessions and scrawled a note to his mother, and left it on the kitchen table.

He didn’t stop walking that day. At last, when he looked back, he could no longer see Drakesden. It was lost in the natural curve of the earth. The road that he tramped had already begun to lose the absolute flatness of the Fens, to swell and rise.

At the back of a classroom in the Little Snowdrop School of Dancing, Thomasine struggled to copy the twenty other girls in front of her.

‘Port de bras,’ called Antonia, at the front of the class. ‘Your hands, girls, remember your hands! Your fingers, Thomasine! And smile!’

Twenty girls, identically dressed, raised their arms to the ceiling, making wide, semi-circular arcs in the air. At the back of the class, Thomasine’s arms, slightly late, made the same movement.

She would work very hard to catch up with the other girls. Antonia had told her that in as little as a year’s time she could, if she was good enough, audition to work in a theatre. She intended to be good enough; she intended to be the best.

Antonia’s voice soared above the distant hum of the street. ‘Better, Thomasine, better. Second position, now, girls. And smile!’


PART TWO

1918–1920


Hour after hour they ponder the warm field

And the far valley behind, where buttercups

Had blessed with gold their slow boots coming up …

(Wilfred Owen, ‘Spring Offensive’)




CHAPTER TWO

Between August 1914 and November 1918, the world fragmented into chaos. By the spring of 1915, with the sinking of the Lusitania and the dropping of the first bombs on London, everyone knew that this was a different kind of war. No-one was safe.

On the Front, too, war had changed. Tanks and aeroplanes replaced red-coated cavalry; phosgene gas ate away at soldiers’ lungs so that, although on dry land, they drowned. Away from the battlefield, newspapers and posters were used both to keep the reality of War from those left at home, and to incite anti-German feelings. When conscription was introduced in 1916, women were recruited to farms and factories to replace the absent men. At the battles of Ypres, Arras, the Somme and Passchendaele hundreds of thousands of young men died attempting to gain a few yards of muddy ground. Casualties among the junior officers, drawn largely from the public schools, were particularly heavy. The Great War divided men from women, soldier from civilian. The twentieth century was born amid a slither of blood, a howl of agony.

They were in a church hall in Brompton, rehearsing for a review called Sunny Days, when they heard the news. There was a knock at the door, and the pianist’s sister came in. The pianist’s sister whispered to the pianist, and the pianist stopped playing and whispered to the choreographer.

‘The War has ended. The Armistice has been signed.’

There was a chorus of cheers and whistles. Thomasine went to the window and looked outside at the grey London landscape. The bands of rain that fell from the sky were almost obscured by fog. Water dripped from the blackened leaves of the trees and gathered in the gutters at the side of the road. The pavements were thick with people, most of them in uniform, all of them hurrying somewhere. The posters (so many posters) on the trees, the letter-boxes, the walls of shops and houses were torn at the edges, their corners curling in the rain.

Thomasine’s head ached. The War has ended, the Armistice has been signed. Impossible to believe though that the horrors that had taken and shaken their lives so profoundly over the last four years were finished with. She had come to believe the War endless, without hope of resolution, that the food shortages, the dreariness of the unlit streets, the terrible business of searching through lists of casualties in the newspapers for the names of those that you knew, must go on for ever.

‘Some of the girls are going down the West End. Are you coming, Thomasine?’

She turned aside from the window, shutting away the view of the streets and the long vista of the past four years, and smiled at her friend, Alice. ‘Of course. As soon as I’ve changed.’

The pianist was packing up her music, the choreographer had already left the room. The dancers changed out of tunics and dancing shoes in the ladies’ lavatory: a dozen of them in the cramped, unheated room, elbows jostling, the air thick with sweat and cheap scent. Outside, the fog and drizzle smelt of smoke and dust and fumes from the cars and taxis and horse-drawn vehicles that were making their way through the streets, all heading for the West End.

Alice’s arm was linked through Thomasine’s. The crowds on the pavements had spilled on to the roads, a mixed and increasingly wild assortment of men and women in a variety of uniforms. Everyone seemed to be carrying flags: Union Jacks, Stars and Stripes, Belgian, French and colonial pennants fluttered in the damp, misty air. Soon the cars had to hoot their horns constantly to get through the press of people; soon every vehicle was top-heavy with men and women, perched on running-boards, bonnets and roofs.

Thomasine’s throat was dry and prickly. ‘I’m parched,’ she said. ‘I didn’t feel like breakfast this morning. Shall we …?’

They were standing outside a tea-shop. Alice nodded. Inside, miraculously, a small corner table was free. The door of the tea-shop closed behind them, shutting out some of the noise.

‘Could do with a cup myself.’ Alice sat down and scanned the menu. ‘And a Chelsea bun.’

She gave their order to the waitress. Thomasine shook her head at the cigarette Alice offered.

‘I know,’ said Alice, grinning. ‘Mother would be shocked. Nice girls don’t smoke in public. Well – mother isn’t here, and I’m not such a nice girl.’ She giggled and lit her cigarette. The fumes made Thomasine cough.

It took them all afternoon to reach Trafalgar Square. They walked most of the way, carried along by swarming crowds of Tommies, sailors, Yankees, Belgians, WAACs, Wrens and munitions girls. Once, they clambered on to a bus, squeezed on the running-board with half a dozen others. But the bus was following no particular route, and somewhere in Piccadilly it ground to a halt, its passage halted by the press of people.

The rain kept falling, the fog did not lift. Thomasine’s boots and the hem of her skirt were soon soaked and muddy, and the silk rose on the brim of her hat wilted and collapsed. Every muscle in her body seemed to ache. Too many rehearsals for too many shows, too many hours spent standing in draughty halls, rolling bandages and packing dressings for the Red Cross. The joy and licence that infected the crowd did not take hold of her.

She could not go back to Teddington, though: she could only continue to travel in the direction that the crowd chose to take. Thomasine held her bag closely to her side and clung tightly to Alice’s arm. Alice whooped and cheered and sang with the rest of London. At Piccadilly, Thomasine could have walked from one side of the circus to the other on the heads of the crowd. Her feet hardly touched the ground, and elbows dug into her ribs, lifting her and carrying her on the great swaying current of people.

By the time they reached Trafalgar Square, it was almost dark. The summit of Nelson’s column was lost in the haze of rain and fog; the base of the column was surrounded by a splintered mass of captured cannon and wooden gun-carriages. People were seizing billboards from the shops and destination boards from the buses, and hurling them on to a makeshift bonfire. Someone threw a match into the wood and flames soared into the air, licking the base of the column, throwing a weird orange light on the faces of the people in the square. The crowd surged backwards to avoid the fire, and Thomasine felt herself crushed between the factory girl in front of her and the tall sailor behind. When the pressure was finally released, she couldn’t stop coughing.

‘All right, sweetheart?’ asked the sailor.

She managed to nod. Beside her, Alice, along with the rest of the crowd, was singing ‘Tipperary’. The noise of the singing was overwhelming, the song of a Colossus, cutting out everything else. The sailor behind Thomasine said something to her, but she could not make out the words. He seemed to be mouthing silently, like a moving-picture star. Faces crowded around her, lips apart, miming words. ‘It’s a long way to Tipperary, it’s a long way from home.’ There was a smell of beer and cigarettes and smoke from the bonfire.

Impossibly, then, they began to dance. Thousands of people formed themselves into a single entity and, twisting like a python, circled and cavorted around the square. When Thomasine turned and looked, Alice was no longer beside her. The tall sailor held one of her hands, a yellow-faced munitions girl the other. She caught sight once of Alice’s blonde head, bobbing in the crowd, and then she was gone. Faces blurred by the smoke and the rain and the gathering darkness, passed in front of Thomasine: soldiers, some with crimson scars pitting their skin or distorting their features, others with bandages still around their heads, or their arms in slings. Land-girls and VADs, faces reddened with the heat, their hair plastered to their heads with the rain. Munitions workers, their skin jaundiced with picric acid, made orange by the reflected flames from the centre of the square. The light from the bonfire gouged black shadows into all the faces, ageing them, making them into something grotesque, hardly recognizable as human beings.

The crowd pulled her this way and that. When she looked down, Thomasine saw that her handbag had gone. The silk handles still hung from her wrist, but the bag had disappeared. She looked wildly to left and right, peering amongst the thousand dancing feet, but she could see nothing. Her purse, her dancing shoes and tunic, her doorkey had all been in her bag. Panic rose in her throat. Someone jostled her from behind and she almost fell. Then, her eyes still searching the ground, she began to push her way to the perimeter of the square.

It seemed to take hours. Some people cursed her, others tried to kiss her. She kept on, though, grimly determined to escape the square, refusing to allow herself to be sucked back into the victory dance. Time and again, the crowd rose and squeezed and crushed her, so that she saw stars in the black clouded sky. It was like swimming through flood waters against a strong current.

By the time she reached St Martin’s Lane, Thomasine had lost her hat as well as her bag. Leaning against the wall of a shop, she coughed and could not stop coughing. She wanted to curl up on the pavement and sleep, to lie down and never have to get up again. But the noise, the smell and the crush of people was still unbearable. She told herself sternly that she could not sleep here. In spite of the cold rain, she felt hot, so she undid the buttons of her coat and loosened her scarf. Then, taking a deep breath, she made herself begin to walk again, down St Martin’s Lane, away from Trafalgar Square.

Her progress was slow and faltering. Several times she was pushed by the weight of the crowd against the railings, or sucked into the centre of the road. She tripped over couples entwined on the front steps of the houses and stumbled against those locked in each other’s arms, swaying, utterly unaware of all that went on around them. Although she knew the centre of London well, tonight the streets seemed unfamiliar, something out of a nightmare. She must find a taxi, she thought. Only – how much would that cost, all the way to Teddington? No – a Tube to the mainline station would be better. She was sure that there was a Tube station not far away. Perhaps on this night, of all nights, no-one would notice if she travelled without a ticket.

The sound of gunfire made her jump and look quickly back. A soldier was standing precariously on the railings of a house, firing his revolver into the night. Not far away from him, someone lay on the pavement, curled up in a ball. Two men kicked him in the stomach over and over again. Thomasine ducked to avoid the missiles hurled through the air: a policeman’s helmet, beer bottles, onions and brussels sprouts from a greengrocer’s stall. One of the sprouts hit her neatly in the centre of the forehead and she staggered and fell, grazing her knee. Her stockings were holed and dirty, her skirt soaking.

When she stood up, she found herself at the entrance of a narrow alleyway. Taking a step or two forward, Thomasine saw that the alleyway seemed deserted, except for the dustbins and rubbish piled in the gutters. It was dark and cool away from the bonfires and torchlights. The high walls of the houses seemed to close in above her, cutting off the clamour of the crowd. The sudden silence was quite shocking. There was a buzzing inside Thomasine’s head, and the words of the songs rattled over and over again through her brain. ‘Goodbye-ee, goodbye-ee, Wipe the tear, baby dear, from your eye-ee.’

I’m not feeling well, she thought. Leaning against a wall, she closed her eyes and pulled her coat around her. She was cold now, shivering, teeth chattering.

She became aware that she was not alone. Uneven footsteps crunched on the cobbles and a muffled cough split the sheltered silence of the alleyway. She opened her eyes. A man wearing an officer’s greatcoat and cap was standing in the darkness, staring at her. The intensity of his stare disturbed her.

‘Are you all right?’

There was something familiar about that voice, but her head ached too much to struggle through the fog of memory to identify it. The fear remained, though, and she began to shake.

‘Thomasine? Are you all right?’

When he said her name she pulled her coat tighter about her, and struggled to distinguish his features from out of the darkness. His eyes were darkened by the night, but she knew them to be an uncommon mix of gold and green and hazel.

‘Daniel,’ she whispered. ‘Daniel Gillory’.

She let him help her up. ‘You’ve a bump on your forehead,’ Daniel said.

‘A brussels sprout,’ said Thomasine. ‘I was hit by a brussels sprout.’

She giggled, and then the giggle turned into a cough. When, eventually, she managed to stop coughing, Daniel Gillory felt her forehead.

‘You’ve got ’flu, you silly girl,’ he said mildly. ‘You must be feeling awful.’

She began to cry then. She could not have explained to anyone why she was crying: because she felt ill, because she had lost her purse, because the War was over, because of the waste of it all. Because of a sudden intuition of what the past four years had done to her life, to Daniel’s life, to all their lives. Daniel held her while she cried, and when Thomasine had almost finished, he handed her his handkerchief.

‘I looked for you,’ she said. Her voice was wobbly and uneven. ‘I looked for your name in the newspaper. Every single day.’

He looked down at her. ‘Just a scratch at Passchendaele. That’s all. I was lucky.’

Thomasine blew her nose and handed Daniel back his handkerchief. He said, ‘I’ll see you home. It’s late.’

He tucked her hand through his elbow and they began to walk down the alleyway. Daniel’s gait was not even; he trod much more heavily on one foot than the other. The scratch, Thomasine realized, must have been a bad one: the battle of Passchendaele had been fought over a year ago. Her own legs felt oddly insubstantial, as though they might buckle under her, or else she might float away, dancing more lightly than she had ever danced before. Their progress was slow and fitful.

They turned out of the alleyway and started down the road. Thomasine said, ‘I was trying to find a Tube station.’

‘No. Not the Tube.’ Daniel glanced from left to right. ‘We’ll look for a taxi.’

‘I haven’t any money. Someone cut the handles of my bag.’

He glanced down at her. ‘What were you doing here on your own, Thomasine?’ His voice was sharp.

Exhausted, she leaned against some park railings and shut her eyes. Even her eyelids seemed to ache. ‘I wasn’t on my own, I was with a friend, but I lost her in the crowd. I’ve been living in London with my Aunt Tony for almost four years now. Aunt Rose died of pneumonia just before the Christmas of nineteen-fourteen. It was dreadfully sudden, Daniel. Awful. Aunt Hilly left Drakesden soon after, to become a nurse. I’ve worked all through the War – I danced at my first concert six months after I came here.’

In the yellow light of the gas-lamp she saw him frown. ‘I’ve hardly been back to Drakesden, Daniel. Not since 1914. Not since the Blythes …’ Her voice trailed away.

I would suggest that, if you are capable of it, you find yourself some sort of respectable occupation, as far away from Drakesden as possible. Well, she had found a profession, and even if she was uncertain whether Lady Blythe would consider dancing respectable, she was able to recall with defiance the humiliation of that distant and dreadful morning, and know that she had made something of herself.

‘Christ!’ Daniel took her arm again and began to walk along the pavement. He was silent for a long time. Thomasine leaned against him, half-asleep. The noise and clamour of the street had a dreamlike quality now: she felt oddly separated from it, as though she was not really there. She seemed to have walked for a very long time when Daniel whispered, ‘God damn the whole race of Blythes.’

In the darkness she could picture, as though it was in front of her, the cutting from the newspaper. ‘He did,’ she said. ‘Gerald Blythe died at the battle of Mons in nineteen-fourteen.’

Daniel said nothing for a while. Then, ‘And Nicholas?’ Thomasine shook her head. ‘I don’t know. He was awarded a medal. He survived, I suppose.’

She began to cough again, her chest hurting with the force of each breath. She heard Daniel say, more gently, ‘You look all in. Just sit there a moment,’ and she leaned against a door-jamb and closed her eyes.

Thomasine heard Daniel’s footsteps growing fainter as he walked away. She knew that it was Daniel because of the heavy alternate tread. For a moment she grieved that he had left her, but then she drifted away, quite pleasantly, to somewhere warm and quiet.

She was woken by a hand shaking her shoulder, a voice saying her name. ‘Wake up, Thomasine. I’ve found a motor. Can you walk?’

She made herself walk, because she wasn’t going to let poor, limping Daniel carry her. She thought she had been asleep for hours, but the sky was still black, the distant sounds of revelry unaltered. He led her through a small park fenced with railings. A few couples rolled in the grass, sheltered by the bushes. The moonlight, peeping briefly through the ranks of clouds, delineated the sinuous leafless branches of the trees.

The motor-car was on the far side of the square. ‘Where’s the driver?’ said Thomasine, dazed. She had begun to shiver. Her fingers fumbled as she tried to button her coat.

Daniel shrugged. ‘It was probably abandoned this afternoon. Couldn’t get through the crowds, I expect. Thought he’d have more joy in the pub.’

He crouched by the front wheels. A twist of the starting handle, and the engine groaned into life. Daniel opened the passenger door from the inside.

‘Sit down and tuck my coat around you.’ He wiped the windscreen with a cloth. ‘Where shall I take you?’

‘Teddington. My aunt lives in Teddington.’

The journey was slow and halting. The constant rain, streaming down the windscreen, made it hard to see where they were going. Drops of rain found their way through the open space between the door and the hood. Daniel’s greatcoat was soon beaded with raindrops. Every so often they would come up against another band of revellers, and have to stop and hoot the horn. People moved out of the way, Thomasine realized, because Daniel was wearing an officer’s uniform. It didn’t surprise her at all that Daniel Gillory, the blacksmith’s son, had become an officer.

Sometimes she dozed, her dreams exhausting and over-vivid. But the unaccustomed jolting of the motor-car woke her every few minutes, and then she was awake and restless, unable to be comfortable, wriggling her aching limbs. Staring wide-eyed at Daniel, she thought that he had changed a great deal. He drove with easy skill, his watchful eyes studying the road.

‘When did you join up, Daniel?’

Daniel glanced sideways at Thomasine. The motor-car jolted on the cobbled road. ‘Nineteen-sixteen,’ he said. ‘I tried earlier, but they wouldn’t take me. I was in London for two years before that.’

She made her aching head think back. She knew that Daniel Gillory had been forced to leave school, she knew also that he had run away from home, aged fifteen, to no-one knew where. Aunt Hilly had written all that to her.

‘Your family …?’ she said uncertainly.

‘My father was killed two years ago, at Arras. Harry died earlier this year. He’d only been in France a couple of weeks, poor little bastard. Sorry, Thomasine. The War hasn’t done my vocabulary much good.’

She began to shiver again, and pulled Daniel’s greatcoat more tightly round her. ‘And your mother, Daniel?’

‘Died seven months after I left home. Premature childbirth. I didn’t find out until quite a long while later.’

His voice was clipped, expressionless. She might have thought he did not care, had she not noticed the rapid movement of his eyes, and the way his knuckles had whitened as he clenched the steering-wheel.

‘Sammy’s in an orphanage, and Nell’s gone out to service. Quite a nice place, she says. I lost touch with Violet. And the new baby didn’t live out the week.’

They drove for a while in silence. They had left the noise and the crowds behind; only the occasional revellers burst into view, a brief flash of light and sound in the darkness. The roads and the houses began to look familiar. The streets were almost empty. In a croaking voice, Thomasine gave directions. Eventually, she pointed out Antonia’s house, and Daniel pulled in beside the pavement.

‘Just as well. We’re almost out of petrol. I’ll move it a few streets away, and no doubt the police will find it in the morning.’

She touched his hand. ‘You’ll come in, won’t you, Daniel?’

‘If you like.’ He sounded doubtful. ‘For a few minutes.’

Daniel opened the car door and she climbed out. The cold and the rain hit her with physical force, and she began to cough again. There was a light on in the downstairs window of Antonia’s house. Thomasine saw the curtain twitch, and then the door opened.

‘Darling! I was so worried! I thought perhaps you’d stayed the night—’

Thomasine used the last of her strength to say, ‘This is Captain Daniel Gillory, Aunt Tony. He was a neighbour of ours in Drakesden. He drove me home.’ And then everything blurred and became patched with black and the floor, wobbling, swam up to greet her.

Daniel carried Thomasine up to bed, and then waited, as he had been told to, in the sitting-room. Over the past few years he had become more used to giving orders than to taking them, but he had seen straight away that Thomasine’s Aunt Antonia was not the sort of person you argued with.

He sat down and gazed around the room. His leg was aching dreadfully, but he had grown accustomed to that. Both the ache and the limp would lessen in time, the doctors had told him. He glanced from the plain, stylish furniture to the swathe of curtains that hung across the window, and then to the collection of photographs, prints and sketches on the walls and bureau. The room, although small, was both elegant and comfortable. It was, he decided, civilized. It seemed odd to Daniel that such oases of civilization could still exist.

After twenty minutes or so, Antonia returned. Daniel started to struggle to his feet.

‘No – no. Please. Sit down and rest.’

He collapsed back into the chair as ordered. He said, ‘How is she, Mrs …?’

‘Russell. Antonia Russell.’ She frowned. ‘Thomasine is sleeping now, but she’s not at all well, I’m afraid, Captain Gillory. I shall send for the doctor first thing tomorrow. I’m sure it is the influenza, as you said.’

‘Half London has it,’ said Daniel. ‘I had a dose myself a month ago.’

He saw Antonia make a conscious effort to shake off her worries and smile at him brightly. ‘Well, then, Captain Gillory – and how can I thank you for your kindness? You must at least let me feed you. Do you mind eating in the kitchen? So much cosier, I think, when there are just two.’

He followed Antonia into the kitchen. Sitting at the wide pine table he watched her assemble cold gammon, bread, pickles, cake. He noticed that her larder was, like so many people’s, almost empty, but he said nothing and did not refuse the food. He had, after all, been ordered to eat. And he was damned hungry.

‘I can offer you tea or cocoa, Captain Gillory – or, let me see – there’s a bottle of plum brandy somewhere, I believe. My late husband’s …’

There had been no black-framed photograph in the sitting-room: all the pictures had been of dancers, or of stage sets, or rows of smiling little girls, all identically clad.

‘Killed in action?’ asked Daniel respectfully.

‘Oh! No—’ Antonia, her back to him, rummaged in the larder. ‘I was widowed long before the War. Here we are, Captain Gillory.’

Triumphantly, she held up the squat, dusty bottle. She was a tiny woman, smaller than Thomasine. Her auburn hair, slightly faded now, was piled elegantly on top of her head. Her stance was very erect, all her movements graceful and controlled.

‘I do apologize for the tumbler. I don’t seem to have a brandy glass in the house.’

Daniel’s fingers folded round his glass. ‘You should join me, Mrs Russell. After all …’

‘Yes. Of course. The War.’

Antonia found a second tumbler and poured a fraction of an inch of plum brandy into the bottom of the glass. She said hesitantly, ‘We should drink to Victory, I suppose, but somehow …’

He couldn’t speak at first. There was a lump in his throat, and images of the past four years flickered like a slide show in front of his eyes. The kitchen was airy and spacious, but just then the awful panic that frequently now overcame him in confined spaces hovered at the edges of his consciousness.

‘To Peace,’ he managed to say.

‘To Peace,’ repeated Antonia very gently, raising her glass. ‘And to good health for us all. For you, Captain, and for Thomasine. And for my sister, and your family.’

He swallowed a mouthful of brandy and the lump in his throat dissolved, and the room became unthreatening again, its walls correctly spaced, its corners properly lit.

Antonia said, ‘So you are from Drakesden, Captain Gillory?’

The brandy had warmed his stomach, relaxing him a little. ‘My father was the blacksmith, and my mother owned a small-holding. Your sister – the younger Miss Harker – was very kind to me. She lent me books sometimes.’

‘Will you go back?’

He finished the last of the brandy and put down his glass. ‘I don’t know. I hadn’t thought. The future – well, it has seemed so improbable, you see, over the last few years. That any of us should have a future, I mean.’

‘Of course.’ She smiled at him. ‘You shall need time to think. Now, Captain Gillory, I must go and sit with Thomasine. You’ll stay the night with us, won’t you? We haven’t a spare room, I’m afraid, but I can make the sitting-room couch very comfortable for you.’

This time, he did not take orders. He rose to his feet, thankful that the brandy had quelled the ache in his leg. ‘That’s very kind of you, Mrs Russell, but I’d better be going now. Things to do …’

He walked out of the room, and took his greatcoat from the stand in the hall.

Antonia said, ‘You’ll leave an address, Captain Gillory, won’t you? I’m sure Thomasine will wish to write and thank you for your kindness when she is well again.’

She held out a notepad and pen to him. He stooped over the sideboard and wrote ‘Daniel Gillory’ on top of the thick white paper. Then he stopped.

‘I can’t remember the number of my lodgings,’ he lied. ‘It’s been a year or two. I’ll write to you and let you know my address.’

Antonia’s eyes met his. They were the same colour as Thomasine’s, a dark greenish-blue, and he knew then that he was right not to allow himself to become involved with Thornes, or Russells, or Harkers again.

Antonia opened the front door for him. As he walked down the path, she said, ‘If you should ever need us, Captain Gillory – or if you simply need company – then you will always be welcome.’

Daniel drove the motor-car, a Rolls-Royce, a few streets away and left it at the side of the road. It stuttered a little as he pulled over to the pavement, gulping at the last few mouthfuls of petrol.

He knew, as he clambered out and began to walk, that he had only one place to go. He must travel back to Bethnal Green and find the pub in which he had worked between leaving home and joining up. He looked forward to seeing Hattie again; it was just the thought of the East End of London that appalled him. The narrow alleyways, the warrens of cramped overcrowded houses and, worst of all, the Underground.

Here, he was glad of the openness of the streets, the freshness of the air after the rain. In an hour or so, Daniel knew that he would see the first hazy beginnings of dawn touching the roofs of the houses and the ranks of trees that lined the avenues. There were no trees in the East End of London. People lived differently there.

Four years ago, it had taken him three days to travel from East Anglia to London, hitching rides, sleeping at the roadside, scavenging for food. When he had reached the city, he had done the obvious thing, and headed for the first recruiting station. Regular food, clean clothes and paid employment had seemed then an attractive option. But they had laughed at him, a scrawny undernourished fifteen-year-old, and told him to come back in a year or two. He had been mortified, but he had learned since that his experience was common, that those of his class were frequently neither tall enough nor fit enough to enlist as soldiers. It was the public schoolboys who were taken in their thousands, and made officers in charge of their less privileged fellows.

He had found himself, then, in one of the seedier parts of London, possessed by an equal mixture of bravado and fear, determined to survive, resolute that he would not go back to his family. The first fortnight had been awful: little food, no roof over his head. Then he had met Hattie and everything had changed.

Hattie had found him rummaging in the dustbins outside her Bethnal Green public house. She had taken him indoors, given him a plate of pie and mash, and later, hearing a little of his story, offered him work. Washing glasses, hauling ale-barrels, cleaning floors. Hattie was forty and plump and breathless, and her husband had joined up the week before. She wasn’t all that well – she needed a boy, she said, for the heavier work. Daniel accepted with enthusiasm and relief.

A week later, he found himself in Hattie’s bed. ‘Such a pretty face,’ she said to him that evening, running her fingers through his curls. Daniel lost his virginity, enveloped in Hattie’s acres of warm, white flesh, his head hazy from his first ever tot of whisky, his hands still damp with washing-up water.

After that, they settled into a comfortable and mutually useful sort of life. Gradually, Daniel had taken over more and more of the running of The George and Dragon. He wrote the accounts, ordered the spirits and, at the end of the evening, helped throw out the rowdier patrons. Hattie kept an eye on the barmaids and chatted to the customers. Because Hattie took the trouble to listen to her customers’ griefs and joys, the pub was always full.

A year and a half later, at the beginning of 1916, Daniel went to the recruiting office again. This time, no one quibbled. Eighteen months of hauling beer-barrels and eating Hattie’s excellent cooking had given him both height and muscles. He was in France by the spring.

By the end of summer, he had become an officer. He could read and write and speak with the right sort of voice, and besides, the swathes of public schoolboys had been mown down at Ypres, at Loos, at Gallipoli. His strong instinct for self-preservation, his impoverished and uncoddled childhood, saw him through the horrors of the Somme with hardly a scratch. He survived, was promoted, was responsible for the welfare and continued existence of sixty men. He was able to get through it all until Passchendaele.

Even now, a year later, he could not think about Passchendaele clearly. It was as though the events of that terrible day had taken him and shaken him up, and left him somehow less than he had been before. The few certainties that he had possessed had been stripped from him so that, waking up in the field hospital after the operation on his leg, he had had to start all over again. Only he hadn’t had the energy. It had been months later, convalescing in England, learning to walk again, that he had even begun to pick up the pieces.

The first rays of the early morning sun had begun to sweep over the tidy gardens of Richmond. Daniel knew that he was desperately tired, that he needed to sleep. As the effect of the brandy began to wear off, his leg started to ache again. Reason told him that he should find a room in a cheap lodging house and rest, but he preferred the open spaces and fresh air. Besides, money was short, as always.

He reached Bethnal Green that evening, having hitched lifts in lorries and cars and in donkey-carts. The centre of London still danced and sang in celebration. Litter had begun to accumulate on the pavements, the detritus of victory, tangled flags and bunting and paper hats. Daniel shifted a snoring body out of the doorway of The George and Dragon and went inside.

Somehow, he had expected to find Hattie in the Public Bar, perched on her usual stool, drinking port and lemon and dispensing sympathy. He had a word with one of the barmaids and then, uneasily, hobbled upstairs.

She was in bed, but she woke when he tapped on the door. ‘Oh, Daniel,’ she croaked on seeing him. He sat down beside her on the bed and took her hand in his.

‘I thought it’d be longer,’ whispered Hattie, ‘before they let you home.’

He explained, ‘I got back to England the day before yesterday. I’d had the ’flu, you see, Hat. I wasn’t a lot of use to them, what with that and the leg. So they gave me my discharge papers, and sent me back home along with the other crocks.’

Hattie nodded. Her brown eyes were luminously bright. ‘I’ve got ’flu, Danny. Mabel Green was in here a few days ago, coughing all over me. I’m sure that’s it.’

Daniel smiled, but he didn’t believe her. He was horrified at how much weight she had lost since he had last seen her, six months ago. When she coughed, her whole body shook.

Hattie patted the blanket beside her. ‘Come and give me a cuddle, Danny. I’m no good for much else, I’m afraid. Ted’ll be home soon, so we’ll make the most of the time we’ve got, won’t we?’

He lay beside her on the bed, one arm cradled around her shoulders. Exhausted, Daniel closed his eyes, and in the brief span between waking and sleeping a series of images flickered vividly in front of him. Images of battle: mud and cold and barbed wire. The sound of mortars, the whining of bullets. The stench of dead flesh and the scent of violets that presaged a gas attack. The dugout: earth falling on his head, wood splintering around him. The noise of the explosion, and then the appalling silence. Not a chink of light … He couldn’t breathe …

Eyes wide open now, Daniel stared at the curtains, the bed, Hattie asleep beside him. He forced himself to breathe regularly, so that the pounding of his heart slowed. Then, when he was sure the nightmare would not recur, he closed his eyes again and dreamed of level fields of green grass and long silver channels of water, pointing towards the sea.

The Blythes were in the conservatory at Drakesden Abbey. Sir William was spraying his orchids. Nicholas was sitting in one of the wicker chairs, smoking.

‘You should take one of the horses out for a ride, Nicky,’ said Lady Blythe, pulling a few dead leaves from a trailing vine.

Nicholas nodded, and stubbed out his cigarette in the ashtray. His fingers, now unoccupied, drummed constantly on the surface of the table beside him: a persistent and irritating habit that he had picked up in the course of the last two years.

‘Darling,’ Gwendoline reminded him gently, ‘that’s so bad for your fingernails.’

Nicholas, following her glance, stared at his hand as though it belonged to someone else. Then, very carefully, he lit another cigarette.

Another unfortunate habit, but Lady Blythe held her tongue. She crossed the room to sit beside her son. ‘I thought I would write to Marjorie. It’s so long since the children were at Drakesden.’

Nicholas inhaled his cigarette. ‘Damned difficult place for Edward’s wheelchair. All those stairs.’

The years had coarsened his language, but she made allowances. In France, Nicholas must have mixed with all sorts of people.

She smiled at him patiently. ‘Edward does not have to come. He can engage a competent nurse. It would be very hard on poor Marjorie if her activities were constantly curtailed by her husband’s infirmity.’

‘Christ!’ Nicholas rose to his feet, knocking over the ashtray.

Sir William looked up from the orchids. ‘Steady on, old chap.’

‘It would be so pleasant, Nicky. We could all be together again.’ Gwendoline reached for her handkerchief and dabbed it at the corners of her eyes. ‘Except dear Gerald, of course.’

‘And Lally,’ said Nicholas savagely. ‘You’ve forgotten Lally again, Mother.’

‘Lally has only just returned to school.’ Gwendoline rang the bell for the servant to clear up the mess from the fallen ashtray. ‘It would hardly be sensible to take her away again so soon. You know how difficult she finds it to settle each term.’

Nicholas opened the French doors of the conservatory.

‘Keep the heat in, old boy,’ said Sir William. ‘Tricky little blighters, orchids.’

The doors slammed shut. Lady Blythe watched the maidservant sweep up the ash and then went to her sitting-room to write a note to Marjorie.

Nicholas knew that his sister Marjorie and her two children would come to Drakesden, that Marjorie’s crippled husband Edward would be left at home with the competent nurse, and that Lally would remain at boarding-school. Nicholas had known for a long time that his mother always got her own way. The only time, he thought, that she had been thwarted, had been with poor old Gerry. Mother certainly hadn’t intended her first-born son to end his days with his guts strewn over a potato field at Mons.

Nicholas’s hands started to shake again, so he rammed them into his pockets and began to walk, fast. He was thankful to escape the hot, fetid atmosphere of the conservatory. He breathed great lungfuls of sharp, damp Fen air as he strode past the lawns – now planted with rows of vegetables – past the tennis-court, beside the Wilderness. One of the doctors had said that fresh air and exercise would help. Nicholas had been supposed to tell that doctor everything, but he hadn’t, of course, because there were some things you couldn’t tell anyone.

A twig cracked not far away as a hare bounded through the undergrowth, and Nicholas threw himself flat, face-down in the bracken and leaf-mould of the Wilderness. Sweat poured down his face; he knew that he smelt of fear. For a moment, when he looked up, he was in Flanders again. He saw it all quite clearly: the mud, the barbed wire, the hot orange star as a mortar exploded. Then in an instant it all dissolved, and he was back in the Wilderness at Drakesden, in a perfect funk, his trousers smeared with mud and dead leaves in his hair. Scrambling to his feet, ashamed of himself, Nicholas’s worst fear was that the visions might somehow lock permanently into place, leaving him trapped in the trenches for ever.

He brushed down his clothes, meticulously picking every scrap of soil and leaf from his clothing. He began to walk again, looking round to make sure that no-one had seen him behaving like an ass. He passed the greenhouses and the potting-sheds and walked the long line of bays and laurel bushes, resisting the temptation to keep his uncovered head low, to crawl like a serpent on his belly. When he reached the winding paths of the Labyrinth, he felt safer, hidden by the newly-leaved branches overhead and the ferny undergrowth.

At the walled garden, he stopped and tried the door. It opened with a creaking and ripping of ivy tendrils, and then he was inside, surrounded by rose-beds and the statues in their niches. Nicholas walked a step or two forward, letting the door swing shut behind him. It was just the same, he thought wonderingly, it hadn’t changed a bit. The walled garden had not, like the lawns and the shrubbery, been dug up to grow vegetables during the War. Perhaps the lawn needed mowing and the roses hadn’t been properly pruned, but otherwise it was just the same.

There were no buds on the roses now, but if he looked carefully Nicholas could see the tiny furled green shoots dotted like emeralds along each stem. For once, the scent that overpowered his imagination was not that of rotting corpses or phosgene gas, but that of the roses of Drakesden Abbey.

Nicholas left the walled garden, and wandered towards the orchard. Ducking through the side-gate, he walked down the hill, through the wood. The black branches of the trees knitted together overhead. Rainwater still dripped from the leaves, reminders of the previous night’s showers. His feet sank in the soft black mud. He heard the sound of feet shuffling through the leaf-mould and stared, his entire body quivering, into the gloom. A dark figure, rather small, weighed down with a bag, was treading the path through the undergrowth, coming towards him. Nicholas, wide-eyed, said ‘Lally!’ and his sister looked up.

She was wearing her school uniform, an unbecoming, shapeless collection of brown garments trimmed with gold. Into the brim of her felt hat she had stuck a collection of leaves, feathers and early spring flowers.

‘You look like a Red Indian,’ said Nicholas.

‘You look a sight,’ said Lally, calmly inspecting him. ‘I preferred you in your uniform.’

‘Talking of uniforms – why aren’t you at school?’

‘I left.’ Lally began to walk towards the orchard gate, leaving Nicholas to carry her bag. ‘It was dreadful, Nick, quite impossible. We had to play lacrosse – if I ever caught the ball, which was hardly ever, because no-one threw it to me – it would always fall back out of the net. We were in houses, and we were supposed to cheer our team. We were supposed to mind if we lost. And the uniform – well, black-haired people shouldn’t have to wear brown, should they?’

Nicholas glanced at her judiciously. ‘It doesn’t do a lot for you, Baby.’

‘And I’ve got so fat. Stodge, stodge and more stodge.’

It was true, she had become rather plump. Lally’s small round face, surrounded by two unflatteringly thick plaits, had filled out, and her body, beneath the ugly gymslip and coat, lacked any feminine curves. Yet she was not, Nicholas realized with elder brotherly surprise, unattractive. Her long dark upturned eyes had a feline quality, and her small crimson lips were beautifully shaped.

‘You’re wearing lipstick!’ said Nicholas, shocked.

Lally smiled. ‘Isn’t it lovely? I tried powder, too, but it was the wrong colour. It made me look like a rice pudding.’

Nicholas grabbed her elbow as she stepped through the gate. ‘They’ll send you back, you know.’

Lally said smugly, ‘No, they won’t. I sent a love letter to the art master. I made sure that this awful girl Belinda, who is Head of House, found it. I knew she’d be bound to sneak. He had bad breath and he was a conscientious objector, but still, it did the trick. Besides, I’m almost seventeen now. Even if Mama doesn’t give me a single ball, that’s it, I’m out. I’m grown-up now.’

Alone in his room at night, the silence of the countryside was filled by Nicholas’s worst memories. He tried to shut out the memories by reading, by singing to himself, by rocking himself to and fro, his forehead pressed against his knees. But the memories came flooding back, just as they always did, coloured and scented and with an awful, perfect clarity.

He had joined up in 1916. He’d wanted to join up earlier, but his mother wouldn’t let him. Because Nicholas’s elder brother Gerald had been blown to bits in the first few months of the War, he hadn’t disobeyed her.

He went to the recruiting station with his friend Richardson. Nicholas and Richardson had been pals at Winchester. Richardson was a jolly fine cricketer, better than Nicholas, and Nicholas had always rather admired him, as well as liked him. Richardson had fair hair and blue eyes and a wide smile.

France was different to how Nicholas had thought it would be. There were the rats which ran in great fat swarms over the men as they slept at night, and the lice. After his first few days in France, Nicholas had never again felt clean. The trenches and the shell-craters were awash with cold brown water, and the countryside was not recognizable as countryside, but was a moonscape of thick mud. If a wounded man fell in the mud, he was often unable to climb out of it, and died there.

One morning they were ordered to attack again. It was early September: the battle of the Somme had begun on the first of July. Nicholas and Richardson had been in France since April.

The attack opened at 5 a.m. The ground shook as the guns roared, covering the advance. Someone had blundered, though, and the barrage fell a hundred yards short of its intended target, and Nicholas saw his men mown down by their own side. Some heard the order to retreat, others didn’t. Nicholas crouched in a trench with twenty or so survivors. Shells crashed around them. Nicholas wanted to bury himself in the mud and water, to dig into the earth with his fingernails until he was safe.

Eventually they formed up again and made ready to attack the ridge. When they reached the top of the ridge, they found that the barbed wire had been incompletely cut through. Trying to struggle through in single file, they were cut down one at a time. Men became hooked on the wire and died there. Nicholas, who somehow survived to lead his men through the barbed wire, found himself on the wrong side of the ridge, in No Man’s Land, hiding in a shell-crater with Holtby and Davis and Crashaw.

It was daylight and although it was raining, the light was still quite good. Holtby, raising his head to look over the perimeter of the crater, was shot in the face, and fell back, screaming with agony. They did what they could for him, which was almost nothing, and Nicholas was relieved when he died a few minutes later.

Then the shelling began. It lasted until darkness fell, about eight hours later. During every moment of that eight hours Nicholas expected to die within the next few seconds. Images of his former life passed before him like a collection of photographs: his childhood, his schooldays, his holidays at Drakesden. The reliving of his previous life terrified him, because he knew that was something that happened before you died. Eventually he found himself almost longing for death, because the tension of waiting was so intolerable.

By evening, he was the only one left. There was no-one to give orders to, no-one to take orders from. The gunfire had died down now, and the brief patches of silence appalled him. He thought he was the only one left alive, that everyone else on the battlefield, in France, in the world, had died. When he tried to crawl to the edge of the crater, Nicholas found that his limbs would not work properly. He watched his hands move in strange, meaningless circles, grasping at the air. He saw his legs, half-immersed in water, judder. He had lost all sense of time: it seemed to take an eternity to work his way up the muddy bank, to peer out.

No-one shot at him, so he heaved his body out of the slime. In the increasing twilight the landscape convinced him of the cessation of the world in which he had grown up. The mud-fields stretched out before him, unending, pitted by craters. This strange country’s rivers were channels of mud, its forests tree-stumps sticking out of the mire, bare of leaf and branch. The only colour was the crimson of the blood of wounded men; the rest was monochrome.

Nicholas stayed at the edge of the crater for some time, because he didn’t know which way to go. Before, there had always been an officer, or a schoolmaster, or Mama to tell him what to do. At last, when the sporadic rifle-fire began again, he started to crawl. He moved in no particular direction. Sometimes he thought he was moving in circles. His progress was very slow, because neither his legs nor his arms would obey him. Several times he checked himself, wondering whether he had been shot and had somehow not noticed, but he didn’t seem to be hurt. He knew that he was in an almighty funk, but he didn’t know how to stop himself. His terror seemed to be increasing, rather than decreasing.

He passed many dead and wounded men on his way. Some of them he recognized, some were from other regiments, some were faceless. The wounded men stared at him with anguished eyes and sometimes they moaned and grabbed at him. He used his field dressings up on a man whose arm had been blown off at the elbow, winding the bandage round and round the shattered stump in a fumbling and useless attempt to stem the bleeding.

At last he saw a gap in the barbed wire. Over and over again Nicholas slipped back in the mud as he edged his way up the ridge. It was dark now, and he could only see the outline of the wire when the trench mortars burst overhead. He thought it was the right thing to do, to try and get back through the barbed wire. The metal barbs pulled at him, shrapnel fell around him. His nose and mouth were clogged with mud as he crawled. He muttered to himself out loud, ‘Push the wire aside, Nick, move your legs.’ He saw the opening in the far side of the wire, and as he hauled himself through, something fell on top of him.

When he pushed it aside, he noticed that the dead man who had tumbled on him was an officer, like himself. The corpse, still partially pinned to the wire, had fallen in a sitting position, its remaining leg stuck out in front, straddled across Nicholas’s egress. Very slowly, shuddering, Nicholas climbed over the corpse.

He was forced to look up at the dead man’s face. He saw the fair hair, the wide-open blue eyes of his friend. Richardson was not smiling now, though. The lower part of his jaw had been shot away.

Nicholas’s scream was a howl of outrage. What he had seen that day was an offence against God and nature and everything he had been taught to respect. His mind refused to accept more horrors, and he found himself longing for, and then reaching out for, physical pain.


CHAPTER THREE

For Thomasine, once she had recovered from influenza and the bronchitis that had followed it, the days settled back into a routine. In the mornings she helped Antonia with bills and paperwork, and in the afternoons she taught at the dancing school: tap, ballet and Dalcroze rhythm to chubby infants and gawky adolescents. During the evenings she sewed endless costumes for dancing displays.

Sunny Days had opened and closed during the period of her illness, and there didn’t seem to be a great deal of other work around. Every week she scanned the theatre papers. Dancers were requested to audition for a revue in Bournemouth, or a pantomime in Harrogate. She didn’t want Bournemouth, she didn’t want Harrogate. Thomasine practised hard, convinced that something better would turn up. Post-war London was still dark and dreary, still affected by food shortages. She dreamed of blue skies, of warmth and excitement, of earning enough money to take both Hilda and Antonia on a long, lazy holiday.

One evening, Thomasine and Antonia went to the Alhambra Theatre to see the Ballets Russes. It was a warm evening, and Leicester Square was crowded and muggy. As the orchestra began to play and the curtain was raised, Thomasine forgot her boredom, her restlessness. De Falla’s haunting Spanish music filled the theatre, and the dancers made magic on the stage. The costumes, the set – all were so utterly entrancing. This was dancing. She was aware of something missing in her life, something unidentifiable, something important. She was almost afraid to blink, to breathe, as she watched Karsavina and Massine on stage: she was afraid to miss even a moment.

The following morning she studied The Stage with renewed determination. There was a tiny advertisement tucked away at the foot of a page. ‘English dancers,’ it said, ‘wanted for a revue in Paris.’

For Daniel, the Home fit for Heroes proved something of a let-down. He had left The George and Dragon in the early spring, when the telegram had arrived announcing the imminent return of Hattie’s husband. Since then, he had tramped the streets of London looking for work, and finding little. There were, after all, several thousand other ex-officers like himself, also looking for work. The Personal columns in the newspapers were fat with their advertisements: ‘Officer, aged 27, four years in command, abstainer, wants work – anything considered.’ ‘Commander, RN, aged 39, married, executive officer of ships for duration of war, needs work. Reasonable salary.’

Because he had been an officer, Daniel received no Unemployment Insurance. Officers were gentlemen, and gentlemen had private incomes or had connections, and therefore did not need Unemployment Insurance. He had his severance pay, and that was all. By the middle of 1919, his severance pay was almost spent.

Because he was unable to disguise his limp, he was not considered for the sort of jobs a man of his class might expect to apply for. He was not fit for the docks, the railways, for work on a building site. Neither did he slot neatly into office work. He was too intelligent for a clerk, and had too little education for anything better. If he found himself some clerical work, which he loathed, the job never seemed to last more than a few weeks. He knew that he should complete his disrupted education. He went as far as borrowing a few books from the Public Library, but he fell asleep when he tried to read them. He went once, at the insistence of a friend, to a local Labour Party meeting, and disgraced himself by dozing through half the evening. He still slept badly at night, although the nightmares had begun to be a little less frequent. His lack of reserves, the ache in his leg, infuriated him. He could not yet see his way out of London’s cramped streets and dark terraces. He thought, sometimes, of Drakesden, but then he recalled the sort of backbreaking work his father had always done, and he knew that he was not yet capable of that.

He survived, somehow, through a series of odd jobs lasting a day or so, sometimes only a few hours. He wrote letters and filled in forms for men poorer than himself, but hadn’t the heart to ask them for more than a penny or two. He still wrote Hattie’s accounts and, through her, took on similar work for a couple of other public houses. Hattie would have lent him all the money he needed, but his pride would not let him accept what he saw as charity. Often he knew that, even if he had been able to find it, he was not yet really capable of full-time work.

He was, he sometimes realized, very lonely. He had lost optimism. He was confused, directionless. Until, that is, he met Fay.

Daniel was walking back through Hyde Park one lunchtime, after yet another job interview. He was wearing his uniform, because that sometimes went down well with prospective employers. It hadn’t this time, though.

He bought himself something to eat from a stall, and sat down on the banks of the Serpentine. His leg ached and, besides, he had nowhere particular to go. The water was glassy and smooth; clerks and typists, released from their offices for lunchtime, sprawled on the grass. Daniel ate some of his bread roll and threw the rest to the ducks. Not far from him, two girls were sitting. One was plump and dimpled, the other was dark-haired, pale-skinned, red-lipped. It was hot, so Daniel unbuttoned his jacket and lay back on the grass. Through half-closed eyes he watched the dark-haired girl walk towards the water’s edge.

She had the sort of figure he had always admired. Slim and neat, with nicely rounded breasts. Trim ankles and calves (Daniel had no objection to the fact that skirts were getting shorter), and small, slender hands. She wore a white blouse and a dark coloured skirt, and seemed, to Daniel’s uneducated eye, to be dressed very elegantly. A scarlet ribbon knotted her long, curling dark brown hair.

She was stooping beside the water’s edge, feeding the ducks. When she turned round to speak to her friend, Daniel noticed the lustrousness of her eyes, the smoothness of her white skin. He sat up, uncomfortably aware that he didn’t feel like sleeping any more, aware also of a flickering hunger that he had disregarded for months.

A drake mallard, still in search of food, wandered towards him. Daniel flicked a few crumbs from his jacket.

The dark-haired girl laughed. ‘He’s a greedy one,’ she said.

Her accent was good, her voice pleasant. Daniel was not sure whether she was speaking to him, or to her friend.

Then the friend said, ‘Come on, Fay. Lawson’ll murder us if we’re not back in ten minutes.’

The drake waddled off into the water; the two girls stooped to pick up sandwich wrappings, bags, hats. Daniel, rubbing his eyes, looked away, back to the water. He stayed where he was until he heard the two girls move off, their bright chattering voices growing gradually fainter. He stood up, conscious again of the stiffness in his leg.

Then he saw something on the crushed grass where they had sat. Daniel picked it up. It was a handkerchief, neatly folded and ironed. On one corner was embroidered the name, ‘Fay’.

Picking up the handkerchief, he looked around. He couldn’t see her at first, but then, looking through the crowds, he picked out the white blouse, the dark hair, the scarlet ribbon.

They were heading for the Queen’s Gate when he caught up with them. The dark-haired girl, Fay, turned round when he called out her name. He slowed his pace as he drew level with her, trying not to limp. She stopped, and a small, satisfied smile grew on her red lips as Daniel pushed through the crowds towards her.

‘Your handkerchief, I believe, miss. You left it by the river.’

She took the handkerchief from him. Her cool, tapering fingertips momentarily touched his palm. ‘How sweet of you. My mother stitched that for me – I’d have hated to have lost it.’

‘My pleasure,’ said Daniel.

‘Wasn’t that sweet, Phyllis?’ She had turned to her friend. ‘Thank you so much, Captain—’

‘Gillory,’ he heard himself say. ‘Daniel Gillory.’ And then, before he had time to think, ‘Do you work near here, Miss …?’

‘Miss Belman. And this is Miss Grogan.’ She tossed back her hair. ‘Phyl and I work in a ladies’ outfitters in Kensington.’

Daniel took a deep breath. ‘Do you often come to Hyde Park? After work, perhaps – we could hire a boat—’

His words were banal, his voice was a croak. But Fay smiled again.

‘Friday,’ she said. ‘Seven o’clock.’

‘Paris?’ squawked Alice. ‘What would my Mum say?’

‘Paris isn’t that far away. Listen, Alice. The show’s called O, Lisette!, and they’re auditioning this Thursday. They’re looking for twelve English dancers.’

‘English girls are taller and have better legs,’ said Alice, knowledgeably.

‘We’d be chaperoned,’ added Thomasine. ‘You could tell your mother that we’d be chaperoned by a respectable English lady.’

‘A dragon, I expect,’ said Alice gloomily. ‘Still, there’s always ways … if you’re clever enough …’ She giggled.

They were in Alice’s untidy bedroom, which she shared with her two younger sisters. The room was small, the floor almost taken up by the three beds. Clothes, combs and toiletries were scattered on every available surface.

Alice’s mother had made a Battenberg cake, and they devoured it hungrily, satisfying their craving for sweet things after more than a year of sugar rationing. ‘Have another slice.’ Alice pushed the plate towards Thomasine. She patted her stomach. ‘Mustn’t eat any more if we’re auditioning.’

‘You’ll come, then?’ Thomasine could have hugged Alice. She knew that she was far more likely to obtain Antonia’s permission to travel abroad if she did not go alone. And besides, apart from an irritating tendency to consider herself more worldly-wise, Alice was good company.

Thomasine peeled the marzipan from her slice of Battenberg cake. For a monent she imagined herself in Paris. Blue skies and pavement cafés, and all around her people speaking in a different tongue. ‘Just think of it, Alice. Paris!’

‘And no more teaching spoilt little brats to pirouette,’ said Alice tartly. Alice too helped out with the Little Snowdrops.

‘Penny for them, Captain Gillory.’

Daniel looked up, and she was there. Or rather, they were there – Fay and Phyllis, identically clad in white blouses and dark blue skirts. Fay’s small hand curled round his arm.

‘Well, then, Captain Gillory, let’s find ourselves a boat.’

They walked to where the rowing-boats were tied up: Fay in the middle, Daniel to one side of her, Phyllis on her other. The park was not as crowded as it had been during the lunch-hour, and faint strains of brass band music wafted through the air along with the cooling breeze.

Some of Daniel’s nervousness dissipated with the physical effort of rowing. The two girls sat opposite him in the boat, plump Phyllis and dark-eyed Fay. Today, Fay’s hair was pinned into coils around her ears, and her face shaded by a wide-brimmed hat. The hat was trimmed with cloth flowers of scarlet and blue. Daniel thought that beside her friend she looked exotic, gypsy-like.

Daniel just rowed and looked. Phyllis gazed, apparently bored, at the crowds and the scenery. Fay laughed at the antics of the other people on the river.

‘There’s the dearest little dog in that boat. A poodle, isn’t it, Phyl? It has the funniest little face.’ She turned to Daniel. ‘Such a day, Captain Gillory. I shall be so glad of my half-day. Every lady in town seems to want a new skirt or tea-gown or whatever. You’d think they’d all have completed their summer wardrobes by now, wouldn’t you, Phyl?’

Phyllis grunted. Daniel, steering them round a bend in the river, said, ‘Have you always worked in Kensington, Miss Belman?’

‘Phyl and I have worked at Chantal’s for a year or two, haven’t we, Phyl? It’s a lovely shop – ever such nice things. I made the trimmings for my hat out of a scrap of Madame Chantal’s evening dress material.’

‘It looks terrific,’ said Daniel. ‘You look splendid, Miss Belman. So do you too, of course, Miss Grogan.’

His eyes, though, were fixed on Fay. The wide brim of the hat shadowed her face, so that her eyes seemed darker and larger, the hollows under her cheekbones deeper. It was as though a cool, clean breeze had blown into his life, dispersing the chill winds of war, making him forget, for a while, his bitterness and despair.

Using one oar, he edged them around a boatful of drunken youths straggled across the water. The youths called out to Fay and Phyllis and were ignored. The rowing-boat swayed a little in the back-wash, but Daniel righted it. He was, after all, used to boats. Briefly, the crowded Serpentine reminded him of the silent waterways of the Fens, along which he had travelled for hours, sometimes. Then a party of office-girls shrieked as the stern of Daniel’s boat almost touched theirs, and the illusion was gone.

After he had returned the boat to the boatyard, Daniel bought the two girls ices. He didn’t buy one for himself because he hadn’t the money, and besides, he wasn’t hungry. They sat at one of the open-air tables and Daniel watched Fay scoop up the ice-cream from the bowl, and lick the tip of the spoon with her small pointed tongue.

‘Ooh – lovely,’ she said. ‘Now I really must be going. It’s past eight o’clock. My landlady will wonder what on earth has happened to me.’

‘I’ll see you home, Miss Belman.’

She shook her head. ‘Not at all. You stay here, Captain Gillory, and enjoy the rest of the evening.’ Then she was gone, the high-heels of her shoes clacking on the path, Phyllis scuttling along beside her.

Daniel would have liked to smash the two empty glass dishes to smithereens on the pavement, but he confined himself to cursing under his breath. He had done nothing right, he thought. He had not said the right things, he had not done the right things. He should have bought her flowers, or taken her to a show or a restaurant – if only he had the money for such things. A boat-ride and an ice – God, no wonder she had left before he could suggest that they meet again.

When the auditions were over, they returned to the greenroom. Two of the girls, who knew they had done badly, pulled on their day-dresses and exchanged ballet slippers for shoes, and ran away down the iron stairs, calling out their farewells. The rest of them sat exhausted, the silence interrupted by the occasional nervous giggle or request for a cigarette, or a muttered comment on the events of the past hour.

‘Ghastly man,’ said someone. ‘The choreographer, I mean. Such a bully.’

‘That Chinese routine. I thought I’d break my neck.’

‘The secretary told me that Clara Rose is going to be the star of the show.’

‘Lucky thing.’ An envious voice. ‘Her own dressing-room. Can you imagine?’

Thomasine had to resist the temptation to cross her fingers behind her back. She thought that the audition had gone well, but you never could tell. Sometimes they only wanted blondes, sometimes they wanted every girl to be a particular height. The prospect of Paris had come tantalizingly near, and with it the possibility of truly advancing her career. This would be a real revue, in a real theatre. Most of the shows in which she had taken part during the War had been for charity, to raise money for the Red Cross or for widows and orphans, or to entertain troops recovering from injuries. Even Antonia, when broached tactfully about the subject, had unwillingly admitted that a year spent dancing in a revue in Paris could only further Thomasine’s career.

At last the door opened and the secretary peered in. A sudden edgy silence paralysed all the waiting dancers. Thirty anxious faces stared at the piece of paper the secretary clutched.

‘This is the list of girls who have been chosen.’ She read out the names in a high, whining voice: ‘Violet Smith, Edith Hall, Poppy Barrett, Thomasine Thorne, Alice Johnson—’

Thomasine threw her arms round Alice and hugged her.

Daniel applied for another job, in Knightsbridge. He knew, before he was five minutes into the interview, that it was impossible. An infirm elderly gentleman wanted a male companion: someone to write his letters, walk his dog, play him at chess. Daniel knew how much he would hate it, so when his prospective employer asked him which school he had been to, he told the truth.

Outside, it was raining heavily. There wasn’t a bus in sight, but the Tube station was just across the road. Angry with his wasted morning, angry with himself, Daniel made himself walk into the black, gaping maw and buy a ticket. The journey down to the trains was like a descent into Hell. He made himself keep on walking, down what seemed like a thousand stairs. People jostled him; his leg ached. When he reached the bottom of the stairs, he climbed into the first train that arrived at the platform, certain that his courage would otherwise desert him.

The train lurched and whined as it started up. It was crowded: that was good, Daniel told himself. No-one could imagine themselves buried in a collapsed dugout in Passchendaele when surrounded by fifty sweating clerks and typists. No seats were free, so Daniel grabbed one of the straps. He tried to ignore the pounding of his heart as the train gathered speed. The typists and clerks gazed, bored, at the ceiling, and Daniel made himself concentrate on a woman’s hat, the headline in a newspaper. If he could manage this, he told himself, then he could do anything. He would find work, get himself back on his feet again. He’d no longer be the empty, fragile shell the War had made of him.

He managed, for a while. Then the train ground slowly to a halt in the middle of the tunnel, and the lights flickered and went off. The clerks and typists groaned, and Daniel smelt newly-fallen earth and felt the pressure of the broken wood of the dugout, the heavy weight of the soil against his leg. He knew without looking that all of his friends were dead, that he was the only one to survive the explosion of the trench-mortar. When he moved it hurt like hell and dislodged some of the soil. He was afraid to move again, fearing that he would lose the small pocket of air that allowed him to live. He lost track of time. He thought that he had been buried underground for ever. He wanted to die.

When the lights went on, and the train began to move again, Daniel found that he was talking to himself under his breath. His forehead was damp with sweat and he had twisted himself up against the door. A woman was staring at him with disgust, and he realized that she probably thought he was drunk. The train shuddered to a halt, and he half-fell on to the platform, and then ran up the hundreds of stairs.

Outside, it was still raining, but he leaned against a shop doorway, gulping at the air, eyes wide open, rain streaming down his face. He had travelled on the train only for the distance between two stations, Knightsbridge to Kensington. Almost two years now, he thought. He wanted to kill someone, anyone, most of all himself. Almost two bloody years since Passchendaele.

Eventually, he rubbed his eyes and stared across the busy road. The pounding of his heart began to slow, and the London street, crammed with motor-cars and lorries and horses and carts, settled back into place. There was really nothing to be afraid of, what he feared existed only in his own mind. He was crippled in mind and body, he told himself. He was useless. Dully, he read the names of the shops across the road: H. G. Green, High Class Grocer; Laskeys: Everything for the Sportsman; Chantal’s Ladies Fashion Emporium.

He crossed the road. It was lunch-time, and everywhere shops and offices were disgorging their staff. Daniel elbowed his way through the crowds, dodging the motor-cars.

When he reached Chantal’s, the door opened and Fay came out. She was alone this time; no Phyllis. It seemed like a miracle to Daniel, seeing her again; almost as though his own need had conjured her up, an exotic gypsy spirit flickering out of the dark, hungry places of his mind.

She was no spirit, though. She saw him immediately, and when she turned, her smile was brilliant. ‘Why, Captain Gillory. How delightful. Have you been waiting long for me?’

‘For ever,’ he said, taking her hand and kissing it.

They spent the afternoon together. It was Fay’s half-day holiday, so she didn’t have to go back to work. They walked in the park, ducking inside shops or museums to escape the frequent showers, and eventually found themselves in the Lyons Corner House in Coventry Street.

‘I look like a drowned rat.’ Fay, seated at the table, checked her face in a small mirror.

‘You look beautiful,’ said Daniel.

He spoke only the truth. The rain and their long walk had brought a little colour to her pale cheeks, and her eyes were dark and bright. She didn’t blush or quibble at the compliment, which pleased Daniel. Instead, she smiled again, and replaced the mirror inside her handbag.

‘How did you hurt your leg?’ she said.

He found himself telling her how the dugout in which he and his men had been sheltering had collapsed when a trench-mortar had landed on it, crushing his right leg. He didn’t tell her the details, because you didn’t tell women things like that. Especially young, pretty women like Fay.

‘It must have been frightful,’ she said sympathetically. ‘And the men you were in charge of – what happened to them?’

‘The other officers were all killed. Some of the men in the trenches survived, though.’

Her mouth was a round, red O, her eyes wide. ‘How frightful,’ she repeated.

The waitress appeared, and Daniel ordered tea and cakes. It had been surprisingly easy, he thought, to talk to Fay about something he had always found impossible to speak of before, even to Hattie.

‘You must be awfully brave,’ she said.

He shook his head. ‘Not at all. In some ways it was easier then – you had no choice except to be brave. You followed orders, you gave orders. It’s now that’s difficult – fitting in to all this again.’

He glanced round the tea-shop. The noise of it, the crowds and the over-decorated room, he would normally have found oppressive. Somehow, with Fay sitting opposite him, he didn’t mind.

‘What do you do, Captain Gillory? I mean – you’ve left the army, haven’t you? So what do you do now?’

He laughed. ‘Nothing much, I’m afraid. A bit of writing, accounting, that sort of thing. I’ve been looking for work, but I don’t know … I can’t seem to settle in London again.’

The waitress arrived with the tea and cakes. The milk-jug was only half-full, the cakes small and undecorated. Even their food, Daniel thought with grim humour, had not yet recovered from the War. He watched Fay pour out the milk and stir the teapot. The graceful way she performed the simple, routine actions soothed him.

‘I might go home,’ he said, surprising himself. ‘My family had a smallholding. It’s mine now.’

She poured out the tea. ‘A smallholding?’

‘A little farm. Nothing much. There’s a cottage with it, though.’

He found himself describing Drakesden to her. The fields, the dykes and droves and vast, splendid skyscapes. He had not realized, until he spoke of it all to Fay, how much he wanted to go back.

‘It sounds marvellous,’ she said. ‘How lucky you are to come from somewhere like that.’

He realized, ashamed, that she had not eaten, and that he had talked constantly about himself. He offered the plate to her, and she chose an éclair. ‘Do you come from London, Miss Belman?’

Her face screwed up disconsolately. ‘I’ve hardly ever been out of it. I went to Margate once, for the day. That was fun.’ She took a bite out of the éclair.

It seemed quite natural for Daniel to say, ‘We could go for a picnic, if you like. On Sunday.’

Thomasine took the train to the hospital in Sussex where Hilda nursed. From the grounds they could see the sea – the English Channel, thought Thomasine with a rush of excitement. It was ten years since she had last crossed the English Channel.

‘I’m sailing in a week’s time,’ she explained. They were sitting on a bench not far from the edge of the cliff. Although it was midsummer, the sea air was sharp and cold. ‘We take the boat-train from Victoria.’

‘I hope you are not seasick,’ said Hilda. ‘The first time I went to France I was terribly seasick. I was so ill I thought I’d never be able to face coming home – I’d have to stay nursing in the field hospital for ever.’

Thomasine had threaded her arm through Hilda’s. ‘Will you keep on nursing, Aunt Hilly? Now that most of the men have gone home?’

The hospital was a convalescent home. A few ex-soldiers still limped around the garden; some were huddled in wheelchairs, or settled on benches.

Hilda grimaced. ‘Nursing! My dear Thomasine – I am no longer permitted to nurse. We have a new matron and, besides, since the end of the War, VADs are considered to be the lowest of the low. I am allowed to scrub floors, to empty vases, to polish bedside tables. Not to nurse.’

Thomasine recognized, not for the first time, that Hilda’s frustration at the narrowness of the opportunities life offered to her mirrored her own. She squeezed Hilda’s hand.

‘I won’t stay,’ said Hilda suddenly, stubbing out her cigarette. ‘I had to lie about my age as it was. The falsehood was forgivable, I think. No – I intend to start a school. I have saved a little money, and I will, if you have no objection, my dear Thomasine, sell Quince Cottage. You do not –’ she glanced at Thomasine – ‘intend to go back to Drakesden?’

Thomasine shook her head. ‘I want to travel, Aunt Hilly. I can’t seem to settle. A school?’

Hilda nodded. ‘I have always enjoyed teaching.’ She fumbled beneath the folds of her cape for her cigarette packet and grimaced. ‘I shall have to give up these, of course. Everyone smoked in France – it was the only way one could keep awake. I tried sucking sweets – and drinking that dreadful coffee – anything – but in the end I succumbed. But a cigarette-smoking headmistress would not be the thing.’

Thomasine laughed. ‘Where will you have your school, Aunt Hilly? At Drakesden?’

Hilda shook her head. ‘Somewhere else. I would miss Rose so much.’

There was a brief silence. Then Hilda added, ‘I shall begin soon to look for a suitable building to rent. I still have all Father’s books, and I know a couple of other ex-VADs who are also interested in teaching. And who are aware that their chances of marriage are now, because of the War, extremely thin. There are a great many women, Thomasine, who must now concentrate their energies on finding a career rather than a husband.’ She touched Thomasine’s hand. ‘So you will go to Paris with my blessing, my dear – I have always approved of women finding something to do with their lives. Not that you will not marry – you are pretty, which I never was.’

They rose from the bench, and began to walk back to the hospital. Thomasine sensed that Hilda was struggling for words. Eventually, she said, ‘You will be careful, won’t you, dearest? These last few years – you have led such a sheltered life—’

Thomasine threaded her arm through Hilda’s. ‘Don’t worry, Aunt Hilly. There’s a dreadful English chaperone. And Antonia has already spoken to me.’ Antonia’s advice had consisted of some rather tantalizing warnings about White Slavers, and impenetrable injunctions to be sensible, which Thomasine had interpreted as remembering to wear a vest.

‘Of course.’ Hilda breathed out a sigh of relief. ‘Tony is much better able to give you advice than I. She has been married.’

They were a few yards from the hospital doors. A wheelchair was parked in the small rose-garden. Hilda paused beside the wheelchair. Its occupant wore a convalescent’s uniform. His head was heavily bandaged, his face pitted with angry red scars. There was in the single unbandaged eye no recognition as they approached, no acknowledgement of the presence of other human beings. Not even vacancy, Thomasine realized, only the remains of a sort of primitive fear.

Hilda laid her hand over the soldier’s. ‘Those poor boys,’ she whispered. Thomasine could see the tears in her eyes. ‘Those poor boys.’

The summer had not been an easy one for Nicholas, at Drakesden. To begin with there had been various distractions. The arrival of Lally, expelled from her school, had caused all the expected eruptions. But in the end Lally, as she had prophesied, did not return to Lady Mary’s or to any other school, but remained at Drakesden, a small and dumpy and rather aimless figure. Although officially ‘out’, no balls or luncheon parties were planned to celebrate Lally’s entrance into the adult world. For one thing, Drakesden Abbey, like so many other medium-sized estates, was struggling financially; for another, none of the Blythes – including Lally herself – seemed to have the necessary enthusiasm.

The quietness of Drakesden seemed to exacerbate his day visions, his nightmares. Nicholas became adept at hiding his sickness. Many times, sitting at the table, or smoking in the billiard-room, he saw – as though it was there in front of him – the trenches, the barbed wire, the mud and horror of it all. He learned to hide his fear from his family, to force himself to continue the conversation or meal almost unbroken. Because of that, his mother released him from the obligation of seeing more doctors. That pleased Nicholas: he had no faith in doctors.

The emptiness of the Fens, the lack of company, gave him time to think. He did not want to think, he could not bear to think. He needed never to be alone, never to be without occupation. The occupations provided by Drakesden – the estate management in which he was expected to take an interest, since he had, by Gerald’s death, become heir to Drakesden Abbey – bored him. He had never had any interest in farming. When, after dinner one evening, his father expressed some of his worries about the future of the estate, Nicholas hardly bothered to listen.

‘Taxes, old boy. All these damned taxes – saving your presence, Gwennie. Raised during the War, and I’m damned if we’ll ever see them go back down again.’

Lally said, ‘Perhaps the money was needed to make guns, Daddy.’

Lady Blythe was pouring out coffee. ‘Do be quiet if you can’t say anything sensible, Lally.’ She handed a cup to her husband. ‘Surely none of this is of any concern to us, William. It is all very irritating, I dare say, but the War is over now, and things must soon return to normal.’

Sir William said, ‘We may have to put some land up for sale, Nicholas.’

‘If you like.’ Nicholas fumbled in his pocket for cigarettes. The light outside was beginning to fade slightly; evenings were always a bad time for him.

‘If you like?’ Lady Blythe had put aside the coffee-pot, and was staring at Nicholas. She was, a surprised Nicholas realized, furious. Her voice quivered. ‘Is that all you can say?’

Nicholas shrugged. ‘If we need to sell land, then we need to sell land. What more is there to say?’

She picked up the coffee-pot and began to pour again, her mouth set in a rigid line.

Sir William said hastily, ‘Only a few acres, Gwennie. Not the best land, of course. A few pockets of low-lying stuff. Some of the Drakesden fields are more trouble than they’re worth – always flooding in the winter …’ His voice trailed away. The corners of Lally’s mouth were twitching.

Lady Blythe said stiffly, ‘If it is necessary, William, then of course you must sell. I abhor any diminishment of the estate, but it must be done, I suppose.’

‘Isn’t it funny,’ said Lally, stirring her coffee, ‘that Daddy and Nicholas, who are Blythes by birth, don’t seem to care, yet you, Mama, are so upset? After all, you’re only a Blythe by marriage.’

Lady Blythe’s face went even whiter. ‘What nonsense, Lally. Nicholas loves Drakesden Abbey just as much as I do. Don’t you, Nicky?’

He found himself agreeing. He didn’t give a damn about a few swampy fields in a backward little village, but he’d have to pretend to, for Mama’s sake.

Sir William had risen from his chair, and was mumbling about going outside for a smoke. Lally, stooping beside Nicholas, whispered in his ear.

‘We should go out for a drive, Nick. Parsons has mended the puncture, and there’s such a sunset.’

‘If you have anything to say, Lally,’ said Lady Blythe, her composure almost recovered, ‘then it should be said to the whole company.’

But Lally just smiled and left the room. Nicholas spent a few minutes placating his mother, and then left too.

When they had motored out of Drakesden, Nicholas said to Lally, ‘Why do you do it, Baby? Why do you tease her?’

‘Mama?’ Lally settled back into her seat. Her dark hair whipped about the brim of her school hat. ‘Because she hates me. No – she doesn’t hate me. She is indifferent to me. I’d rather she hated me.’ Her voice was matter-of-fact, not betraying any resentment.

Nicholas, braking to round a corner, said uneasily, ‘You just rub each other up the wrong way.’

‘Don’t be silly, Nick. And do slow down a little.’

She had taken a lipstick and compact out of her pocket, and was carefully applying scarlet to her lips. Nicholas braked gradually, and tried to keep to the more level sections of road.

‘Anyway –’ Lally snapped the compact shut – ‘I was right, wasn’t I? You couldn’t care less about Drakesden, and Mama wants to keep every inch of it.’

When Lally spoke like this she disturbed him. He almost preferred the other Lally, the Lally who lied and prevaricated to spare herself from doing anything she did not want to do. People should not tell the truth so baldly. The whole world would fall to bits if people started telling the truth.

He let the motor-car gather up speed again. ‘It’s not quite like that,’ he said. ‘It’s just that it wasn’t going to be mine, was it? It should have been Gerry’s. It’s taking me a while to get used to it. It’s not that I don’t care.’

Lally glanced at him impatiently. ‘Oh, Nicholas.’

They had reached a junction. The road led to Ely in one direction, and turned deeper into the Fens in the other. ‘Ely?’ said Nicholas.

Lally shook her head. ‘No. There’s a pub the other way. I’d like a drink.’

He didn’t bother protesting about her age, sex and general unsuitability for public houses. He knew Lally well enough by now to realize that those sorts of protests were always futile. Instead he swung the car round, away from the dazzling sunset. The road became little more than a drove, rutted and uneven. Nicholas handed the Daimler well, intimate with its idiosyncracies and capabilities.

‘Just here,’ said Lally eventually.

It was hardly a village, hardly a public house. A few cottagers looked up from their gardens as the car spun round the corner, making clouds of dust billow into the air. Chickens squawked, narrowly escaping the tyres. Ragged children ran towards them as Nicholas slowed the car. He looked doubtfully at the pub. The village was near the Hundred Foot Drain. Between that drain and the Old Bedford River, half a mile away, was the wide expanse of the Hundred Foot Wash, a vast floodplain, inundated each winter to save the surrounding lands from the waters.

The pub was called The Three Mariners. Inside, there was a wide fireplace, a huge piece of bog-oak protruding from it, and a few stools and benches scattered about. Nicholas ordered beer for himself and Lally (he didn’t think they’d run to cocktails), and tried to ignore the interested stares of the locals. Lally drank her beer and looked around calmly. She was the only woman in the pub.

‘We’ll have to leave,’ said Lally thoughtfully. ‘It simply won’t do.’

Nicholas scooped up his hat and stood, but Lally shook her head.

‘Not leave here, silly – I haven’t finished yet. I mean, leave Drakesden.’ She swallowed another mouthful of beer. ‘It’s quite impossible. Not as bad as Lady Mary’s, but not much better. Come on, Nicky – admit it. You hate it, too.’

‘It’s so quiet.’ Nicholas had put aside his glass; his fingers knotted together. ‘And so many people have died – or have left—’

He found himself thinking briefly, painfully, of Thomasine Thorne. Thomasine had been different and exciting and strong. She had, in a way, reminded him of his mother – beautiful, and yet so certain, so fearless. Since the War, Nicholas had lost all certainty and, he thought with self-disgust, he now feared almost everything. There were no women of his class in Drakesden other than his mother and sister. As for the young ladies his mother invited for the occasional weekend house-party, Nicholas had been unable to find any feelings greater than mild irritation at their naïvety, their frivolity. He simply had nothing in common with them.

Lally was looking at him. Her dark up-tilted eyes were slightly narrowed. ‘It makes you ill, doesn’t it?’

He glanced up at her, and his beer slopped over the rim of the tankard.

Lally said, ‘No-one else notices, silly. There’s no need to worry.’ She reached out and touched his hand. ‘We should go abroad, Nick. Just you and I.’

Nicholas laughed, slightly too loud. All the other men in the pub turned and stared at him. ‘Don’t be ridiculous, Baby. They’d never let us.’

‘Let us? It’s best just to take what you want. That’s what I do.’ She had finished her drink. ‘Besides, my dear Nicholas, you are twenty-two. Mama couldn’t stop you. You’ve money of your own, haven’t you?’

He nodded. He still had his severance pay and a small legacy from an uncle killed in the War. Plus the sum his father had given him on reaching twenty-one. He hadn’t touched a penny of it yet – there was nothing to spend it on at Drakesden.

‘I was going to buy a motor-car.’

‘You can buy a motor-car when we’re abroad.’ Lally smiled at him coaxingly, and folded her plump little hand over his. ‘I’m going to buy clothes – lots of them.’

He almost believed that it was possible. He saw himself in Paris or Monaco, speeding along some narrow cliff-top road or city boulevard, faster and faster and faster.

‘And just think how pleased Mama would be to see the back of me,’ added Lally smugly.

She rose from the stool and went to the door. Nicholas noticed how the eyes of all the men in the room followed his short, plump sister, with her unfashionable clothes and ugly hat.

On the way back to Drakesden, he put the Daimler into the highest gear, and pressed his foot hard on the accelerator.

The drove was long and straight. Clouds of dust blew up around them. The motor-car bumped and jolted and Nicholas yelled at Lally to hold on to the back of the seat. Fields, dykes and cottages whirled past them, lost in a blur of grey and green. As they gathered up speed (forty, fifty, sixty), Nicholas found that he felt better. Driving was preferable to riding. Even Titus could not gallop so fast.

He remembered Lally at last, and braked. The Daimler skidded in the dust, turning in a half-circle. As it slowed, so Nicholas’s anxiety flooded back.

‘Are you all right, Baby? Not sick?’

He thought she was crying, at first, but then he realized that she was laughing.

‘We could go in an aeroplane, Nicholas,’ she said. ‘Imagine!’


CHAPTER FOUR

To see in the New Year – and the new decade – the crew and cast of the revue O, Lisette! had decorated the café next to the theatre in the hot, jangling colours of the Ballets Russes: orange, shocking pink, lime green, chrome yellow and Lanvin blue. Crêpe streamers spiralled from floor to ceiling, the spindly legs of the tables and chairs were knotted with paper bows. Everybody was there – singers, actors, musicians, dancers and backstage crew. In one corner of the small Montmartre café a jazz band played, the skirl of the saxophone and the pounding of the drums throbbing beneath the shriek of conversation and the tapping, dancing feet.

The twelve dancers of the chorus of O, Lisette! were all English, chosen for their height, their long legs, their clear complexions. Chaperoned day and night, they had been permitted to stay out late for this one, extraordinary night.

‘One o’clock,’ grumbled Alice. ‘What use is a New Year’s party that you have to leave at one o’clock?’

‘Depends how quick you are,’ said a tall blonde sitting next to Alice.

Alice followed her neighbour’s gaze. Some of the tables and chairs in the centre of the room had been pushed aside for dancing. The music of the saxophone, piano and drum had increased in tempo; people were beating out the rhythm with bells, rattles, bundles of knives and forks.

‘Oh, Poppy,’ said Alice.

Poppy’s chin was propped on her hands, and her wide blue gaze rested on a dark-haired man leaning against the wall. His profile was lit by the flickering gaslights; he had a cigarette in one hand, a glass in the other.

‘Clive Curran.’ Alice poured some water into her Pernod, and shook her head. ‘Naughty, naughty Poppy.’

Poppy stuck out her tongue at Alice. ‘Well, wouldn’t we all, if we had the chance?’

‘Not Thomasine. Thomasine’s never naughty. Thomasine’s a vicar’s granddaughter, aren’t you, dear?’

Poppy sighed. ‘Not that any of us has a hope. Lovely Clive never looks at the chorus-girls. We’re moving wallpaper to him.’

Alice was picking up uncoiled streamers from the lid of the piano, the table, the floor. When she had gathered up a dozen or so, she scrambled on to her chair, and then climbed from the chair on to the table-top. The rickety table swayed and wobbled with her weight.

‘Alice—’

‘I’ll have a kiss from Clive Curran before the night’s out. Bet you.’ Alice aimed a streamer. ‘The first cocktail of the New Year, Pops – I’ll pay if I don’t, you pay if I do!’

The first streamer whirled over the heads of the dancers, and struck the lounging dark-haired man neatly on the shoulder. Ringlets of coloured paper uncoiled down his jacket. Alice took aim again and again. Soon, his shoulders, head and back were veined with spirals of pink, orange and yellow.

‘He’s coming,’ said Alice. She watched Clive Curran wind his way through the scattered tables and dancers. As he approached them, he made a great play of brushing streamers out of his eyes. Alice was still standing on the table.

‘We don’t think you’re being very patriotic, Mr Curran. There’s three loyal Englishwomen here who haven’t had a dance for – oh, at least ten minutes.’

Slowly, Clive Curran’s gaze travelled the length of Alice, from her high-heeled shoes, to her short fair hair.

‘Most remiss of me. I deserved the bombardment, Miss—?’

‘Johnson. And this is Miss Barrett, and this is Miss Thorne.’

‘Delighted,’ said Clive Curran, smiling at them all.

Thomasine had seen him many times before, but had never spoken to him. Clive Curran was a singer, though he also acted in several sketches in the revue, his French diction as perfect as his English. Sometimes she lingered backstage when he sang, closing her eyes and letting the beauty of his voice fold around her. All twelve of the English dancers were in love with Clive Curran.

He helped Alice down from the table. Alice wobbled a little when she reached the floor, leaning against him. ‘Oops – one Pernod too many, I think.’

‘Fiendish stuff, Miss Johnson,’ said Clive Curran, supporting her with his arm.

The speed of the dance music was growing faster. Under the table, Thomasine’s foot tapped in time to the music. Clive Curran surveyed the three girls.

‘The thing is – who should I dance with first? I’m spoilt for choice.’

His eyes, a light, sleepy blue, travelled slowly from Alice to Poppy, then to Thomasine, resting on her for a long while. Thomasine’s heart began to pound.

Clive smiled. ‘I can’t choose. It’s quite impossible. I’ll just have to dance with the three of you.’

He held out a hand, helping Poppy and Thomasine to their feet. They danced together in the middle of the heaving mass of people. The Jog Trot, the Vampire, the Missouri Walk and the Shimmy, taking turns to be held in Clive Curran’s arms, to see their own reflections in his eyes. The musicians played the latest dance tunes and songs from the revues and musicals of Paris and London. The cast and crew of O, Lisette! bawled out the choruses. If Thomasine had felt tired before – the consequence of more than four months of endless rehearsals and twice-daily performances – all her exhaustion left her as they danced. The pounding beat of the drums, the wild howl of the saxophone, the clang of bells and whistles, drove them all. The room throbbed with the pulse of the dancers’ feet. The glasses and bottles on the tables and on the bar shivered in time with the movement. Faces flickered out of the darkness as Thomasine danced: the faces of the dancers with whom she had travelled from England, and now shared a hostel, the faces of the cast and crew with whom she worked. Alice’s face, Poppy’s face, Clive Curran’s face. She liked to look at Clive – his dark, close-cropped hair, his curved lips and heavy-lidded blue eyes. When his eyes met hers she smiled back at him.

Then the music stopped, and glasses of champagne were handed round. They began to count downwards: ten, nine, eight, seven, six. The death-throes of the old decade were chanted by everyone in the room. When they reached zero, someone shouted, ‘To the nineteen-twenties!’ and everyone cheered.

‘You haven’t drunk your champagne.’

Clive Curran was standing opposite her. ‘You have to drink your champagne, Miss Thorne.’ Gently, he raised her glass to her lips. ‘Then you have to kiss me. To see in the New Year, you know.’

She took a mouthful of champagne. Then his lips touched hers. ‘Delicious,’ said Clive Curran. ‘To the nineteen-twenties.’

He danced once more with her that night. It was almost one o’clock, and Thomasine was gathering up her bag and coat, ready to go, when he came to stand beside her, one hand resting on her shoulder.

‘You can’t go yet, Miss Thorne.’

She was hazy with champagne, with dancing, but she knew the penalty for staying out too late. ‘The concierge will report me. I’ll lose my job … Oh, well …’ She smiled, and held out her arms to him.

He led her into the centre of the room. The music was slow and mournful. Couples danced, folded into each other, hardly moving.

‘Put your head here,’ said Clive Curran, indicating the hollow of his shoulder. ‘Lovely.’

His arms were surrounding her, his hands stroking her back. Thomasine could feel his fingertips through the thin materials of her dress and petticoat. To be held by him was warm and exciting and new. She could smell the scent of his skin, feel the heat of his face as it touched against hers. She thought that his lips brushed against the crown of her head, but she wasn’t sure.

The music stopped. ‘Five to one,’ said Clive Curran, looking at his watch. ‘I’ll walk you home, sugar.’

In the street the air was clear and cold. Alice and Poppy were waiting, bundled up in their coats and scarves, outside the café. Thomasine’s hand was tucked through one of Clive’s arms, and Alice hooked herself round the other. Poppy walked a little way ahead, swinging her bag, singing to herself.

‘Where’s the nunnery?’ asked Clive.

Alice gave him directions to their pension. Thomasine breathed in the icy air and looked at the stars that pinpointed the inky sky. Paris still bore the marks of its bombardment only two years previously, but the crumbling masonry and the craters in the pavements were masked by the people who danced and sang in the streets.

‘“I’m for ever blow-ing bubbles”—’ sang Poppy.

They had reached their pension. Clive looked up at the tall, narrow building with its wrought-iron balconies, its unlit windows and locked doors.

‘Not a nunnery. It’s a fortress.’

Alice was fitting her key into the lock. ‘Just as well we’ve an escape route then, Mr Curran. There’s a nice old vine round the back, and ever such a convenient little porch over the door. You should see me shimmy down that.’

She had turned the key. Thomasine realized that all three of them were waiting for something – she was not sure what – to happen. For Clive Curran to kiss them again, perhaps, or to dance with them in the street, or to tell them that he’d never had such a wonderful evening in his entire life.

But the moment passed, and the door opened, and the concierge, sticking her head out into the cold, glowered at them all. And Clive Curran raised his hat and walked away.

Paris was colourful and adventurous compared with the grey, foggy London of the War years. The pavement cafés, the elegantly dressed women, the brightly lit buildings all seemed so different. To breakfast on croissants and black coffee instead of toast and tea, to try to adapt to the late nights and the long, sleepy afternoons was exciting. Walking down the Champs-Elysées, window-shopping in the stylish department stores, or investigating the antique shops and booksellers of the Boulevard St-Germain, Thomasine thought, I’m here, I’m free.

Since New Year, though, Clive Curran had not spoken to her. The actors and singers rehearsed separately from the dancers, so she only saw him at the evening or matinée performances. Hiding in the wings, listening to him sing, Thomasine could hardly believe that he had kissed her. Or that the kiss had been in any way special – he had, she reminded herself, kissed Alice and Poppy as well. He had danced with the three of them; he had been unable to choose between them. Poppy had been right: Clive Curran hardly bothered to glance at the chorus-girls. Thomasine knew that she had been stupid to think that he might.

Over endless cups of coffee in small cafés tucked into tree-lined squares, over mugs of cocoa in their bedrooms at night, they talked about him. Whether Clive was in love with Clara Rose, whether Clara Rose was in love with him, whether he should audition for the moving pictures. Poppy was convinced that he should, Thomasine pointed out that then no-one would hear his lovely voice. How old he was – twenty-nine, Alice had heard someone say. Whom he would marry. A nice London girl, giggled Alice, patting her curls. A wealthy lady, said Poppy mournfully.

Thomasine had her hair cut one afternoon. The weather was very cold, the gardens and rooftops of Paris glazed with frost. Ice gleamed on the pavements. Poppy twisted her foot running out of the pension one morning, and was out of the show for a week. The sky was a hazy pale blue, the Parisian women huddled up to their noses in furs, their hands encased in gloves of pale pastel kid.

She had intended only to have her hair trimmed. But staring in the mirror as the girl unpinned her plaits, she began to dislike her reflection. The pale skin, the schoolgirlish hairstyle, the wide eyes. Innocent eyes, thought Thomasine savagely. Her face seemed childish and unformed. The disruptions of her past – the early death of her parents, her leaving of first Africa and then Drakesden, seemed not to have marked her. She knew that the older, more worldly girls like Alice and Poppy still thought of her as a child. She was too proud to ask Alice or Poppy the questions that might relieve her of her ignorance and, besides, she did not know which questions to ask.

The hairdresser had combed out her plaits, and was beginning to trim the ends. ‘Non, mademoiselle,’ said Thomasine, in Aunt Hilly’s rather rudimentary French. ‘Plus. Comme ça, s’il vous plait.’

She indicated with her hand a level halfway between her cheekbones and her chin. The assistant protested: Mademoiselle had such beautiful hair, and besides the fashion for short hair was a temporary fad. Thomasine scowled and shook her head.

‘Comme ça.’

The assistant tutted, but raised her scissors. Great hanks of red hair tumbled to the floor. Beside her, Alice, who was having a manicure, squeaked.

‘What will your auntie say?’

Thomasine did not reply. In the looking-glass in front of her, a new reflection was emerging. Her face looked different now, without its heavy Edwardian frame of hair. Her head felt ridiculously light, as though it might float away.

Clive Curran had noticed Miss Thorne at the first rehearsal. She had been the prettiest of a dozen pretty English girls hired to kick their legs and smile, their principal function in the revue to compensate for the lack of any decent songs or sketches. At first, though, Clive had been more interested in the leading lady, Clara Rose, who was reputed to be very wealthy. But Clara had a tongue like a carpenter’s chisel, and was conducting an intermittent affair with a Parisian banker.

The bobbed hair suited Miss Thorne, making her look older, more sophisticated. She had bluish-green eyes and a wide, generous mouth. Clive had enjoyed kissing that mouth, wet with champagne. Clive discovered that Miss Thorne’s Christian name was Thomasine, which was ridiculous but, he had to admit, suited her. Unusual, unconventional. Clive considered himself to be unconventional – someone who broke the tedious rules that society imposed on one. Thomasine was an excellent dancer, and had nice legs and a lovely smile. As Clive’s courtship of the leading lady was, at present, proving largely unsuccessful, he decided that he would get to know Miss Thorne better. One never knew – it might even stir jealousy in that bitch Clara Rose. When the final curtain came down after the evening performance, and they were all shuffling exhausted from the stage, Clive said to Thomasine, ‘You’ve had your hair cut.’

Her smile was quite delightful. ‘I’ve been told off by the chaperone. Are you going to tell me off, Mr Curran?’

He couldn’t decide whether she was flirting with him or not. He shook his head. ‘Not at all. She looks like a boy, doesn’t she, Clara?’ Clive turned to the leading lady, standing beside him. ‘Especially with the sailor suit.’

For their last number, the chorus-girls wore navy shorts, monkey-jackets and hats, all piped with white. A ludicrous but rather fetching outfit.

‘There’s clubs in the West End would pay a fortune,’ agreed Clara Rose acidly.

Bitch, thought Clive. ‘It suits you, sugar,’ he said to Thomasine. He reached out a hand and ruffled the gleaming bell of her hair.

She thanked him for the compliment and ran off to the changing-room. Clara Rose, picking up a silk shawl from the wings, followed her. Clive remained on stage, rather amused.

A voice whispered in his ear. ‘She was brought up by a collection of maiden aunts and her grandfather was a vicar. Not the girl for you, darling Clive.’

He turned to look at Alice. He had seen Alice quite often over the past few weeks. But there was no mystery, thought Clive, glancing down at her, in Alice. What you saw was what you got. If you liked blonde curls, blue eyes and a nice curvy little figure, then that was fine and dandy. What Clive did not like was to be told his limitations. He did not believe that he had limitations.

‘I think I’ll be the judge of that, don’t you, Miss Johnson?’ He was pleased to see the flicker of anger in her eyes.

‘You wouldn’t get further than a kiss,’ she said scornfully.

Alice was becoming just a teeny bit complacent, and just a teeny bit dull. Clive realized that, until now, he hadn’t intended to get any further than that single, chaste, champagne-flavoured kiss.

‘There’s always an attraction in untrodden fields – virgin territories, as it were.’

Alice’s flattened palm caught him sharply on the cheek. As she stalked away, Clive raised his fingers to his jaw, checking that she hadn’t marked or bruised him. Then he went back to his dressing-room and wrote a note to Thomasine Thorne.

Although this winter had been, for Daniel, a great improvement on the previous winter – and an even greater improvement on the winter before that – he still felt unsettled. He had found work in a small advertising agency in Soho, and for writing untruthful slogans to sell dubious products, he was paid enough to live on. The agency, consisting of a mixture of ex-officers like himself, men who had been unfit for service and clever young women, was congenial enough. London still oppressed him: he was still obliged to take trams or buses instead of using the Underground, and on a bad day even a crowded tram was unbearable. But he got by, because at the end of the day there was Fay.

Or, rather, at the end of some days. Sometimes he saw her twice a week, sometimes only at the weekend, and once three whole weeks went by without their meeting. If she refused to see him, then her refusal was polite and kind and carefully justified, but it was a refusal all the same. When Fay, apparently tentatively, suggested a show or outing, then Daniel always altered his plans to suit her. He simply could not have done otherwise.

Worse than the infrequency of their meetings was the physical frustration he had to endure. He was permitted to kiss her, to hold her hand, to touch her breasts in the darkness of the cinema or in the privacy of an outing to the countryside around London. He thought she enjoyed his caresses, but he was never quite sure. If he attempted to become more intimate, then she would hurriedly readjust her clothing and push him away. ‘Someone will come,’ she would whisper, in the uncluttered expanses of Bushey Park. Or, ‘No, Daniel – poor Fay’s ever so cold.’ And then he, guilty and aching, would bundle her back into her coat and rub her small, chilled hands between his, hating himself.

He wished he had a motor-car, he wished he had money. If he had owned a motor-car, then they would have had a private, sheltered place. If he had had money, then they would have been able to go further afield, to somewhere where Fay could not possibly have feared the intrusion of strangers, to where Daniel could see nothing but the wide, open skies, that could not close in on him.

As it was, he managed. He saw her so infrequently, so unreliably, that she seemed quite perfect to him. If he ever felt angry, then he blamed himself for his impatience, for his inability to settle properly to anything. He wondered, sometimes, what she would say if he asked her to marry him. He did not do so, though, because he felt that he had so little to offer her. He regarded his job, his lodgings, his residence in London, as temporary. He had lost the ambition that had fired him before the War, and he had never succeeded in re-accustoming himself to city life. He feared that Fay was temporary too, that she rationed herself because of his own restlessness. Yet he dreamed of her every night: hot, desperate dreams that made him tired and foul-tempered the next day. He tried to see the way forward, yet could not: the pinpoints of light in the darkness seemed to flicker uncertainly.

‘You see, sugar – it’s not really working out, is it?’

They were in a small café in Montmartre, not far from the theatre. The white-icing dome of Sacré-Coeur gleamed on the horizon. For Thomasine, life had see-sawed for two months on a fulcrum balanced between delight and despair. When she was with Clive, her delight was almost unbearably intense; when she did not see him, she despaired, certain that she had said the wrong thing the last time they had met, convinced that he had met an older, more sophisticated girl. When he kissed her, she was in heaven. When a fortnight passed and no note was slipped into her hand as she ran off-stage, then she was plunged back into misery.

Clive leant back in his chair and lit a cigarette. ‘Don’t look at me like that, Toots. After all, it’s your decision.’

‘Me? My decision?’

He inhaled his cigarette and ran a hand through his short dark hair. ‘Rehearsals and performances,’ he listed. ‘That bloody chaperone. The curfew at the fortress. I doubt if we see each other alone for five minutes a week.’

Thomasine touched his hand. ‘We’re alone now, Clive.’

‘Alone?’ Clive glared around him impatiently. Several of the fur-clad ladies in the crowded café were staring at him quite openly. ‘You call this alone?’

‘This is lovely. I adore being with you.’

Clive ignored her. ‘I mean – properly alone, sugar. You know.’ He stubbed out his cigarette and looked up at Thomasine. His voice became cold. ‘Or perhaps you don’t.’

‘Yes, I do.’ She thought of the day they had walked together in the Jardin des Tuileries. In the midst of crowded, busy Paris, the trees and walkways and the cold silence of the afternoon had seemed to cut them off from everyone else. Standing on the edge of the wide, circular pond, glimpsing their reflections in the water, Thomasine had felt that only she and he existed.

‘You should come back with me to my lodgings,’ said Clive. ‘Parks – cafés – it’s all too bloody juvenile. And it’s costing me a fortune. I’d hoped to put a bit by from this ghastly revue.’

Thomasine stared down at her coffee-cup. Her own wages just about covered the rent for the pension, meals, clothes and make-up. Even the stamps for the letters to her aunts were a strain on her purse. And Alice’s mood seemed to have soured with the oncoming spring, rather than lightened. Thomasine dreaded asking her to cover for her for more than half an hour.

‘It’s up to you, really, Thomasine. Think about it. But I can’t go on like this for ever. Look at me – I’m bloody exhausted.’

She looked at him. He was lounging back in his chair, a cigarette in one hand, his mouth closed in sulky curves. She thought that he looked, as he always did, the most attractive man in the room. When she reached out a hand as if to smooth away the small shadows beneath his blue eyes, he took her fingers in his, and kissed the tips of them one by one. Several of the ladies in the café looked envious.

‘It’s up to you, sugar,’ he repeated. ‘I’ve a free hour on Friday afternoon. If you want, you can come back to my lodgings. I’ll leave it to you to make the arrangements. If you don’t, then I’ll know it’s over.’

He waited for her outside the entrance to the Metro. The streets were half-empty, most of the French still sleeping off their lunches. Watching him for a moment unnoticed, as he leaned against the art nouveau curves of the entrance-way, the coat of his collar pulled up in the chill spring wind, she fell in love with him all over again.

Thomasine touched his arm and said his name.

Clive turned to her. ‘You’re here, Toots. Thank heavens. It’s damnably cold.’

He didn’t smile, but began to walk quickly down the pavement. Often Thomasine thought herself responsible for Clive’s moods, sparking them off by some piece of naïvety that she cringed over later, alone in bed. Now she found it difficult to keep up with him. She loped behind him, her gait uneven on the hilly, cobbled streets. When they reached his lodgings, he fitted the key in the lock and held open the door for her.

‘Hurry up, Toots. It’s perishing.’

‘I’ve pulled a muscle, Clive. That wretched hornpipe routine.’

He looked at her, and his face softened a little. The concierge glared at Thomasine as they started up the stairs.

‘Poor little thing.’ Clive slowed his pace. ‘I’ll rub it for you, when we’re in the warm. We’re almost there.’

His rooms were at the top of the house: a sitting-room with a small kitchen area, and a separate bedroom. The ceilings were low and sloping, the windows small and dirty-paned. The furniture was sparse; no pictures or photographs softened the harsh angularity of the walls. Thomasine, suddenly edgy, cleaned a patch of grime from the window-pane with her handkerchief and stared out at the rooftops of Paris. Following down the slope of the city she could see the wide, glittering arc of the River Seine.

‘How did you manage to escape, sugar?’ Clive said sympathetically. ‘Alice?’

Thomasine shook her head. ‘No, I asked Poppy. I had to give her a pair of stockings and a chocolate bar, though.’

Clive laughed. He had uncorked a bottle of red wine; he poured out two glasses. ‘Poor darling. Never mind, I’ll buy you stockings. And pounds and pounds of chocolates.’

His kindness touched her. ‘I’d get fat. Then I’d be out of a job.’

‘We all will be soon,’ said Clive.

Thomasine turned aside from the window. ‘What do you mean?’

‘Oh, come on, sugar.’ His voice was quite casual. ‘You must have noticed the seats aren’t exactly full. I mean, audiences aren’t fighting to get in, are they?’ He handed her a glass. ‘Don’t look so worried, Toots. After all, it’s a scrubby little thing. No decent songs, and the leading lady’s past her best, don’t you think?’ He swallowed a mouthful of wine. ‘Come on – drink up.’

The wine made her less jittery. ‘What will you do if the show closes, Clive?’

He shrugged. ‘There’s a couple of possibilities, but I’m not sure yet. I’ve had a few offers. It’s a question of what’s best for my career. I might go back to London … or there’s talk of Italy. Now come and sit beside me, and I’ll rub your leg.’

Thomasine sat on the couch, her outstretched legs resting on Clive’s lap. She tried not to think of the future, but to enjoy the fact that she was here, with Clive Curran. His long, beautifully shaped hands kneaded her calf muscle, so that the stiffness slowly eased away.

‘Lie back,’ he said. ‘Close your eyes.’

Thomasine lay back on the cushions and closed her eyes. She felt drowsy with wine and happiness. Whatever the future brought, she thought, this was perfect. She was in Paris with the man she loved, she had work she enjoyed, and money enough to keep herself. Her career was progressing well; the choreographer had given her a small solo in the second act.

‘Is that better?’ he said.

She nodded dreamily. Her leg no longer ached.

He didn’t stop, though. Gently, he massaged the arch of her foot, the tips of her toes. Then his hand travelled the distance from her toes, along her shin, to her thighs.

‘Don’t move,’ he said. ‘You’re enjoying it, aren’t you?’

She couldn’t speak. The tension had come back, but it was a different sort of tension. He leaned over and kissed her gently on the mouth. His tongue flickered against her lips. Then his kisses began to follow her neck, her throat, her shoulder. His hand slipped inside the curved neckline of her frock.

‘Roll over, Toots, and let me undo your buttons.’

She felt her face go scarlet. ‘I couldn’t Clive. It wouldn’t—’ She managed to stop herself just in time. It wouldn’t be proper. The old, often-repeated, meaningless words applied at various times by all three aunts to new styles of clothing, to suggested outings, to the company of the opposite sex.

‘I just want to see you.’ Clive pleaded. His eyes looked anguished. He rubbed at his forehead with his fingers. ‘You’re so beautiful, Thomasine. I’ve been feeling rotten all day, and now I feel so much better. Please. I just want to see you properly.’

Slowly, she shuffled upright, and reached for the back of her dress. Her hands were shaking.

‘No,’ said Clive. ‘Let me.’

She felt him undo her buttons, one by one, and pull her dress over her head. She felt silly, sitting there on the couch in her petticoat. The hungry, urgent feeling had left her.

Then he began to stroke and kiss her again. His head nuzzled between her breasts, and she did not push him away. She looked down at his short, slightly curling dark hair, and kissed the top of his head. She loved the way he smelt, the touch of his skin, the sound of his voice. When he pushed aside the straps of her petticoat so that her breasts were bared, she did not stop him.

‘Dear Thomasine,’ he said softly. ‘Such a lovely skin. Such lovely little breasts.’

His hand stroked her leg from her knee, to her thigh, to her buttock, exploring beneath the skirt of her petticoat. Suddenly defensive again, she caught his fingers.

He looked upset. ‘Don’t you trust me, Thomasine? Don’t you love me?’

‘Of course I love you, Clive. It’s just that …’

‘What is it?’

His eyes, sleepy and blue, looked down at her. She could not answer him because she did not know what he wanted, or what she wanted. She did not know what he intended to do. She did not want him to realize the extent of her ignorance.

‘Nothing.’ She smiled at him. ‘Nothing important.’

Afterwards, he found that, just for a while, he disliked himself. She had been, of course, a virgin. He had been as gentle as possible, but he always forgot himself a little at the end. There were limits to how long self-control could last.

She didn’t say anything when he turned aside from her. He took a rug from a nearby chair, and flung it over them both. The room was cold, and he hadn’t bothered to light the gas-fire. Then he lit himself a cigarette and settled back, and put his arm round her again.

‘It’s never much good the first time, Toots. Everyone knows that. It’ll get better for you.’

He realized, saying it, that he intended to see her again. He was surprised at himself – he found her middle-class naïvety a bit of a bore, and had been on the point of finishing with her. Yet, at the same time, Clive was forced to acknowledge that Thomasine Thorne was terribly attractive, quite the prettiest little thing he had come across for some time. He was tempted to let things run on for a while.

‘You should get yourself fixed up.’

She looked at him, and smiled. Her eyes were bright and dark, her skin slightly flushed. Glancing down at her, he knew that she hadn’t the least idea what he was talking about. Suddenly Clive was aware of a feeling of irritation – almost resentment. Innocent granddaughters of clergymen, with their need of protection, of unreasonable chivalry, exhausted him.

Daniel received the letter from Nell one Saturday in March. Nell, five years younger than Daniel, had looked after their father after Ruth Gillory’s death, and then, at the age of thirteen, when Jack Gillory had joined up, had gone into service. During the latter years of the War, she had written to Daniel – badly spelt, unpunctuated letters in her round, childish hand. Like so many others, he had treasured the letters from home, composing falsely cheerful replies to them, partially because he didn’t want to dent Nell’s own steadfast good spirits, and partially because he was not yet able to write about what he endured.

When he read her letter, he guessed that her cheerfulness, like his, had always been false. He knew himself remiss in not having visited her since his return to England. The letter was blotched with tears, some of the words unreadable. He threw on his jacket and cap, and took a tram to Liverpool Street station.

He had money for the journey to Ely now, because he had not seen Fay for almost a month. He had no-one to buy tickets for in the cinema, no-one to ply with flowers or sweets. If it had not been for Nell, he would have been glad of his errand to Ely. It stopped him thinking for a while of his own misery.

The landscape grew more and more familiar the further the train drew away from London. Beyond Cambridge, a flutter of excitement began to grow in his stomach as he looked out of the window. Through the trail of smoke from the train’s funnel, he witnessed the flattening of the fields, still painted silver with the spring floodwaters. The sky, grey and lowering, and to Daniel, beautiful, spat rain droplets into the dykes and marshes.

In Ely, he went immediately to the house in which Nell was in service. He had dressed in his uniform, because it still often aroused some sort of respect. The accent which he had adopted in his grammar school days had become habitual to him.

He hardly recognized his sister. She had been a child of ten in 1914; she was a young woman of sixteen now. She had his own golden-brown curling hair, scraped back into an ugly bun, and nice hazel eyes. The eyes were red-rimmed now, the small, thin face swollen and blotchy. Daniel sent her off to pack her bag, and then turned to the butler.

‘I want to see the master of the house.’

The butler fluttered and protested, but when Daniel moved one pace closer to him, he scuttled off to find his employer.

The master of the house was a shrivelled man of fifty or so. Daniel said to him, ‘You’ll write a reference for my sister.’

A sneering refusal.

Daniel added, quite calmly, ‘Or I’ll have a word with your wife, if you like. Or if that doesn’t trouble you, I’ll write a nice little letter to the Ely paper.’

‘There is a law of libel, Captain Gillory. Or perhaps you have not heard of it?’

‘Or,’ said Daniel, ‘I’ll kill you. I don’t mind killing you – after all, I’ve killed people often enough. For King and Country, and all that. I’d quite enjoy it, actually.’

The reference was written, and Nell was escorted out of the house. In a tea-shop in the Cathedral Close, Daniel bought her lunch.

‘You look so grown-up, Danny,’ said Nell, between mouthfuls of lamb cutlet. ‘So old.’

‘You haven’t changed a bit.’ Daniel studied his sister. ‘Still a troublesome little brat.’

Nell smiled for the first time. ‘Oh, Danny.’ She reached out and touched his hand. ‘It’s so good to see you.’

He took her hand in his. She had finished her first course, so he ordered her pudding. He said carefully, when she had almost finished eating, ‘You’re well, aren’t you, Nell? I mean – you’re not in trouble?’

She reddened, and shook her head. ‘I didn’t let him touch me. He tried to, though, often enough.’

He felt a deep sense of relief. When they had finished their lunch, Daniel took his sister round the shops, and bought her a few trinkets. Later, they walked through the cathedral. He had never been religious, but the building was cool and high and vast. It calmed him.

He left Nell at the house of a friend, and walked alone to Drakesden. There was still no bus service, and he had not the money for a taxi. His leg had begun to ache, but he disregarded it as he tracked the long familiar route across the fields and ditches. The village was all so little changed that he could have been a schoolboy again, his books heavy on his back.

The cottage had altered, though. The back door hung drunkenly from its hinges, and the window-frames were rotted and broken. The lean-to that had been the blacksmith’s shop had collapsed, blown down, perhaps, by some long-gone wind. The allotment was overgrown, the outbuildings in poor condition. But, stooping, Daniel picked up a handful of fine dark Fen earth and let it trickle through his fingers to the ground. ‘Mine,’ he whispered. ‘This is mine.’ Such soft, fertile earth. Its fertility was due to the frequent flooding – flat, low-lying ground was always at risk of flooding. Lower than sea-level, it was protected only by a complex system of dykes and pumps. The dykes were now higher than the fields because the peat had dried out over the centuries, and shrunk. What ingenuity, thought Daniel, to make something of so hostile an environment. So much to gain, if only you could fight off the seas, the rivers, the winds.

He straightened up then, and he saw it. An estate agent’s board, flagging the land between the Gillory allotment and the dyke. Drakesden Abbey land. ‘The Blythes’ land,’ whispered Daniel out loud, walking forward.

‘For Sale’, said the sign.

On the day that Daniel received the reply to his letter to the estate agent in Ely, he went to visit Hattie in Bethnal Green. Hattie, as he had expected, was happy to help him. They sat in the saloon bar of The George and Dragon together, Daniel with a whisky, Hattie with a port and lemon.

‘How much land?’ asked Hattie, after Daniel had explained the situation to her.

‘Fifteen acres. I had the letter from the estate agent this morning. With my mother’s patch, that makes eighteen. It’s not much, but it’ll do for a start. It’s good, rich land – we’d have enough to feed us and to sell a bit at the market. And it’s cheap, Hattie – land prices have tumbled since the War.’

Hattie, no fool, said, ‘Us? Who’s “us”, Danny?’

The small room was crowded and overheated. Daniel tried to imagine himself in the Fens with Fay, arm in arm beneath the vast skies.

‘There’s a girl I’ve been seeing. She’s called Fay.’

Hattie nodded slowly. ‘I thought so. Haven’t seen too much of you lately, Danny.’ She looked at him more closely. ‘We can go outside if you wish, love. It’s always a bit of a crush in here on a Friday night.’

He shook his head. He had never told her about his claustrophobia, his dislike of crowds, but she had guessed.

‘I must go soon. I just wondered if you’d think about it, Hat. It would take a while, but I reckon I’d be able to buy it back from you within two years.’

She drained her glass dry. Her plump, ringed fingers folded round Daniel’s. ‘I don’t need to think about it. It’ll be the best thing in the world for you, Danny. You don’t belong here – you never did. I can’t bear the countryside myself – too quiet, and there’s nothing to do – but I’m sure it would be just the thing for you.’

He stood up, and bent his head, and kissed her on the mouth in front of all the staff and customers of The George and Dragon.

‘Dear Hattie. I won’t let you down.’

She did not let go of his hands. ‘Is she a nice girl, Danny? Is she the right girl for you?’

He thought of Fay, with her clear skin and bright eyes and curling dark hair. He could have howled like a dog with hunger for her.

‘I’m sure she is.’

Over the past month Fay had feared, sometimes, that she had miscalculated. That she had said no once too often, that Daniel Gillory had wearied of the whole thing, that she had misjudged the delicate balance.

Over the previous week she had several times almost written to him, but had managed to stop herself. Men didn’t respect a girl who ran after them. Especially men like Daniel Gillory. Daniel was a gentleman – he spoke like a gentleman, he had the manners of a gentleman, and the first time she had met him he had been wearing an officer’s uniform. Best of all, he owned a little farm somewhere in the country. So he was landed gentry. Phyl had been ever so envious when Fay had told her that.

Because Daniel Gillory was the best chance Fay had had in years, she was very careful. Men like Daniel were scarce now – gentlemen, that is, with all four limbs intact, and the full capacities of their senses. Fay had known when she had dropped her handkerchief on the bank of the Serpentine that opportunities for girls such as herself were few and far between since the War. She knew herself to be pretty and smart, she knew that she deserved something better than a labourer or a clerk, or some old crock with only one leg or half a mind. She wanted money and a decent sort of life. She deserved it.

To Daniel, she always referred to her home as ‘my lodgings’. She thought it sounded better, more grown up. She would have hated him to have seen the small terraced house in Kilburn, with its dirty scrap of a back garden, its cluttered, ugly rooms. Fay always kept her own room nice. She went round every day with a duster, and laundered her bed-linen and towels herself.

Because she was neat and smart, she had landed herself the job in Kensington. She had trained herself to speak well, never missing off aitches and putting them in the wrong place like her mother did. She made sure her stockings were unholed, her blouse always crisply ironed, her shoes always polished. She rose early in the morning to dress herself and take the long journey into the centre of London. She would go without food rather than appear slovenly. Because of this, she knew that she deserved Daniel.

In the ladies’ cloakroom at Chantal’s, Fay examined her appearance before leaving the shop. She was wearing the navy skirt and the white blouse, and the scarlet bow in her hair. Fay powdered her nose and checked her stockings for holes. As she walked out through the shop, she saw that Daniel was waiting for her in the street. For a moment she studied him through the glass door: Daniel Gillory was undeniably attractive. She had sometimes found herself getting carried away in the back of the cinema, or after one of their picnics in the park. Never too carried away, of course – she had made that mistake before, and had regretted it. Men didn’t respect you if you were easy. Men didn’t marry you if you were easy.

‘Hello, Daniel.’

He bent his head to kiss her, and she threaded her gloved hand through his arm.

‘Where shall we go?’

‘Are you hungry?’

She shook her head. ‘One of the girls had a birthday, so we all had a piece of cake. There’s a picture I’d like to see, though.’

She sensed his edginess, yet felt too tired herself to want to talk much. Sometimes he tried to talk to her about his war experiences, but she always cleverly changed the subject. She didn’t want to hear talk about gas, or dead bodies, or horrible injuries. All that was over and done with and, besides, a man shouldn’t expect a girl to listen to that sort of thing. Though the evening was warm, it would be better to sit in the darkness of a picture house, and let him kiss and cuddle her a bit. That usually made him a little less fidgety.

They saw Daddy Long Legs, which Fay had seen three times already. They sat in the back row, with all the other lovers, and Fay reckoned that she watched only a fraction of the film. Daniel’s caresses seemed more urgent, more desperate that evening, and Fay found herself responding to him. He was both clever and gentle, which made him very difficult to resist. She wanted him to touch her; she found herself wanting him more than she ever had before.

When the film ended, she tidied her clothes and they left the cinema. In almost complete silence, they walked to Hyde Park. He was still restless, he walked too fast for her. In the park, she did not suggest a boat or an ice, but went instead with him to the haze of trees and shrubs that they had used before. There, they lay in the grass together, sheltered by a lilac bush. Daniel put his jacket on the ground, Fay took off her shoes. She didn’t want them scuffed, or grass stains on her blouse. She held out her arms to him, and let him kiss her again. When he undid the buttons of her blouse, she did not protest.

She pushed him away, though, when his hand crept beneath her skirt. It was quite an effort. She wanted him to go on, but knew that she must not let him. ‘No, Daniel,’ Fay said sharply, and sat up. She began to rebutton her blouse.

He had turned away from her, his head buried in his hands. Then he looked back, quite suddenly, and said, ‘Fay. I can’t go on like this. Will you marry me?’

She heard her own sharp intake of breath. Her heart was beating very fast. ‘How could we, Daniel. Where would we live?’

He was kneeling beside her; he caught her hands in his. ‘You remember that I told you about my mother’s smallholding. Well, some land adjacent to it has just come up for sale. It’s not much, Fay, but it’ll be enough to live on if we’re careful. I’ll work hard for you, I promise.’

She hardly heard his last words. A breeze had begun to rustle through the bushes and grass, but she did not notice it. ‘You’re buying this land?’ she said. ‘So that it belongs to your farm?’

‘Yes. More or less. It’s lovely, Fay. Such good land. I want you to see it. I want you to live at Drakesden with me.’

Drakesden, she thought. Mrs Fay Gillory of Drakesden. It had such a distinguished ring to it.

‘The cottage is rather dilapidated – it’ll take me a while to make it good enough for you. But you don’t mind waiting a month or two, do you, Fay?’

Slowly, she shook her head. She imagined herself sitting in the garden of a pretty little cottage, like the ones on the chocolate boxes. Pink-walled perhaps, with small, daintily-curtained windows and a neatly thatched roof. She would give afternoon tea-parties. Mrs Fay Gillory of Drakesden. The Captain’s wife. She would wear a flowery dress and a wide picture hat.

‘Will you marry me, Fay?’

She felt a warm wave of relief wash over her. She had got it right, after all. Not too little, not too much. She congratulated herself on her skill.

Fay smiled at Daniel. ‘Yes, I will. Of course I will.’

Clive reminded Thomasine about the vine and the porch, and Thomasine became adept at climbing out of the first-floor window and running to Clive, waiting at the corner of the street. Sometimes, her hands full of vine leaves, her shoes slipping on the wrought-iron roof of the porch, Thomasine was horrified at herself. She knew that what she was doing was terribly wrong, she guessed how distressed her aunts would be if they found out. Well then, she comforted herself, they must never find out. As long as she was careful and quiet, as long as she did not lose her job, no-one need ever know.

When she was with Clive she never felt guilty. Lying in his arms, sharing his bed, always felt so perfectly right. As he had told her, what they did together got better in time. She knew now what had been missing in her life. She had needed someone to love: someone like Clive, who was clever and handsome and sophisticated. She was grown-up now, no longer an innocent child, but a woman capable of creating her own destiny.

In the gaps between seeing Clive, concerned about the show’s falling attendance, she began again to search for work. Her two auditions were hopeless: the first only wanted dark-haired girls, the second asked her to pose naked except for a frill of spangly tulle. She did not want to go back to London. It would seem like a defeat. Only to herself did Thomasine admit that her plans for the future now included Clive. She imagined them travelling round Europe together, moving from theatre to theatre, their love a constant in a transient and glittering world.

Each night Thomasine gazed out to the auditorium and saw the scattered empty seats, heard the unenthusiastic applause. Every day she scanned the music papers, looking at the job advertisements. Clive was still vague about his future plans. In company, he did not single her out for any special attention. Because of the chaperone, Clive said – liaisons between the English dancers and the male singers and actors were strictly forbidden. They were not a couple, as the female ingenue and the principal male dancer were a couple. She was just one of the chorus, to be acknowledged perhaps with a nod of the head in the corridor, possibly not even that. His inattention sometimes hurt her, and Thomasine felt herself humiliated by it. But when they were alone, Clive was charming, amusing and attentive.

She believed that, in time, things would change. She knew that an actor’s life was a disrupted one, with little continuity. Although in her blackest moments she was uncertain of his affection for her, Thomasine knew that she had never loved anyone as she now loved Clive Curran. In time, Clive would be able to be more open in expressing his affection. In time, they would do the sort of things other couples did. They would window-shop in the Faubourg St-Honoré, or search for treasures in the Marché aux Puces. They would picnic in the Bois de Vincennes, or take a boat-trip down the Seine. They would be proud of being seen together in public; they would no longer hide guiltily away, as though their affection was something shameful.

Paris in the springtime seemed only an appropriate background to their love affair. The sun shone more brightly every day, and the trees that lined the boulevards sprouted acid-green leaves. The banal words of the love songs in the revue expressed all that Thomasine felt. She could not eat, could not sleep. She lost weight, so that all her costumes had to be taken in. When she looked at herself in the mirror, she saw a new Thomasine: pale-faced, bright-eyed, the last childish plumpness of jaw and cheekbone whittled away. Men’s eyes followed her in the street; admirers left roses in the dressing-room.

Nicholas and Lally arrived in Paris in early May. Nicholas was driving the new Delage; Lally was kneeling up on the passenger-seat, clutching the door, her hat held on with her free hand, looking around her.

‘There’s the Seine – and look, Nicky – the Eiffel Tower!’

Nicholas, concentrating on his driving, grinned at her. The motor-car handled beautifully. They had travelled since the early hours of the morning, motoring up through the lush green valleys of the Loire.

‘Isn’t it wonderful?’ shouted Lally.

‘Wonderful,’ Nicholas agreed.

He had spent the last six months of the War in Paris. Looking around, he saw that it was all different. The streets were full, the pavement cafés packed. During the bombardment of 1918, the civilian population had hidden away in the cellars beneath the city. Now, like butterflies emerged from their chrysalids, their colours were bright and startling – silks of lavender, lemon, pink and lime gathered under the awnings of the cafés.

‘Lots of clothes,’ said Lally thoughtfully, staring at the girls in their summer dresses. ‘I’m going to buy lots and lots of clothes. You’ll give me some money, won’t you, Nick?’

He nodded, slowing at an intersection. The Delage braked smoothly, and Lally collapsed back on the seat.

‘I think this is going to be the best. Rome and Monaco were wonderful, but Paris will be the best. Besides, I’m nineteen soon.’

‘Are we going to celebrate, Baby?’

‘We’re going to have the most marvellous dinner. And we’re going to dance until three in the morning. In one of these darling little cafés, perhaps.’

The horse and cart blocking Nicholas’s route moved off, and Nicholas put the motor-car into gear. He did not need Lally to read the map; he knew the way to their hotel. The streets, as he drove through them, were familiar, but not frighteningly familiar. The Avenue des Champs-Elysées seemed brighter and sunnier – even the plane trees appeared to Nicholas to be more thickly leaved than they had been two years ago. As they neared the Place de la Concorde, Nicholas thought that perhaps it was over, perhaps he had forgotten, perhaps things were all right. When he drove, when he was in company, he could believe that.

They checked into the Crillon Hotel, and were shown their rooms. After he had bathed and changed, Nicholas knocked on Lally’s door. ‘I’d better go to Cook’s. We’re running a bit short of cash. There’s no need to come, Lal – I’ll see you at dinner.’

A bundle of letters and a cheque were waiting for Nicholas at the travel agency. All were from his mother. He cashed the cheque, and then found an empty seat at a pavement café, ordered coffee and a pastry, and opened the first letter. Drakesden seemed very far away now, almost impossible to imagine. He and Lally had left East Anglia in the middle of winter, when the rain had been swelling the dykes and turning the floodlands to marsh. Their departure had been delayed by his mother’s reluctance to be parted from him again, and by Nicholas’s own uncertain health. Away from England, though, in the early shimmering sun of Italy and Monaco, the day visions had receded, until he could cope with them again. Lally’s company – any company – helped him.

He scanned through all six of the letters, swallowed his coffee, and ate the pastry. Back at the hotel, he knocked on Lally’s bedroom door again.

‘You can read them if you like.’ He tossed the letters onto her bed.

‘Nothing for me?’ Lally was combing out her hair. She glanced at the inscriptions on the letters. ‘Oh, dear. What a disappointment.’

He could never tell whether she minded or not. ‘Mama sends her love,’ he said hastily. ‘There’s not much news, anyway. The usual stuff – Marjorie’s children, Mama’s efforts at economizing, that sort of thing. Oh, and Pa’s sold that bit of land. To a Mrs Harriet Someone-or-other, of Bethnal Green.’

Lally giggled. ‘A Cockney lady farmer. Can you imagine, Nicky? She’ll call all the villagers “ducky”, and expect trees to grow in rows.’

Nicholas lay full-length on Lally’s bed and closed his eyes, suddenly tired. He often found it easier to sleep in the day than at night.

Lally sat down on the bed beside him. Her small hand enfolded his fingers.

‘This is fun, isn’t it, Nick? Everything’s going to be all right now, isn’t it?’

He recognized the anxiety in her voice. ‘’Course it is,’ he said sleepily. ‘Julian and Belle should be here tomorrow. Ettie may travel with them.’

‘Ettie has bobbed her hair.’ Lally’s voice flickered in and out of Nicholas’s consciousness as he drifted off to sleep. ‘Do you think that I should bob my hair?’


CHAPTER FIVE

‘The end of the month, Poppy.’ Thomasine stared gloomily into the bottom of her glass. ‘We close at the end of the month.’

Poppy sucked the cherry off her cocktail stick. ‘It’s rotten, isn’t it?’

They were in the café beside the theatre. It was the fourteenth of July, Bastille Day, so they had been allowed to stay out late. The café was decorated in the colours of the French tricolour: red, white and blue. They had pulled several tables together, and were seated round them, chairs jostled closely to each other, the tables already cluttered with bottles and glasses. Clive was seated at the far end of the table, between Clara Rose and the director.

‘What will you do?’ asked Thomasine.

‘Oh,’ Poppy shrugged. ‘Go home, I think. I’ve had enough of this. I miss my mum … and London.’ She looked sideways at Thomasine. ‘What about you?’

Thomasine could not help but glance up to the other end of the table, to where Clive was sitting. As she watched, he put one arm around Clara Rose and kissed her on the cheek. Thomasine felt a rush of misery; her confidence in the future was slipping away from her.

‘I don’t know. Stay here for a while, perhaps.’

Yet without her weekly wage from the revue, she would not be able to support herself. She must find another job, quickly. She decided that on her next free morning she would go round all the theatres in Paris, asking if they had any vacancies. Even if she was losing Clive, she thought, at least she still had her career.

‘I thought you and Alice would go home.’

The assistant stage manager, who was sweet on her, had placed another cocktail in front of Thomasine. She smiled absently at him, and stirred the coloured liquid vigorously. ‘Alice hasn’t made up her mind yet.’

The truth was that she and Alice now hardly spoke to each other. They no longer ate their meals together, or borrowed each other’s clothes, or provided mutual alibis to the chaperone for social engagements. Alice’s distancing of herself from Thomasine had been a steady but inexorable process since Thomasine had begun to see Clive.

‘Alice should ease off a bit,’ whispered Poppy. ‘She’ll lose her looks if she goes on like that.’

Alice had already drained her glass. She was laughing, her cheeks as scarlet as her painted lips.

The musicians, slouched around the piano, had begun to play. Clive led Clara Rose to the centre of the floor.

Poppy lit herself a cigarette, and smiled. ‘So that’s started up again. Well, wouldn’t you know it? Clara’s rich boyfriend’s going to finance a tour for her, I’ve heard. Dear old Clive must be making sure of a starring role for himself.’

Thomasine was aware of a great ache inside her. She wanted to run out of the café and back to the pension and howl for hours, but she would not let herself. She did not look at Clive and Clara Rose dancing together, but instead forced herself to gather her pride, and smile and talk and laugh.

They had spent the early evening in a nightclub, and now they were wandering from café to bar, bar to café, having a drink in each. There were eight of them: Nicholas and Lally Blythe, Ettie, Boy and Julian and Belle and the two Frenchmen. Belle was a cousin of the Blythes. They were celebrating Lally Blythe’s nineteenth birthday.

Nicholas, arm in arm with Lally and Belle as they wove along the crowded pavements, told himself that he was having a terrific time. The show they saw at the nightclub was like nothing he had ever seen before. He had not taken the opportunity to visit such places when he had been in Paris in 1918. Tonight, along with Boy and Julian, he cheered and whistled at the dancers. Some of the showgirls were naked except for a small patch of sequinned material attached to their groins. They stood quite still, posed carefully in some improbable scenario: a classical temple, or a crater on the moon. Julian focused his opera-glasses, but in the darkness of the theatre Nicholas looked away. It was as though he still heard his mother’s voice scolding him for staring at the nude statues in the walled garden. Don’t look, Nicky. It isn’t nice.

After the nightclub, they walked through the streets, stopping at the cafés and bars. It was dark now. Nicholas had lost track of time, but he guessed it must be the early hours of the morning.

‘I’m going to have nineteen cocktails,’ said Lally, beside him. ‘One for each year.’

‘You’ll be ill.’ Nicholas’s voice was mild. ‘Very ill.’

‘This one.’ Lally had stopped outside another café. ‘Julian … Boy …’

They went inside. The café was already crowded. Couples were dancing in the centre of the room. The light was very dim, so that at first Nicholas could see only vague shapes in the darkness.

‘Music. Lovely,’ said Belle.

Julian dragged some tables and chairs together. The girls sat down, and Julian and Boy waited, as they always did, for Nicholas to fumble in his pocket for some coins. When he had found a few francs, they went to the bar.

Nicholas found a seat and opened his cigarette-case. His fingers trembled slightly as he struck the match. His unease worried him; he could not see the cause of it tonight. He was in company, which usually helped, and he had all the drink and cigarettes he needed. It was very hot in the café, so he took off his jacket and hung it over the back of the chair, rolling up his shirt-sleeves. The low, reddish lighting delineated the scars on his arm very clearly, painting them a dark scarlet-brown. Nicholas hurriedly swallowed his daiquiri, and looked away.

Lally sat down beside him. ‘Do I look nice?’ she said.

He managed to smile. ‘You look very nice. That frock’s a lovely colour.’

‘It’s called Lanvin blue. It suits me better than brown, don’t you think?’

‘Much better.’ Now, he could hardly picture Lally in a school uniform. The frock she wore was a pale purplish-blue embroidered silk, loosely draped but clinging to her figure. Her hair was coiled in thick black ropes around her ears. She was still a little plump, but the dress, one of half a dozen that Nicholas had bought her for her birthday, effectively disguised the childish roundness of her body.

Julian placed a cocktail in front of each of them. ‘Ettie’s being sick,’ he said. ‘She thinks it was the boeuf bourguignon.’

Belle giggled. Lally’s eyes, dark and slanted, studied Nicholas carefully. ‘We’ll go back to the hotel if you like,’ she whispered.

He shook his head and tried to look cheerful. ‘Certainly not, Baby. This is your birthday treat.’

A roar of laughter issued from the far side of the café, where a large group of people were seated round several tables. When they spoke, Nicholas realized that they were English. He watched them for a while, his eyes now accustomed to the light. He thought, as he inhaled his cigarette and threw a few more francs on the table for drinks, that he understood his unhappiness. He had realized that the best of them had died, and now he was left with the dregs. That men like Julian and Boy could not compare with fellows like Richardson or Holtby. That he himself, because he had survived, and because of what he had done, must remain third-rate for the rest of his days. Even the girls, he thought, were different to how they had been before the War.

His eyes half-closed, he watched the girls at the table across the room. The two blondes, the red-head. When the red-head turned and smiled at the man beside her, Nicholas realized that she was Thomasine Thorne.

At last Clive asked her to dance. Thomasine almost refused him, but the seesaw dip of her emotions tilted the other way when he smiled at her. She tried to relax, to enjoy the sensation of his arms around her, the warmth of his body against hers. But it was no good. Anger simmered inside her, a deep rich vein that she could not quite quell.

‘Relax, Toots,’ Clive whispered in her ear. ‘You’re all stiff.’

‘Poppy says that you’re going on tour with Clara Rose. Is that true?’

Clive laughed. ‘What would Poppy know about it? Poppy will be on a boat to England at the end of the month.’

She almost lost her temper, almost stalked from the dance-floor and left him empty-armed. ‘Clive!’ she hissed furiously.

He looked down at her, and shrugged. ‘Clara Rose is still desperately making up to her banker. She could be out of a job like the rest of us in a month’s time.’

She was not sure whether she believed him. She said bluntly, ‘After the show closes, Clive, what will happen to us?’

She could see the irritation in his eyes. ‘Don’t fuss, Toots,’ he said. ‘I can’t bear a girl who fusses. We’ll just have to see.’

He had made much the same reply to much the same question over and over again throughout the past few weeks. Thomasine tried once more to make him understand her predicament.

‘I’m still looking for work here. I’ve been through the papers, but there’s nothing.’

‘It’s a devil, isn’t it?’

She could see that he wasn’t really listening. His blue eyes gazed, distracted, around the café, and his brow was furrowed.

‘Chin up, Toots,’ said Clive vaguely. ‘It’s not the end of the world, you know, a lousy revue closing.’

The music had stopped. They stood in the centre of the dance-floor, still touching each other, but they might as well, thought Thomasine, have been a thousand miles apart.

‘I won’t go home,’ she said. She could hear the desperation in her voice. ‘I couldn’t bear it.’

Clive stopped and dropped a kiss on the crown of her head. ‘We’ll talk about it later, darling. Something will turn up.’

Lally was trying to choose which of the men at her table she should sleep with that night. It was not an easy choice, because she had no experience of such things. After that first, experimental kiss with Daniel Gillory, there had been a long, fallow period. School and Drakesden had not greatly enlarged her sexual experience. She was still embarrassingly lumbered with her virginity, but was determined to rid herself of it tonight. A special nineteenth birthday present to herself.

She sat back in her chair and surveyed the group seated round the table. Nicholas was her brother, of course, so he was not a possibility. Boy – well, Boy wore his sparse brown hair parted in the centre and plastered down close to his scalp. He knew simply everyone, which was why he was useful. But his pale eyes bulged, and Lally had not been able to convince herself that Boy found her attractive. He had suggested a frock in the violet-blue colour for her, and the suggestion had proved a good one, but Lally suspected that his interest in her was more artistic than sexual.

Julian. Julian was Belle’s husband, and it had been via Belle that Lally had been able to fill in certain gaps in her education. Mama had told her nothing, of course, so that the onset of her periods at school had been both embarrassing and distressing. Until she had spoken to Belle, Lally hadn’t even been sure what periods were for. Otherwise, her rather idiosyncratic sex education had been picked up from the biology teacher at Lady Mary’s (cowslips and bees), from some well-hidden postcards in Pa’s study, and by simply using her eyes.

She had pretended a certain level of sophistication to Belle, and Belle had obligingly filled in the rest. Julian had not been Belle’s first lover, nor had he been her last. Belle had enjoyed discussing her various lovers. Lally’s eyes lingered on Julian for a moment, taking in the fair curling hair, the small bristly moustache, and then moved on to the two Frenchmen.

They were called Jean-Luc and Marcel. Jean-Luc was the younger of the two, and probably the better looking, but Lally’s eyes always returned to Marcel. Marcel, Boy had told her, was a Count. He had a house in Paris and a château somewhere else. He was also old – at least forty, guessed Lally. It had occurred to Lally that it might be preferable to lose her virginity to a man of forty rather than to a man of twenty. At least then one of them might know what they were doing.

‘Lally.’ Nicholas touched her shoulder. She turned to him and smiled. It was a strange thing to her to be needed – something both unaccustomed and unexpected. She had never been needed before, but she had known since she had left Lady Mary’s that Nicholas needed her.

‘Lally – look.’

She followed the direction of his gaze. There were two groups in the café: the Blythes’ set, and a larger group of people clustered in the opposite corner. Carefully, Lally studied the strangers.

‘They’re English.’

‘Yes,’ said Nicholas impatiently. ‘Don’t you see? Look again – the red-haired girl.’

Lally stared. She was rather short-sighted, so she had to screw her eyes up a little. She picked out a very glamorous dark-haired woman, about ten years older than herself, and a good-looking man. A couple more men, and two young fair-haired girls. Then she saw the red-head. Her hair was cut short and level round her face, and her straight fringe touched her eyebrows. At that moment Lally determined to bob her hair. Mama would hate it. She screwed up her eyes again.

Nicholas, leaning over her shoulder, said, ‘That’s Thomasine Thorne, Lally. Don’t you remember?’

She did remember, of course. How could she ever forget? She didn’t believe him at first, because Nicholas had once been in love with Thomasine Thorne and, since the War, he had often seen things that were not really there. Instead of the shadows of war, this time he was conjuring a different memory from the darkness.

Then she looked at him, and she saw that his face did not have that awful glazed, still look. Nicholas had risen from the chair and was crossing the room, weaving between the dancers, brushing aside the scarlet and blue streamers that trailed from the ceiling. The red-haired girl looked up to Nicholas as he reached her, and Lally’s fingers folded tightly round her glass as she saw that it was indeed Thomasine Thorne.

‘We arrived in Paris three weeks ago,’ Nicholas was saying. ‘I’m with my sister and my cousin. You remember Lally, don’t you, Miss Thorne?’

Of course she remembered Lally. Lally should have been wearing a pinafore and plaits, but instead she was dressed in a frock that must have cost ten times the price of Thomasine’s, and her long black hair was coiled in smooth shells around her ears.

‘And this is my cousin, Isabel. And you must meet Julian and Ettie … and Boy …’

She would hardly, Thomasine thought, have recognized Nicholas Blythe. The years had aged him, removing the last traces of childhood from his features. He had always been tall, but the spare ranginess of adolescence had been replaced by a greater solidity of muscle and sinew. His clothes were well cut and his skin was deeply tanned, but his eyes were exactly as she remembered them: that dark, intense brown.

‘You look terrific, Nicholas. How marvellous to see you.’

‘You look stunning, Thomasine. But then, you always did.’

She believed that the compliment was sincere. She did not think Nicholas Blythe capable of insincerity. They had pushed the tables together, so that the Blythes’ set sat down adjacent to the group from the theatre, a great long, straggling tail of celebrants, isolating the musicians and dancers to the one side of the café.

‘You’re to let me buy you all a drink.’ Nicholas began to scoop money out of his pockets, sitting down beside Thomasine as the waiter came to take their order.

‘It’s my sister’s nineteenth birthday,’ he added. ‘What a marvellous present, to see you again, Miss Thorne.’

Thomasine introduced the rest of the company – Poppy, Alice, Clara Rose, Clive, and half a dozen others. ‘It’s not much of a celebration for us,’ Thomasine explained. ‘More of a wake. Our revue’s closing in less than a month.’

‘You’re an actress?’

Thomasine shook her head. ‘A dancer. I’ve been working in Paris since last August, and before that I was dancing and teaching in London. What about you, Nicholas? It’s been so long.’

‘Oh …’ He grimaced. ‘The War, of course. And then I was ill for a while, but I’m better now. I spent a year or so mouldering at Drakesden, but Lal and I have been on the Continent for the last few months. Much more fun.’

Lally, standing behind them, rested a hand on the back of Nicholas’s chair. ‘We’ve been to Rome, Florence, Monaco and Nice, Miss Thorne. Nicky has bought the most adorable motor-car.’

‘A Delage.’ The musicians had begun to play again, and Nicholas had to shout to make himself heard. ‘She’s a beauty. And we flew from Dover to Calais. It was terrific.’

‘Cold.’ Lally folded her arms round herself.

Nicholas stood up. ‘Will you dance with me, Thomasine?’

The dance was a foxtrot. Nicholas danced well, steering Thomasine through the forest of red, blue and white streamers, guiding her past Alice, slumped at a table, her head cradled in her arms, past Lally, dancing with the bearded Frenchman, and past Clive, dancing again with Clara Rose. Looking quickly away from Clive, Thomasine saw that Nicholas was still gazing at her, his dark eyes opaque.

‘I wanted to kill Daniel Gillory,’ he said suddenly. ‘I tried to, in fact.’

She stopped dancing. Another couple collided with them and then stumbled away.

‘Daniel? What has Daniel to do with anything?’

‘He took it, of course.’

She couldn’t at first think what he was talking about. But Nicholas fumbled in his jacket and drew out his cigarette-case and added, ‘We never found the Firedrake, you know. Gillory must have sold it. He went to London quite soon after you left Drakesden – it’s quite easy to sell something like that in London.’

Thomasine recalled Armistice Day – Daniel driving her in the stolen Rolls-Royce, his knuckles white, his face unsmiling as he described what had happened to him since he had left Drakesden.

‘You’re wrong, Nicholas. Daniel wouldn’t have done something like that.’

Nicholas didn’t reply. He held out the cigarette-case to her, and Thomasine shook her head. She saw how his hand trembled when he lit his own cigarette. She spoke more gently.

‘I was so sorry about Gerald.’

He grimaced. ‘Poor blighter. Didn’t last out the first six months.’

The foxtrot had ended. A hand touched Thomasine’s shoulder. Clive said, ‘Do you mind, old chap? This one’s mine.’

Nicholas inclined his head briefly, and wandered back to the table.

‘Clara Rose has gone,’ whispered Clive into Thomasine’s ear. ‘Thank God. She can’t dance, you know, darling – compared to you she’s like an elephant. But I had to find out about this tour Poppy’s been talking about.’

Looking up, she saw herself reflected in his blue eyes.

‘All nonsense, I think,’ said Clive. ‘Just rumour. Couldn’t have stood another six months with the silly cow, anyway.’

Lally borrowed a pair of scissors from the barman and sat on the table. Ettie, still a little pale, held up the mirror of her powder-compact. Lally uncoiled her thick black hair and began to cut. As the scissors opened and closed, and locks of hair scattered all around her, she began to feel better. She imagined the scissors slicing Thomasine Thorne’s wavy hair, or the tips of the blades digging into her smooth fair skin. When she had finished cutting the fringe and the sides of her hair, Lally found that she was gasping for breath.

‘Let me,’ said a voice.

Marcel was standing beside her. He took the scissors from Lally’s hand, and began to cut the back of her hair, where she could not see. When she looked up, she saw that Miss Thorne was no longer dancing with Nicholas, but was encircling the floor with the good-looking singer. Lally felt a wave of relief as she watched the singer brush his lips against Thomasine’s.

‘That’s it,’ said Marcel, putting down the scissors. ‘You look épatante, Mademoiselle Blythe.’

She smiled. ‘Would you excuse me a moment, Monsieur de Seignelay?’

She crossed the dance-floor. Lally noticed that Thomasine’s green dress was of a cheap material, her bright Indian beads ten a penny at all the market stalls. Glancing at the couple a second time, she thought that Miss Thorne was in love with the good-looking singer. Clive, she had heard someone call him.

Nicholas was dancing with Belle. Lally whispered in his ear, and he nodded and mumbled something. He was a little drunk.

And so was she. As she walked back to Marcel, Lally knew that she could not have gone through with this had she not been rather tipsy. She might seek out new experiences, but she feared them as well. It was as if she had to test herself continually, to peer always over the edge into the void.

‘I’m a little tired. Would you take me home, Monsieur de Seignelay?’

Marcel wrapped her silk shawl around her shoulders. When they went out of the café Lally saw that, to the east, the rooftops and spires of Paris were dusted with rose-pink.

‘The Hotel de Crillon, is it not, mademoiselle?’

She turned to look at him, conscious of the lightness of her bobbed hair. ‘Actually, I think it would be better if I went home with you. And if you called me Lally.’

Nicholas hardly noticed Lally leave the café. He still did not quite believe it – that after so long a parting he had found Thomasine here, in Paris. He was half afraid that she might vanish again, that she was only a more pleasant figment of his damaged imagination. He watched her hungrily, waiting for that lounge-lizard actor to finish dancing with her. He did not intend to lose her again.

When the dance ended, Nicholas went to her side. ‘It’s late,’ he said. ‘Let me see you home.’

Thomasine looked up at him, startled. He saw how white her face was, how dark the blue shadows were beneath her eyes. She was every bit as beautiful as he remembered, though. The tawny hair, the sea-green eyes, the flawless skin. When so many had been fouled by the War, the past, it seemed to Nicholas that only she remained untouched.

‘Your sister …?’ Thomasine said.

‘Lally has gone already. Have you had enough?’

She nodded. Crossing the room, Thomasine picked up a silk scarf from the chair and threw it over her shoulders. Nicholas followed her out into the street. The birds that gathered in the plane trees were singing, and the sky had lightened.

‘I’m late,’ she said. She was walking very fast.

Nicholas’s earlier black mood had gone. He had not, in the little Montmartre café, seen again the mud-fields of Flanders. The thought crossed his mind that it was Thomasine who had banished his nightmares.

She had paused at the doorway of a house, fumbling in her bag for a key. Nicholas mentally noted the number of the house, the name of the street.

‘You’ll let me see you again, won’t you, Thomasine?’

She glanced back at him. Her eyes were wide and dark. He thought she looked ill.

‘Of course, Nicholas.’

He almost reached out and touched her, almost took her in his arms. But the habits of home, of school, were too deeply ingrained in him for physical spontaneity. Blythes did not kiss or hug, except when society dictated that they must. And besides, she had turned away.

‘It was lovely to see you again, Nick. Bye.’

‘Toodle-oo,’ said Nicholas, and stood there quite still in the street for ten minutes after she had gone.

Inside the pension, Thomasine went immediately to the bathroom. There she was violently sick, trying to stifle the sounds as much as possible, so as not to call attention to her late arrival.

Afterwards, she washed her face with cold water and sat down on the floor, propped against the wall, her head resting on her knees. She must have caught a stomach bug, she thought crossly. She had been unwell the previous morning, and since then had eaten hardly anything. She had not enjoyed the cocktails that she had drunk that night, but she had hoped that they might make her feel better. They hadn’t.

Eventually she rose, and went to her room. Alice’s bed was still empty, the window ajar and unshuttered. The early morning sunlight washed over the clutter of clothes, the ribbons and powder and combs scattered on the single chest of drawers. In a few short hours she would have to be in the theatre again. She had never felt less like dancing. Yet again, she tried to remember exactly what Clive had said to her that night, pinning down his words, examining them minutely for indications of commitment or affection. She realized with a stab of pain that he had never once told her that he loved her.

Marcel took Lally back to his apartment in the Rue St-Honoré. The walls of his bedroom were decorated with trompe l’oeil arches of sea-green and gold; painted peacock feathers and sunflowers drooped gracefully within the arches. The curtains were drawn. The room was dark and green, lit by a few small gold lamps.

Lally wandered round the room, her fingers trailing uninterestedly over a statuette, a bookcase, an art nouveau lamp. She picked up a photograph from the dressing-table.

‘My wife,’ said Marcel. ‘She is staying at present in my château in Touraine. She is expecting our fifth child. Do you mind?’

Lally replaced the photograph. ‘Should I?’

‘You are very young. And you are English.’ He was helping her out of her coat. She felt him kiss the back of her neck. ‘Young girls can be very romantic, ma chère Lally.’

‘I’m not romantic at all. And I thought you might help me become a little less young, and perhaps a little less English.’

He laughed. ‘It would be a pleasure.’

He kissed the back of her neck again. He was a head taller than Lally, but then, at just over five foot, she seemed to have stopped growing. She could see their reflections in the looking-glass opposite: his hands resting on her shoulders, his bent head, his short dark-grey beard contrasting oddly with the whiteness of her skin. She raised a hand and touched the clipped ends of her hair.

‘Do you think it suits me?’

Marcel, too, looked at the mirror. Lally was pleased that his answer was not quick and false, that he took time to think.

‘You should cut it even shorter, perhaps. Like this.’ His hands cupped her bobbed hair, so that it rested just below her cheekbones. ‘The colour of the dress is good – the short sleeves suit you, but the neckline is too plain. On the whole, I would say that a woman as young as yourself should wear simple clothes – but with you, Mademoiselle Blythe …’ He frowned. As he spoke, he began to undo the buttons at the back of Lally’s dress. ‘You will never be beautiful, but you have a look about you that is perhaps more interesting than beauty. You are a little wicked, perhaps. A little …’

‘Decadent,’ finished Lally. She smiled.

Her dress had dropped to the floor, a shimmer of lavender blue. She thought, looking at her white limbs, and at the curve of her stomach and bust beneath her slip, that her years of exile at boarding school still continued to make their mark.

‘You are frowning,’ said Marcel. ‘Why are you frowning, Lally?’

She turned to face him. ‘Because I had to go to school. It was a dreadful place. And the food …’ She ran her hands down her body.

Marcel shook his head. ‘You frown because you do not look like a boy, like all the other English girls. You are foolish, Lally Blythe. It is good not to look like a boy.’

He turned her to face him. His hands followed the path that Lally’s own hands had traced. Slowly, from her shoulders to her breasts, to her waist, her stomach. When his palms were cupped round her buttocks, he paused. She raised her face to him, and he kissed her. She closed her eyes, and in an instant’s pleasurable recollection saw herself kissing Daniel Gillory, the rain battering against the walls of the potting-shed. When she opened her eyes she glimpsed her reflection in the mirror: her body in its silk slip pressed against Marcel’s. Marcel’s hand slipped between her legs. Lally gasped.

He led her to the bed then. There, he divested her of her underclothes and stockings: there, he kissed her and stroked her until she could not wait for him, and cried out with pleasure at the touch of his hand. Only then did he relieve her of her unwanted virginity. Slowly, carefully, he aroused her again, and then gently eased himself inside her, so that it hardly hurt at all.

When it was over, he slept, his arms around her. Surreptitiously, she slid her thumb into her mouth and sucked, for comfort. Opening her eyes, she saw the photograph on the dressing-table. That was the best part of it, Lally thought, that she had made love to another woman’s husband in another woman’s bed.

During every available weekend, Daniel went to Drakesden, to work on the cottage and land. He repaired the window-frames and doors himself, sanding down and repainting what he could, replacing any rotten timber. He swept out the mess of years of dereliction from both rooms of the tiny house, and took great pleasure in knocking down the lean-to that had been the blacksmith’s workshop. When he lit the bonfire to burn the rotten timber and the debris from the workshop, he could have danced like a pagan around the flames. Except that by then, after a long day’s work, his limp had returned, and he had hardly the strength to walk, let alone dance.

He began to clear the smallholding of weeds. In the patch where his mother had once grown cabbages and celery, purple opium poppies flourished and thistles heaved their grey-green spiky heads towards the sky. The pigsty, the well-head and the hen-house were tumbledown grey oases in the middle of the riotous weeds. Daniel sharpened the scythe that he had found in the clutter of the lean-to and set to work.

By the end of July he had cleared away the weeds and begun to dig the ground. Often, before beginning the walk back to Ely station, he would walk to the dyke and, standing on the bank, look back across to the land that had once belonged to the Blythes and, providing he worked hard and was lucky, would soon belong to him. Looking at the thin strip of field between the allotment and the dyke, and along to the area where the strip opened out into a wide, flat meadow, Daniel felt sure that he would continue to be lucky. This year, his fortunes had altered.

He had not yet taken Fay to Drakesden. She worked at the shop on Saturdays and, besides, he wanted to make everything perfect for her before she came. The seven day week that he was working was exhausting, but Daniel did not grudge a moment of it. They had fixed the wedding-day for September – so what did it matter if Daniel was too tired to eat most evenings? Each night, he dreamed of Drakesden, and Fay. He saw the corn growing tall, and he held the woman he loved in his arms. Out there, he could breathe. Out there, he did not feel confined by walls or roofs – the wide blue arc of the sky was his only limitation. Out there, he felt free.

If it had not been for her continuing poor health and uncertainty about the future, then the week after Bastille Day would have been an enjoyable one for Thomasine.

Nicholas called several times for her, between the afternoon and evening performances. Because he was English, and because his father was Sir William Blythe, there was little objection from the chaperone to Nicholas taking Thomasine for tea at Fouquet’s or the Café Anglais. He was pleasant company. Compared to the exhausting emotional seesaw of her relationship with Clive, the afternoons with Nicholas were delightful. Nicholas was always encouraging, never critical. He was as happy just to sit on a bench with Thomasine and watch the children playing in the park as he was to escort her to the most exotic nightclub. She rediscovered the pleasures of their friendship at Drakesden, a friendship that had scarcely had time to blossom before it had been curtailed. Nicholas was never devious, never unreasonably demanding. If Thomasine sometimes sensed in him a fragility belied by his handsome and healthy appearance, then she put it down to his years in Flanders, and was especially gentle with him in consequence. The contrast between her friendship with Nicholas and her love affair with Clive was sometimes glaring, to Clive’s detriment.

Throughout the week, though, she was still troubled with colic. It usually attacked her in the early morning or occasionally late at night, or when she was faced with some particularly lavish meal. Glancing down at the pastries she had ordered in Fouquet’s, rich with cream and cherries and icing sugar, Thomasine had to make a rapid journey to the ladies’ cloakroom. When she returned, Nicholas was concerned, anxious. Thomasine refused his offer to escort her to a doctor, telling him untruthfully that she had seen a doctor already. The truth was that she could not afford a doctor. And she was not, after all, used to rich food. The War years and lack of money had deprived her of that.

Later, she knew that the week with Nicholas had been the lull before the storm. The storm broke on Sunday morning, the one day of the week on which they were allowed to lie late in bed. Awakening from an uneasy dream, Thomasine had to dash for the bathroom. When she returned, cold and shivering, Alice was sitting up in bed.

‘You were sick yesterday morning.’ Alice’s voice was accusing.

Thomasine climbed cautiously back between the sheets, curling up, pulling the quilt over her head. ‘I’ve been sick almost every morning this week. I must have eaten something.’

Alice was silent for a while. Then, ‘Are you well otherwise? I mean – have you had the curse?’

Thomasine had closed her eyes. ‘It’s not the curse,’ she said sleepily. ‘That’s a bit late, actually.’

‘How late?’

Thomasine just wanted to roll over and go back to sleep again. She and Alice had hardly spoken for weeks; Alice’s sudden interest in her health was irritating.

‘How late, Thomasine?’

Crossly, she began to count up. ‘About three weeks, I think. Something like that.’

‘Christ,’ said Alice softly.

Something in Alice’s tone of voice made Thomasine open her eyes. ‘Why? I don’t think it’s anything to do with the stomach-ache.’

Bright sunlight filtered through the shutters. Alice had pulled on a dressing-gown and was scrabbling in her bag for a packet of cigarettes.

‘What have you and Clive been up to?’

Thomasine felt her face go scarlet. She did not reply.

‘You’ve let him mess around with you, haven’t you? For God’s sake, couldn’t you have been more careful?’

Suddenly, anger overcame her weariness. That Alice should criticize her – Alice, who hardly ever occupied her own bed for a whole night.

‘Leave me alone, Alice. It’s nothing to do with you.’

Alice heaved open the shutters, and lit a cigarette. ‘Like hell, it isn’t! How am I ever going to look Mrs Russell in the face again? I was supposed to be keeping an eye on you.’

Thomasine sat up and stared at Alice. The nausea was stirring again, a vengeful black beast that lurked restlessly in the pit of her stomach.

‘There’s no need for Aunt Tony to know about me and Clive. You wouldn’t tell her, would you, Alice?’

Alice said tartly, ‘I won’t need to tell her, will I?’ And then, impatiently tapping her cigarette ash out of the window, ‘You still don’t know, do you? You’re up the spout, Thomasine. You’re going to have a baby.’

If she lay down again, the sickness might go away. ‘Don’t be silly, Alice, I’m not married,’ Thomasine said, and pulled the covers over her head.

The quilt was dragged back. Alice looked exasperated. ‘Didn’t those aunts of yours tell you anything? No – I bet they bloody didn’t.’

Thomasine’s old annoyance at Alice’s assumed worldliness returned. ‘Oh, leave me alone, for heaven’s sake, Alice.’

‘I’d like to kill bloody Clive Curran.’

She couldn’t understand why Alice was making so much fuss, but Thomasine found that she had begun to feel a little frightened.

Alice said sharply, ‘If you’ve let that rotter take liberties with you, Thomasine, then you could be pregnant – expecting a baby, that is. It can happen if you’re not married, you know, whatever Auntie So-and-so has told you. It happened to my sister Clemmie – sick as a dog every morning for a month. That was how she knew – that and the curse hadn’t come, of course. She had to get hitched double-quick or else Mum would have killed her.’

It was the concern on Alice’s face that alarmed Thomasine, rather than what she was actually saying. What she said still did not make sense.

Alice rubbed at her eyes. ‘Christ – my poor old head.’ She turned back to Thomasine. ‘Have you been to a doctor yet?’

Thomasine shook her head. In the untidy, familiar room, with the sounds of the street and the market-place not far distant, the conversation seemed utterly unreal.

‘Then you’d better. As soon as possible. And if I’m right, then you’d best go and see lover-boy straight away, before he does a bunk.’

Alice arranged the doctor’s appointment and went with Thomasine to the surgery. Returning to the waiting-room after she had seen the doctor, Thomasine felt dirty, fouled. She had been touched by a stranger where previously only Clive, whom she loved, had touched her. The doctor had been cold, brusque, disapproving. What he had said was too awful to be believed.

They walked out into the street. Out in the open air, it began to seem real. The road still bustled with people. Paris was as bright, as lovely as before. It was only she who felt for the first time unclean and ashamed.

She cried out as they walked along the pavement, Alice’s arm linked through hers, ‘What am I going to do?’

‘He’ll have to marry you,’ said Alice thoughtfully. ‘You’re going to have to get Clive Curran to marry you.’

For the first time, the following afternoon, Thomasine went to Clive Curran’s apartment on her own accord. Previously, she had only called there at his invitation. The concierge stared at her as she made her way up the stairs, and Thomasine was convinced that the woman had guessed her awful secret.

She knocked at Clive’s door. Eventually, from inside there was a shuffling of feet and a grating noise as he turned the key in the lock.

She said quickly, when the door opened, ‘Clive – I have to speak to you. I’m sorry to turn up out of the blue like this, but it’s important.’

‘It’s not awfully convenient, I’m afraid, Toots. I’ve got letters to write, bills to pay, that sort of thing.’

‘Please, Clive. Just for a few minutes.’

She thought again, looking around his apartment, how empty it all appeared. It was not a home, but a temporary bolt-hole, a place to leave his few belongings. She could see no paper or pen on the table, but the door of the bedroom in which Clive kept his desk was closed.

‘What is it, Toots? I’m sorry to hurry you, but you know how it is.’

She had worried all night about finding the right way to tell him, but in the end the words just fell out, hopeless and unimproved. ‘I’m pregnant,’ she said baldly. ‘I’m going to have a baby, Clive.’

She thought, almost wanting to smile, that at the beginning of the week she hadn’t even known what the word ‘pregnant’ meant. She had learned a great deal since the beginning of the week. She didn’t stop looking at him, but she could not read his expression. He was, after all, an actor.

‘Christ,’ he said, at last. ‘Poor poppet. I did tell you to get yourself fixed up, though, didn’t I?’

Alice had explained that one. There were things you could use to prevent yourself having a baby, but they were difficult to get hold of, especially if you were unmarried.

‘I didn’t know what you meant.’

She thought, wearily, that now she was telling the truth to Clive for the first time. Before, she had always chosen her words carefully, to disguise her own lack of sophistication.

‘Of course not,’ Clive said automatically. He had sat down, his elbow resting on the arm of the sofa, his knuckles pressed against his mouth. After a while he looked up. ‘Are you sure, darling?’

She thought that there was hope in his eyes. She did not dare think about that. She killed the hope. ‘I went to see a doctor.’

‘Ah.’

She sat down, because she needed to summon up all her courage. ‘You must help me, Clive. After all, it’s our baby.’

Alice had explained that to her, as well. That it took two people to make a baby, that they didn’t have to be married, they merely had to do what she and Clive had done together. In this room, on that sofa.

Clive gave a short, nervous laugh. ‘Don’t look so cross and gloomy, sugar. It gets me down. I’ll think of something. It’s not the end of the world.’

He still had not said the words she needed to hear. Despairingly, Thomasine cried, ‘It will be the end of the world for me if I have a baby out of wedlock, Clive!’

‘Then we’ll have to make sure it isn’t out of wedlock. That’s it, we’ll get married.’

As soon as he said it, the relief almost swamped her. She couldn’t speak. Instead, she rose from the chair and sat down on the couch beside him, her face buried in his shoulder, her arms around his neck.

He patted her back. ‘See, Toots – I told you I’d think of something. Now you must run along. I’ll fix everything – don’t you worry.’

When he had first said it, he had meant it. It was only afterwards, when the door had closed behind her, that Clive began to think it through. Marriage was a state that he neither looked forward to nor dreaded. And Thomasine was a sweetie: stunning to look at, and good fun. She could probably cook and sew – how nice, Clive thought, looking round his apartment, to have someone waiting for you when you came back from the theatre at night. A decent meal, and no more buttons missing from his shirts. And if he found the prospect of monogamy uninteresting, then a married man did not necessarily have to be monogamous.

Then the bedroom door opened and Clara Rose called out, ‘Has she gone?’

Clive found himself praying that Clara had not overheard his conversation with Thomasine. He had been very careful to close the door.

‘Yes. Just the concierge’s daughter. There’s been some trouble with the roof, apparently.’

He did not know whether she believed him or not, but her expression was bland and uninterested. He watched her unroll her stockings on to her legs.

‘It’s all go, darling, by the way,’ she said. ‘The tour. Armand’s come up trumps.’

Clive felt a flicker of excitement. His heart began to pound a little faster. ‘Where?’

‘Oh – the South of France, Monaco, Italy … Back to London eventually, if things go well.’

Standing up, Clara pulled her dress over her head. Clive went to her side and began to do up the buttons. ‘And me?’

‘Leading man, of course, darling. I’m leaving for Marseilles in a couple of days. I really don’t see any point in sticking out this shambles until the bitter end, do you?’

Clive shook his head. He watched Clara pick up her bag and run a comb through her hair. At the door, she kissed him lightly on the cheek.

‘Let me know tomorrow, Clive. If you aren’t interested, I’ll have to find someone else.’

He didn’t remember Thomasine until Clara Rose had gone. Then she seemed an irrelevancy, an irritation, a temporary distraction from the most important thing: his future. The scales dropped from his eyes. He imagined himself touring Europe, a wife and a wailing baby in tow. It was quite impossible, of course. He could not marry – Clara would drop him like a stone.

He told himself that Thomasine had tricked him. He reminded himself that he had never made any false promises to her, that he had always emphasized that whatever she did was her choice, and hers alone. Besides, how could he be sure that the baby was his? Thomasine Thorne wouldn’t be the first pretty chorus-girl who’d tried to trick him into marrying her.

Clive felt a twinge of guilt when he recalled that Thomasine had been a virgin. But guilt only exacerbated his ill-temper, and he found himself disliking her for the very first time.

The following morning she bought a new dress. It was white, with an embroidered border around the neck and hem. The sleeves were short, the waist low, almost around the hips. She could dye her tap shoes turquoise to match the trim, thought Thomasine, and one of the girls would surely lend her a hat. Something borrowed, something blue. She felt a little guilty, buying a white dress to be married in; she knew that she was not entitled to it.

In the afternoon, she and Alice walked to the theatre together. It was almost the end of July; the sky was an intense violet-blue, the pavements hazy with heat. The city seemed sleepy and deserted. Every Parisian was packing up and heading for the seaside, for Le Touquet or Cannes.

When they reached the theatre, there was a small group of people clustered outside. A notice was pasted over the doors, which were closed. Girls’ voices chirped through the thick afternoon heat, angry or relieved or despairing. Poppy, coming towards them from out of the crowd, spread out her hands in a gesture of resignation and said, ‘It’s closed a week early. I’ll have to change my boat ticket.’

‘Bugger,’ said Alice. She pushed forward towards the doors.

Thomasine watched her. She felt languid with the heat and tiredness. She did not mind in the least that the revue had closed early. She was too tired for dancing anyway. Besides, she was going to marry Clive and have his baby. Clive would easily find work in another theatre, and she would go with him. When the baby was born she would be able to start work again; this child need not mean the destruction of all her ambitions.

Alice was shaking her arm. She looked furious. ‘Clara Rose has gone. That’s why it’s closed. Left a note with the management, and scarpered. She knows they won’t sue her for breach of contract when there’s only a week to go.’

Alice had hold of Thomasine’s elbow. She was steering her away from the throng on the pavement. She seemed to be struggling for words suddenly, which was unusual for Alice.

‘They couldn’t keep the revue running without the leading lady, I suppose.’

‘And the leading man,’ said Alice bitterly. She turned to face Thomasine. ‘Clive’s gone, love. He left early this morning with Clara. He’s cut and run, I’m afraid.’

Much later, Alice said tentatively, ‘There is another way, of course.’

Thomasine hardly heard her. She could not recall having walked back from the theatre to the pension. She could not recall any of the conversation that had since taken place. Yet she knew that Alice had remained with her all the time, that Alice had talked and brought her cups of tea. The cups of tea were piled up on the chest of drawers. She had not been able to drink any of them. She felt quite numb, almost unable to see or hear or think. Most of all, unable to think.

Alice unwrapped Thomasine’s clenched fingers and placed a glass in her hand. ‘Drink up, love. Might even do some good, and if not, it’ll help you forget about that bastard. Oh, sorry. I meant—’

It wasn’t a baby, of course, it was a bastard. One of the maidservants at the Chalk Farm had had a bastard. Thomasine had heard them talking about her at the shop in Drakesden. They had stopped talking when Thomasine had come in to the shop, of course, but she had caught that ugly word. Bastard. She had not known then what it had meant. She knew now, though.

She raised the glass and drank. The gin scalded her throat, but jerked her mind into some sort of action. ‘What do you mean, another way?’
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